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CONTAMINATED

A Zombie Survival Novel





Prologue –


January 24, 2017

Dr. Arthur Covington watched with rapt attention as the arm of the rover unfolded and twisted its metal hand downwards. The claw-like fingers opened and closed around an odd looking rock the doctor had been eyeing for the last five days. Rotating once more, the arm retracted while it dumped the sample into a two foot by two foot metal bin attached to the rear.
Arthur sighed in relief. Only a few more, and the probe would be packed up, ready to return to Earth. He ran a hand through his thinning blond hair and decided he should shower when he felt how slick it was. When was the last time he’d had one?  He couldn’t remember. Eternal darkness and watching a theater-sized screen day and night threw him off.
“Any other rocks you want me to wrangle, Dr. Covington?” Matt Ballard asked from his desk, control stick in hand.
“Not for me, you can roam around and see if there’s anything interesting. I’m going to start filing today’s report.”
Matt ignored his departure, but Arthur didn’t notice. There were things to do, supplies to order, machines to update, funding to beg for, a spectrum of tests, he needed permission to run, and then there were the officials to bribe, so the space rocks would clear decontamination in a timely manner.
The hallways were narrow in the observation building, not to mention how low the ceiling was. Ever since the United States cancelled their space program, people like him had to rely on the goodness of other countries to launch research probes. In most cases, greed was the final denominator. Arthur had spent every last cent to get this mission off the ground.
Now, holed up in a decrepit warehouse in the middle of nowhere Russia, he hoped he’d made the right decision. The Pluto Endeavor cost him his marriage, kids, and reputation, though he knew when the rover returned, those in the scientific community would beg for his forgiveness. They would plead with him to take them on as assistants. They would say any position would be fine.
Smiling, Arthur opened the door to his “office” as he thought of telling them all no. To say they weren’t good enough for his team. So caught up in his musings, he didn’t see the man sitting in his chair or the slab of a man with no neck to his right.
“Dr. Covington, how are you?” asked a monotone voice from behind the desk.
Arthur stopped in his tracks. Who the hell was this guy? No one was allowed in his office. He’d have to talk to Dmitri about security, again.
“Who are you? This office is off limits.” Arthur tried to put as much bravado into his voice as possible, but inside his bladder was quaking.
A meaty paw reached out and led Arthur to his own guest chair. He sat with reluctance, afraid of the strength he felt in the hand on his shoulder.
This was it, he thought. They’re just going to take my research and bury me in a pile of snow somewhere, dammit.
“My name is irrelevant, but the company I work for might be of interest to you, Sunset Incorporated?” the well-manicured man said with a raised eyebrow.
Arthur almost bit his tongue in half. Sunset Inc. was the most cutting edge place a scientist could hope to work for in their wildest dreams. The man across from him was no scientist though, more of a businessman/henchman, emphasis on the hench. His suit was well cut, as was his hair, and he lacked the haggard expression people in Arthur’s profession developed after reading one too many periodicals. Not to mention his tan, no scientist worth anything saw daylight if they wanted to be published and funded these days.
“Of course, I’ve heard of them, but why are you here? I wrote your company almost a dozen letters, none of them answered,” Arthur responded indignantly.
The man nodded, as he pulled out a wad of papers and placed them on the desk. Arthur recognized his handwriting immediately. A small part of him cringed when he saw some of the later nastier letters he’d sent after too much of the “special vodka.”
“Yes, I’ve read them all. As you know, we recently underwent ‘restructuring.’ The new board is interested in your research. No one has been bold enough to focus on Pluto the way you have. Since it was downgraded from a planet to an asteroid, most people lost interest, but not you.”
Arthur leaned forward. “If it isn’t a planet, then it wasn’t formed. If it wasn’t formed, then it started as something small and has been floating around in space, collecting debris and getting larger and larger. Pluto has enough gravitational pull to maintain three moons. That’s pretty impressive for a non-planet.”
The man sitting at his desk nodded. “We agree. That’s why we’ve decided to fund your research. As we speak, a lab is being built in a secret location with all the bells and whistles. Every last detail is being taken into consideration.”
Arthur sat back, stunned, speechless, and part of him wary of this good news. This was what he wanted. What he’d worked for. Finally, his name would be associated with something great; a lab all his own, where he was in charge. His dream being offered up to him, seemed too good to be true, so there had to be a…
“One catch, Dr. Covington, you can’t tell anyone about this. The probe is scheduled to return in two years. At that time, you will be contacted and taken to the facility with some of the samples. You will run the tests you want, as well as a few for us. Do you agree to these terms?”
Arthur nodded vigorously. His probe had been designed for speed, and used an alternative fuel along with a modified engine that could use combustible space particles to help acceleration. None of which existed when NASA launched their New Horizons probe in 2006.
“I agree to whatever you need.” Arthur would have signed over his soul for an opportunity like this.
The man chuckled, but it was not filled with humor, “Good, I need you to upload all your research and files to this server address.” He tossed a piece of paper onto the desk. “After that, I want you to keep us updated on any advances in the field, additional tests, and to provide images of all the samples that you would like to have, so we can accommodate you as best we can.”
Arthur nodded again, but felt like he resembled an eager dog, so he forced himself to stop. He cleared his throat and pushed an unruly lock of hair behind his ear before speaking.
“Of course, though but why wouldn’t I have all the samples?”
“Dr. Covington.” The man stood. “Some questions are better left unasked. Remember, tell no one, or the deal is void and you go back to being inconsequential.”
The door slammed on the last word and Arthur felt a twinge of worry form in his gut. He waited a moment before standing, in case the men came back to kill him or laugh, because he fell for their joke. Then again, he would deserve it. He didn’t ask for identification, a phone number, or a business card. His obsession with the rocks had a tendency to blind him.
As he rounded the corner of his desk, he found an envelope full of hundred dollar bills. When he finished counting, fifty thousand dollars were lined in neatly stacked one thousand dollar bills. The clock on his desk chimed and the date jumped out at him.
Lisa’s birthday, his little girl, would be turning…eleven?  He flipped his computer on and searched for the perfect gift. An hour later, he decided on a pink bike with matching helmet. For Michael, his son, he got a three hundred dollar gift certificate to the electronics store. The last time he spoke with him, the only thing he cared about was 3-D interactive video games.
Mary, his ex-wife, deserved so much more. His kids grew up knowing they couldn’t rely on him. He tried to love them, or show them affection in his own way, but he never seemed to do it right. Mary, on the other hand, met him before the idea of the probe kidnapped his life.
They’d dated for four amazing years and their wedding day was one of the best of his life, second only to when he heard the words “You can send the probe on the next launch, Dr. Covington.”
He sighed, because it was on that day that he lost her. Not many people could pinpoint the exact second their marriage went to hell, but he could. And he wasn’t proud of it. He searched through pages and pages of gift ideas and settled on a large bouquet of flowers. He didn’t think her new husband would appreciate her receiving jewellery from her ex.
With that done, he sat back and enjoyed life for the first time in years. He had money, funding from a respected corporation, and in a couple of years, he would define the cutting edge of science.
Arthur picked up a few stacks of cash and put them in his drawer. The rest, he bundled in an envelope and addressed it to his wife. A scrawled note in his familiar chicken scratch told her to use it for the kid’s college fund.
Finally, he was able to do things for his family, and soon he would get some much deserved respect from the scientific community.
* * *
Frank Monroe swirled the clear liquid in the glass he held. The world’s best vodka, his contact told him. Perhaps, but he’d rather be drinking a 100 year old scotch and enjoying a cigar in his study than freezing his ass off in this barren tundra. His phone chirped and he answered it.
“He agreed,” Frank said, knowing who was on the other end.
“Good, think he’ll be able to keep his mouth shut?” asked the voice on the other end.
“Maybe, but it doesn’t matter if he does or not. We can always arrange an accident and hand over his research to someone else. It’s the rocks that matter.” Frank swallowed his drink and made a face.
“Stay on top of everything. I want this, and he is not replaceable.”
The line went dead. Frank stared at the phone for a second before punching in a number.
“Collins,” a gruff voice responded.
“It’s Monroe, how are things coming along?”
Papers being shuffled and power tools echoed in the background. “We’ll be ready. Electrical is almost done, and then we can move quicker, since we’ll have operational elevators. Hauling this crap down fifteen levels is eating time.”
Frank poured more vodka into his glass and downed it. “No excuses, just get it done.”
He hit end and tossed the phone on the worn dresser. He glanced around the room and wondered how much the company was paying for this dump. The bed was dirty and unmade, water stains riddled the wall in eerie interpretations of Rorschach inkblots, and the carpet seemed to unravel and disintegrate as he watched it.
Only a few more days and he would be able to go home where it was warm and sunny. First, he needed to put a few security measures in place to ensure Dr. Covington kept his mouth shut. He pulled his FNP-9 out of its holster, checked the safety and placed it on the nightstand. Sitting, he tried not to think about the two additional years he had left on this assignment.
Part of him knew he should be happy they trusted him enough to head up one of their most important projects, but he’d rather be working in the weapons division. Making sure some geek got all his lab equipment to examine rocks was not his idea of fun. With a sigh, he leaned back on the bed, vodka bottle in hand, glass forgotten.



Chapter 1 –


January 25, 2019

“Watch what you’re doing, that vial is priceless,” Dr. James Smith cursed at the intern.
James watched as the young man cradled the item in his hand and crossed the room to place it on the counter next to Dr. Marsha Watkins. For years, they’d been muddling their way through funding nightmares to develop a cure for Alzheimers. Then out of the blue, a man in a nice suit, but lacking in personality, made them an offer they couldn’t refuse.
Now they were in a top-notch facility with technology they didn’t even know existed at their fingertips. So desperate to make a name for themselves, all in the name of helping their fellow man, they’d both checked their morals at the door when it came to human experimentation. As long as some progress was being made, the test subjects didn’t seem to mind the side effects. At first, they were minor.
When the head of the company brought them the unknown element and asked them to see if it might aid in their research, they played along. Expecting it not to work, or be of any benefit, they were shocked when after only two small doses people improved significantly.
Now James and Marsha were taking their work in a whole new direction. The brain activity was like nothing they’d ever seen before – at first.
Then something happened. He chalked it up to whiny patients and the typical “adverse reactions” people complain about when on a new medication. As the list grew, rashes, memory loss, decreased appetite, muscle aches, vision problems, and mood swings, James stopped the treatments.
The subjects got better after a couple of days, but there was something useful in the mysterious element he’d been given. He created a large dose, thinking a series of small doses were the problem, and he pocketed the syringe. He punched in the code for Level 15 and entered one of the special rooms, where what he was about to do, wouldn’t be seen or heard by others.
On the table, a man in his seventies rambled about spiders in the corner, their worst patient symptom-wise. James checked his straps to make sure he was secure, pulled out a cotton swab and a bottle of rubbing alcohol. He cleaned a small area on the man’s forearm, and then injected the amped up serum.
A moment later, James jumped back as the old man’s body arced off the table. He babbled rapidly as his eyes rolled around, then lay flat – dead. With a sigh, James hit the button and watched as a small door opened on the side and the table slipped inside. It shut with a clang, and as he walked out, James felt the warmth of the incinerator as it destroyed the evidence of his experiment.
He refused to give up. Marsha tried to warn him away from it, but she didn’t see the potential the way he did. In secret, he wrote out formulas and other possible uses, as well as other methods of delivery. He wondered if there was a way to make it into a gas. It would be less taxing on the system, and therefore, more likely not to throw people into shock. He’d watched eleven people die so far, but new subjects were more than willing to sign up for treatment. Then you had people who couldn’t wait to unload family members who were more trouble than they were worth.
On the counter next to his co-worker, sat the only inhalable version of the serum. They were scheduled to test it in less than a week and his anticipation grew every day they prepared. He knew it would work. This time, he would find the cure.
* * *
Lyle Willis set the bricks of Semtex in strategic locations, forty in total. Some of them were on the current level, others in the ventilation system and elevator shafts. His boss was particular about how he wanted things done, and since Lyle was making a lot of money to do an easy job, he didn’t ask questions.
When he’d first been contacted about the job, he thought it was a joke. How do you demolish a retro fitted silo? Add in the security measures that Sunset Inc. put into place and he shook his head. A suicide mission.
The person was persistent. Contacting him via e-mail with vital information and a sum of money no one would say no to. After much thought, and a pass guaranteed to get him inside, as well as half the cash sitting in his account, Lyle relented.
As he drove up the road to the address given, he noted the discreetly hidden security cameras. When he reached the edge of the driveway, two security guards greeted him.
“Who are you?”
“Keller, Jack Keller,” Lyle said as he handed over the ID card.
The taller of the two guards looked him over. “Open the trunk.”
Lyle pulled the release and watched with a critical eye as the shorter guard flipped through the tools and wires.
“Says here you’re an electrician, you should be in the database, so stay here.”
Lyle focused on his breathing as the guard typed something into the tablet at his post. He glanced at the ID, and then back to the screen. He stared at Lyle for a full minute before he stood and returned.
“Alright, you’re clear. Drive down for about a mile and enter through the garage.”
Lyle accepted the card and smiled as he drove off. Whoever hired him had some serious connections inside this place. When the house came into view, he slowed the car and parked next to the entrance. He popped the trunk, moved several items to the side, and pulled out two toolboxes and a utility belt.
He made sure to park out of the range of any cameras or prying eyes, so he could slash open the spare tire, pull out the explosives, and put them in the hidden compartments, he’d prepared on the boxes. Within seconds, he was ready to move on to phase two.
From then on, everything went according to plan, just like the person who hired him said it would. As he took the elevator up, he got into his car as soon as possible. When he was two miles away, his cell phone rang.
He reached over and saw a new text message “BOOM.” He wrinkled his face as he tried to see who sent it. Naively, he thought it was his employer letting him know he’d triggered the explosion. A second later, realization dawned on him when the car stalled.



Chapter 2 –


February 3, 2019

Arthur fidgeted in the waiting room chair, glancing at his watch for the fiftieth time in an hour. His probe broke atmosphere three weeks ago and since then, had been held in the International Decontamination Bureau (IDB), on the Kerguelen Islands, known to most as the Desolation Islands. The location was chosen specifically for its remoteness.
A six-day boat ride from the coast of Madagascar was the first step. Then a short jeep ride and he was shown to a drafty tent for the duration of his stay. For the last week, he’d been coming to the office every day to see if the items his rover collected were deemed safe and would finally be released to him.
A short man with a stocky build opened a door, which Arthur never noticed. “Dr. Covington, follow me please.”
Arthur shot out of his seat so fast he knocked it to the ground. The metal legs clanged loudly on the concrete floor, he blushed bright red, corrected the chair, and then trailed after the man.
An antiseptic looking hallway with bright lights and doors with strange sequences of numbers diverted his attention briefly. When the man opened the door to some sort of observation room, he got back on track.
“Are my samples ready? I need to start work right away,” Arthur asked with enthusiasm.
The man walked over to a stool and sat as he picked up a tablet and turned it for Arthur to see.
“Dr. Covington, I’m sure you understand our first priority is to make sure nothing is brought into the world at large that could harm the population, or might have the potential to cause harm.”
Arthur moved forward and took the proffered object. His eyes scanned the information, but his brain couldn’t believe what he was reading.
“This can’t be right. Every single rock is contaminated with an ‘unknown element’.”
“We ran the tests four times. I’m sorry, Doctor.”
“But that’s the whole reason I sent the probe, to see what’s out there. I need to study this.”
“I’m sorry, we’re keeping the samples. They need to be locked away so nothing happens. Good day, Doctor.”
A hand grabbed Arthur from behind and he was led like a limp dishrag to the waiting room. All that time and money wasted. What would the people at Sunset Inc. say? They’d warned him about the importance of his work.
Fear knotted his stomach, and on the walk back to his tent, his head filled with every worst-case scenario he could imagine. All of them ended with him dead in an alley somewhere, with a gun in his mouth. He couldn’t go back to being a nobody.
Ten minutes later, his meager belongings were packed up and a jeep waited to take him to the boat. Funny how everything was timed just right. The next six days, he would debate whether to throw himself off the side and into the sea.
* * *
Drew Hawkins glanced around the room as he took a few of the recently arrived samples out of the bin. He grabbed four, and put each on the scale, except one. The digital readings popped up a second later for samples #47-49.
Retrieving the rocks, he placed the sticker with the corresponding number on them and set them next to the matching digits in a special container designed to insulate them as much as possible. He didn’t know what the big deal was. They were stones, so where they came from didn’t matter. He never understood why scientists got so uppity about things. There were so many rules and protocols, he wondered when the addendum would come down the chain of command about what color underwear was appropriate.
At least that’s what the secret agent who’d offered him over a million dollars for a single sample convinced him of. Drew wasn’t doing anything wrong. In fact, he was helping the world. Who knew what might be in these rocks; alternative fuel and energy sources or perhaps a cure for cancer.
His new friend bought him his favorite comics and even let him watch one of the scarier movies his uncle said no to. No matter how often he asked, the secret agent refused to say whom he worked for; just that it was better Drew didn’t know – for his own safety.
The coolest thing ever was having a spy as his new best friend, but he made sure no one else knew. He wanted to keep this all for himself. Plus, his friend warned him something bad would happen to Drew’s uncle if he told. When Drew thought about what the man proposed one evening, his first reaction was to say no. After some prodding and words of encouragement, as well as talk of money, Drew agreed.
Hell, he should be getting a medal for what he was doing. He knelt down to adjust the secure strip around his ankle and slid the rock inside. Once he entered the decontamination shower, he would slip it in a sock and put it in his bag.
Everyone loved him and most people let him pass the usual security measures, because a guy like him wouldn’t do anything wrong. His uncle let him work there doing simple tasks like weighing things or mopping the floors when they were in-between collections. They called him slow and harmless. He tried not to sneer behind his cloth mask. He guessed none of them was special enough to have a million dollars held under their nose as incentive.
Three hours later, everything went according to plan. He met the secret agent in a restaurant and handed him the sock underneath the table. He didn’t know if it was necessary, but he felt super cool doing it, like one of his heroes in the comics. A second later, the smile fell from his face as two red dots blossomed across his chest.
The man stood and tucked a napkin in Drew’s collar, then made his way out. He was over a mile away when the waitress realized what happened and she let out a scream.
* * *
Frank unholstered his FNP-9, enjoying its lighter weight.
Time to be a bad guy, he thought to himself.
Four other men were with him. All were dressed in black and wearing masks to avoid identification. He didn’t know their names and it didn’t matter, he couldn’t tell who was who anyways. Not to mention, in this line of work, anonymity was the key to success. Their job was simple, go in and take the rocks using whatever force necessary.
Frank unzipped the small bag slung over his shoulder and pulled out a device about the size of a golf ball. He twisted it and waited for the red light to turn green. Seven seconds later, all the facilities lights went off, and a vehicle driving by stuttered to a halt.
The driver got out and Frank aimed his SCAR-Light, pulling the trigger. The man’s head popped like a grape before the sound of the gun firing ricocheted off the walls. Two soldiers on patrol saw their co-worker fall to the ground and they spread out to investigate.
Frank motioned to the team and split up. The guard on his right walked toward the alley and after a cursory glance, seemed to think it wasn’t a threat. Picking up a loose piece of concrete, Frank tossed it to the side of where they were hiding.
A moment’s hesitation and the guard resumed his inspection. As soon as the muzzle of his weapon came into view, Frank sprang up from behind the pallets and grabbed the man’s right arm, yanking it high and hard. The shoulder came out of its socket with an audible pop. Before the guard had a chance to scream, Frank reached up and around his face, taking hold of the neck and pulling hard.
He caught the body and pulled it to where they hid. A second later, the other half of his team appeared, their target neutralized.
“Alright, girls, you ready to earn your money?”
Frank kicked the door in and put a bullet in the forehead of the secretary before she had time to hit the alarm. The back of her skull hung next to the plastic fichus. The security cameras, disabled a few moments earlier by the EMP, didn’t muffle gunfire. Frank knew they needed to move fast. They had to take everyone out; no one left alive.
Several guards rushed out of a side door, but the small entrance created a bottleneck and Frank’s team picked them off easily. Within seconds, a pile of dead bodies lay on the ground, blood and guts covering the once pristine walls.
Frank walked to the open doorway and tossed a flash bang grenade down the hall to be safe. When it exploded, shrieks echoed down the corridor and sent his men ahead. More screams and gunfire. When it stopped, he crossed over the threshold and headed for the containment room. He pulled out a small piece of paper to cross-reference the lot numbers.
The board wanted four cases in particular, based on the results they’d intercepted from the IDB server. Some naughty people, not unlike those he worked for, wanted the rocks all for themselves. Some sort of new life was discovered and they discarded Covington like trash.
They’d never expected his new engine design to work, and therefore, didn’t expect his probe to make it back. When it landed, the stir it caused was extraordinary. Of course, Covington would never know any of this. Poor guy would never know he did something people thought impossible, and discovered a new life form as a bonus.
Then again, when they showed him his lab and set him to work, he’d uncover more than these idiots. A whimper caught Frank’s attention and he saw a short stocky man crawling toward him. Bullet holes littered his legs and a nasty looking wound in his side hemorrhaged blood.
“You can’t take those. You have no idea what sort of foreign matter is in them.”
Frank met the man half way while he motioned the others to take out the crates. “I can do whatever I want.” A crunching noise was heard as Frank’s boot crushed the shredded side of the man. His screams bouncing around the room slowly faded.
Pulling the bag off his shoulder, he unzipped revealing a bomb with enough C-4 to demolish a small city. He stuck the timer in the clay-like substance and set it for five minutes.
Outside the building, the seaplane was loaded, while the engine roared to life. He sloshed his way over and climbed inside. The pilot was one of corporate’s guys. They winked at one another and the plane moved out, soaring into the air as a fire cloud erupted behind them.
An hour into the flight, Frank pulled out a bottle of rum and passed it around to the others. Three of the four took healthy swigs, but one declined. Frank pushed the bottle at him.
“Come on, it’s how we celebrate a job well done.”
The man said no once again. Frank mentally sighed. Why was there always one health nut on a hit squad? With a smile, Frank put the bottle away and waited. A few minutes later, the others let out jaw cracking yawns. Time was up. Frank pulled a serrated blade from a sheath on his hip and drove it into the chest of the goody two shoes.
The man clawed at Frank’s hands and twitched underneath him with wide eyes. Pink froth bubbled out of his mouth and Frank eased the knife out.
“Martin, it’s time,” Frank called out to the pilot.
Martin secured himself and waited as Frank tied a belt around his waist and then clipped it to a metal loop above the door. Then he pulled a lever and opened the entry. He rolled each body out and watched as they plummeted to their death.
As the door closed, he let a genuine smile cross his face. His time was almost up and then he would get his posting in Weapons Development. The only thing left on his list of things to do was shove Dr. Covington into his lab.
He unclipped the safety belt and sat in the co-pilots seat with a sigh.



Chapter 3 –


Arthur sat in his apartment letting fear and dread seep into his bones. Any minute, the well-manicured man with the nice suit would knock on his door and demand to know why there were no samples to work with. What could Arthur say? They were all contaminated with something unknown? Sunset Inc. would not buy it and they certainly would not appreciate the fact they’d spent God knows how much money on a lab for him, which was now utterly useless.
He reached a shaky hand out and grabbed the bottle of whiskey he bought at the corner store when he arrived back in the city. New York always overwhelmed him, but today it seemed more ominous. Strangers turned into potential assassins. Panhandlers followed him with the intention of slitting his throat. Neighbors had been bought off to throw him off the roof, a suicide note attached to his rumpled lapel.
The top of the bottle popped off in his hands and he drank like a man who’d been stranded in the Sahara for a month. The burning sensation helped with the image he created in his mind. Not caring what the neighbors thought of him anymore, he let out a scream.
For the last ten years, he’d made the Pluto Endeavor his life. He’d endured laughter, lack of faith or support from friends and family, and the break-up of his marriage. No matter how bad things got, he’d convinced himself the information gathered by his probe would change the world. He would change everything.
Now he would be the laughingstock of the science community again. More of the amber liquid filled his gut and he swayed as he stood. Someone was at the door, probably an angry neighbor. He put the half-empty bottle on the chipped imitation wood coffee table and tried to tuck in his shirt as he made his way to answer the incessant banging.
He slicked his hair back with his left hand and opened the door with his right. The litany of curse words he planned to unleash died with a croak. The man with the nice suit smiled back at him. The large man with hands the size of basketballs didn’t.
“Uh, Mr.--” Arthur couldn’t recall what the man’s name was, but then remembered that he never told him.
“Dr. Covington, your lab is ready when you are, and by that I mean go pack your bags now.”
Arthur attempted a smile but failed. He moved aside to let the men in and thought about how he could escape. Obviously, they thought he was back, because he acquired the samples.
Damn! What was he going to do now?
“Have a seat, it won’t take me long. I’ll be right out, just stay in here.” He wondered if his words sounded as slurred to them as they did to him.
The moment he entered the bedroom, he checked the window. Fifth floor and the fire escape were busted. Jumping was an option. In fact, it was his only one. He took a deep breath and unlatched the window, cringing at the creaking sound it made.
A glance toward the door confirmed he was still alone. Arthur placed both hands on the top part of the window and pushed with all his strength, which wasn’t a whole lot. Nothing happened. He tried once more with the same result.
Perhaps he could break the window and make the leap before they had a chance to catch him. But then what? He’d injure himself for sure, and as he hobbled to freedom, they would fill his back with bullets.
“Dr. Covington, is there a problem?” the man in the nice suit asked.
“Well, yes, er I mean no. It’s just that I wasn’t able to get the samples.”
“Calm down, Doctor. It’s not like we kill people for something like that, and besides, we took care of it.”
Arthur peered up from the floor, which held his attention since the man spoke to him. “How is that? I was there and they told me they were contaminated with something and couldn’t be released.”
“I went there and had a nice discussion with them, pointing out that we would take every possible precaution.” The man smiled, but Arthur didn’t find it reassuring.
“But what about--”
“Remember what I said about asking questions?”
“Of course, let me get my things.”
The man left and Arthur picked out a few items of clothing, a faded family photograph from happier times, and his e-reader. He’d have lots of time to kill waiting for test results to come in. He patted down his side pocket and threw in his extra set of glasses as he walked out.
The men led him out of the apartment and Arthur didn’t bother to look back. He didn’t need to see the letter with the unused gift certificate or money on the counter, or the bike sitting in the corner of the living room. His family wrote him off. There was nothing for him there.
His future beckoned him.
* * *
Frank rubbed his hands together as he counted down the hours. Tomorrow at this time, he would be helping to design and test the ultimate weapons of destruction. No more babysitting the pathetic excuse of a human being next to him.
How the man managed to get up in the morning and not kill himself was a miracle in and of itself. The background check showed nothing existed in his life other than the probe. His file indicated he was a loner, prone to bouts of rage, a workaholic, and a genius.
The doctor could not match his socks, his hair lay in tangled mess of grey and blond on top of his head, and showering seemed optional. Over the last two years, he’d read every single report posted, and listened in on every conversation to make sure he didn’t tell anyone about their agreement.
To Frank’s surprise, the twerp had kept his mouth shut, and Frank knew far more about space, planetary phenomenon, and various hypotheses about what could be mined from them, than he ever wanted to.
Closing his eyes for a nap, the nasally voice of Arthur interrupted him.
“I’m sorry; I never got your name…”
Frank opened an eye and rolled it toward the doctor. “I never gave it to you.”
Arthur persisted. “It’s just that I want to thank you and your bosses for what you’ve done for me. I…this…there are no words for how grateful I am.”
“Just say thank-you and sit back. Where we’re taking you is a long way down and you’ll be there for quite some time.”
“What do you mean ‘a long way down’?”
Frank turned his head when he responded this time. “Remember what I told you about questions when we first met?”
Arthur nodded.
“Good, now go to sleep.”
The jolt of the plane hitting the ground roused Frank from his slumber. He pushed the drooling head of Arthur off his shoulder with undisguised disgust.
“We’re here, Dr. Covington.”
* * *
Arthur cracked open his eyes. Sleep crusted over them causing him to have to pick apart his eyelashes. The look “the man” as Arthur now referred to him, did not go unnoticed.
“Grab your bag. We need to get in the helicopter for the last part of the journey.”
Arthur did as told. Something about this guy scared him, and he had no doubt if he stepped out of line in any way, he’d disappear.
The helicopter engine started as soon as the door to the private jet eased its way down. The Sunset Inc. logo was on the side and a thrill of excitement ran up Arthur’s spine. His dream was a short flight away. He ran to the helicopter and if not for the quick hands of his escort, the whirling of the back blades would have severed his arm clean off.
“Careful, Dr. Covington, we don’t want to lose you yet.”
Arthur smiled at the comment even though the seriousness of the tone made his blood run cold. The sooner this man was away from his work the better.
Fifteen minutes later, they flew over a small mountain range of some sort and below them stood a plain looking house. The barbed wire fence lining several acres with several spot lights the only indicators something else might lay beyond the walls other than your average home.
Once on the ground Arthur held his tote close as they made their way to the entrance. The inside of the house appeared normal from all appearances. The décor, the smell of dinner cooking, and even the presence of a family all made him wonder what the hell was going on. Was this the ultimate joke they were playing on him? Did they expect him to work in the shed?
The man grabbed his elbow and led him to the garage where a shiny mini-van was parked. On the back wall a large cabinet stood. Next to it, several items for playing sports, a few tools, a brand new lawn mower, and topping it off, the family dog came up to him and growled.
Arthur put his hand out and spoke in a soothing manner, but the dog just snarled louder. Saliva dripped from its jowls and the fur on the back of its neck stood on end.
“Down,” the man said.
The dog stopped terrifying Arthur and waited for the next order. “Return.”
Arthur watched the dog run off toward the door, presumably to the back yard.
“What the hell was that? You said this was going to be a first rate operation. How do you expect me to work with a demon dog and a family in the house?” Arthur demanded.
The man didn’t respond. For an answer, he opened the cabinet and pulled down a section holding some screw drivers. A retinal scanner along with a DNA verifier was revealed.
The man lowered his eye and spoke, “Monroe, identification Fire Zebra Nine.”
Arthur watched as a thin red light scanned the retina of the man as he placed his thumb on a small pad. A second later, he pulled it away and sucked the small drop of blood from the needle puncture.
“Identification accepted, scan in new arrival.” 
The man grabbed Arthur’s hand and jammed the thumb on the pad. Then he grabbed his neck and forced him to look into the scanner. “Don’t blink,” he ordered.
Arthur raised his bleeding digit then thought better of it. He waited a few moments, then several more.
“Information processed, identification is Alpha Tango One,” a disembodied voice echoed over a speaker.
“Remember that code, Doc, it’s your identity down here in case of emergency.”
The panel slid down and a loud grinding noise scared Arthur until he realized the back of the cabinet was moving to the side. A full thirty seconds later, a large elevator opened. Two guards armed with sheathed knives, body armor, and M4’s greeted them. The man pushed Arthur inside and he got the distinct feeling the guy was in a rush to get this over.
The panel inside was operated by another retinal scanner as well as something else Arthur couldn’t figure out. The man pulled out a metallic object and inserted it. A keypad slid out and he tapped in a number.
As the doors shut, Arthur knew his life would never be the same, and for that, he was happy.
“Okay, Doc, here’s the deal. You’re inside a retrofitted missile silo. There are fifteen floors, here’s the map.”  The man handed him a laminated piece of paper. “You only have access to a few, they’re marked in green.”
“Why only a few? I might need to go to other floors for something.”
“No questions, do as you’re told and things will work out fine.”
A few seconds later, the bulky doors revealed an open room of some sort. A large semi-circle desk with two men sitting behind it also armed to the teeth. The floor was carpeted and couches lined the back wall.
“This is the reception area. All people who enter the silo must come through here and pass a full body scan and security check. So, don’t worry about anyone invading and stealing your work.”
Arthur thought about the firepower he saw on the guards and wondered who the hell would be able to get past that. Then he wondered why he should be worried about that happening.
“Do you think that’s a concern? I mean this research is all on the up and up with government sharing, they released the samples, right?”
“Stop asking questions and listen. This won’t take much longer and then you’ll be out of my hair.”
Arthur swallowed. The time for niceties was gone. They crossed the large room, at least 100 feet by 120 feet. They stopped in front of a set of simple steel doors and with a similar panel as the garage cabinet.
The man lowered his head so his retina could be scanned and placed his thumb onto the pad.
Arthur didn’t hear it open, but the next thing he knew he was being pushed forward once again. Almost a minute passed, and then a slight bounce. A whoosh noise and he faced with a well-lit hallway.
“This is Level 6. I’m going to show you to your room.” The man walked into a small room with pastel colored paintings on the wall and a sitting area with a small blue rug.
All things to distract people from the lack of windows, and antiseptic feel of the place. The floor reminded him of his dorm in college. Doors on either side with numbers and names etched on them. About mid-way through, they reached his.
“Open it,” said the man.
Arthur turned the knob, but nothing happened. Next to him, the sigh of annoyance reminded him about security. He touched the wall on the side and the display panel opened. He placed his thumb in the slot and lowered his eye.
“Identification please.”
“Um, Alpha, Tango, One.” Arthur smiled when the lock audibly clicked and the door opened. He took a quick glance inside. A single bed with sheets folded neatly on top, and a set of towels and robe were on top of a small dresser. Drawers built into the wall waited to be filled. With a smile, Arthur turned toward the man. “Can I see the lab now?”
“Yes, of course, but just in case you forget, the showers are directly across from your room.”
Arthur tossed his bag of clothes into the room and shut the door. He didn’t plan to spend much time in this room. He jogged to catch up with his tour guide and slid into the elevator just as it was about to shut.
Thirty seconds later, a pristine corridor of white walls hurt his eyes, but they adjusted after a few seconds.
He walked behind the man all the way to the end of the hallway. A door with the name Dr. Covington stood in front of him.
“Open it, your lab awaits.”
Arthur examined the wall and found a small button. He pushed and once again gave a drop of blood and his eyeball to the security system. When he heard the hiss of the door and saw what waited, he felt like a kid who just got all his favorite toys for Christmas.
Every piece of equipment he’d asked for and a few he didn’t recognize waited to help him unlock the secrets of the universe. He stumbled in, looks of awe and shock fought for control of his face.
“You’ll have three lab assistants and two guards in here at all times. The window over there is the observation room. Be in it when you run your tests. On one of the upper floors, we have another team working on more minor things, but should you need help with something, feel free to ask them to send someone down.”
“This is amazing,” Arthur said in a timid voice.
“Pay attention, Doctor, I don’t have all day. Your room is on the dormitory floor along with the showers, so please make use of them. We don’t want you falling over from exhaustion. The cafeteria serves three meals a day, try not to miss them.” The man adjusted his tie as he frowned at what Arthur knew was a rumpled and scraggly appearance. “This is a highly secured facility and each room requires a certain type of clearance. Do not try to enter a room or level where you are not allowed. In case of an emergency of any kind, security measures will lock down each floor. A signal will be sent to the main office and a rescue team will be sent.”
“What could happen? We’re just going to examine rock samples?”
“I like to prepare for every possible scenario.” The man walked toward the exit as he spoke, “The team might take a while to break through the security protocols on each level to access the stairs. The elevators will be shut down as will all other power except emergency lighting.”
“Nothing like that will happen, will it? I mean, this is a safe place right?” Arthur asked in a worried tone.
“For your sake, I hope not. Goodbye, Dr. Covington.”
Arthur watched the man leave and felt a weight lift off his shoulders. He walked over to the computer and turned it on. Three hours later, he’d created his username and password, downloaded his data to a tablet, and read the operation manuals of all the devices at his disposal.
He inspected every square inch to make sure he was well acquainted with his home for the next few years. The one thing missing, and he kicked himself for not thinking about it earlier, were the samples.
A black phone sat in a cradle on his desk, but it lacked numbers, all he saw were names. Upon closer examination, he realized it was to other places throughout what he viewed as an underground compound.
Pressing the number one for storage, he waited until a female voice answered. “Storage, what can I do for you, Dr. Covington?”
Spooked for a moment that she knew who he was, he realized there was a small screen that displayed incoming numbers.
“Um, yes, I was wondering where the samples are I’m going to be working with.”
“Go to the back of your lab. Press the button marked ‘Samples’, then take your pick of one,” she said in a tone one would use with a child.
Arthur felt like an idiot. “Thanks,” he mumbled as he hung up.
So much for knowing every inch of the place, then again, the button was hidden behind a loose piece of paper warning about the use of stairs in case of fire. He jabbed the small circle and grinned at the four sets of drawers as they rolled out of the wall in staggered levels. Scanning them with a careful eye, he selected two, both of which he remembered pointing out for the rover years ago. They still held their odd color and something inside of him knew they were the ones.
A moment later, the specimen drawers were back in their safe place and the two rocks he chose were in separate trays. Shedding his ragged blazer, he pulled on a pristine lab coat with his name embroidered on it.
First things first, he needed to weigh the samples and determine their density. Weights were entered into the computer as well as the volume when placed in water.
The computer beeped letting Arthur know the results were ready.
“.5 g/cm³ for a rock that weighs 14 grams and has a volume of 12 cubed cm? This has to be wrong,” Arthur said as he stared at the computer screen.
He ran the tests again and used a diamond tipped saw to cut a sliver from the other sample as he waited. He placed the wedged shaped piece on one of the examination tables and turned on the light from below. The internal computer took several readings, but what could not be put into data bytes was the array of colors on the ceiling, some of which Arthur never saw before.
“Dr. Covington, what do you think you’re doing?” a feminine voice demanded.
Arthur couldn’t tear his eyes away from the display. “My job, what does it look like?”
“Mr. Monroe made it clear you were to have three lab assistants at all times, as well as two guards, and most importantly, be behind the damn observation window when running tests.”
The voice trailed off and Arthur assumed they were sucked into the amazing display of color above him the way he had. A click and it disappeared. One of the guards, armed with what looked like a Sig P232 stormed into the room and picked Arthur up by the lapels.
“You will do as told or I will kick your ass out of here, understand?”
Arthur nodded. The man put him down and the assistants went to work putting on their suits.
“What are you doing?” Arthur asked.
“Did you read any of the protocols about running this lab? Are you even competent to do the job?” a young female asked him. The nametag on her white suit read Williams.
“I’m more than capable; now just tell me why you’re putting those damn things on. I haven’t even run any tests yet for your information, so you can stop yelling at me.”
“The suits are for safety, because some of the samples gave off peculiar readings. Whenever we’re in the labs with specimens, we wear these.”
Arthur caught the suit tossed to him by the less scary looking guard and examined it, lightweight, durable, and easy to move in. The Tyvek name gave him some consolation so he slipped into it. The breathing apparatus felt constricting and the goggles over his eyes fogged up. The helmet top made him feel like an idiot, but he did as told. He sighed, if this was the only concession, he would find a way to live with it.
He picked up the paper-thin bit of rock and put it in the machine that he liked to think of as the pulveriser. In seconds, nothing but dust remained. He pulled out the small vial and examined the contents. Tiny particles caught stray bits of light, but there were other things floating to the top.
Arthur poured the powder into the mass spectrometer and pressed start out of habit.
“Behind the observation window, remember?”
Arthur felt himself pushed aside two seconds before the machine blew up with enough force to launch one of the assistants across the room through the Plexiglas of the observation room.
Noises echoed around Arthur and his ears rang from being so close to the source of the explosion. The lights flickered then went off, as did the computers, and everything else. Arthur felt a wave of dizziness take hold and his last thought was how pissed off “the man” was going to be.
Arthur managed to blow the lab up on his first day of work, which had to be a record of some sort.



Chapter 4 –


John Hooks took a sip of coffee, which caused him to make a face at the bitterness. Operation Covington went into effect a few hours ago and he bet the poor bastard still hadn’t figured out he was a prisoner. Then again, his obsession with those rocks would keep him busy and hopefully not asking questions any time soon.
He read over the data once more, wondering what the unidentifiable compound had the potential to be. If his company could corner the market on a new source of fuel, Sunset Inc. would control the world. If there was a potential vaccine for cancer, he could charge people whatever he wanted, because of the limited supply.
Of course, there was always the possibility of it being nothing more than a neat new flavor of gum, or bacteria that ravaged the Earth of all its resources. He forced a chuckle to ward off the dark thoughts.
Lately, his mind wandered to the edgier side of things. Dora, his wife said it was because of his close call with death a few months ago. Out of the blue, his heart had seized while he was playing a round of golf with friends.
Today was his first official full day back at work, and though his doctor told him to take it easy, the fatigue taking him over let him know he’d pushed too hard. He shut down his computer, and picked up the phone to call Dora, when a red light on his desk went off.
Crap, he thought, that light was never supposed to go off.
John felt the blood drain from his face and flow to his overworked heart. Why the hell was that light on?  Project Covington hadn’t been active for a full twenty-four hours yet, well at least part of it. He started running his own tests a week ago when the rocks first arrived, but his people were doing something different. His assistant, James Barrow, burst into the room, his ashen face a match to John’s.
“Sir, we have a problem.”
“Thanks for stating the obvious. Do you have anything else to add or should I hire a trained seal to do your job?”
“Sorry, the last few moments of footage we received showed an explosion in Dr. Covington’s lab. It seems he took a sample of rock, ground it up then placed it in one of the machines. Seconds later, the machine exploded. We lost contact ten seconds later.”
John took a deep breath and reached into his pocket to pull out the small container of nitroglycerin his doctor gave him for situations like this. He placed the small pill underneath his tongue and forced his breathing to even out.
“I take it, normal security procedures have been enacted?” he asked James.
“Yes, sir, the entire facility has been locked down. What do you want to do?”
“How long until emergency power kicks in?”
James looked uncomfortable. “Not sure, the electricians are looking into it.”
“Motivate them to look harder,” John yelled.
He needed to think. A small lab explosion was nothing to get too worried over. It could’ve been caused by anything; faulty equipment, a crossed wire, misuse of the machine, and lastly, what was placed inside to be analyzed.
He never thought these rocks could contain something that he could weaponize. With tensions rising around the world over oil shortages, this was the perfect time to come out with a brand new “I can kill you more” weapon.
The samples were now priority one.
“Get a strike team ready. I want Monroe to head it up.”
James stuttered as he spoke, “Monroe won’t like that.”
“I don’t care what he likes. He does what I tell him to do, or I find someone who will.”
James left the room to make the necessary arrangements, while John picked up the phone to let Dora know he was going to be late for dinner.
He could tell she was mad. After thirty years of marriage, he knew this was an expensive weekend away somewhat upset. He forced the thought out of his head and pushed the power switch on his tablet. He’d had the electronics division connect him directly into their feed so he could monitor everything in the facility.
No one could sneeze without him knowing about it. He called up fifteen minutes of footage before the accident. Nothing seemed out of the ordinary, except two things. On Level 14, he saw an unfamiliar face meddling with some vials, dropping a few on the floor. The second thing was on Level 8, a technician wandering around the room and stopping in odd places.
John tried to zoom in, but he couldn’t see anything. A minute later, the screen went blank. Dr. Covington’s mishap triggered their security protocols. Each floor would be locked down, no going up or down. The elevators would be shut down, as would communications.
Certain floors would now be “armed” in case anyone was trying to steal from him. Monroe was the only one familiar enough to send in, and if he was lucky, come out alive. John glanced at the time. A full three minutes had passed and he still had no visual. The one thing he wanted maintained under any circumstances was visual.
“James, why don’t I have visual, dammit?”
The empty room didn’t respond, but something about this didn’t seem right. He would take notes on what he saw and get James to investigate.
* * *
Frank eased his feet up on the seats next to him. A glass of 100-year-old Scotch swished in the glass on his stomach as the limo moved at a steady pace to the airport. His phone vibrated and he ignored it. The third time he glanced at the caller ID and almost fell off the seat when he saw the corporate number.
He cleared his throat and answered, “Monroe, what can I do for you, Mr. Hooks?”
Frank swallowed the amber fluid in one swig and grabbed the bottle to prepare for the bad news he felt coming. That idiot Covington did something; he just knew it.
“I need you to turn around. A strike team will be landing at the airstrip in four hours. You need to have a plan ready to take them into the silo and protect the samples. The damage appears to be minimal, but I want eyes in there and the place up and running in seventy-two hours.”
The sound of his teeth grinding echoed in his head. “Sir, are you absolutely sure this is necessary?”
“You know that place better than anyone; you have your orders now do it.”
The line went dead. Frank let his head fall back on the seat rest. When he got his hands on that idiot scientist, he was going to break his scrawny neck.
* * *
Arthur woke to his name being yelled, though it sounded funny and far away. Hands shook him and he motioned he was fine and he slowly got into a sitting position. Someone in a singed white suit moved from him to another victim.
Grabbing the edge of one of the examination tables Arthur pulled himself to his feet to see if there was anything, he could do to help. He walked over to the window of the observation room and tapped the person on the shoulder.
A response was not expected, since a good portion of their internal organs was spread across the display panel, the rest dripping onto the lab floor.
Arthur didn’t know if it was dust from the explosion, fog from his breathing, or something else that made it difficult to see. His hearing came and went in one ear, but the other seemed to be normal. A man came up next to him and reached inside the observation room. He ripped the nametag off the body and showed it to Arthur, it read Williams.
“If you find a body, take something that identifies who it is, that way we can notify the families.”
Arthur nodded; he looked down and saw the name of this guard was Dixon.
“Now, tell me what the hell happened. This room is part of a silo. The damn thing is built to take a nuclear attack and you did something with a bit of rock and took out half the goddamn floor.”
Arthur stammered as he tried to clear the cobwebs from his mind. “I don’t know. I ran some tests and thought there had to be an error in the weight versus density readings. Something inside made them lighter, but there were also elements that reacted with the light. I have no way of knowing exactly what happened without studying them more.”
Dixon laughed darkly. “I don’t think you’re going to be studying anything but your bellybutton when you get out of here.”
Arthur had to agree. This was a huge blemish on his record, and Sunset Inc. was sure to cut him loose. The best he could do was to be useful. He went to a body splayed in the corner of the room. From the size, he knew it was the other guard. He hoped it was the mean one. Checking for a pulse was difficult due to the suit, but when he yanked on the shoulder, he realized he would not find one.
The man’s face was half melted to the floor, his mask seared to his forehead. His stomach was split open by the edge of a now warped filing cabinet. The blood flowed freely and Arthur felt the warmth around his knees. He felt the gorge rise in his throat and he positioned his hands to remove the upper portion of his mask. Small but strong hands stopped him.
He turned and read the nametag, Smith. “I need to get this off,” Arthur pleaded with the lab assistant.
“Not yet, we don’t know if any contaminants were released into the air.”
“And we won’t know until power comes back on and that could be days,” Arthur countered.
Smith opened her mouth to say something, but stopped, a look of fear crossed her face. Arthur turned his head in the direction where her eyes were transfixed and saw the body of the guard twitch. He backed away, slipping in the gore. The need to vomit was taking over, but he suppressed it.
He watched as the wrecked remains of the guard turned over and faced him. A dark fluid ran from its mouth when it moved its jaw in a chewing motion. Seconds later, it spit out what Arthur could only guess was part of its tongue.
Arthur and Smith both worked their way to the other side of the lab, Arthur crab walking backwards. When a hand reached out from underneath his desk to stop him, he could not stop the shrill scream from escaping his throat. Smith slapped him, but it didn’t stop the noise.
Dixon appeared and kicked him in the solar plexus, cutting off his air for a few moments.
“Is there a reason you’re screaming like a girl?”
Arthur pointed behind the big guard as he tried to force air into his lungs. A second later, a charred hand grabbed Dixon by the shoulder.
“Biggs, man, you okay?” he asked his friend.
Biggs stared blankly, his teeth grinding together. Slowly, he moved forward and let out a guttural moan.
“Hey, I need some help here,” Dixon said.
Arthur wondered if the man was dense. Couldn’t he see his buddy was beyond helping?  Half his face was missing, he’d spit out his tongue, and now with a better look, Arthur could see one of his eyes was gone.
Dixon moved forward to help him and Smith went to help whatever was on the other end of the hand wrapped around Arthur’s ankle.
“Whoa, man, take it easy. I got you.” Dixon tried to help his friend to a sitting position, but he refused. “What the hell?”
All of a sudden, a flurry of movement and Dixon was fighting for his life. Biggs was trying to bite him, but the suit prevented him from getting hold of anything. With a well-placed foot, Dixon pushed his former friend, now attacker, back a few feet. Just enough time for him to pull out his Desert Eagle and put a hole the size of a bowling ball in the chest of Biggs and knocking him to the ground.
With a sigh, Dixon looked at the survivors, an indescribable expression on his face. Arthur wanted to say something consoling, but decided on, “look out behind you,” when he saw Biggs stand up once more.
Dixon turned. “How--” There was no time for him to finish the sentence as he put a round in the thing’s head, knocking it clear off the body. For a few moments, it stood there, spurting blood like a demonic fountain, but eventually it fell to the ground.
“I found Benson. He’s okay, help me dig him out of here,” Smith yelled.
Arthur wanted to tell everyone to be quiet. They were making too much noise and he had a bad feeling about what was going on.
Ten minutes later, they’d freed the other lab assistant and Arthur noted his suit was still intact. He let out a breath and tried to think of what their next move should be.
The four of them stood for a moment. Then Dixon walked over to Biggs and ripped off what was left of the patch with his name on it. A groan to the right caused the pressure in Arthur’s bladder to increase.
Williams managed to free herself from the window she’d been impaled on. She turned toward them, her face a mess of shattered bones, the result of impact with supposedly unbreakable glass. She let out a pathetic moan and hitched her right leg as she moved forward. Her left arm hung at an odd angle, but she raised her right one just fine as she reached out for Smith.
The sight terrified all of them except Dixon, who pulled out his weapon and blew half her head off. Arthur heard the slap of her brain as it hit the floor; he didn’t need to look for confirmation.
“We need to get the hell out of here and to the armory at the end of the hall. All I have is this gun, and if we’re going to be running into more of these things, I’m going to need a hell of a lot more in my arsenal, and something not so damn noisy,” Dixon said.
“That’s great for you, but what about us? We’d like to be able to protect ourselves just in case one of those things kills you,” Smith retorted.
Arthur decided that insane people surrounded him. Two bodies had just come back from the dead like some bad horror movie and they were taking it in stride. He thought he might wet himself, and they were arguing about weapons.
“You can have all the damn guns you want, lady, but we need to get to the armory first.” Dixon moved to the door and pushed the button for the panel.
Nothing happened and Arthur heard the man swearing a blue streak. The emergency lights in the lab started to flicker, most likely a wiring issue. The explosion caused most of the ceiling to collapse, and a thought struck him. The cold chill that gripped his spine earlier, returned.
“Dixon, what kind of safety measures does the lab have in place for something like this?”
The guard stopped hitting the wall and faced Arthur. “Full containment of the affected area, lockdown of all other floors.”
“I know all that. What I mean is, there has to be some sort of ventilation system in place that stops air flow, or sucks out possibly contaminated air?”
“The air systems are all interconnected with junctions on each level. If this floor was infected with something, the next junction would stop the transmission of whatever it was to the next floor.”
“Then we have a decision to make and it isn’t going to be an easy one.” Arthur walked over to a portion of the venting system that now lay in a crumpled heap on top of the center table. “This is a junction box, so whatever was in here is on the floor above us. If nothing happened there, the people don’t know they’re breathing contaminated air,” Arthur said.
Smith looked like she’d been hit in the gut, or at least Arthur assumed, since it was hard to tell behind the masks they were all wearing.
“Oh, my God, my husband’s up there. We need to warn them,” Smith screamed.
Dixon kicked a chunk of the wall and one of the drawers containing the samples rolled out. “Then we need to figure a way out of here,” he said.
“I don’t think that’s a good idea. We have no idea what’s out there,” Benson said.
“Stop whining and help me, Benson,” the big man replied.
Arthur made his way over and grabbed one of the rocks, placing it in a canvas carrying case with a small lock on it. A thin layer of lead lined it, providing him a small measure of safety, as he stuffed it into one of the outside pockets on the suit.
“You guys crack the code yet?” Arthur asked.
The glares sent his way let him know that both he and his jokes were not welcome.
Fine, he thought, I’ll find my own way out of here.
Digging up his discarded jacket, he picked out the laminated map “the man” whose name he now knew was Monroe, gave him.
The observation room might be an option. He climbed through the trashed window and stumbled onto the floor as he slipped on part of Williams. He held back the bile and heard the others coming in after him.
As he suspected an emergency exit led into the hallway, most likely in case something like this happened. Quarantine the scientists, but make sure the others can get out.
“Not bad, Doc, now let’s get to that armory.” Dixon smiled.
All four of them needed to put their weight into opening the door. After much protesting, it finally gave way. Arthur had no idea how this qualified as an emergency exit, then decided nothing much made sense here.
Dixon exited first with the aid of a gnarled hand wrapped around his neck. He let out a scream and Benson jumped into the hallway after him. Arthur knew his days were numbered, because Sunset Inc. would kill him for the cost of damages he’d caused alone.
What the hell, he thought, and joined them.
Dixon was fighting for his life with three contaminated people. Unlike those in the lab, these were more grotesque in appearance. Their greenish skin made them look lizard like in the flickering emergency lights.
The Desert Eagle went off a few more times, but only two of the things went down. One with an aerial view of its brain, most of the top missing, and the other missing a leg from the hip down. Arthur felt helpless as he watched Benson try to help Dixon free himself of the third attacker. From the looks of it, it was a woman. Long blonde hair soaked with blood, and when he caught a glimpse of her face, he noticed a milky white substance covering her eyes as blood dripped from her mouth.
The one legged thing made its way over and was trying to climb Arthur’s leg. He kicked at it and he almost threw up when his foot went straight through the man’s ribcage. He pulled out his entrails encrusted foot and brought it down once more on the head of the thing, several times for good measure.
He watched the body on the ground in front of him, waiting for it to move. A large puddle of brain matter and bone shards spread out on the floor where the head was. Benson came up behind him and Arthur nearly jumped through the ceiling.
“Nice foot work.”
Arthur nodded, not knowing what to say in response. Smith walked ahead of him and Arthur followed the group toward the armory.



Chapter 5 –


Carson answered his phone with a smile when he saw who was calling; the snivelling rat Barrow, lap dog to Hooks.
“What do you want? I got things to do.”
“Your team’s being called. Monroe will be waiting for you with further orders.”
The line went dead and Carson let an ear splitting grin cover his face. He went to his office and pulled up a corner of the area rug from the floor. A moment later, he reached in and grabbed the phone he’d found a year ago with over a $100,000 and a note telling him to call when the Covington project went South at the silo.
The phone was like nothing he’d ever seen; no numbers, just a red and green button. He was about to press the green button when the thing vibrated in his hand. The shock almost caused him to drop it.
“Carson…” he said in a voice strange to his own ears.
“You’ve been asked to come in. I was waiting for you to contact me,” an accented voice said with a note of accusation.
“I was just notified. I had your phone in my hand.” No matter how tough he was, he didn’t want to piss this guy off.
“That’s good to know, otherwise, your gambling debts would be called in. Now, your job is simple. On your doorstep is an envelope. Inside is a photograph and instructions, follow them and everything will be fine.”
“Will do.” Carson wanted off the phone. He could feel the guy’s voice slithering into his brain.
“One more thing, your debts will be taken care of upon completion.”
The line went dead and the phone went up in smoke. He threw it away and watched as it turned to a pile of dust within seconds. Closing the safe and replacing the rug, he wondered how these people knew about the silo before him, and how they knew he’d been called.
On his front porch, a manila envelope waited for him, and he realized the full extent of the knowledge of the people he was dealing with. They made Sunset Inc. look like a bunch of charity do gooders.
Carson opened the envelope and memorized the face of the person in the photograph. His orders were to bring the individual back alive, or not bother returning himself. His last orders were to make sure no one else came out, and the building was inoperable.
He would have to kill his team. He wondered if he would be able to do it, then remembered his gambling debts and the fact they were ready to collect his legs as motivation. Yep, he could kill his buddies. He didn’t get along with most of them anyway.
Carson grabbed a set of keys out of a container marked cookies and went out to his shed. Shoving the worktable aside, he unlocked the latch and prepped his go bag. On site, he would be provided with whatever body armor was necessary to the mission, but he liked to take his own weapons.
A couple of M4 Carbines, Beretta, Desert Eagle, and a Ruger. Ten magazines each sounded like a good number as he counted them off. A few grenades and thirty pounds of Semtex rounded out his haul. A bright light lit up his yard for a moment and he knew the stealth helicopter Hooks sent for him was waiting. The latch was locked once more and the table put back into place.
He hefted the bag over his shoulder. Time to go.
* * *
  Monroe paced the floor of the kitchen as he waited for his team to arrive. He knew it wouldn’t take long as he stationed them all within a five-minute helicopter ride from the facility. He made sure, only the best would come in, but it didn’t make him any happier. When he’d been put in charge of the operation, he thought, it would be a cakewalk.
Threaten scientist.
Watch scientist.
Oversee construction of lab.
Steal samples when they arrived.
Stick samples and scientist in lab.
Move on to better job.
Now, as he sat and watched analysts prepare a mission plan for the strike team, determining possible ways to enter the silo and collecting as much data as possible for them, he wanted to shoot himself for being so thorough. Hooks told him to make sure the silo was impenetrable.
Well, he did that and then some. In his mind, a situation like this would only be caused if someone tried to sabotage or break into the silo. An explosion in the lab would not have caused all the bells and whistles they were hearing, as well as shutting them off completely from the inside.
Something else was at work, and Frank didn’t like it when he didn’t have all the cards. He and his men were going into a situation with unknowns and variables, and he hated it. He also didn’t like the fact he was under orders not to say anything to the rest of the team.
An analyst was explaining that whatever had occurred, the security system rated it as catastrophic, therefore the power was the first thing to go off. Communication of any kind would be impossible with the outside world. Lastly, each floor would have a security measure they would need to bypass, and not average ones at that. Frank already knew this part.
He rolled his shoulders as he prepared to break into a facility, which he spent two years ensuring could not be breached.
“Monroe, the team members are in the air. We have ten minutes to find a way in,” one of the analysts said.
Frank nodded and walked outside as he pulled a cigar from his breast pocket. Most likely, it would be the last one he ever had. He forced out the mental images of some of the test runs on the prevention tactics he’d instituted.
The terrors they had awaiting them were meant for other bad guys, not him and his team. He hoped a few of them made it out, or at least the ones that died didn’t owe him money. His attempt at morbid humor did nothing, and he puffed away, wondering how his life ended up this way.
He’d had good parents and a sister at one time. He was the football star in high school and a great college student until the phone call. He rushed home as fast as he could, but his whole family died before he could offer a hand of comfort or whisper a reassurance.
After that, he went on a drinking binge, which ended up in him being kicked out of college. The military found him, or he found it. He couldn’t quite remember. Either way, he served eight years before a man named Simard approached him. He said Frank was wasting his talents and he would pay him five times what he was making at the time.
The offer seemed too good to be true, but when Tim Lightfoot called him up, someone he’d done a tour with, he listened. His papers came down and he was honorably discharged. A day later, he went to Simard’s office and accepted the position, not even knowing what it was.
For years, he spent time on security details, taking care of problems, and spent spare time tinkering with ideas about new weapons. Frank never forgot about his family. He remembered the pictures of the wreckage of their car after the bomb went off. He also remembered the name of the suspected bomber who was trying to make a political statement at the expense of a few tourists.
The sounds of a helicopter approaching roused him from his musings. Revenge had driven him his whole life. He’d never bothered to get married or have kids, and now he was going to die without fulfilling the promise he made when he spread the ashes of his family – that he would avenge them. Instead, he would be going into a security-laden silo of his own design.
Things were not going to end well.
* * *
“Barrows, where are you? Get the hell in here!” John yelled. Over fifteen minutes passed since the explosion and he didn’t have a live feed. Even though the place went into lockdown, he’d spent a fortune installing fiber optic cables and insulating them in case of an emergency like this.
The door opened and a red-faced Barrows entered. “I’m sorry, Mr. Hooks, I was putting the last minute details together for the strike team.”
“Don’t feed me that crap of an excuse. Tell me why I have no cameras? Why can’t I see what the hell is going on in there? The electronics division should have made this their priority dammit!” John yelled as he felt his pulse race.
“Sir, please try to calm down. I’ll go and find out everything I can from the technicians.”
“Wait, I need you to take this image from Level 8 and find out who it is. They don’t look familiar to me and I know every face that went in there. Second, I need you to find out all the experiments they were working with today on Level 14.”
“Yes, Mr. Hooks.” Barrows left the room in a rush.
* * *
Dixon ejected the magazine out of his Desert Eagle and slid in a new one, pulling back the slide to chamber a round. He loved the gun, but found its limited capacity an irritation at the moment. The armory was about thirty yards down the hallway and he hoped they didn’t run into any other problems.
The group approached the first door after the lab, the supply closet. Dixon raised his hand so the others would stay put as he slowly turned the knob. There might be something the others could arm themselves with, if they were lucky. The breath was knocked out of him as he took in the smell of rot.
Two bodies lay in a twisted tangle. When their vacant eyes set on Dixon, they pulled themselves out of the small room with decayed fingers. He didn’t know who they were, no lab coats or patches were visible.
Benson jumped over the bodies scaring the crap out of Dixon and he went into the closet. A second later, he reappeared with a mop in hand. If two contaminated people with blood spewing from their mouth were not attempting to stand up and attack him, Dixon might have laughed.
Instead, he was taken by surprise when the lab rat broke the handle and jammed one of the halves into the back of one of the creature’s heads. The splintered end protruded from the nasal cavity with ample amounts of grey matter.
The second one, less than four feet away from where Dixon now stood, opened its maw and let out a moan. Scared, it was calling others. Dixon put a bullet in the center of its forehead. As it fell to the floor, the head cracked open, leaving a slippery mess on the floor.
“Dixon, you only have like five shots left. How the hell do you plan to get to the end of the hallway? This area had a lot of people at the time of the explosion. If we’re operating on the premise they’re all contaminated, we need to think outside of the box,” Benson said.
“Fine, the rest of you look in the closet and see if there’s anything you can use as a weapon,” Dixon ordered and questioned why Benson was remaining so calm.
He kept an eye on the other end of the hallway, as they rattled around, making too much noise for his comfort level. He eyed the fire hose and went over to it. Inside was a nice and shiny sharp axe. He debated for three seconds before he smashed the glass with the butt of his gun and grabbed the wooden handle.
A few practice swings later, he felt comfortable enough to use it. He holstered his Desert Eagle and joined the others. A broken mop handle for Benson. Smith held a thick length of pipe left over from construction, and Covington stared awkwardly at the hammer in his hands.
Dixon wondered how the guy made it through puberty, let alone middle age. Then again, considering what they were up against, he doubted they would make it to the next floor at the rate things were going.
With axe in hand, Dixon moved the group forward. Ten feet later, he saw a door marked Testing Room 1, ajar.
He peered inside and felt his stomach flip at what he witnessed. A small group of people were kneeling over two bodies. Their protective suits were shredded, ripped to nothing more than ribbons. He felt his gorge rise at the ghastly sight as long ragged strips of flesh were torn from the stomach of one body and the thigh of the other, their vicious growls echoing off the walls.
The backup lights illuminated the grisly scene, making the blood soaked floor appear black. Someone knocked into him, causing the door to open further. He glanced over his shoulder and sneered at Covington.
“What is it? What’s going on in there?” the idiot asked.
Dixon moved to the side. “Have a look.”
Covington carefully peered around the edge of the door, ready to pull back should something happen. He screamed at the nightmarish scene, tearing the attention of the creatures away from what they were doing.
Covington moved away and Dixon slammed the door. He waited a full minute, counting the seconds in his head. On the other side, he heard scratching and moans, but the door never opened. Was it because of the lock, or were these things too stupid to operate a handle?
At that moment, the handle began to twist and the click of several other doors along the corridor began to open.
They were screwed. “Run!” Dixon yelled.
* * *
Arthur struggled to keep up with the group as he dodged groping hands and a few gaping maws set on taking a bite out of him. At the door to the armory, he watched Dixon struggle with the handle and then a puzzled look briefly crossed his face when the knob turned in his hand.
“Inside, now!” he yelled at all of them.
Arthur felt something graze his back as he fell into the room. A shot erupted from Dixon’s gun and the door slammed. The contaminated’s hand must have been in the way, because four decomposed fingers covered in the sticky fluids of death fell on his chest. Arthur swatted at them like a crazy man until each one came unstuck and landed on the floor.
“What’s going on out there? Why are all those people contaminated and not us?” Benson asked with a fear-laced voice.
Dixon ignored everyone, his eyes on the weapons displayed in front of them. Benson repeated his question and Dixon moved on to using the axe to break the hinges on the lockers to get at the items inside.
“Hey, Covington, you have any ideas on what’s going on? Because now would be the time to share,” Smith said.
Arthur let out a sigh, which only fogged, up his mask. First thing he wanted to do was take the damn suit off, but he wasn’t sure it was a good idea. So far, the only ones who weren’t sick were them, and they were in suits. The bodies in the test room were also protected, but had been overtaken was his guess.
A thought caught him. If the masks they wore protected them from what was in the air, why was he able to smell the nastiness of those around him?
“Smith, do you know how these suits work exactly?”
“They protect you, what do you think?” she snapped back.
“I get that,” he said in a patient voice. “What I mean is, the breathing apparatus, what does it do?”
“It filters the air of anything larger than a micron or something, basically nothing gets past it.”
Arthur thought a moment. “The people who are infected aren’t wearing suits.”
Benson chimed in, “Wait a minute, you mean whatever’s contaminating people is in the air?”
Arthur nodded, wondering why the man sounded as if he was about to have a panic attack. “I think so, why?”
“Crap, how much time do we have left?” Benson turned his back to Smith.
Arthur watched as the woman lifted a flap of material, exposing a small panel. Numbers ran across it.
“Little more than two hours,” she said with dismay.
Arthur opened his mouth to speak, but he was interrupted when Dixon chimed in.
“I know this isn’t the time, but we have more pressing matters to deal with. The only doors on the floor that were locked were the lab and emergency exit.”
“Of course they were, it’s protocol,” Smith cut him off.
“Listen, the explosion caused a breach in the ceiling. The sensors would have picked that up and put this place on a Level 5 Biohazard Lockdown. Every single door should be locked, instead they’re all open.”
Arthur stood. “That’s great then. We can get out of here quicker.”
Dixon shook his head. “Okay, for those of you with no survival instincts, whatsoever, it means that every floor is crawling with these things. I thought they’d be locked away and we might have to deal with only a handful, but that isn’t the case--”
“Wait a minute, how do you know these things are on every floor? We’re still operating under the assumption the ventilation system is blocking whatever is in the air, right?” Arthur interrupted.
Dixon glared. “We are no longer operating on that since the circulation system is not set to block such precise sizes as these suits, so as I was saying this also means that someone wanted to make sure Covington and his samples were locked away safely and the rest of the place was unprotected.” He grabbed an M4 Carbine and a Makarov off the wall and shoved several magazines into a backpack. “You all need to get yourselves armed and be prepared for some hairy situations.”
Arthur put two and two together and finally arrived at four. “You mean someone intentionally screwed up the wiring of this place when it was being built to create this opportunity.”
Dixon glanced over his shoulder but didn’t say anything, confirmation enough for Arthur.
“Then maybe the elevators are working as well. Wouldn’t that be the smartest and easiest way to get down here?” Arthur asked.
“The elevators are out of commission and no amount of rewiring could have taken that protocol offline,” Dixon replied.
Arthur watched Benson pick out an M4 Carbine as well as a Glock 9mm. Smith grabbed a Beretta, and to Arthur’s annoyance, the last M4. He went to the panel and felt something pressed into his hand.
Dixon stared at him. “It’s called a Baby Eagle 9915R. It’s solid and made to last.”
“Thanks.” Arthur smiled.
“It’s the easiest weapon to use, I figure that point and shoot is best for someone like you.”
The smile fell from Arthur’s face as Dixon shoved a backpack full of magazines at him.
“Alright, one last thing. The next few floors are going to be tricky, but after Level 12, things will get rough. From then on, each floor has a unique security measure to deter people from breaking in.”
Benson snorted, “But we’re not trying to break in.”
Dixon nodded. “I know, but I didn’t design the place.”
Arthur felt the heft of the gun in his hand and liked it. When no one was looking, he grabbed an FNP-9 and slid it into the holster he’d slipped over his shoulders. Dixon’s comment caught his attention. “Why does that affect us? Benson’s right, we’re trying to break out. Logically, the trigger mechanisms would be on the entry portion of the level, and we’ll be entering via the back way.”
“Irrelevant, Monroe made sure no one would survive if they tried to come in or leave with vital information in a situation like this, so we’re going to survive the gauntlet of a sadistic madman and an unknown number of contaminated enemies.”
Arthur saw Smith cringe and remembered her husband was one level up from them. He tried to inject some positivity into his voice. “Well, we don’t know what happened down here spread to the other floors. I’m sure the ventilation system would have stopped it from going any further.”
“I’ve been over this, but if you want to hang out in the land of denial, fine. But mess up and get one of us killed and I will beat you. Now, get ready.” Dixon ordered.
Arthur wanted to ask if there was something, they could do about the covers on their head. How long did the filters last?  Did anyone else find them difficult to see out of, and considering their current situation, how that was to their disadvantage.



Chapter 6 –


Carson let himself into the kitchen and saw the rest of the team waiting; Monroe, their leader, as well as Lightfoot, Grimwood, Felt, and Newell. The baddest of the bad. Hooks was serious about this mission. Carson could smell the blood in the air. With a team like this, the worst was expected.
Monroe glared at him. “Nice of you to join us, Carson. Stop to make some bets on the way?”
“Hey, not my fault the pilot couldn’t find the place. You turned off the exterior lights. Did you expect him to use a Magic 8 Ball to find a landing spot?”
“I don’t have time for this. Get in gear, we’re going in.” Monroe pointed to a pile of items on top of the kitchen counter.
“And how are we entering? I thought the place was in lockdown,” Carson asked.
He saw a vein start to throb on Monroe’s forehead. Never a good sign.
“The analysts and I discovered a glitch in the system. It seems the electrical panels were tampered with and the automatic locks disengaged instead of--”
Carson cut him off. “Hooks know about this? This was your project after all. He should be aware that his prodigy screwed the pooch on the company’s biggest pet project, and if I remember right, their most costly one?”
Monroe leapt across the table and wrapped his hands around Carson’s neck. “I have no problem going in there one man short, got me?”
Carson nodded and inhaled deeply when the others peeled their leader off him. Perhaps being antagonistic wasn’t a good idea, for the moment. He slipped into the gear, noticing a MSA Advantage 1000 mask was included, another indicator they were in for some serious down and dirty.
So much for not being antagonistic. “Do I have to wear this? They’re a pain in the ass to see through and you can’t hear a damn thing,” Carson whined.
Monroe didn’t raise his head when he answered, “You don’t have to wear it, but we have no idea what happened in there. We also have a few security measures to pass that involve neuro-toxins, and of course, there’s also the possibility that whoever tampered with the wiring, played around with other things as well. Choice is yours.”
Carson tucked the mask into his belt as he buckled all his holsters and loaded his weapons. He grabbed an FMG9; he loved those suckers. Folding machine guns, what would they think of next?
“Alright, we have access to the elevator shaft, so we’ll repel down. Once we hit the reception area, we’ll do a visual assessment of the damage there, get the guards out, and then continue down to Level 1. We’ll try to pry the doors open, but if that doesn’t work, we use Semtex,” Monroe explained.
Carson slipped the explosives he brought with him into a small backpack and covered them with extra magazines.
“Those are silo doors, at least six feet of pure steel, a nuke wouldn’t budge them,” Lightfoot pointed out.
Carson smiled; at least he wasn’t the only one who saw the holes in this plan.
Monroe brought his fist down on the table. “Look, this is not up for discussion. We have a job to do, now get ready.”
Carson sneered as he followed the group. He didn’t mind one bit about having to put a bullet in Monroe. He imagined he’d rather like it.
* * *
Arthur saw the handle to the room they were in starting to turn. He turned to the others and brought a finger to his lips to indicate the need for silence. His hand shot out on its own accord and grabbed it. Scratching and pained moans could be heard.
“They aren’t trying to open the door. I think it’s just them rubbing against the handle.” Arthur let go to prove his point. The handle moved every now and then, but never opened.
“Then what about the other doors we saw open in the hallway?” Benson asked as he fumbled with his shoulder holster.
Arthur thought a moment, and then it dawned on him. “They were pushing on the door as they rubbed against the handle. Since they open in an outward direction--”
“Whatever, we still have a boat load of trouble in that hallway. All of you against the back wall.” Dixon pushed them aside and pulled a grenade out of his pack. He pulled the pin and leaned against the door. It didn’t move.
Arthur panicked. “Are you nuts? You can’t toss that out there, we could get trapped in here or wait, I know – it could kill us,” he said sarcastically.
“Stop complaining and help me get some weight against this. All of them must be trying to get in here.” Dixon strained against the door.
Benson and Smith moved forward to help and Arthur did his best, but there was no room. They managed to force an opening large enough for Dixon to drop the grenade and pull his hand back before the pressure on the door caused it to slam and sever his hand.
A second later, the explosion knocked them all to the ground. Smoke came in through a now warped section of the door. Arthur scrambled to his feet, Baby Eagle in hand. The moans and scratching noises didn’t stop. In fact, what he saw made no sense.
The walls within twenty feet of the armory in either direction were smeared with blood and bits of bone and viscera. The sight of a lung, as it slid down a wall, brought back the bile in his throat. An arm hung from one of the overhead lights. Other than a few burned patches, the hallway looked in good shape. They really did build this place to take a nuke.
The group of contaminated continued to move on the ground. A woman with half her face melted off and missing both of her lower arms pulled herself toward the door with an elbow. A man with his abdomen split walked in a continuous circle, because his foot was tangled in his intestines.
The acrid smell of smoke faded, and soon the stench of death overwhelmed his senses. He moved away from the door and examined the weapons. He might be a science geek, but like every other one of his gender, he spent a good portion of his teenage years playing first person shooters.
He grabbed the XM-25 and checked to see if it had been adapted for infrared use. He pointed it toward the door and a chill ran down his spine. None of the bodies registered, even though he could see them moving, plain as day.
The others peered outside and seemed to reconsider their next move. Arthur took careful aim at one of the contaminated and fired at its knee. He watched as the joint shattered and the man fell to the floor, but he kept moving as if nothing happened. Not the slightest sign of pain registered on the man’s face. Arthur fired again, this time into the chest – at the heart. Again, nothing happened.
Arthur sighed as he set his sight on the face of the man and pulled the trigger. His target’s head flipped back like a possessed candy dispenser and bits of brain erupted before the body fell to the ground, no longer moving.
With a plan in mind, he grabbed several magazines of 25mm ammo for his new favorite weapon and told the group what he knew.
“These things, whatever they are, can only be taken down with a shot to the head. All brain activity needs to be stopped, severed, or whatever you want to call it. Body shots, hacking at limbs, hell even gutting them is not going to do anything,” Arthur explained.
“If I couldn’t see and hear what is just outside that door, I’d call you a lunatic and have you locked up,” Smith said, it was the first time she’d spoken since she announced how much time they had on their suit’s air purifiers.
“If it helps, they’re dead. No body temperature at all. We’re doing the humane thing by putting a bullet in their head,” Arthur said.
“What does that mean? How can they be dead?” Benson asked, as he held an M4 close to his chest.
“Probably part of the contamination process. I’ll be able to figure out more as we move forward, but as of now, something is keeping them up and moving,” Arthur responded.
“And eating people, you know what that makes them--” Dixon threw in.
“Don’t even say it. That sort of talk just creates panic, and right now, we need to stay calm,” Arthur pled in a low voice.
“But it’s the only explanation--” Smith started.
Arthur cut Smith off. “This is not up for discussion. We can take a few shots from here and clear the area around us then it’s just a matter of taking them down one at a time.”
Dixon laughed, “What, you turn into a soldier all of a sudden? Do you even know how to use that gun in your hands?”
Arthur didn’t bother with a response. Instead, he went to the crack between the door and the frame, and he fired eight shots. He stood back and let Dixon move in to see the eight bodies for himself.
“Dr. Covington, you have secrets. Your files didn’t indicate you knew how to handle weapons, let alone that you were proficient with them,” Dixon accused.
“I’m sure we all have talents we like to keep hidden.” Arthur went back to the opening and took aim. A man in a janitor’s uniform, who was missing his left arm and right hand, stood about a foot in front of the door. Arthur noticed a woman in a lab coat, her ear dangling by a thin strand of flesh, limping her way toward them.
He fired six more times, dropping the ones furthest away. The janitor, however, now leaned right up against the door and covered the area Arthur was using. Standing up, he reloaded the gun, sliding the magazine into place with a satisfied look at Dixon.
“Half of them are down now. If we open the door and work together we can take out the rest and move up to the next level,” Arthur pointed out.
Dixon lifted his Sig and nodded. Benson and Smith held their M4’s, but didn’t seem as gung-ho as before. Arthur didn’t question it. If he did, he would have to ask why he decided to grow a set at the worst possible time ever.
“Wait, is this thing point and shoot?” Smith asked Dixon.
The guard grabbed her weapon. “This is the safety, now it’s off. This switch here determines how many bullets you fire. I’m setting it to three at a time. When you’re empty, you hit this and the magazine drops out. Grab a new one, slide it in until you hear the click and start firing. Got it?”
Smith looked overwhelmed, but nodded as she stared at the gun in her hands.
“Let’s do this,” Dixon said and kicked open the door, knocking the former janitor to the floor.
* * *
Marshall Simard smiled for the first time in five years. He’d planned meticulously for this moment, and with all the players in place, he intended to make sure he won. Of course, having three specially placed people from his team inside gave him a considerable advantage.
The screen in front of him showed two things at once via a split screen. The side with movement concerned him. Dr. Covington wasn’t supposed to get out of the lab. He didn’t expect that and he hoped his man did his job and kept the scientist safe. More importantly, he wanted those samples. He flipped a switch on the control panel in front of him and watched the progress of Monroe.
He punched a key on his intercom and asked for a second monitor to be set up in his office. Both teams needed to be watched carefully. They didn’t know the horrors awaiting them. A scene of someone in the med lab falling to the floor with convulsions replayed in a continuous loop on one side of his monitor.
Everything went to hell from that moment on, the infection spread quickly. The moment for him to put his plan into action. He pulled his cellphone out of his pocket and dialed.
“Yeah,” a gruff voice answered.
“It’s Simard. I need you to get the team ready. You go in as soon as your feet hit the ground.”
“Yes, sir.”
A knock sounded on his door before it swung open and someone from the tech department rolled in with several monitors and wires to hook them up. Ten minutes later, six monitors skipping through the various floors at random lined the back of Marshall’s office.
The sound quality was poor, but there was no mistaking the screams for help and gunfire, when the system switched to a new floor. The technician tried to steal a look, but Marshall thanked him and ushered him out.
Marshall had one last call to make. As he dialed the number, he watched as over two dozen men in full gear fell to the ground.
“Collins,” a male voice answered.
“It’s me, I need you to make sure all the locking mechanisms are disengaged for the team going up, and the one going down, but don’t let either of them backtrack.” Marshall played with a pen as he watched someone slowly corner another and attack them, then rip them apart with their teeth.
Interesting turn of events, he thought.
“Monitoring now, if you need anything else let me know,” Collins said.
“One thing, what’s going on with the lights? I thought you said we’d have control over them,” Marshall asked in an annoyed tone. He’d adjusted his monitors several times before he realized it wasn’t an issue on his side.
“I’ll look into it, but my guess is the generator was over worked after the explosion. I have minimal control.”
Marshall sighed. “That will have to do for now, we have other tricks up our sleeves to set in motion later.” Marshall hung up with a smile.
On one of the screens, a spray of blood covered the camera and he leaned back. This was better than a movie, he thought.
* * *
Frank repelled down the elevator shaft and two hundred feet later came in contact with the top of the elevator carriage. He shook his pack off and switched on a small light attached to his mask. The pry bar was cold in his hands for the first few minutes but warmed up.
Using all his strength, he jammed it into the emergency exit on the roof. Seconds later, it popped open. With a sigh, he dropped into the elevator as the other members of his team landed on the roof. Lightfoot stood next to him a moment later and the both of them put the claw tool into position and eased the doors open.
Easy part done, now they faced the first of many barriers, at least this was non-lethal, Monroe thought.
He tapped on the metal not really knowing why. On a whim, he grabbed the emergency tool for opening elevators, shoved it, and then hammered until he made some headway.
The others stood behind him and he felt their stares. A snicker caught his attention and he knew it was Carson, because he’d been acting like an ass since he arrived. Frank knew he’d have to make sure the guy understood the situation and who was in charge, but it wouldn’t matter if he couldn’t get these doors open.
Lightfoot stepped next to him and with a grin, took the other side of the claw and pulled. To the shock of all men present, Frank most of all, the doors actually moved.
“Carson and Newell, help Lightfoot, Felt and Grimwood, get on my side,” Frank ordered.
“Wait, we should put our masks on just in case this actually works,” Felt said.
Frank nodded and waited as everyone secured their gear in place. As soon as they finished, they went to work on the door.
The progress was slow but consistent. Within ten minutes, they had the bombproof doors open. Frank ignored the voice in the back of his head warning him not to proceed further. The voice warning him this was a set-up of some type that had been put into motion while the place was under construction, most likely earlier if he were to be honest.
“Why the hell were we able to do that?” Newell asked.
“It doesn’t matter. Let’s get out of these harnesses and secure Reception,” Frank said as he slipped his backpack onto his shoulder and stepped into the darkened room. M4 held at the ready.
The emergency lights were intermittent. No guards manned the desk, but footsteps could be heard. As Frank and his team moved forward, he saw a shadow in the back of the room. When he turned to get a better look, it was gone.
“Do you hear that?” Lightfoot asked.
“I can’t hear anything with this damn thing on my head,” Carson complained.
“Shut up, idiot,” Lightfoot hissed back.
Frank listened and sure enough, his ears picked up on something. He crouched low to the ground and moved forward. The noise came from behind the desk. When he rounded the corner, he fell back at what he saw and scrambled backward, causing a few of the others to lose their balance and trip as well.
“What the hell, Monroe,” Carson yelled.
At the same time, one of the duty guards stood and ambled toward them; his lower face covered in a dark liquid.
Frank fired a round into the guy’s chest, then another, and then four more. Hawkins, according to his nametag, wasn’t even fazed. The others let off several rounds and after three simultaneous shots to the head, it exploded, and he dropped.
“Okay, someone tell me that guy was wearing the best body armor ever,” Newell joked.
Frank got to his feet and approached the body, no bulletproof vest. The unnatural color and dark substance on the man’s face confused him until his foot hit the body of the second man on duty. Frank didn’t know his name and since his shirt along with most of his torso was shredded, he doubted he ever would.
Hawkins ate the other guard. Hawkins didn’t have any body armor on. Hawkins took multiple rounds to the mid-section without flinching. A shot to the head took him down. What the hell happened to Hawkins?
Hawkins ate the other guard. Frank’s brain stuck on that point. They couldn’t turn around; Hooks would kill them and get another team ready if he did.
“We need to open the door to the stairwell and make our way down to Level 2.” Frank stood and checked his ammo level, one round left. He ejected the magazine and popped in a new one. For no reason he could explain, he scooped up the empty one from the ground and held onto it.
“Get it off of me!” Felt yelled.
The group turned to see the body of the presumed dead guard with its mouth locked on Felt’s neck. When the jugular was ripped open, nlood sprayed everywhere. Like a limp dishrag, their friend fell to the ground, his face paling as life poured out of him. Frank fired first, the bullets landing in the center of the guard’s head. The forehead caved in, as the back of the skull flew back and the body fell forward.
“What the hell is going on here? These things are coming back from the dead,” Carson yelled.
Frank walked over to the body and kicked it with his foot. The thing seemed dead; then again, he thought it was dead when he saw it had been emptied of all essential organs.
“Monroe!”
A hand grabbed Frank’s ankle and he stared down in shock into the eyes of Felt. The man was white as a ghost and moaned as if in pain. With slow movements, he pulled himself closer to Frank. With a sad shake of his head, he fired a short burst into his friend’s head, turning it into a pulpy mess of brain matter and shattered bone.
“Let’s go, I don’t think I need to stress the importance of being careful,” Frank said as he approached the staircase.
“What the hell are we up against here, Frank? I think there are some details we should know about if we’re going any further,” Carson protested.
Frank stopped his movement as he thought about what to say. Carson, as much as Frank hated to admit it, was right. The problem at hand, the dead coming back to life, Frank didn’t know about, which meant he was just as blind as his team. With this new development, he wanted to turn around, but knew the outcome of that choice. Instead, he opted to let them know what he knew.
“The truth is this craziness is news to me as well. They didn’t tell me anything about reanimated people. The last we heard and saw was an explosion on Level 15, Dr. Covington’s lab. I can only assume whatever he was working on is the cause of this, which means if it spread this far, we have another fourteen levels of these things to deal with.”
“Great, a suicide mission, so why don’t we just turn around?” Newell asked.
Frank shook his head. “We do that, and Hooks will kill us for what we saw here, and then he will send in a new team. So pick your poison, continue on with me and maybe make it out alive, or quit and go back to face certain death.”
None of the men left, but a few did grunt their hesitation. Frank continued to the door, expecting to use a small explosive device since an automatic lockdown had been engaged. The handle turned under his hand with no resistance.
Crap, more problems, he thought to himself.
“Isn’t that supposed to be locked?” Newell pointed out.
“All I can say at this point is to be ready for anything. It won’t be long before we have guests on our tail,” Frank answered.



Chapter 7 –


Arthur let loose a spray of bullets aimed at the kneecaps of the dozen contaminated coming at them, disabling them first seemed like the best approach. One at a time, they were no threat, but a mob of this size would overpower them fast, and he had no intention of dying that way. As the ones he hit fell to the ground, they continued to claw their way to the group using the bodies of the fallen for traction.
Arthur took a moment to make sure none of the nasty things snuck up on them, a door behind them opened and a contaminated came out in a pair of overalls coated with soot. Arthur aimed, and fired. The man fell to the ground, but another took his place. The one in a medical gown, which was open in the front, from the open Y-incision baring all of her internal organs to those present, it was apparent an autopsy of some sort had been interrupted. Arthur put a bullet in her head and watched as a woman in a mask, surgical gloves, and clear plastic goggles ambled his way. Her nametag said Watkins. Another blast from his gun, and another splatter pattern was on the wall.
“Guys, we got a room behind us letting these things out like an assembly line,” Arthur warned.
Dixon ejected another magazine out of his Sig and slid a fresh one in. Two rounds into the head of a man wearing a security uniform, with his right arm missing and thighs full of shrapnel from the grenade. Benson took out a woman near him, her lower jaw hanging on by a few tiny threads of flesh. Smith held the M4 in shaky hands and fired wide shots.
Arthur made his way over to her when no more came out of the room behind them, and only a few remained on the ground grasping their way toward them on cracked fingernails and split fingertips. He shot a man he thought might be some sort of maintenance worker through the eye. The milky white orb popped like a zit and a rank smelling fluid spilled out.
“Smith, hey, it’s me Arthur. How are you doing?”
The woman stared at him, her eyes telling him everything – she was terrified.
“Look, I know you’re scared. I’m about to wet myself, but you know what? This Dixon guy is pretty bad ass. He’s going to get us upstairs to your husband.”
She grabbed his arm. “You really think so?”
Arthur nodded, not wanting to commit to the lie any further. Smith straightened and fired a few shots into one of the contaminated on her right side, missing the head completely. Arthur saw Benson lift his Glock and aim it at the back of Dixon.
“Benson! What are you doing? That’s Dixon, he’s not one of them,” Arthur yelled.
Dixon spun and Benson lowered his weapon. The big guard narrowed his eyes and Benson shrugged his shoulders in response then looked away.
“The door to the stairwell is over here. It’s unlocked, as expected. We need to get you out of here as soon as possible, Dr. Covington. Let’s go.”
Arthur ran to the elevator. “Give me a second, it’s worth a shot.”  He tried to open the panel, spoke to it, did everything but offer it money. Nothing happened.
While he walked back, he looked down at one of the victims. Benjamin stitched on a blood-covered nametag. “What about taking the name tags, so we know…”
Dixon shook his head. “We don’t have the time. Our goal right now is to get the hell out of here.”
Arthur followed behind Dixon, Benson and Smith brought up the back. The silence overwhelmed Arthur. The normal sounds of people talking, doors slamming shut, machinery chugging away, or ventilation systems at work were all absent. This lack of distraction let him think about things he didn’t want to.
Why would someone go to all this trouble to get him? Maybe it was his work or the samples they were really after. He remembered the door labeled for testing and wondered what that was about. Hell, he wondered why an autopsied woman came at him. That certainly didn’t fit with a facility meant for testing space rocks.
Monroe told him the level above was another lab floor. Why would they need two? Too many questions and not nearly enough answers. He hoped the people on Level 14 would be able to clear things up for him, if they were alive. Looking around the corridor, which resembled a battlefield, his hopes for others being uncontaminated faded.
Arthur stopped and waited for Smith to be even with him. “What were the testing rooms for? There were people in there. I saw a woman…”
Benson passed them and Dixon continued a slow but steady pace to the next level. Arthur wondered why they didn’t just take the stairs all the way to the top and then he saw the reason. This staircase ended on Level 14. To get to the staircase to take them to Level 13, they had to cross the corridor and enter a new stairwell. He pulled the plastic map out of his pocket and looked at the levels he was allowed access; this was not one of them.
He understood it from a safety perspective. Zig zagging the stairs was an effective security method. However, in the case of having to cross floors saturated with enemies intent on eating you, he thought it was the dumbest idea ever.
“Dr. Covington, did you hear me?” Smith asked.
“No, sorry, I was thinking. What did you say?”
“I don’t know exactly what the testing rooms were for, but about two weeks before you arrived, they were put into use. Only those with the highest security clearance went in, but some people never came out.”
“Thanks, and please call me Arthur. I think we can do without formality.” He smiled.
“I think it’s irrelevant. I’m more comfortable with Covington.”
“Whatever you want, just trying to make this more bearable.” Arthur smiled, but was unhappy the woman was dead set against getting to know her fellow teammates, especially when their lives depended on trusting one another. God knows what they would face once the door to the next level opened.
“All of you get your butts up here,” Dixon hissed at them.
* * *
Frank twisted the handle, still unsure what to think about finding it unlocked. Level 2 was the first of many trials, and even though he knew what to expect, it didn’t make it easier. He’d designed the security measures to not only deter, but also eliminate enemy threats.
Certain things would trigger them on each floor. Sometimes it was a pressure sensitive, or opening a door. Others you didn’t have to do anything, the mechanism kicked in automatically when the alarm triggered.
Those were the floors he dreaded the most, and Level 2 was one of them. He peered over his shoulder at his team and sensed the tension. No one spoke about what happened in the reception area and he hoped it stayed that way. The thought of the place being full of dead cannibals terrified him, and he did not intend to let the others know.
“Have your guns at the ready. We have canines on this level. I don’t know the safe word, if they’re too riled up, we’ll have to put ‘em down.”
As the others chambered their weapons, Frank opened the door. The lights flickered on and off and people moved about everywhere. For a moment, he thought everything was going to be fine, the guards here weren’t affected, and then one of them turned toward him. His scalp slid to one side exposing his skull. He walked with a limp and Frank noticed the man was missing his left foot. The flickering lights made the pallor to their skin a strange, a greenish blue, which he associated with corpses long dead.
From behind, a shot was fired and the man went down, his brow imploding from the force of what could only be Carson’s Desert Eagle. All hope slipped away from Frank at that moment as a horde of undead soldiers headed his way with their arms raised and moaning for their dinner.
A growl from the shadow of a desk made Franks skin crawl. A moment later, a dog…correction, what was once a dog, ambled toward him. The animal frothed at the mouth, a reddish pink substance no one needed to ponder.
“Carson, put your weapon away and use something with a hell of a lot more bullets, and a lot less noise, if you plan on making it out of here.”
Frank moved his men out so they weren’t trapped. Even though the stairway was an escape route, there was no going back. He raised his SCAR-Light and squeezed off short bursts aimed at the heads. One of the dogs went for Newell, but Lightfoot took care of it.
“Monroe, how many of these damn dogs do we have to worry about? The guards boxing us in are hellish enough,” Newell said.
“There are a dozen dogs and their handlers, as well as about fifteen guards, maybe more. Make the shots count. This piss poor excuse for emergency lighting is going to make it easy for them to sneak up on us,” Frank warned.
The team took a V formation and fired at anything that moved. The guards didn’t seem to be going down. Frank noticed the spark when a bullet hit one of their heads as well as the tink sound.
Then he saw what would be a problem. Some of the guards must have had time after the alarm sounded to get into gear. Over thirty men approached them – in helmets.
“Crap, they have head gear on,” Frank said.
Lightfoot walked up next to him. “Face shots, no big deal, but we need someone to take out the mutts. They might not be moving fast, but I have a feeling we don’t want to get cornered.”
Frank nodded. “Right, you take care of the dogs with Newell. Carson and Grimwood, you’re with me.”
The two men took flanking positions a few feet behind Frank. In the rear, he heard the occasional low growl before a shot silenced it.
Frank thought they might actually make it out of this mess alive. The things were slow and they didn’t use weapons, other than their teeth. How much of a threat were they?
Seventy feet separated them from the cadaverous guards heading toward them. An additional twenty men were scattered around coming at them from various positions. Overhead emergency lights continued to flicker on and off, staying dark longer and longer.
Frank squeezed the trigger and heard it click. Ejecting the magazine with one hand, he reached into his backpack, felt around for the proper one, and slid it in. He glanced up and determined they had about sixty feet left. He set his weapon to three round bursts and aimed at necks. As his bullets ripped through them and tore the flesh open, thick dark fluid oozed out slowly. Frank caught a whiff of some of it and he almost lost his lunch.
Death and decay were smells he was familiar with, but not to this degree. It was as if everyone in the silo had died weeks ago, not less than an hour. But how the hell were they moving about, nothing made sense.
One of the things stood five feet away and got his attention with a low moan. This new tactic was not as effective as a headshot and he realized killing the things had to do with destroying their brains somehow. Here he was fighting for his life in some B-movie from his childhood. He lifted the SCAR and aimed at the roamer that had somehow escaped their notice.
Frank knew the thing was dead, but it still didn’t register. What the hell kept it on its feet? He took careful aim and put a round in its ear. Brain matter, then chunks of bone erupted out of the side of its head and it dropped to the floor like a sack of potatoes.
“We need to destroy their brains,” Frank yelled to the others as he targeted the eye of another. The helmet flew in the air and bounced off the wall.
The horde moved as one, step after step, and Frank knew if they didn’t get the situation under control, they were as good as dead.
Newell and Lightfoot were making good progress with the hounds of hell as Frank referred to the attack dogs. Every time he saw one, he was reminded of death in a whole new way. People who looked and smelled dead were one thing. He’d seen enough of it when he’d served in the marines. Animals were different, and though no one ever accused Frank Monroe of having a heart, if he did, there would be a soft spot for dogs.
Nothing was right, everything was wrong, and Frank didn’t have an answer for any of the million questions floating in his head. If he found out Hooks knew about this, he’d kill him.
* * *
Arthur scurried up the stairs. The tone of Dixon’s voice alerted him that something was wrong. The door was cracked open and what lay beyond disgusted Frank. According to the map, this was some sort of Med Lab. He’d naively assumed it was for the people who lived in the silo; a place to go if you got the flu or needed something for a migraine. He couldn’t have been more wrong.
The area closest to him was a large room eight feet wide and at least forty feet deep. The lights flashed red in this room and he saw small cots lining the walls, sheets that covered them on the floor or dragging behind naked people, some wearing thin hospital gowns. They groaned like a hungry mob and paced the floor in search of a meal.
“What the hell is going on in there Dixon? Human experimentation, I thought this place was on the up and up,” Arthur yelled.
Dixon shut the door then pinned Arthur against the wall. “I’m sorry. Did you forget I’m in charge here? Just in case, let me refresh your memory. You do what I tell you. You do not draw attention to us. You do not ask questions. Are we clear?”
Arthur nodded, the thick forearm against his throat making it impossible for him to respond verbally. Dixon moved his arm and lifted his Sig.
“We need to clear them out before they form a group and overtake us like last time,” Dixon said.
“Why are we wasting time killing these things? They’re slow, can we run by them and access the other stairwell and keep moving?” Benson asked.
Dixon looked up with an expression bordering on murderous. “We don’t know what’s beyond the lab doors. There could be a hundred people in there, and if we need to turn back, we have to face a room full of them because we didn’t clear it. Not to mention these things can open doors when enough of them lean on it and all the exits open outward, get it, genius?” Dixon stood, raised his weapon and stared down at Benson. “Does that answer your question? If not, feel free to run ahead and let us know how that works out.”
Dixon shook his head and pulled open the door. Arthur followed with Smith and Benson in the rear. The start of gunfire was instantaneous and Smith had to be reminded not to fire in panic mode or she’d run out of ammunition in seconds.
Arthur lifted the Baby Eagle when he didn’t have time to get a new magazine for the XM-25. The sound it made caused his ears to ring, but the head of the contaminated blowing into a hundred tiny pieces along with the one behind it made it worth it.
The air filled with smoke, and as the visibility decreased to almost nothing, since the lights kept crapping out, so did the accuracy of their shots. Arthur moved so he was closer to Smith. He knew she would be distracted looking for her husband, and if he turned out to be contaminated, which was looking very likely, and came at her, she might not be able to handle it.
Half of the horde had been taken down, but as Dixon pointed out, there was no way to know what was behind the door on the other end of the lab. Arthur watched as Dixon downed several with a head level spray from his gun. He ejected the magazine and fired his Makarov intermittently as he reached for a new magazine. Once he had it, Arthur watched as he slid it into the Sig with ease and started kicking ass anew.
Arthur glanced around for Benson and saw a huddled shadow in the corner. He knew it was Benson, and he knew the bastard was hiding, looking for his opportunity to take off and leave them on their own. For some reason, Benson gave Arthur the creeps, something about the guy didn’t seem right. For the moment, it was the fact he wasn’t helping them. He seemed quite content to let the others do the dirty work. Arthur focused on the matter at hand and he aimed at the heads of the contaminated. When he had clear shots, he took them. Moments later, the room was clear and everyone took a moment to reload their weapons.
“We should go back down and refill our stock. This is taking a lot more ammo than I anticipated,” Dixon said as he walked toward the stairwell entry. The handle didn’t turn.
“Crap, whatever they’ve done, there’s no going back.” Dixon punched the door.
Arthur used the time to peruse the desk at the end of the room for any sort of information as to what Sunset Inc. was doing in here. The bodies were skeletal, skin hung off them in flaps. They resembled the people from downstairs, but the rate of decay seemed quicker.
The only bit of information he found was on an empty vial, bearing a sticker that read TV-9. He sniffed it, then remembered the mask and felt like an idiot. He tossed the item in his backpack and let out a scream when an icy hand wrapped itself around his arm. He turned and saw a man in a lab coat, stethoscope still in place.
Arthur fumbled around for his gun, but the thing was coming at him hard. He tried to scream out for help, but fear stole his voice. The two tumbled to the ground and he reached over and grabbed his weapon as drops of liquid fell onto his mask from the mouth hovering above him. The thing opened its maw and brought it down on Arthur’s chest.
He felt the teeth, and panicked. In the rush, he pushed the dead doctor off him, fired the Baby Eagle without thinking, and put a hole the size of a baseball in the man’s chest. Arthur noticed it then, the nametag, Smith. He ripped it off as he held the gun up to the nose of the thing as it ground its teeth and snarled at him.
The noise echoed throughout the room and Dixon ran over. He took in the scene and seemed to come to some sort of silent conclusion he didn’t feel like sharing.
“What the hell happened? You okay?” Dixon asked as he reached a hand out to help Arthur up.
Arthur accepted the offered hand and nodded. “Just peachy.”
Benson arrived and they glanced back at Smith who checked the bodies of those on the ground. Arthur slid the patch into his backpack and hoped he could convince her that her husband must have been able to survive somehow and went for help.
“Smith, we need to get going. Clear whatever’s on the other side of this door and then the next floor shouldn’t be too bad. On my map it’s marked as ‘monitor room,’” Arthur said.
Dixon paled as he spoke. “Your map isn’t exactly right. There are monitors, along with soldiers in full protective gear.”
“We can’t take them on if they’re contaminated, we’ll be overrun. There has to be another way,” Benson pled.
“I hate to say it, but the weenie’s right. I’ll lay down cover fire and you three run like your life depends on it,” Dixon ordered.
“Our lives do depend on it,” Smith mentioned absently.
Arthur put a hand up. “Before we start doling out medals to people for stupidity, why don’t we see what’s on the other side of this door, take care of it, go up the stairs and actually look at the other level. Once we have an actual idea of what we’re up against, we can come up with the kamikaze martyr missions, okay?”

XM-25 loaded, Arthur opened the door and was greeted by – nothing. A dimly lit, short hallway to the stairwell entrance at the end, about five offices, and one observation room stood between them and their current goal.
“Well, this isn’t so bad is it?” Arthur asked the others. From the expressions on their faces, he knew doors were opening as they had on the level below them. “Right, start shooting then.”
Arthur found it difficult to aim since visibility was so poor. He pulled the trigger when he felt his shot would hit at about the average height of a man. Dixon stood beside him firing away. Benson and Smith stayed in the back passing them new magazines when needed.
Arthur’s ears rang due to the constant sound of gunfire and his hand ached, but he didn’t stop. At one time, he looked up from reloading, into a skeletal face, with bite marks covering the skin of what might have once been a beautiful woman. The thing moaned and lunged for Arthur, and he put his hands out to stop it. The momentum caused him to lose his balance and fall into the hallway they were trying to clean up.
With his shoulder leaning against one wall and the contaminated snapping at his face, then deciding to latch onto his right arm, Arthur freaked. “Dixon, I need some help here.”
“Kinda busy, take care of it,” Dixon yelled over the sound of his weapon.
Arthur felt himself slipping. The strength to hold the thing off and himself up at an odd angle were too much. He slumped to the ground, his limb still the main focus of attention of the dead woman.
Arthur brought his left arm out and grabbed the hair on top of the contaminated’s head. The scalp peeled off her head and he gagged at the smell permeating his mask. Thick dark fluid oozed down the sides of her face, but she paid no attention. Arthur let go and closed his eyes as he jammed his thumb into the eye socket as far as possible. The things mouth went slack and Arthur stood with his gun at the ready.
Dixon looked at him. “You’re supposed to be a doctor. Where the hell did you learn all this stuff? You fight like a…”
“I fight like a man who wants to live. I have kids that I’d like to see again someday, even if they hate me. As for where I learned this stuff, video games, and you have no idea what a Russian guard will teach you after enough Vodka,” Arthur said before putting a bullet, dead center into the head of a shadow lurking their way.
Dixon nodded with a new respect in his eyes. “Good to know, now let’s finish this.”
Arthur fired again to signal his agreement, but something told him they were a long way from the end of whatever started here today.



Chapter 8 –


Frank stood in the middle of the room. The best mercenary’s money could buy, as well as top of the line gear and a five-man strike team took down weaponry. Whatever happened to them, it affected their mind and reflexes to the point they were moving bags of meat. Their brains were nothing but a collection of mush. He lifted his foot and examined the gore on it, confirming his suspicion.
The bodies were decayed, rotten, and essentially dead. Yet, they still moved, and they could take several rounds to any part of the body and keep coming at you. Frank wondered what they were dealing with. So far, it didn’t make any sense, and he hated that. He never went into combat situations without knowing every possible scenario he might come up against. If he got out of this, he was going to wring the bony neck of Hooks with pleasure, then do it again if the guy came back to life.
At the moment, he needed to get past his frustration and lack of understanding, needed to accept these were not fellow comrades in arms. They were sick or infected with something and they needed to die in order for him to complete his mission.
“So, you want to tell us what the hell’s going on now, or are you still going to play dumb?” Carson yelled.
Frank stayed in the same position as he answered. “You know everything I know about this mission, as for these things.” Frank kicked the head of one of the things he’d taken down. “I have no idea, and that’s the truth. The only advice I have is don’t let them corner you. Other than that, I’m learning as I go.”
Carson stepped in front of Frank to block him. “I don’t buy it. Stuff like this doesn’t ‘just’ happen,” Carson said, indicating the piles of bodies around them.
Frank let his SCAR fall from his hands to hang from the shoulder strap. He grabbed Carson and pulled him close. “Listen, I know as much about these nasty things as you do. There is nothing more I can tell you, so you either believe me, or continue to start petty arguments and get someone killed.” Frank pushed him away and moved forward.
“Behind this door is the armory, probably a few men, things, nasties, whatever you want to call them. We’ll clear the area and grab as much ammo as we can stuff in our packs.” Frank opened the door, not caring if they followed or not.
Lightfoot appeared next to him and fired off a burst taking out one of the things by the exit. As the body fell, the brains coated the wall behind it. Frank tried not to let the image bother him, but like the dogs in the other room, something about this situation was getting to him. He fired off a shot taking out a female soldier with her guts hanging out her side. The thing next to her lunged at Frank, bits of what he guessed to be from the woman he’d just downed, dangling from his mouth.
When it hit the ground, he crushed its head with several angry kicks. Something inside of him snapped. The mission, the lack of information, the rancid smell of death, the inability to figure out what was going on. When he finished, the skull beneath him was a pile of toothpick-size bones, and what was once grey matter. The others were otherwise occupied clearing the floor, also known as giving their boss some obviously needed space, even Carson kept his mouth shut.
“Hey, boss, you should see this,” Lightfoot called out, hesitation lacing his words.
Frank made his way over to a small area for showering, to the right he noticed Newell and Carson talking in hushed voices, Grimwood loading up his pack. Frank sighed, knowing Carson was up to something and Frank would eventually have to deal with something unpleasant, like a double cross on Carson’s end. He’d been a problem before, but he was a damn good fighter so they kept him on. Frank had kept silent about the gambling debts to his boss, and wondered if trying to help his friend inadvertently made things worse for everyone, including this mission.
Lightfoot stood in the dark area with a strange expression on his face as Frank made his way in. Emergency lighting in a shower room was non-existent, so they were depending on the flickers coming in from the other room. Frank saw Lightfoot’s small flashlight and in what direction it pointed. One of the things was stuck in a glass shower stall. It just stood there and thumped against the latched door repeatedly. A trail of something was left in place, only to be washed down with intermittent sprays of water.
Frank pulled out his FNP-9 and motioned for Lightfoot to undo the latch. The smell caused both men to step back, and Frank had less than a second to spare before the thing was on him. He fired a round into its chest out of instinct, which did nothing. He moved back more to gain some room and punched it in the face with the butt of his gun. The nose broke with a loud crunch, fluids dripped out, and the left cheekbone caved in.
It still came at Frank. Lightfoot fumbled for his flashlight in the dark. Frank kicked out its knee, the snap of the joint echoed in the chamber, and Frank wondered how much abuse these things could take before they stopped. The damn thing hobbled toward him and in the beam of light, he saw the skin had swollen, distended from the exposure to the hot water. Frank swung at it again and heard its neck break.
Frank sagged in relief, but it was short lived when the only side effect of a severed spinal column was a slight tilt of the head. He raised his gun and put a bullet between its eyes. The body fell like a box of hammers and Frank took a moment to get his bearings. He glanced in the other stalls, but he didn’t find any surprises.
“Lightfoot, I think we need to take these things a lot more seriously. Whatever it is that infected these people could be spread in a multitude of ways, so keep your eyes open.”
“No kidding, let’s get out of here before I puke. This place gives me the creeps.”
The two men exited the room and filled their backpacks with magazines and other assorted items. Frank told them all to grab an extra flashlight for areas in which lighting was out completely. As they prepared to enter the stairwell, he mentioned what they were going to have to deal with next.
* * *
The door to John’s office burst open and he glanced up with an annoyed expression. “You better have answers for me, or you can get out.”
Barrows nodded. “Sir, I think we found out who played…I mean was on someone else’s payroll while working for us. His name is Louis Collins, and he’s currently employed with Simard Industries. The address indicates they’re only a few blocks from here.”
John’s brain sparked at the name. “Get Collins in here now.”
Barrows cleared his throat. “There’s more. I passed the picture around. It seems the man on Level 8 doesn’t work for us and we can’t identify him through any databases. As for what Dr. Smith and Watkins were working on, today was a trial test of something called TV-9. Files describe it as a vaccine for Alzheimers disease.”
“Good work, now bring me Collins.”
As Barrows scurried out of the room, John thought about his team inside. He didn’t have any idea what was going on, but it wasn’t good. The press was sniffing around, the smell of blood in the water. Incident reports from smaller homes around the compound were causing a stir.
He poured over the recordings, irritated they could not fix the lights inside. He scowled at how long it took the video links to come back online. They knew someone helped them, and while he wasn’t one to look a gift horse in the mouth, he wanted them off his back.
Fifteen minutes later, a knock on his door and Collins was brought in.
“Mr. Collins, I remember you. How nice to see you again,” John said with a deadly smile.
“Look, I don’t know what this is about, but I did my work for you and moved on. Why the hell are your goons kidnapping me?” Collins demanded.
“Because you did more than we asked. You helped someone else gain access to our systems and I want to know why, and exactly what they can do.” John said.
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“I am no fool, and I hope you aren’t either. Can’t you see your boss is finished with you? He let us take you out of that office without so much as lifting a finger. Do you think he cares if we send you back?” John roared.
Collins shrank back. “Okay, it wasn’t a big deal. The guy told me he worked for the government and they had a paper and everything telling me they were legit. I set it up so they could access the cameras and the communications, but that’s it.”
“What about the data on the servers? Do they have access to that?” John yelled.
“No, they just told me they wanted to keep an eye on you.”
John stared at the pale man and nodded to Barrows.
“The computer files indicate that he didn’t receive any money before, during, or after the assignment. He might be telling the truth,” Barrows reported.
John stared at the flickering monitors on his desk. Gunshots were being fired and his people were in danger.
“Fine, get him out of here and send in reinforcements. I want our guys to have backup, and make sure they wear masks.”
With his office empty, John wanted to hit something. Simard was behind this, he knew it. Others had to be involved, but there was no time to find out who. All he could do now was damage control. More and more reports popped up on his screen about police disturbances near the facility.
A nitroglycerin tablet went under his tongue and he waited for it to dissolve and ease the pain. Time to create an escape plan. He pulled out his phone once again, and then put it away. The building they were in now was designed to keep out airborne pathogens when in lockdown. He needed to get his wife and Covington here before it was too late.
Covington would know what this mess was all about and help the team he had here to work on a solution.
* * *
“I can’t find him! Where is he? Do you think he was able to escape? Why wouldn’t he come for me?” Smith rambled as she searched for a familiar face among the dead bodies in the hallway.
Arthur was happy that only a dozen or so came out for them to deal with, and even happier when Dixon ordered them to clear the offices. They were a wealth of information and he shoved several important looking documents as well as multiple flash drives into his backpack pockets. He lucked out and found a small netbook with a fully charged battery. One way or another, he’d find out what the hell they were doing here.
One office in particular held interesting tidbits. The name on the door read Watkins. Arthur gathered several more data sticks, a tablet, a bag of pills, and when he found a locked drawer, he used the gun to blow the lock off. He’d always wanted to do that. Inside, he found envelopes with red stamps all over them; Top Secret, Confidential, For Perry’s eyes only, and on the last one, Must Read, Threat Imminent.
Arthur packed them away wondering what the hell this place was really being used for. He knew it only recently opened, so to speak, but he had a feeling several current projects were moved here so they were more secure, and from the looks of it, out of the public eye. Why else would people sign on to work underground?
Last he checked, space rocks and testing on human subjects had no connection, so why stick him in here unless they wanted to, or were using the samples he’d gathered for other purposes. He heard Smith lose it again and he went into the hallway to try to calm her down.
“Hey, you’re forgetting the doors to go down don’t open. He couldn’t go to get you, so he probably went up to get help for us.” Arthur put a hand on her shoulder to reassure her.
“Alright, we’re done here folks. Let’s move up to the next floor. We need to assess the situation and decide what we’re going to do,” Dixon said.
As they started to move, Arthur glanced around. “Where’s Benson? He was supposed to clear out those offices over there.” Arthur pointed down the hall on the left side.
“I saw him go down there, but not sure what happened after. I was checking bodies for--” Smith choked out.
“It’s okay, don’t worry about it. He’s a big boy and can take care of himself. Dixon and I will go find him.” Arthur smiled.
Dixon sighed, but followed behind the scientist.
“You cleared the ones on the right side?” Dixon asked.
“Yeah, only discovered one contaminated. You took care of the break room, bathrooms and all that, right?” Arthur countered.
“Uh huh, you know that Benson guy rubs me the wrong way. Not sure what it is, but I don’t trust him,” Dixon said as he peered around the corner into one of the offices.
Arthur looked over his shoulder and saw Benson leap up from the chair he was sitting in. The glare of a computer screen lit up his face.
“What the hell are you guys doing? I thought we were meeting out front?” Benson asked, as he moved around the front of the desk.
Dixon put a beefy hand on the smaller man’s chest. “Why don’t you tell me what you were doing?”
Arthur ran around the desk to see if he could catch a glimpse of what Benson was doing, but nothing remained but a C: prompt. He awkwardly typed in a few commands, but everything came back as “invalid search.” He felt his stomach sink and wondered what new level of impossible Benson had just initiated into them.
“I was checking to see if there was an internet connection so I could send an SOS,” Benson replied with indignation.
“Funny, considering there isn’t even basic power. I don’t believe you. From now on, you stay where I can see you.” Dixon released the man and exited the room, waiting for Benson to follow.
Arthur went last and noticed Benson made some additions to his backpack, then again, Arthur did as well, so he couldn’t say anything about it. Though he knew, Benson did it for ulterior motives, unless he worked for a government agency that performed good deeds and protected people. Arthur had to stifle a laugh at the thought as they met up with Smith.
The three went up the stairs with heavy steps; all of them knowing someone was likely going to die on the next level if what Dixon said was true. Arthur stared at the door then at Dixon. A security floor he’d called it. Dozens of armed men in full gear. Why all the firepower and personnel for this place? Arthur’s mind kept circling around the possible reasons this facility had been built. His need to survive and escape renewed with each new bit of information he gathered.
When Dixon cracked the entryway, the danger was tangible. The emergency lights weren’t lit on this floor, not even a flicker or spark.
“Well, that’s not a good sign,” Dixon said, as he shut the door and leaned against it, a thoughtful look on his face.
The contaminated inside must have seen the sliver of light from the stairwell, because they started scratching and groaning on the other side of where Dixon’s back was. The handle started to turn and both Dixon and Arthur put their full weight into bracing it.
Smith sat on the stairs and stared into space, thoughts of her husband taking over, Arthur suspected. Benson watched them, and when he made eye contact with Arthur, he shrugged. “What, there’s not enough room for me to help,” Benson said defensively.
“Dixon, how many grenades do you have?” Arthur asked.
The big man shook his head. “Not enough to knock any sense into that idiot,” Dixon said with a smile.
“Just give me a number,” Arthur said in an impatient voice.
Dixon raised an eyebrow, but answered, “About seven, give or take.”
“That’ll work, and how well do you know the plan of this floor?”
“The part we’re about to go into is a changing slash ammo storage room. On the other side of the door, there’s an open room with several monitors watched by security personnel, as well as anywhere from twenty to forty men in full gear. As soon as the lockdown was triggered, they would have taken defensive positions,” Dixon answered.
“Any of those safety protocols, or whatever you called them, on this floor?” Arthur asked.
Dixon shook his head. “Not until Level 12.”
Arthur nodded. “We can do this, just need to think about it. Who has a flashlight?”
“I do, but I can’t get it right now.” Dixon let his bag fall to the floor.
Arthur glanced at Benson and wrote him off. “Smith, open the bag and pull out the flashlight and five grenades.”
Smith did nothing at first, but after a few seconds of patient prodding from Arthur she was more herself and opened the backpack. She set the items on the floor beside the two men.
“Smith, I need you to take over for me while I do something,” Arthur said as he readied himself to swap places with her.
Smith nodded with a serene smile, which scared Arthur more than her staring off into space. He grabbed the flashlight and Dixon’s Sig, using strips of gauze from a first aid kit in his bag to attach it to the end of the weapon.
“We go in this room and hope there are minimal bad guys. Dixon you’re going to have to do most of the work since there’s only one of these.” He indicated the flashlight in his hand. “And you have the best aim, so…”
“No way, we’ll be sitting ducks,” Benson said in a high-pitched voice.
“Relax, tough guy. I don’t think he’s expecting you to come in, right?” Dixon looked at Arthur with a knowing expression.
“Just clear the first room and we can deal with the second one, trust me. We’ll use the grenades as distractions. They follow sound, so all we do is toss them in multiple directions. As soon as they go off… we make a run for the door,” Arthur explained.
Dixon sighed as he strapped on his Sig. He flipped on the switch for his makeshift light and opened the door. Arthur watched him go, wondering if he would see the man again.



Chapter 9 –


The sounds of Dr. Covington and Smith blocking the door were easy to identify. The things they heard scratching at the door earlier seemed to have gotten bored and moved elsewhere, but Dixon heard footsteps shuffling towards him.
He took calming breaths in an effort not to freak out, but when he turned the light on, one of the morbid faces of the things they were fighting snapped at him. The thing scared him so bad that Dixon almost pissed his pants. A noise to his left caused him to fire while turning, the thought of survivors long gone as his basic survival instinct now ruled him. The short burst blew open the neck of a guard and the head flipped to the side held on by a few strands of muscle and flesh. The body hit the ground and Dixon put a round in its head for his own peace of mind.
A moan and he fired as he spun once more. This time, he hit one of them in the chest, knocking it back a few feet. He fired again, turning its head into mist. A quick sweep revealed two more, their milk colored eyes focused elsewhere, even though they made a beeline for him. He fired into the head of the closest one ignoring the gore that splattered him and covered the thick clear plastic of his mask.
He turned his weapon toward where the other two were and shot one in the mouth. It made a gagging noise as it spit up part of its tongue. Dixon fired again, this time a clean shot to the head. He pivoted to take out the other one, but didn’t see it.
Dixon made a full circle becoming unnerved, because it had disappeared. He knew there were two. He was positive. He focused on the sounds, but his breathing intensified and echoed inside his mask. He raised a glove-covered hand to wipe at the gore covering his vision, but only succeeded in smearing it everywhere.
He took small steps, making sure to check behind him every few seconds. The things hadn’t demonstrated any sort of intelligence. In fact, he thought they were on par with a rock when it came to smarts. However, that didn’t make them any less dangerous. In fact, he often found the less intelligent people of the world were the ones you needed to be the most wary of.
The flashlight flickered then went out. He shook his Sig and got it back on, but at a lower strength. Would anything go their way, he wondered? He’d searched the whole floor and didn’t find the thing. Maybe he imagined it, his hands were shaking and he knew it was only a matter of time before nerves got the best of him. He went to the weapons locker and grabbed a fresh flashlight when something latched onto him from behind.
Dixon struggled with it, but the damn thing had a death grip on him. He felt it biting into the back of his suit and heard a tearing noise.
Crap, he thought.
He ran backwards, hoping to ram the thing between him and a wall, or some other hard surface. He felt the jolt and crushing of ribs against his back as they impacted with support column made of reinforced steel on the other side of the room. The hold on him loosened and Dixon grabbed one of the arms, trying not to notice the way the flesh moved as if oiled along the muscle underneath his grip.
A second later, he came face to face with his squad leader. The man who ordered him to go and baby-sit the new arrival for the next shift. Dixon hesitated a moment, and that was all it took for the creature to reach up and rip off the protective mask. Dixon stopped breathing and fired in panic mode. His weapon emptied and the body in front of him had nothing but a pulpy mess on top of its shoulders as it slid down to the ground.
Dixon raced for the supply closet, grabbed the emergency mask from one of the survival kits, and threw it on. He secured the straps and sucked in a breath of air, then another, and another. He was freaking out. He didn’t know if he was infected or not. Did some of the gore from his former CO get on his skin? When he reached around and tried to find the hole in his suit, he sighed in relief at the small size, but still worried the skin inside might have been split and infected by the bite.
He opted not to say anything to the others until he felt sick. No need to worry them, especially if nothing was wrong. Benson would kill him before he could explain what happened.
Dixon did a run through of the floor with a Mag Light and came up with no other hostiles. He sighed in relief. As long as they kept moving, his mind would be occupied with other things than whether or not he was going to turn into a flesh-eating maniac. He knocked on the door three times and watched as it opened in slow increments.
Arthur stood with his weapon raised until he noticed Dixon was alone. The three entered and Dixon motioned them to the supply lockers.
“Grab a couple of flashlight attachments for your guns and pick up extra magazines. I checked, and there are no grenades on this level. Looks like Dr. Covington’s plan better work with what we have on hand,” Dixon said with false enthusiasm.
“What happened to you sacrificing yourself as we made a run for it?” Benson asked.
“Shut up, you ass,” Smith said as she smacked him on the arm.
Arthur remained silent as he thought about what they were about to face.
“Hey, there are extra masks in here. We can put on fresh ones and buy time,” Benson said as he reached for one.
“Wait, we can’t. If the contaminant is airborne, we can’t risk taking the masks off at what is essentially ground zero. All it would take is one molecule to get into the breathing apparatus.”
Benson ignored him and grabbed a mask.
“Put it down, or I will blow your damn hand off, you ass wipe,” Dixon yelled.
Arthur watched as Benson did as told with reluctance.
“Fine, whatever you say.”
* * *
Frank waited for the outburst, especially from Carson. Floor activated sensors with C4, were placed randomly, which even Frank didn’t know the location of what they faced now.
“Well, since you’re our fearless leader, you best lead us,” Carson said not bothering to hide the sneer on his face.
“This level shouldn’t be too bad. It’s an access point for air vents, plumbing, and electrical junctions. At most, there are four people on duty monitoring everything, making repairs or upgrading the system.” Frank pulled the door open to Level 3 with forced casualness.
A blast rocked the room, lifting him off his feet, and then blowing him back into the others. The door swung wide, then ricocheted off the wall and rebounded into Newell’s leg with a crack. He screamed in pain as the others grunted.
“Damn it, I think my leg is busted,” Newell said through gritted teeth.
“What gave it away? The fact the bone is sticking out of your pant leg, or the sound of it breaking when the door hit it,” Carson asked.
“Go to hell, Carson, and get the hell off of me,” Newell spat.
“Piece of cake,” Lightfoot said with a laugh as he pushed Carson off Newell.
Frank was the first to get up and see inside the room. Lights flickered on one side and on the other they were out completely. Two things walked around in what might have once been work uniforms, but were now just canvases for splattered blood and gore. He assumed the strings of muscle and tissue that hung from the swaying lights were the remains of other technicians who wandered over a couple of the pressure plates.
“Hey, Boss, Newell’s leg is in bad shape,” Lightfoot whispered.
“I heard that, you idiot,” Newell yelled.
Frank’s eyes roamed the area for a few more seconds to make sure there were no imminent threats before he turned to examine Newell. “Lightfoot, keep an eye on them. Let’s see if they set off a few more of the sensors for us. I’ll take care of Newell.”
Carson was right. Newell’s tibia broke through the skin. Frank knew what needed to be done and he didn’t look forward to it. “This is going to hurt like hell. You want a shot?”
With clenched teeth and a pale face, Newell shook his head. “Do what you need. The shot will just mess me up, and considering the current situation, that’s not a good idea. I’d rather be coherent and in pain, than unaware one of those things is chomping on my liver.”
“All right, Grimwood and Carson, you’re going to hold him down while I re-align the bone as best I can. Carson, provide some light.” Frank wiped his hands on the sides of his pants in an effort to dry them.
Grimwood gripped both of Newell’s shoulders and nodded he was ready.
“Here goes.” Frank yanked the leg straight and made sure the bones aligned as straight as possible under the circumstances. He poured providone-iodine over the wound as well as some water.
Newell struggled, but Carson and Grimwood kept him from screwing up Frank’s work and putting the bone out of place. Frank pulled a can of spray once meant to capture police suspects, and now used by his company as a temporary cast in emergency situations.
The liquid flowed around the wound and within seconds, grew to an inch thick and hardened like a normal cast. The difference was the strange form it took was clumsy, but since it was for emergencies, no one cared. Frank closed up the first aid kid and glanced at Newell. His face was covered in sweat, and he would have scared a ghost with how white he was, but he managed a half smile for his boss.
“Just a flesh wound, right, Monroe?”
“Yeah, nothing to write home ab--”
Another blast, this time Lightfoot fell on top of them, though he made sure to avoid Newell by grabbing hold of Frank and pulling his shoulder damn near out of its socket. The sticky splat sound of things hitting the wall around them made Frank look up. An eye, which seemed to peer back at him, slowly made its way down the back wall. A half a face was next to it, stuck in place.
“Lightfoot and Grimwood, you get Newell back up to reception, put him by the elevator so any rescue team that comes in if we screw up, find him,” Frank ordered.
Lightfoot leaned over and pulled Newell to his feet, the man didn’t scream, but from his tense posture it was obvious he wanted to. Grimwood threw his shoulder under Newell’s other arm and they headed up the staircase.
Frank assumed there were probably only one or two remaining things wandering around, and if they set off one of the motion sensors on the other side of the room it would be wasted. So far, there was an eight-foot gap between him and the first triggered pressure plate, which he could see. About two by two feet, and seven feet down from there another one had been blown just a tad to the right.
The third one was on the other side and wouldn’t help them if it were blown up over there. Frank stared at the ceiling as he thought. There had to be a way through this. Lost in his thoughts, Lightfoot startled him when he appeared at Frank’s side.
“We’ll need to leave Newell here and pick him on the way back up,” Lightfoot said.
“I can still hear you, idiot,” Newell reminded him in a terse voice.
“Why? More trouble on the other floors? They should be empty,” Frank said.
Lightfoot cleared his throat. “Actually, the door was locked going back up, seems the only way for us to go is down.”
Frank nodded as the news sunk in. There really was no going back. “He’ll be fine; I’m more concerned about how we proceed. I can’t just toss things to see if there’s a plate, needs at least two seconds of a weight of a hundred pounds or more, and none of us are sprinters.”
“Why don’t we just toss Newell in there, it’s not like he’s any good to us now,” Carson said.
“Shut up, prick,” Newell mumbled.
“What about leading that last thing toward the center of the room in some way?” Lightfoot offered.
Frank nodded, but wasn’t really paying attention. No matter what happened, he needed to be the one to lead. He pounded his fist on the metal door and watched the former maintenance man raise a sunken face painted with dark liquids. If he didn’t know better he’d say this one just fed and that’s why it wasn’t after them right off the bat.
It moved toward them with slow shuffling steps, and on an impulse Frank took a giant step forward and shut his eyes as he ticked off the seconds in his head. Nothing happened, so he took another large step, which landed him on the disarmed trap.

“What the hell are you doing?” Lightfoot yelled.
Frank smiled as the thing switched its heading and went for those in the doorway. “When it gets to you shove it in a straight line toward me. Then drag Newell in and position him against the door, he’ll need a safe place to stay while we move on.”
“You’re going to leave me here? What if one of those crazy people comes back?” Newell asked.
“You know we can’t take you. With that leg, you’d slow us down and time is not a luxury right now. You’ll have your weapons, so if anything comes near you, just shoot it,” Frank reasoned.
Lightfoot grunted when the former maintenance man lunged at him. He grabbed it, forcing it back with effort. “One rather rancid smelling bomb detector coming your way, Monroe,” Lightfoot said in an amused voice.
Frank watched as his friend raised his leg and kicked the thing in the chest. It toppled backwards as it stumbled toward Frank. He caught it and did his best to ignore the odor of death coming off it. As Frank turned to face the exit, teeth gnashed against his armor and he pulled the head away from his chest. Short strands of hair came away, as did a patch of greasy looking skin, and several blackened teeth fell out, leaving a slimy trail along his arm.
With a knot in his stomach, he positioned the thing so it faced forward and provided momentum with a swift kick to its ass. With jerky movements, it ambled forward about six feet with no consequences. Frank ran after it and shoved again. He waited a few seconds and sighed when nothing happened once more.
This might just work after all, he thought.
“Alright, guys, bring in Newell and prop him in the corner by the door. Then follow after me, step exactly where I do.”
Frank listened as the others went to work securing their team member. Forty feet remained to the end of the room and he hoped his plan continued to work. At that moment, the thing made a wide turn to come back at him, a groan and grinding of teeth issued from it.
One wrong step and another blast rocked the room, large bits of the venting and water system fell from the ceiling. Frank sat on his ass waiting for his hearing to come back. He moved carefully as he turned to check on the others. The group was covered in a mess of ruptured organs, shredded flesh, and shattered bone. None seemed to be injured, and for the most part, they appeared more annoyed at the thick goop coating their masks and weapons, than the situation they were facing.
Barely half way across, Frank tried to come up with another idea to get them from point A to point B without dying. While he listened to Carson bitch about scraping something off his gun, and Lightfoot trying to assure Newell everything would be fine, the lights flickered and went out.
“Are you kidding me? If I didn’t know better I’d say someone was screwing with us,” Carson’s voice echoed the thoughts of the others.
Frank wondered the same thing. Since he’d received the phone call starting this mission, things seemed to be going wrong. He focused on his breathing, and tried not to think about the narrow corridor or the levels above him, or the thousands of tons of dirt. He’d never done well in confined places, part of the reason he left most of the onsite work to someone else. He felt down the length of his SCAR with his fingers to flip on his flashlight, and screamed when two white eyes, half a nose, and a skeletal head greeted him. “Christ, where did this one come from?”
“You okay, boss?” Lightfoot asked.
“Fine, one of these damn things caught me by surprise.”
Frank put his hands on its shoulders and held it away. Though it struggled to get at Frank, it lacked the strength to do much. As it snapped at him, Frank refused to use his gun. This was his last chance to get them out of there. He felt a tug on his foot and knew there was a second one. They must have been in the ducts working and were freed by the explosions.
Frank fought with the one climbing his body and realized the clothes it wore resembled more of a uniform than worker’s overalls. A quick look also revealed armor and a holster. Frank knew it could be one of the guards from a different floor, but the fact they lacked an insignia led him to think they worked for someone else, someone who might be messing with them.
Whoever was behind it would send more than two, more like six or seven. Perhaps have them split into two teams. He sighed as things got far more complicated and kicked the side of the thing on him in frustration.
“Guys, be on the watch. We have guests and I could use some damn help!” Frank yelled, and then saw several beams focus on his position.
“We’re like three feet behind you, chill out, I got this one,” Carson said in a mocking voice.
“No! Don’t kill it. We need the damn thing to get the rest of the way.” Frank said as he kicked his foot and felt it make contact with the other one lingering by his feet, again. In the dark, knowing there was something lurking around waiting to eat him made the hair on the back of his neck tingle.
The thing on top of Frank squirmed free of his grasp and bit his forearm. Frank yanked his arm and watched in morbid fascination as it moved its head from side to side like a dog with a chew toy. Sick bastards. He continued to try to wrestle it into submission when he felt the other one back on his leg, and heard Newell scream.
“Boss, we’ve got this one,” Lightfoot said as he and Grimwood pulled the charred one off Frank.
“Someone, check on Newell,” Frank ordered as he sat up and he bashed the one eating his ankle with the butt of his gun.
Footsteps echoed as Carson went to check on Newell. Frank stood looking down at what had been persistently trying to get his leg. Half a man, or whatever it was, lay there. The tail end of the spinal column was trailing behind, along with bits of intestines and the mystery meat from lunch. Its left arm was gone from the elbow down, the right hand missing two fingers. The face, however, was what truly made Frank gag.
All the hair and skin had been seared off and the lidless eyeballs stared through him. It had a mouth with no lips or gums, just a black gnarled tongue trying to work the leather of his boot. Frank wanted to put it out of its misery. Something that was once a man should not be left in that condition, but the mission always came first.
“Guys, Newell’s dead. One of these nasty things got him. It was gone by the time I got there,” Carson said.
“You, bastard! Why the hell did you kill him?” Grimwood screamed as he punched Carson in the gut.
“Hey, I don’t have time for this,” Frank yelled. He glanced at Carson, not believing a word he said, knowing Grimwood was right.
Frank put a boot on top of the head of the “nasty” at his feet. “Carson, Newell is fifteen feet away. Unless you didn’t bother to go and check, there’s no way one of these things had time to kill him and escape your keen sense of observation,” Frank said in a dark tone.
“Let me go check.” Lightfoot intervened.
“What, you mean that you don’t believe me?” Carson asked defensively
“No, I don’t. You have a problem with Lightfoot making sure one of our friends is dead and not just left for dead?” Frank asked.
“Whatever, but be careful, there’s a nasty out there,” Carson mumbled.
Frank took hold of the body tossed his way by Lightfoot and used his flashlight to find Grimwood. “Get over here; use the one on the floor as a test dummy. Toss it a few feet at a time and make sure to let us know when you do.”
Grimwood picked up the body with obvious distaste as Lightfoot returned. His face told Frank everything he needed to know. Newell was dead and Carson was a liar.
“Newell’s dead, looks like he bled out. Not sure what caused it though, maybe a knife,” Lightfoot said with a glare at Carson.
“It was one of those damn nasties, I’m telling you. How do we know they can’t use weapons? We don’t even know what the hell they are,” Carson explained, with a tad too much defensiveness in his voice.
Frank sighed. “Well, keep a look out then.” As much as he wanted to beat the crap out of Carson, he needed the extra set of hands, and if he were to be totally honest, he probably saved Newell from an even more horrible death.
“Tossing,” Grimwood yelled as he lobbed the half body five feet into the air. Everyone ducked and did a mental count in their heads. When nothing happened, Grimwood smiled and moved forward. One foot away from the slithering thing, Frank opened his mouth to yell, and then an explosion lit up the room as another team member died.
Grimwood’s left leg went flying in the air, and the force of the impact caused his insides to liquefy and come out his nose and mouth when he landed a few feet from Frank.
“What the hell was that?” Carson cursed. “You said…”
Frank spun around, making sure to keep the nasty he was holding at bay from hurting anyone else. “That was my mistake, I didn’t realize the body wouldn’t meet the hundred pounds needed to trigger the plate,” Frank’s voice was filled with self-recrimination.
“Way to go, fearless leader, how many of us do you plan to kill before you get your shit in gear?” Carson accused.
“Hey, he didn’t plan it, so let’s continue. We still have this one left to use,” Lightfoot reasoned, as he took the wriggling nasty out of Frank’s hands and moved to the last place they knew Grimwood was safe.
“I’ll do this section and then it’s your turn Carson.” Lightfoot grinned into the flashlight beams aimed on him.
Frank watched as Lightfoot progressed about twenty feet with the thing until it hit a pressure plate. As soon as they heard the click, they bent over and covered their heads to avoid some of the grosser bits of decayed and rotten flesh embedding itself into the crevices of their gear.
“Christ, this smell is never going to wash out,” Carson complained.
Frank ignored him and examined the room with his flashlight. In the corner, he saw a large hole and assumed something backed up in the ventilation system and caused it to fail several levels up from the initial explosion and blew out up here.
The area was a good eight feet in a diagonal direction and something told him to go check it out. He wanted to ignore it, because he knew something bad would come of what he found, and there would be nothing he could do about it but worry. He turned toward Lightfoot.
“I’m going to go check over there. I thought I saw something. If the floor decides to turn me into salsa, you and Carson finish the mission, got me?”
Lightfoot nodded, and Frank made his way over to the hole. Each step felt like an eternity in the making. He blew out a breath when he arrived in one piece. He leaned over the ledge and realized it was a huge opening in the wall. He marvelled at the three feet of concrete that the explosion ripped through like it was drywall. No vents were visible, nor ruptured pipes. Whatever, or more accurately, whoever did this, wanted to gain entry on this level for a reason.
Only one reason, and of course, it was bad. This would be the ideal floor to set explosives on if you wanted to take out the major systems and cripple the facility. Frank tilted his flashlight down and two hands reached up, grabbing his shoulders. His chest was pulled against some jagged pieces of rebar and he felt the breath knocked out of him. He struggled to reach for his FNP as a black tongue licked its lips in anticipation. Frank brought the gun around and blasted the thing in the face.
He felt the coolness of whatever was inside these things hit his hands and shivered. If he had any doubts about them being dead, they evaporated.
“Everything okay, Frank?” Lightfoot called out.
“I’m fine, one of those things was in here, caught me by surprise. I’ll be right back.”
“See, I told you there was another one on the loose,” Carson said, the smugness in his voice made Frank clench his teeth.
Instead, he kept his mouth shut and enjoyed the wide-open space in front of him. He glanced around at the damage of what used to be one of the launch tubes for the missile, but was now an empty spot they used to run wires and cables from the lower levels to the top. They designed it this way so that in case of an emergency, all systems would be backed up for a time.
From the looks of it, whoever did this was aware of the extra cables purpose and destroyed them. Someone who was not a member of the silo community. Someone who didn’t want the data to survive. Three repelling ropes dangled in the air. He checked the other two – empty.
Another hole similar to the one he hung out of could be seen lower down, flickers of light illuminated small parts of the darkness.
Frank pushed himself up and picked at the vent remnants beside him, it hadn’t exploded outward as he assumed. The metal bent inwards. The explosion was planned, though he wasn’t surprised. He also realized someone arranged it so if something happened elsewhere in the silo, various other explosions would be triggered. He caught sight of the front of his gear and grimaced. He rubbed off as much of the dead flesh as he could.
Frank walked back to the remaining two members of his team and sprinted to the exit door. He was so full of piss and vinegar it was going to take more than a pressure plate to kill him now.
Someone wanted him and his men not to succeed, something he didn’t like. Frank Monroe didn’t fail.



Chapter 10 –


Arthur screwed the flashlight attachment to the end of his XM-25 then helped Smith when he saw her struggling. Dixon didn’t look good, and if Arthur didn’t know better, he’d swear he was wearing a different mask. Then again, the light was non-existent, so he blamed his suspicion on stress and eyes playing tricks.
He walked over to the door that would take them into what Dixon called the “last stand” room. If breached, this place meant doom for those below. He pushed it open a tad and then closed it quickly.
“Holy crap, we’re going to need more grenades, but on a good note, the emergency lighting is working in there,” Arthur said.
“That’s not good, because in the dark we stood a chance of hiding, but if they can see us, we’re screwed.” Dixon slammed a locker.
Arthur cleared his throat. “I don’t think they see us so much as smell us. That film over their eyes is thick enough to obstruct vision.”
“Whatever, geek. Why don’t we do what we did before and just take them down one at a time?” Benson asked reasonably.
Arthur didn’t like the fact Benson’s attitude had changed since the incident in the office. The way he acted now didn’t mesh with the situation they were in. Part of Arthur’s mind went to the spy novels he loved to read, and he imagined a secret group parachuting into the compound and cracking heads to rescue their man. Arthur knew it was ridiculous, but then again, so was the idea of people reanimating after death.
“We can’t do it that way, because last time there were a third of the number we’re dealing with now, and they weren’t wearing helmets,” Dixon said roughly.
Arthur wracked his brain to come up with a way out of their situation. Smith fidgeted with her gun and Arthur followed the beam as he tried to come up with a solution. The trail of light ended on the back of Dixon’s suit and he saw a bright red spot – from underneath. Snakes slithered in his stomach as he realized the big man might have been bitten.
“Hey, Dixon, how are you feeling? Was it hard clearing this room on your own?” Arthur asked as he moved closer.
“Fine, no proble--” Dixon fell to his knees and ripped off his mask.
Arthur watched as blood dribbled, then poured out of the man’s mouth and nose. His skin paled and turned a greenish black color making him look more like a cadaver in the low light of the beam.
Benson came out of nowhere and grabbed Dixon, forcing the big man to stand.
“Come on, help me get him to his feet and out that door,” Benson struggled to get the words out as he strained himself with Dixon’s body weight.
Arthur and Smith stared at him unmoving, shock clearly written on their faces.
“Damn it, this is the only way we are going to get out of here, and we only have seconds to do it,” Benson yelled.
Smith moved to help him. Between the two, they got Dixon to the door and opened it. Arthur grabbed the pack off the big man’s back and watched him fall into the room. As suspected, the contaminated went for Dixon, the smell of blood intoxicating them. Their moans more than sealed that detail in Arthur’s head. They came over and clawed at Dixon’s convulsing body, shredding the suit in seconds. Arthur stared into the eyes of Dixon, and pure hatred looked back.
Smith started to laugh, one of those hysterical ones, so Arthur grabbed her as they went to the side of the room and fired shots at the ones nearest them. Smith’s aim improved and she managed to put a bullet in the direct center of one’s face and caused its head to blow apart like something long dead and rotten.
Benson followed close behind, but as usual did nothing to help. Arthur didn’t have the time to care. Dixon’s body had been consumed by the mob and now they turned blood soaked faces in his direction.
They let out pained sounding groans and Arthur tossed a grenade, pulling Smith with him as they made a run for it. The few they passed were too slow to catch them. The concussive blast of the explosion knocked all three of them on the ground. Like below, fingers, hands, and a few leg bits flew everywhere.
With ringing ears, and severe disorientation, Arthur tried to force himself to focus. He grabbed the hand next to his and pulled, gagging when he realized it wasn’t attached to anything. Dark tendrils of rotten sinew and muscle dripped a rancid smelling substance.
Arthur closed his eyes and shook his head. Seconds counted. Smith was a foot to his left, and roaming around on her hands and knees. One of the contaminated fell on its knees to feast on her, and Arthur grabbed the Baby Eagle and pulled the trigger. Then he repeated the process two more times before his coordination returned and he killed the one tearing into Smith’s calf.
He stood and grabbed her as the mob found them once again. The bodies of the others, both whole and broken, caused some to trip and fall. When they reached the exit, Arthur was annoyed, but not surprised to find Benson there.
“Thanks for the help,” Arthur snapped.
“Whatever, I ain’t your babysitter. In fact, he’s dead now, so you better watch your back.”
Arthur took a moment to catch his breath in the hallway, but saw the door starting to open. “Crap, come on, move up, we gotta go.”
“What’s the next floor? Dixon was the only one who knew what to expect,” Smith said in a shaky voice.
“Don’t worry, it’s just a storage floor. I bet we don’t even run into anything up there,” Arthur soothed her. Though he didn’t know why he cared, the bitch had helped Benson toss Dixon out. Arthur would never forget those hate filled eyes, and wondered if Dixon was even infected. The thought of an innocent man dying so they could live nauseated him, but the fact the big man vomited up blood was a good indicator something was wrong with him.
When they reached the door, Arthur wanted to take a break and sort out the chaotic thoughts in his head, but the sounds of shuffling feet and moans pushed him on. “I’ll go in first, keep your eyes open, okay? And remember, we still might find some survivors,”
“Right, and after that we’ll all live happily ever after,” Benson said in a sarcasm-laced voice.
“You know what, screw you, Benson!” Arthur yelled as he lunged for the other man.
“Hey, enough, both of you. We need to go in that room whether we want to or not.” Smith pointed down, and Arthur saw over two dozen contaminated climbing the stairs.
He sighed, pulled out Dixon’s Sig, and opened the door. He did a sweep of the room with the flashlight. Wires hung from what looked to be a shredded ceiling. Arthur would’ve sworn the explosion, or whatever happened, occurred in this room. Chunks of concrete lay on the floor from holes blasted in the walls – from the outside. Electricity was non-existent, not even a flicker.
Both Arthur and Smith scanned the immediate area and found one former employee eating someone in a suit similar to theirs. The body on the floor was surrounded by a pool of blood and the contaminated digging into the body`s stomach wasn’t even fazed by their presence. Arthur put a burst through both their heads, and moved toward a portion of what used to be a wall, but was now just a gaping hole. He looked up, then down, realizing whoever did this had a plan. Arthur just hadn’t figured out what it was.
He listened to the large empty space and nothing out of the ordinary floated his way. A few levels above them he saw the barest glimmer of light, but no other signs of life. He thought about calling out, but decided against it in case Benson got through to the people he was working for. Arthur figured Benson was a traitor, if that was possible when you worked for a corporation that stuck you in a fancy underground missile silo where they performed illegal testing. Arthur wasn’t a drinker, but at the moment he wanted a shot of something.
Smith came up to him, a fearful look in her eyes snapping him out of his reverie. “We need to keep moving before we run these filters down.” She showed him the back of her suit, fifty-six minutes remaining.
Arthur nodded and started to move, when he noticed several crates and barrels with odd symbols on the labels. They were small in size, only about a foot square, but every warning known to man was stamped on them.
“Just give me a few minutes to look at these. We might find some useful information about this place or what happened,” Arthur said as he made his way over to the nearest crate.
The top was pried open and he pushed it off. Inside were rocks, but not just any rocks according to the packing invoice. These were from Mars. He shone his flashlight on several labels and saw crates with Moon, Saturn, and Venus, stenciled on them in block lettering.
He salivated at being in the same room as so many samples from around the galaxy. He wanted to open all of them, but knew it would be impossible. Instead, he grabbed a crow bar and opened as many as he could in a frenzy ignoring Smith’s pleas to keep moving. From each one Arthur took a labeled sample and put it in one of the packs he wore.
Something hit him in the back, at first he thought it was Benson, but when he saw the man was standing across from him with a smirk on his face. Arthur panicked and he screamed for help, but Benson just waved goodbye and walked toward the exit.
Smith was trying to pull the contaminated off him, but she was too small. The pile of boxes Arthur was leaning against gave way and he fell in a tumble with the thing on top of him. He felt something pinch at the back of his neck and prayed his suit hadn’t been compromised. After seeing what happened to Dixon, he didn’t want to meet the same fate.
He rolled over, taking the body on top with him. Their positions reversed, Arthur sat atop it and stabbed it in the eye with a piece of broken wood from one of the fallen crates. The contaminated stopped struggling as black liquid bubbled out of the punctured orb. Arthur wondered who the person was. They were dressed in a dark uniform of some kind, but he didn’t want to get too close. As for the body on the floor, more questions swirled in his head as to why they were in protective gear, unless it was protocol for this level.
“Can we get out of here now?” Smith asked impatiently.
Arthur stood and made sure to grab both backpacks. Smith led the way, and when they arrived at the exit, Benson wasn’t there, which Arthur expected. To be honest, he was happy, Benson couldn’t be trusted and the further away from them he was, the better.
If Dixon was right, the next level was where they kept all the information on larger servers and mainframes. This was also where the booby traps and other intruder deterrents started. Arthur wondered if it might be safe to call out for help now that Benson was gone, but he knew deep down, there was no such thing as safe anymore. Even if they managed to survive, he doubted they’d be released.
Arthur noted forty-eight minutes left on Smith’s suit and he knew there was no time to waste. He plastered a smile on his face, exited into the stairwell, and headed up. Even if they were kept as prisoners, it was better than dying in this place.
* * *
Marshall watched the progress of the two teams with interest. Covington was doing better than Monroe was. Then again, the doctor had not come up against any of the security precautions – yet.
His phone rang and he hit the speaker button. “What is it?”
“Sir, we thought you’d like to know we have a way to communicate with our people. It’s rudimentary, but the best we can do,” a nasally voice said.
“Spit it out,” Marshall ordered.
“We can use the inconsistency with the lights to our advantage and send a message via Morse code.”
“Do it, let’s hope our people are smart enough to pick up on it before it’s too late. Start sending one now, ‘play nice with the others until otherwise notified.’”
“Yes, sir.”
“Be ready for a new one on my order.” Marshall turned off the speaker and watched the monitors.
From what he could tell, there were major casualties, but somehow they were coming back to life. He couldn’t make out what was happening, but it appeared they could only be taken down with a shot to the head. He thought of all the uses of whatever it was causing this.
He’d sent in his team and told them to prepare for anything, and for the love of God to wear masks. From what he saw earlier, half of them didn’t listen, though as he looked at the monitor now, he knew of at least one person who did, and they would be the key to his success.
Marshall sat back and waited. A second later, he saw the lights flashing the message he wanted sent. Leaning back in his chair, he thought about the medical implications of a serum that stopped death. Of course, they would have to refine it and work out the kinks, but this was definitely something viable.
With a smile, he pressed the intercom. “Liz, tell the genetics department to work with a powdered form of the samples and find out what Sunset had going on with the tests on Level 14. Have our guys scour the data we piggybacked from their servers.”
“Yes, sir,” his assistant answered.
Hooks was an idiot, always had been, and this debacle would be his crowning achievement. His buzzer went off and he swatted it with annoyance. “Yes?”
“Sir, I think you should turn on the news. Something’s happening in the city East of where the compound is located.”
Marshall straightened in his chair and used the remote to access the news. On the screen reporters were everywhere, cars on fire, people screaming in the background, and police dressed in riot gear trying to contain the mobs. The bent form of someone biting another could be seen and the realization dawned on him that whatever was in the silo had gotten out. In no time, this would be worldwide and he had no intention of dying.
He stabbed the intercom with urgency. “Liz, I need someone to get on a data analysis for how long it will take to reach New York. I also want you to hire the best company to seal up my yacht. I don’t care what time it is or how much it costs, but I want it done now. I also want a team sent in full gear with masks to help with the extraction of the samples and Dr. Covington. He helped himself to some, very thoughtful of him.”
“Yes, Sir. Should we set up an evacuation procedure?”
“When the time comes, ten each of the best electricians, doctors, data analysts, and microbiologists can come with me. The rest can stay in the lab with supplies and seal themselves in. Two teams working on revamping whatever it is they created are better than one.”
“Sir, Mr. Collins is on line one.”
“Thank you.” Marshall smiled as he picked up the phone, Hooks was so damn predictable.
With a switch of the button, Marshall spoke, “Collins, we saw on the tapes when his men came in to get you. Everything okay?”
“Yes, sir, I told them exactly what you wanted me to. They are unaware of your ability to collect data from their mainframes.”
“Good, were they suspicious of you?”
“If they were, they didn’t show it. Letting them take me with no fuss also worked to convince them of my story.”
“Wonderful, now get in the safe part of the building. They won’t be able to get you a second time when they realize their mistake.”
“Yes, Mr. Marshall.”
Marshall dislodged the button and went back to watching the train wreck on the television. The situation was out of control. He never expected it to get out. What the hell was Hooks thinking? Didn’t he have some sort of security in place for something like this? Well, okay he knew what security was in place, but the doors should have sealed.
What happened hit him like a punch to the gut. They never assumed something like this would happen, but if it did, the silo was constructed to be self-containing. Problem was Hooks sent in a team, and the only entrance they had was the elevator shaft. More thought was put into how to stop the intruders once they entered, rather than how to keep something in.
He wondered if something similar occurred to his team. There were unexplained explosions that interfered with communications and visual signals. He knew Hooks was locked out, but Marshall’s men made sure he would be okay. But he hadn’t heard from them, or seen them.
Time to make preparations to leave.



Chapter 11 –


Frank pushed open the exit letting his momentum carry him through to the landing. Lightfoot followed by Carson and a loud explosion. All three fell to the ground from the force, but didn’t suffer any serious injuries.
“What the hell was that? A little warning would have been nice,” Carson yelled.
“We’re out, you’re alive, and as far as I see it, you have no reason to be bitching.” Frank stood and checked his SCAR. “Let’s get moving, we don’t have time to waste.” Frank took the steps three at a time to the door of Level 4.
He pulled it open, his mind unprepared for the horrors on the other side.
The silo, designed to be self-sustaining in case of emergency had what they called a “green room.” An entire floor dedicated to growing vegetables and spices, as well as an area where they kept chickens and goats.
The smell of manure was to be expected, the sight of a few of the “greens keepers” also expected. No need to put them down, the security measure on this floor was acid in the sprinkler system. The ground smoldered around the bodies of some of the employees. Special lights managed to stay lit and it illuminated bits of fur and feathers floating around the room.
“Great, what do we have to deal with now?” Carson asked.
Frank took a breath before answering. “Well, we don’t need to worry about any of those things here, but we do have to figure out a way to get across the room before getting soaked with sulphuric acid.”
“You have some serious issues, man,” Carson said.
Frank ignored the comment, but had to agree. The loss of his family had changed him, and not for the better. He tossed out his moral compass and exchanged it for the ability not to give a damn about those he hurt. He wondered if he ever went too far, or if he covered up his loneliness with a few too many drinks to “help” him sleep. Not that it mattered now; they were going to die, so thinking about the past was pointless.
Lightfoot poked his head in front of Frank. “Looks like they set them off, or is this more pressure plate stuff?” he said as he pointed toward the goopy piles of people and animals that once were.
“Worse,” Frank said, “motion sensors, they’ll keep going off.”
Carson kicked the door behind them. “Dammit, you knew we couldn’t get past this level and you made us come down here anyway.”
Frank turned and grabbed Carson. He shoved him against the door and put the full weight of his body into Carson as he pressed. “Listen, you little prick, you used to be a good team member, and then you went and got yourself screwed up on drugs and gambling. I could care less if you make it out of here, but if you do anything to jeopardize my life, or screw this mission up, I will put you in the ground myself. Got me?”
Frank didn’t ease his hold until Carson nodded imperceptibly. Frank made sure to watch him for a few seconds in case the guy tried to take him from behind. When it seemed he was going to do as told, Frank went back to surveying the room.
When he designed this particular deterrent, he’d just returned from installing a security system for his boss in which he wanted thieves to be marked permanently in some way so they could be tracked down no matter how long it took.
Frank came up with the idea of acid, and it morphed into what he looked at now. Who would think the most dangerous level to breach in a secret compound would be where they grew carrots. He made sure to leave a wide gap of eight feet in front of each door so the person or persons entering would feel safe. Once the system was triggered, those sprayed would panic and essentially run over those behind them in an effort to get out. Though it wouldn’t matter, after being set off, the sprinklers hit every square inch of the floor.
All he needed to remember was the safety mechanism. They installed one when doing this level, because the first time it malfunctioned, they had a hard time explaining to certain people why their husband or wife who did agricultural work, died under mysterious circumstances and needed to be cremated.
For the first time, he cursed his standards. When they installed the mechanism and programmed the code, he asked not to be made aware of them because he didn’t want to risk being a security breach. At this moment, Frank would have given anything to go back in time and let the designers tell him.
“I’m not asking to piss you off, but is he right? Is there no way to get across this one?” Lightfoot asked in a quiet voice.
“There’s always a way. Fool proof doesn’t exist.” Frank eyed the area closest to him taking in everything, looking for a hidden panel or a switch that didn’t belong. Nothing stuck out and he growled in frustration.
Frank took another step forward, still within the eight-foot area. Emergency lights were on, but there was additional lighting for some reason. Could be part of the motion sensor system, or the indicator needed to determine where they were. He glanced up at the rows of plastic covered halogen tubes and wondered.
“Lightfoot, give me a lift, would you?” Frank asked.
A second later, he was kneeling on the shoulders of Lightfoot tearing off the light covering. Sure enough, he found a security panel inside. A keypad waited for him to plug in the right set of numbers to deactivate the system.
Frank knew time was of the essence, but he didn’t know how many tries he had before the sprinklers went off. Maybe, just one time or three, he didn’t know. He should have asked to kneel on Carson’s shoulders and told Lightfoot to wait in the hallway. However, Carson would probably drop him.
Frank opted to keep his worries to himself and punched in his employee ID as if he knew the solution. A red dot appeared and the silver colored sprinklers lowered from the ceiling.
Frank slipped a bit. “Try to keep it steady, Lightfoot, or we’re all going to be turned into human soup.”
The screen cleared and he punched in his passcode for entry to high security floors. Another red light and the little spur like heads started to spin. There were three bulbs; he knew one more wrong guess and they were toast.
“Get down from there before you kill us all. I don’t give a damn about this mission, but right now the only one jeopardizing it is you,” Carson yelled.
Frank went to punch in another number when a voice called out to them.
“Wait, I know the code,” a muffled female voice echoed from somewhere.
Frank pulled his FNP and almost fell off Lightfoot, who in the meantime tried not to drop his boss while drawing his M4.
“Who the hell are you, and more importantly, where the hell are you?” Frank demanded.
“I’m in the storage shed, last structure on the right. My name is Selena Harrison.”
Frank didn’t trust her. Someone appearing out of nowhere with the code, not to mention she survived the acid spray, reeked of a set-up.
“Anyone else in there with you?” Frank asked as he jumped off Lightfoot’s shoulders.
“It’s just me, I think the acid killed all of those… things…and the animals too,” Selena said with sadness.
Frank huddled with Carson and Lightfoot. “I don’t know if we can trust her, seems off to me. What do you guys think?” Frank asked, more interested in Lightfoot’s opinion.
“We don’t have a choice. I don’t see why she would lie to us. She’d be stuck in here when the acid started to spray again if she gave us the wrong set of numbers,” Lightfoot pointed out.
Frank didn’t mention the woman wouldn’t know the code if she worked in the agricultural area. Either Selena was part of the higher echelon of Sunset Inc., or she was something else altogether.
“Alright, give me the code,” Frank yelled as he hefted himself back onto Lightfoot’s shoulders.
Selena called out, “Four, seven, three, eight.”
Frank keyed them in and watched the red dots turn green and the acid sprayers return to their spot in the ceiling. He jumped down with his FNP at the ready. Carson and Lightfoot followed his lead.
“Ms. Williams, step out, please.” Frank aimed at the structure she claimed to be in.
The men waited a few moments as they heard several loud sounds and grunts come from the general direction of the remnants of the building. They watched as a tall woman with red hair and a gas mask came out of the room with her hands raised. She wore a black skirt that ended right above her knees and a white lab coat over an ivory colored blouse. Something about the way she moved set Frank on edge. She had a little too much confidence for someone who sounded so scared a few moments ago. He ignored the part of him admiring her figure.
“I’m not armed, so you can put your weapons down,” she said.
Frank pretended he didn’t hear her comment. He walked forward and as he neared the middle of the room, he saw half-eaten carcasses of animals in some of the structures in which the acid hadn’t melted the roof away entirely. This upset him; if he ever used this technique again, he would use a stronger substance so there was no chance of survival. For all he knew, there was an army of infiltrators waiting to jump out at him. He peered over his shoulder and motioned for Lightfoot to check things out.
When Frank was three feet from the woman, he realized she didn’t have any dirt on her, but several smudges of something black, like soot. Her fingers and nails were bloody and torn, and for the life of him, he had no explanation for his desire to tend to them. Women, he’d always been a sucker for a damsel in distress. The fact this particular one might be waiting for him to get close enough to stab him was an afterthought.
“What happened to your hands?” Frank asked.
“When the place went into lockdown we tried to calm the animals, but they were acting strange…like they were afraid of us. Then Charlie turned to me, threw up blood, fell to the ground, and convulsed. Mary and I went over to help. We thought he was having a seizure or something. He bit her and all of a sudden, Glenn came lumbering after us. We tried to run away, but Mary started to shake and stumbled to the ground grabbing her stomach.” Selena seemed lost in thought, so Frank gave her a moment before urging her to continue.
Selena fidgeted with the ripped part of a pocket and switched her weight from foot to foot. Frank noticed her heels and downgraded her threat to about a four. People in their line of work regardless of gender wore appropriate footwear. The only reason he kept her as high as a four was she might want to appear defenseless, and he tended to have terrible taste in women, hence his not dating them.
Her eyes cleared and she spoke, “Anyway, I saw the whole situation deteriorating fast, so I locked myself in the storage shed. Then the screams turned to moans. The ceiling above me started to melt and crack, so I pulled all the shelving that I could find over me. I figured the rescue team was on its way and here you are,” she finished with a smile.
Frank had so many questions, but too little time to ask everything, so he started with the obvious. “Why were you wearing a gas mask and not the others?”
“Oh, Mary was wearing one too. I assume the bite infected her. We had them on because of allergies to be honest. We were filling in for two people who called in sick today. Normally, we’re down in the med lab helping out, but Dr. Watkins said something went wrong and we needed to come up here,” Selena said with a sincere smile.
Frank wanted to believe her, but she knew the code and they didn’t, even though that was Frank’s fault. She would have known they weren’t the rescue crew based on that alone – if she was the suspicious type. The name Watkins rang a bell. If he remembered right, he was the guy testing on people. More questions for a later time. For now, they needed to move forward.
“I can leave you here or you can come with us, but I’m warning you, don’t slow me down, don’t get in my way, and do exactly what I say. And please tell me you know how to use a gun.” Frank looked at her with a raised brow.
“Come on, boss, we’ll take her with us for some fun,” Carson snickered.
Lightfoot punched him and returned to his ready stance.
Carson glared at him. “I’ll get you for that, prick.”
Lightfoot laughed. “Right, in your dreams, junkie”
“Alright boys, we have work to do and limited time to do it. Selena, those things you saw are all over the place. I have no idea what they are, but I think you’ll be safe here,” Frank explained.
Selena scrunched up her face. “That doesn’t make sense. If you keep going down, how are we going to get out?”
“I’m hoping to figure that out after we reach our target. Now let’s go. Selena, it’s your call if you come or not, either way you’re going to need this.” He handed her an M4 and made sure to switch it to a three round burst. “Make sure you don’t freak out and unload all your ammo in one go, and try to aim for the head,” Frank warned.
Selena laughed. “Right, stay calm when someone you’ve known for years vomits blood and then tries to eat you, got it.”
Frank quirked a grin at her and shook his head. At least she had a sense of humor about the whole thing. He walked to the end of the room and entered the stairwell. Level 5 was next and he sighed in relief, an office floor. Rows and rows of cubicles, full of scientists and their assistants, papers and computers, but that was okay, the security measure would be helpful for a change.
* * *
Marshall watched his screens show him the progress of his plan. So far, things hadn’t gone as smooth as hoped, but his people were prepared for the unexpected, and he’d helped as much as he could. The dead rising was most definitely a surprise, but interesting.
He punched the intercom. “Get the computers ready for a link up, my secret weapon is going to be in the server room soon and I want everything ready.”
A smile crossed his face as both groups moved forward, bound to meet in the middle, and then have nowhere to go. That’s when things would get ugly, and oh, how he looked forward to that.
* * *
Arthur took on the mantle of group leader, unwanted as it was, but since it was only Smith, it didn’t really matter. He tried to keep an eye open in case Benson popped up, but figured the guy was out saving himself, to hell with the rest of them.
“Arthur, what do you think we need to worry about on this floor?” Smith asked him.
He stayed his hand on the knob and wondered. “I really have no idea, Dixon didn’t either. Whatever it is, we’ll deal with it.” He smiled in order to reassure her, but knew he failed.
Then he asked himself why he cared, he didn’t trust her after the Dixon incident. Hell, he didn’t trust anyone. For all he knew, the whole lot of them were working for outside sources and he was the dimwitted scientist in the wrong place at the wrong time.
The handle twisted and he pulled open the door to reveal Level 11 as slowly as possible. The lights in the room were bright and arranged in neat lines along the ceiling. Inside were rows and rows of mainframes taller than he was and almost as wide. Most had smoke rising from them, and he was thankful for the first time that he had something on to protect himself from the toxic fumes.
A soft glow came from several spots along the ceiling and Arthur assumed it had something to do with the computers systems, or more likely the security measure. As he held the Sig in front of him, he eyed the panels. Dixon mentioned they would have shut down and erased all data so anyone who broke in with the express purpose of stealing their secrets would have done it in vain. Arthur asked himself again what type of people he was working for. Security measures, protecting their information to the extreme, sure no one liked their stuff hacked, but it happens.
His thoughts went back to the lights and he wondered about the ones glowing softly. Arthur stopped to listen when they reached a blind corner. The last thing he wanted was to be taken by surprise. With a quick move, he peered around and saw a contaminated hunched over the body of someone in a black suit.
Slurping sounds and other sucking noises came his way and Arthur forced his stomach to calm. He glanced around the corner once again and saw another contaminated a few feet away holding a head in his lap and sticking its fingers in eye sockets to get at the grey matter inside. Arthur didn’t know if they took down two people or decapitated one, but didn’t want to look at the grisly scene any longer. No matter how much he saw today, he would not become desensitized to it, to do so would be handing over his humanity, and at this rate, that was the only thing he had left.
Arthur moved back and put a finger to his lips, Smith nodded. Arthur stepped out and aimed carefully. The one closest, hit the ground with a slam, as the rounds exited through its forehead. The second one didn’t lift its head from the meal in its lap, unconcerned with anything but the gooey goodness, it reached further inside the skull.
Another round, and another contaminated on the ground. Arthur moved forward wondering why someone was suited up in here. He shone his light up and down the aisles, and in crevices until he was sure nothing lurked in the shadows.
“Benson must have raced through here,” Smith said.
Arthur nodded, but didn’t think so. The lights on some of the panels blinked and were clean of dust in some areas as if someone had used them recently. Arthur went to one and tried to access the menu. Once more, he faced the dreaded C: prompt and got nothing in return. Whatever the man did concerned him, but what was more worrisome was the trap awaiting them on the next level. The one on this level hadn’t gone off or Benson knew how to turn it off. If that was the case, they owed him one for not turning it back on and screwing them over. Arthur decided to call them based on what Benson did to Dixon.
He examined the server and realized heavy coated wires went into the ceiling and then into the walls up to another set to back up the information on. At first, he thought two rooms was overkill, but after seeing all the samples and experiments they were doing, he wondered if there wasn’t a third room hidden somewhere. Of course, the wires might lead to somewhere on the surface as well, Arthur didn’t believe for a second that Sunset Inc. would be running these kind of experiments and willing to erase the data in an emergency. A scientist always keeps a backup, and a backup of their backup.
“Let’s get out of here.” Arthur started walking toward the door when Smith tugged on his arm.
Arthur slowed down and stared at her with a questioning look. She pointed and he followed the direction of her arm. Off in the corner a man in a suit huddled against the wall. He seemed unaware of their presence rocking back and forth, as he mumbled.
Smith, on her way over tried to get his attention by using a calm assertive voice. Arthur jogged to catch up, not sure what to expect, after what the man had been through. Chances were high he’d react with violence of some kind.
“Careful, he’s in shock.” Arthur skidded to a stop next to Smith as she laid a hand on the man’s shoulder.
He twisted violently and then stopped as he pulled off his mask. “Are you here to help me? The others went crazy. I was just cutting through to get to the labs and there was an explosion--”
Arthur interrupted the mile a minute rambling of the man. “Put your mask back on, we’re pretty sure whatever’s happening to everyone is airborne.”
The man stared at his mask, then over at the bodies. Tears formed in his eyes as he dropped it to the floor. “It’s too late for me, you should kill me now. I don’t want to live after what I saw. They ripped his head clear off. They moaned like they were in pain and then…and then they started eating him.”
The man closed his eyes and Arthur noted the tag on his suit read Jones. “Look, Jones. I know you’re scared, but we’re not about to kill you for the hell of it. Not to mention you can help us. There’s supposed to be some sort of trap on this floor, do you know what it is?”
Jones kept his head down as he answered, “Yeah, it was set off by those things. Some sort of gas, that’s why I threw on my mask. Otherwise, I would have been infected like them.”
Arthur knelt next to the man. Jones’s face was paling in the dim light and the energy in him diminishing by the second. “Jones, can you tell me what kind of tests they’ve been doing here? Human trials? Something that could have caused this to happen?”
Jones jerked his head at the barrage of questions. “They told us it was for the benefit of mankind. That we’d be making history. My specialty was in cancer research. They gave my assistant and me a lab, some unique compounds, and told us to get to work generating formulas. I thought I was making the right decision, until--”
“Until what?” Arthur grabbed the man and shook him. Nothing happened.
“Arthur, back up,” Smith warned.
“What? He has answers, answers I need!” Arthur yelled.
“Back the hell up, now.”
Arthur turned his head in time to avoid the first globs of blood mixed with other fluids expelled by Jones. Seconds later, he convulsed on the floor and then moved no more. Smith fired her Walther P99 into the doctor’s head and walked away.
“How long did it take for him to get infected?” Arthur asked.
Smith turned on him with angry eyes. “Does it matter? This crap is in the air. If we open the hatch up top, we’re going to be releasing it into the world. We have an obligation to protect them. We should stay here.”
Arthur wanted to argue. Tell her she was wrong. But he knew the truth. All they could do was try to gather as much information as possible, though he was only kidding himself by doing that. An activity to keep him distracted from counting down the minutes until his mask crapped out and let in the contaminant.
“You’re right, but I think we owe it to those who are coming to rescue us to kill as many of these…these…whatever they are.” Arthur motioned to the pile of bodies.
“Screw that, I said we should stay here, but that doesn’t mean I’m going to. I didn’t create this mess, so I don’t see why I have to be the one to die because of it. You, on the other hand—
“Me? What the hell did I do? I ran one test and all of a sudden, this is my fault? I want to get out of here as much as you do. I have no intention of dying here if it can be avoided,” Arthur argued.
“Fine, Level 10 is next; it’s where all the scientist offices are according to the map.”
“More offices? Hell, they might as well of made this a high rise for all the damn offices in here,” Arthur tried to lighted the mood.
Smith pushed the door and made her way up the stairs. Arthur took one last look at Jones and sighed.



Chapter 12 –


Frank opened the door marked Level 5 with forced nonchalance. He didn’t want to worry Selena for no reason. Though he hadn’t decided if he trusted her or not, and that bothered him. In his line of work gut reactions kept you alive, but his gut decided to cut communications with him regarding the woman.
“Alright, this level should be clear of all of the nasties, and the safeguard should be done with, so we’re in the clear,” Frank said.
Carson grabbed his shoulder. “How can you be so sure?”
Frank moved as he turned to face the group. “This is the first server floor; the mechanism is self-destruction by fire. Each one only has enough fuel to insure the machine is useless.”
Carson pressed on. “But how can you be sure they didn’t change something, make it so they whole place blows, or rabid chickens come after us? Or that the nasties are all dead?”
Frank stood back and took a good look at Carson. The guy was starting to unravel. Great, just what he needed. “Just trust me; this one will be a piece of cake.”
“Famous last words,” Lightfoot mumbled just loud enough for Frank to hear.
Frank turned the knob unprepared for the blast that forced the door open. Once more they landed in a pile with Frank on top, though this time he found himself face to face with Selena, and his gut was not the one talking to him.
“Is that a gun in your pocket or are you happy to see me?” Selena asked, a playful smile visible behind the mask.
Frank pushed himself up and off the woman. “Actually, it’s a--” Another wave came out of the room and Frank felt intense heat. Flames licked at him, and Selena screamed. Frank glanced down and saw blisters on her legs, which ruptured from the intense heat.
Lightfoot sprang into motion and moved people out of the way, as he slammed the door shut.
“Okay, boss, I think some of those nasties are walking around setting off flame throwers or something, they made some upgrades to the system without telling you. It looks like a bunch of walking Roman candles in there.”
Frank froze. What was he supposed to do? Look after Selena? Figure out a way to battle flamethrowers, and nasties on fire? At the moment, he just wanted a drink and something for the burns on his back and legs.
Selena pushed herself against the wall, tears streamed down her face and Frank watched as she reached up to remove her mask.
“No, don’t take it off,” he yelled in a voice not his own. There was worry and concern laced with something he couldn’t identify. He wrote it off as an adrenaline induced comment.
Selena reacted as if she’d been slapped, but lowered her hand just the same.
“I’m sorry I yelled, it’s just we think one of the ways to get infected is by breathing the air.” Frank leaned against the door in case any more blasts came their way, not to stop them, just lessen them perhaps.
“That’s a good theory, and to be honest I thought so too. I wasn’t thinking when I went to remove it, sorry, it won’t happen again. Though, if you’re right we have a problem. There’s no way to get out of here without exposing the rest of the world.” A note of resignation hung in her voice.
“It’s a bit late for that, sweetheart, we cracked open the doors into this place on Level 1 and didn’t shut them. Air has been getting out for almost an hour now,” Carson said.
Frank let his head fall back and it hit the solid metal behind him. A bit of warmth came through, but not the searing heat they’d felt when the door was open. He thought about what Carson said and realized he was right. Even if they managed to find a way out of here, what the hell kind of welcome would they receive?
Selena’s hiss of pain reminded him of her wounds and he grabbed his pack. A second later, he was at her side, tending to the blisters and burns with the utmost of care. He put some ointment on them and wrapped the worst.
When he finished she smiled at him and he couldn’t help but return it. Damn it, this was not the time. He went his whole life without giving a damn about anyone, but himself. Then he finds a woman with allergies in a pile of debris that his stomach decided to do flip-flops over that is about as useful as a glass of water to a drowning man. He ignored the fact he didn’t know if she could be trusted because she was likely a double agent.
“Well, they certainly changed something since I approved the blueprints for this level. It looks like they must be set to fire in bursts to save on fuel when they sense motion,” Frank said with a heavy sigh.
“What the hell is it with you and motion sensors, damn,” Carson whined.
“I didn’t want sensors on this floor, just something simple to destroy the data. What they put in there is overkill and I have no idea why,” Frank replied.
Carson laughed, “You don’t know why? Are you really our leader and yet that stupid? Do you have any idea what kind of crap they have going on in here? That data would be worth millions and put Hooks in prison for his next fifty lifetimes. You bet your ass he made sure they incinerated this floor.”
Frank didn’t say or do anything as Carson’s comment sunk in. The idiot was right again. Frank hated that, but at the moment, Hooks was at the top of his hit list. When, not if, he got out of here, he would pay a special visit to that creep.
“We can’t wait here, there has to be something we can do,” Lightfoot said.
“Yeah, you can go in the room and find out if you’re fireproof. Let us know how that works out,” Carson taunted.
“Enough, I don’t have the time, energy, or patience to deal with your crap. We’ll give it a couple more minutes and check in again.” Frank went back to his spot against the door as he glanced at his watch. Every minute felt like an eternity.
“I only took this job for the cash. I wanted to save up and go back to school,” Selena said wistfully.
Frank tilted his head and smiled. “You’ll go to school, don’t worry. I’ve been in worse situations than this.”  He smiled as he lied to her. “What are you going to study?” he asked, trying to keep her hopes up.
“Out of curiosity, what situations have you even been in worse than a skinny ass silo, with no way to go but down, booby traps on every damn level, and the friggin undead coming at you?” Carson asked casually.
“Shut up, Selena was about to answer a question, you pig.” Frank smiled again, something he found himself doing a lot the last few minutes. Either he was going to die soon or he’d been infected.
With a coy grin, Selena answered, “Medicine, I have my nursing license, but I want to be a doctor. My employer got an offer to come here and continue his research and asked me to come with him. Now I wish…well it doesn’t matter, does it?” The smile she forced onto her face told Frank more than words could, she’d given up.
Time’s up, he thought, as he saw the numbers on his watch tick by. “It does matter,” he said as he stood to check the door. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Lightfoot with a knowing grin on his face.
“Lightfoot, wipe that smile off your face.”
“Yes, sir.” He even saluted, which both Selena and Frank chuckled at.
The door opened and the change in temperature was noticeable. No more nasties running around which was good, and when he focused, he could hear a clicking sound, but nothing happened.
Their fuel tanks must be empty, Frank thought.
“I’m pretty sure it’s safe, but I’m going to make sure first. If you hear me scream…”
“We’ll make sure to shut the door and leave you in there,” Lightfoot cut him off.
“No, come and see what the hell is wrong and save me.” Frank winked at Selena as he entered the room, his newly loaded FNP at the ready.
The floor was littered with ash and charred bits of things, he’d rather assume were once office chairs or desks. The walls were completely destroyed, then again that’s how security was designed. As soon as the alarm went off, tiny signals were sent to micro-bombs in the wall. There were no roof, so this left anything within the office exposed to the flames, including the scientists. Frank wondered if Selena’s boss was in here, he hoped not.
He cursed himself again. Attachment caused you to think in terms he couldn’t afford in his line of work. Then again, if things happened the way he suspected they would, nothing would matter in a couple of hours.
Something hit him from behind and he spun to see one of the nasties coming at him. Bright white teeth against a blackened face. All the clothes and skin were gone from its body, only a few well-done organs hung within a well-done ribcage.
A bony hand reached out as it fell to the floor. Frank kicked its head across the room and willed his heart to stop pounding. In the center of the room, the air thickened with soot and ash. Frank was thankful for the mask, but irritated at how much it cut down on his visibility.
He heard a click and jumped in the opposite direction to huddle behind the frame of a filing cabinet. When nothing happened, he gathered the one nerve he had left and stood once more. Not a sheet of paper or usable computer was in sight. The outlines of what were once people, or possibly something else covered the ground. He no longer felt the need to count after thirty.
These men and women were scientists. They’d been brought here by him, or someone just like him, with promises of saving the future, curing cancer, rainbows or ponies. As he looked down, he thought of Dr. Covington, and wondered what became of him.
* * *
Arthur sprinted up the stairs when Smith screamed. By the time he arrived, she’d emptied her M4, but it still clicked as she held down the trigger. He grabbed her, the gun, and then looked into the room ahead.
He shut the door and leaned against it. “Those aren’t offices.” Arthur fumbled to reload the rifle.
“What the hell was that? Please tell me it wasn’t what I think it was,” Smith pled.
Arthur didn’t respond. He took a mental inventory of what was in his bags. Not thinking about the other room seemed like the best course of action for right now.
“Answer me, dammit! I came here with my husband, because I was told I’d get to work with you. I’m one of the few people in the scientific community who believe in your work, but if this is the kind of crap you’re mixed up in, I overestimated you,” Smith yelled.
Arthur wanted her to be quiet. “Look, I was approached by them to study rocks, for God’s sake. I had no idea about anything else they were doing. Hell, I just arrived here about five hours ago, I haven’t even unpacked. I need you to stay focused.” Arthur handed her the M4, reloaded, and set it to burst.
“As for what that is beyond this door, off the cuff I’d say that it is experiments gone wrong,” Arthur said.
Smith nodded. “Gone very wrong, I’d say. Benson went through here. Do you think he knew or just ignored it all?”
Arthur knew that no matter how much someone tried to blind themselves to the atrocities; there was no way to do it successfully – unless you knew about it.
“I think he knew about it, but we need to keep moving. Keep your eyes open, this floor will definitely have some sort of badass security protocol in place. You know something like this would destroy Sunset if it got out to the media.” Arthur checked Dixon’s Sig, and pulled the door open.
“Right, as opposed to developing something that’s transmitted by air, kills, and then reanimates you,” Smith mumbled.
Arthur agreed with the validity of her point, but didn’t say anything. The focus for now had to be survival.
The floor was lined with eight rows, extending the width of the corridor for about eighty feet. The rows were comprised of large capsules of a sort, more like hanging bags with clear solution inside of them. A person or what at one time was a person, was in the center of each capsule in some sort of stasis.
Arthur noticed with irritation that the lights flickered, as usual. He paid more attention to them this time, because he dared not look at what surrounded him. The on and off pattern of the bulbs seemed purposeful, almost as if it was being done on purpose.
“Smith, you know Morse code?” he asked.
“No, why?”
“Just curious, keep moving, we need to get out of here before--”
The words were out of Arthur’s mouth a second before a snap echoed throughout the room and one of the hanging coffins hit the ground with a splat. Then another, and another… Arthur realized someone was toying with them.
The hooks holding the containers in place were being released around them. Within seconds, over a dozen bodies surrounded them on the floor. He wondered why they would do this. They were mutated dead things, not a threat.
Then one of them moved with a small twitch at first, a spasm, and then full body animation. When the shock wore off, Arthur took in the sight of dozens of bodies made grotesque by experiments, with removed limbs, organs, eyes, patches of skin, and they had attached other things in place of them. What made the scene truly horrific was the fact they were getting to their feet, or using their hands as they ambled toward him.
Smith started to panic again and Arthur yelled at her, “If you empty that gun, we’re both going to die. I get that you’re scared.”  He stopped talking to take careful aim and take down a man with two feet stitched to his elbows, and another with some sort of lizard-like skin grafted onto his chest. “I am too, but you need to calm down.”
“Right, dead things persevered for reasons unknown, but we can assume they weren’t good ones, are coming after us. I’ll just take a seat, because this is something people see all the damn time,” Smith hissed.
Arthur took out two more, unsure what to call them. They weren’t like the things they referred to as contaminated, because they were dead first and then reanimated. This brought into question how they were infected, since they didn’t breathe.
Smith fired off several rounds and managed to take down a few more. Arthur finished them off, grabbed a new magazine to slip into his Sig, and watched with relief as Smith did the same. He moved forward, pushing her along. He noticed her reading the plastic labels on some of the intact pouches.
“This doesn’t make any sense,” she said.
Arthur stared at her with an incredulous expression. “This doesn’t make any sense to you?”
“Okay, nothing makes sense, but what I mean is the labels don’t make any sense. They’re years old in some cases. Seem to be bodies donated to science, but what’s been done to them is nightmarish at best, and serves no scientific purpose.” Smith stared at one body in particular as she spoke.
Arthur noted it was male on top, but goat legs had replaced the bottom portion. He thought of the mythical creature Pan. Aside from an attempt to bring back ancient mythology, he saw no reason for any of this.
“I remember reading an article in a journal about meshing humans with other species to see which ones blended together the best. Sounded like it was far from actual human trials,” Arthur said, “what I don’t get is why they came back. They’re dead, so how the hell did they inhale anything?”
Smith looked at him with a horrified expression. She ran to one of the back walls and read dials and knobs that meant nothing to him. As she did, his heart almost stopped when he realized whatever the security measure was on this floor, it hadn’t kicked in, unless it was dropping giant water balloons on them, which he doubted.
“They weren’t dead; they were in a state of suspended animation. According to the notes on the files, they were put into this condition seconds prior to death. They’ve been feeding them a solution mixed with oxygen from here.” Smith turned with unfocused eyes.
“Okay, that’s horrible, but it certainly explains how they came back so quickly, and supports the airborne contaminant theory, so now let’s get out of here.” He grabbed Smith and dragged her a few feet before she yanked her arm away.
“I can’t leave them like this, it’s inhumane.” Smith fired her weapon at the rows of hanging bodies.
“Are you insane? Do you want to die?” Arthur yelled.
“I have no intention of dying, but if it were you in one of these bags, would you want to be left like this?” Smith started firing, not waiting for a response.
Arthur yelled at her to aim for the head at least, so they weren’t releasing them from one hell, only to unleash a whole new one on themselves. She didn’t hear him, but after the third warning she did her best. Doing a quick count, he realized there were well over a hundred bodies, and more bags still hanging.
He squatted as he took aim and blew the heads off the ones Smith missed. His ears rang and he needed to stop every few minutes to reload his weapon. When Smith’s magazine emptied, she tossed the weapon down and used the Walther P99 until Arthur handed it back to her, newly loaded. He didn’t know when their positions reversed, but for the moment, she was kicking ass, so he went with it.
The Sig worked like a charm and he decided not to think about how desensitized he’d become to shooting someone in the head and turning a blind eye to the gore and bone bits flying in every direction. Or how a well-placed bullet ended up with the skull erupting in a shower of dark colored brain matter.
One especially nasty shot got one of the hybrids in the teeth. Arthur watched as the lower jaw was knocked loose, but not free. A gaping hole in the center of its face let a tongue slither its way out as if locating them like a snake would.
One look at their white water logged eyes and he knew without a doubt that their vision had to be close to zero. His theory about their smell attracting seemed to cement further. Whatever it was, he didn’t care. They were gaining ground, and he knew some sort of horrible security measure would kick in soon unless the moved their asses.
Smith yelled, “I need more ammo, dammit.”
Arthur struggled with the magazine in the Sig and had to use his Baby Eagle to take out one of the former bags of meat four feet away from them. The things might not move fast, but when in a horde, it didn’t matter. They could overcome you in seconds.
“Great, I’ll reload it myself,” Smith whined.
“Don’t get pissy with me. You’re the one who decided to free the damn things, and your aim sucks long range,” Arthur yelled.
No response came his way and he glanced over as he let the empty Baby Eagle magazine slip out as he fumbled around for another. Smith was holding the patch he’d taken off of her husband. Tears slid out of her eyes and her hands shook.
Arthur took out three hybrids; one was harder than it should have been due to the metal plate stapled to the top of its head. More were coming and he didn’t have time to be empathetic to what she was feeling. He should have tossed the patch, but he thought she might want it later.
“Hey, you need to keep it together. Look around, they’re going to gain on us in less than a minute.” A bullet shattered a woman’s face. “Please, I need your help,” Arthur begged.
“You should’ve had the balls to tell me.” With that, Smith slammed a magazine into her gun and sprayed the oncoming masses.
Arthur thought they might make it out of here after all, until he noticed the ceiling seemed lower. All the gunfire left his ears numb with a ringing sensation, but he felt it in the ground. Some sort of mechanism was at work lowering the ceiling.
“Crap, Smith, we gotta move. The ceiling’s going to crush us.”
Arthur picked up the bags and cringed at the lack of ammunition they had left. He yanked Smith by the back of her suit, using his strength when she refused.
“Leave me here, the only reason I kept going was the hope he was ahead of us, waiting for me,” she cried.
“Did he love you?”
The question had the intended effect and caused her to lose her balance as she tried to look indignant. He used the momentum and forced her to the exit.
“If he loved you, then he wouldn’t want you to die, not like this,” Arthur continued.
They needed to bend after a bit, and behind them, the sound of gushing water could be heard as bags burst and pipes broke. A collection of liquid, blood, gore, bone, and organs sloshed around their feet. He glanced back and saw the things being compacted, no sense of self-preservation as they were slowly compressed by the hydraulics lowering the ceiling.
Arthur fell to his knees, Smith followed suit. Arthur tried not to think about what they were wading through. As soon as the door came into sight, he reached up and turned the knob pushing at the same time. Smith went first and Arthur’s foot was caught. He twisted and turned until it came loose. His ankle looked like ground beef, and he worried about the contaminated fluids soaking into his flesh.
Smith pulled the first aid kit out and threw it at him as she made her way up to the next level.
“Good luck, Dr. Covington.” And she was gone.
Arthur pulled out a bottle of rubbing alcohol and doused his ankle with the contents, squeezed an entire tube of anti-bacterial ointment onto it, then wrapped it in gauze. He fell back on the floor to try to detect if he felt anything strange in his lower extremities. His hands trembled, heart pounded, and his mouth was as dry as the Sahara, but he chalked that up to terror and the adrenaline rush.
He waited a few more minutes before condensing his two backpacks into one. He made sure to keep the vial, flash drives, and rock samples, as well as other tidbits he’d collected. He was down to four magazines for the Sig, two for the Baby Eagle, and three for the FNP9 he’d grabbed.
He pulled out his map and noticed Level 9 didn’t have a designation. Crap, he thought, as he got to his feet. Smith had no idea what she was heading into. For that matter, neither did he, but he’d learned from experience that floors with no designation were likely scary places.
* * *
Frank glanced to Selena. “You know how to use that?” He indicated the gun she held.
She nodded. “Point and shoot, right? Not that hard.”
“Right, then you won’t mind releasing the safety?” he asked.
She fumbled for a second or two, but did as asked and smiled at him when it clicked. He resisted the urge to grin back, facing forward instead. Level 6, held the dormitories and showers floor; likely to be full of people and the remnants of poisonous gas; another of his favorites. At least this time, he knew what to expect.
“Let’s get going, we don’t have all day.” Frank opened the door to the same annoying flicker of emergency lights. The lower they got, the worse the electrical system seemed to be.
“Hey, check her out!” said Carson staring a particularly well-endowed nasty heading their way. “Come on over here, I bet you got some life left in you,” he continued in a leering manner.
“Grow up,” Lightfoot said, as he put a bullet in the poor woman’s head.
“Carson, this isn’t the time or place, show some respect,” Frank said, not wanting to be one-upped by Lightfoot in the gentleman category.
The gunfire drew the attention of several others. In less than thirty seconds, a wall of half-clothed and naked nasties headed toward them. The hallway was less than six feet wide, since bedrooms, bathrooms, a few supply closets, and other various rooms filled up a majority of the space. Frank took a breath to fight off the claustrophobia once more.
He let the air out of his lungs and heard the telltale clang of a grenade hitting the ground, and didn’t bother to glare at Carson. Instead, Frank threw himself over Selena as the explosion made his eardrums rattle and strands of singed flesh and blobs of rotten human bits landed on top of them.
Frank rolled over with his FNP at the ready and took out two as they crawled toward him. Their fingernails snapped off as they attempted to drag what remained of their bodies across the tiled floor. Only about six had been taken down with the blast, many were maimed; the rest unharmed continued their forward momentum.
“What the hell is going on? That’s…that’s not normal,” Selena said, her voice bordered on hysterical.
“Selena, get behind us, we’ll take care of this. Carson, that was sloppy, no more grenades, we can’t risk one of us taking a hit.” Frank pulled the trigger and hit a nasty in the ear. Water logged skin flew off the side making it look as if it had been scalped.
Frank fired again, this time landing the shot in the thing’s forehead. He glanced at his watch and wondered why the security deterrent hadn’t gone off. Then again, it may have, and the noxious gas didn’t affect the nasties, since it didn’t destroy the brain.
Something to his right made him stop firing and look. One of the nasties was coming out of a storage closet. Frank fired, causing congealed blood and bits of cranium to paint the walls. The nasty slid to the floor and landed a few feet from Selena.
She screamed and Frank rushed back to her. He didn’t see any immediate danger from the small room, but her line of sight was enough to let him know there was more than a dead body causing her hysterics. In slow motion, he watched as Carson and Lightfoot worked in tandem taking the things down. These were former friends and co-workers of Selena’s. She was pointing at them, calling out their names. Frank didn’t have the slightest clue how to handle the situation, so he just put an arm around her and told her to put her head down.
Lightfoot finished a magazine, pulled out a new one as Carson took a step forward with a grim smile, and fired three shots in rapid succession. Three bodies fell on top of an ever-higher growing pile. Lightfoot stood and Carson took a moment to reload his weapon.
The sight was grotesque at best. No horror movie could do justice to the rank fluids flowing on the ground, or the smell that permeated the air. Rot, death, decay, those were all words to try to describe it, but at the moment, none of them seemed powerful enough.
“Boss, I think we got most of them in the hallway, should we clear the rooms?”
Frank glanced around, his ears rang and his hand ached from gripping his weapon so tight. He moved his hand and lifted Selena’s head. “You okay?”
Water filled eyes looked back at him. “I don’t think I’ll ever be okay, they were my friends.”
He nodded and gave her a small smile. Moving away from her was harder than expected, but he had a job to do. He grabbed the door handle of the first room he found, Henderson/Logan was stenciled on it. Frank knocked on it and heard something scratch and moan in return.
Lightfoot came up next to him with a question on his face. Frank stared at the knob and waited. It turned, but the door never opened. “These doors were designed not to clog the hallway, they all open inward, which means the nasties inside won’t be able to get out.”  Frank tried to step over as much of the chaos and body parts around him, but on occasion, he felt his foot slip into something soft and squishy, but he refused to look down to see what it was.
“I think most of the ones we were dealing with were from the shower room. There’s a body stuck keeping the door open. Carson, clear it.” Frank put a bullet in the head of the one at his feet and kicked it out of the way. Whatever they were now, person was not one of the possibilities.
Carson entered and Frank heard a few shots go off, and then the man reappeared. “All clear, boss”
Frank continued forward. A hand reached out from the pile and gripped his foot. Yanking it away, he fired into the mound of bodies below him, but the fingers still opened and closed. Out of frustration at his situation and the inevitable, he grabbed the hand and pulled hard. A sickening pop sounded as the entire arm came loose. He dropped it like a dead snake and moved a few feet to the side. Something groaned beneath the fleshy carpet he stood on.
“Jesus, what the hell’s going on?” he yelled, as he fired a more bullets into the mound of rubbery skin, and slick liquids.
Frank glanced over his shoulder. “Be careful where you step. I think we have a biter under here.”
“Great, hope it doesn’t bite the chick. Last thing we need is dead weight,” Carson said.
Lightfoot stepped out of the way, as Frank spun and punched Carson in the jaw. Then he swept a foot under his legs. Carson looked at the vacant faces and body parts he was lying in, and then looked up at an angry Frank.
“Several times, I warned you, but none of them worked, so tell me what the hell I need to do to get you to stop acting like an ass and to do your job?” Frank pressed the muzzle of his FNP into Carson’s cheek to emphasize his point.
Carson stared back up with angry eyes, and raised his back leg so it hooked under Frank. Frank felt himself land hard after being flipped. Something jabbed him in the side and he prayed whatever it was didn’t infect him. He wrestled with Carson who tried to straddle him. Frank pulled a knife out of a sheath on his right thigh and jabbed into the meaty portion of Carson’s quad.
Blood flowed freely and Carson dropped the crusty skull he was about to pummel Frank with. “You bastard, you stabbed me!”
Frank felt around for his FNP and wiped it off on his pants when he found it. “Damn right, you didn’t seem to show much hesitation in trying to crack my head open with that head that you were holding.”
Frank stood, the smell of rot around him getting stronger. The ground beneath seemed to move and something writhed. More groans and another hand reached out for Carson’s thigh. A bony finger stuck itself in his wound, and the head of what once was a woman appeared. She opened her mouth as Carson screamed.
He held out his hand to stop her, but Lightfoot put a bullet between her eyes before she bit his fingers off. “You’re welcome,” Lightfoot said with disdain.
Frank wanted the group to keep moving, so he grabbed Selena. He carried her to the end of the corridor. A thoughtful act he did without thinking. When he placed her down in the small recreation room, she thanked him with a smile. He gave her a lop-sided grin back, surprising himself at how natural it felt. Something was definitely in the air.
The bodies in this area were different and Frank knew why. They lay on the ground in awkward positions, hands grasping their throats. When the gas went off, they didn’t have the protection the others did, they died instantly. At least they didn’t get infected.
They never stood a chance, Frank thought.
He was about to continue on when he saw one of them rise from the couch like the woman who appeared from the pile of bodies. A thought occurred to him. “Carson, bandage that leg, those things smell blood.”
“How the hell do you know that?” Carson asked.
“It’s a hunch, but in case I’m right, do as I say, or do I need to kick your ass again?”
When there was no response, Frank glanced around the room at the moving bodies. The blood covered fronts and frothy mouths were from the gas. More moans and more rising bodies. Selena said something incoherent and Carson stayed back to bandage his leg.
“Lightfoot, you ready to do this?” Frank asked the only person he trusted to watch his back.
“Always.”
The two men made quick work of the poisoned workers who moved toward them. Frank used as little ammo as possible since he was running low, and he knew the others had to be as well. He hoped if they could make what they had last until Level 13 that they could restock, though he knew the odds were stacked against them.
Lightfoot took down the last one by kicking it in the stomach. The things abdomen tore open and viscera cascaded out in a black colored fount of liquid. The injury didn’t stop it. Frank was unfazed by the scene having seen so much already, but Selena wasn’t.
“Will someone tell me what the hell is going on before I have a goddamn heart attack?” she asked.
Lightfoot knocked the thing to the ground and crushed its head beneath his foot. Frank made sure there were no more surprises heading toward them before he approached Selena.
“The honest answer is we don’t know. Our goal is to get to Level 15, find a particular person, and then get the hell out of here. As for these.” He motioned to the bodies on the ground. “We have no idea. We ran into the first one as soon as we hit reception, and it’s been a battle ever since.”
Selena looked at the bodies with her expression a cross between interest and disgust. “They’re dead, but still moving. It makes no sense.”
Frank moved toward the door and guided her by the elbow. “I know, but keep that mask on. The only two things I can tell you is whatever made them sick is in the air, and can be transmitted by a bite.”
Frank dropped his hold on her arm when he realized what he was doing. He turned the knob in his hand. “Level 7 is next, it’ll be a bitch, because the layout is all over the place. We’re also likely to run into lots of nasties because of the cafeteria, recreation rooms, and other things they constructed to help people forget they were under tons of dirt.” Frank himself tried to forget that fact.
Lightfoot stepped up to him. “I know we don’t need more things to worry about, but I’m getting low on ammo.”
Frank nodded. “Me too, but I’ll figure something out.” He just didn’t know what yet.
No armory levels, ammunition storage lockers, or anything else was there that might help them. He grunted in frustration. If they listened to him when they drew up the blue prints, there would have been ammunition on every other level in some secret location. The designers and board members at Sunset Inc. agreed it was overkill and nixed the idea.
Some saw Frank as a weapon enthusiast and others saw him as a nut. He didn’t care what others thought of him. He only wanted to work on something that would make a difference, maybe even save a few lives, or take some in particular. He wondered what Selena would think of his ideology, then remembered she was a nurse and aspired to be a doctor, so to her life was sacred. Frank stood for everything she hated. The realization saddened him, but he sucked it up and moved on.



Chapter 13 –


When Arthur arrived at the top of the stairs, the door was almost shut. He caught it before the latch clicked and peered inside. The lights were lit and he made out several bedframes lined against the right wall. A large red cross painted was on one side and a small room in the back with a glass window with Dispensary, etched on it.
With shaking shoulders in the center of the room, Smith held a tablet. Arthur approached her with caution. The floor lacked the smell he’d come to associate with the contaminated. His eyes scanned the area, but found nothing dangerous.
“What is it?” he asked.
She held out the tablet for him in silence. He accepted it with raised eyebrows. Flipping it around, he scrolled through the open document. Names along with ID numbers were in the first two columns. The third column was left empty except for the header, Illness introduced on. Then his breath caught, because at the bottom of the list he noticed his name, Dr. Arthur Covington. In fact, all the names were doctors.
They’d planned to use the people who worked in the silo as test subjects when they ran out? That didn’t make sense. The only logical conclusion was they expected something to happen and prepared this floor as a precaution, or they intended to make something happen. The beds weren’t made up, the floor wasn’t marked as anything on the map, and clear plastic sheeting covered the chairs and medicine shelves in the dispensary.
Arthur moved around and examined the corner where dozens of portable IVs stood collecting dust. Sheets wrapped in plastic filled a cabinet, as did cloth masks and boxes of rubber gloves. The lights flickered just once and somehow he knew he was being told to move on, time was getting short.
“Smith, we need to beat it. I don’t care if you hate me. I did what I thought was right when I took that patch. I just wanted to make sure you got out of here with me.”
She didn’t say anything, but followed him to the exit. As they left, he swore he sensed someone watching him. He didn’t dare look back, in case he was right and came face to face with something.
“According to the map, the next floor is where they keep the water heaters, generators, back-up machinery, and everything else we don’t care about. Not likely to be a lot of contaminated people up there.”  He glanced at Smith, but she refused to make eye contact. At least, she wasn’t running from him, he thought, as he raced up the steps to the next level.
“Not to put a damper on this, but I think we lucked out by not having to deal with whatever the security measures were on the last floor. Level 8 is likely going to have a doozy of one since it is the major hub of power for the silo.”
Arthur didn’t mention he felt as if someone was using them as pawns in the world’s most screwed up game ever. They triggered none of the so-called badass security protocols. He suspected there was a reason for it.
“Just shut up, I can’t stand the sound of your voice. Whatever it is, we’ll deal with it and get the hell out of this place. Then I’m going to go find the people at Sunset Inc. and kill them all.”
Arthur kept his mouth closed. The smartest decision he made all day.
* * *
Frank rounded the stairs and came face to face with one of the nasties. Instinct caused him to raise his weapon, but Lightfoot’s words about low ammunition echoed in his head. Frank pulled the knife from the sheath strapped to his leg and ran toward the nasty. When he had it pinned between him and the wall, he stuck the blade up to the hilt into one of the eyes.
He twisted it and the thing moved no more. He let it slide to the ground and then he wiped the weapon on the body before he stuck it back in its sheath. “Okay, from now on, if you find yourself able to take one out without using a gun, do it.” Frank continued down the stairs.
Level 7 beckoned them with an open door and a few stragglers who perked up as Frank and his group neared. They moved in unison and moaned; a noise Frank was growing to detest. Arms held high as if to hug their victims, the nasties came at them, a giant wall of death.
Frank counted them, five in total. They were rail thin as if the fat inside of them was leaking out, which would explain the ooze covering the floor. Frank kicked at the first one, hitting it in the head. It rocked back and took down three of the others. The one left standing didn’t seem fazed and continued forward with its rigid movements.
Lightfoot hopped over the rail, used his knife, and jammed it into the ears of two of the ones on the floor in quick precise movements. Frank leapt down the remaining few steps and used his blade on the one still standing. Something moved on the floor and Lightfoot was there a second later putting the fourth one out of its misery before it tried to take a chunk out of Frank’s boot.
“Let’s see what the inside looks like. Carson, Selena, you stay back.” Frank peered around the door, scared of what he would find, if they’d made it into the stairwell something was forcing them out, or there were a ton of them.
“Why do I have to babysit the chick?” Carson whined.
Frank turned with a glare.
Lightfoot joined him at the door. “There’s too many in there for us to take out. No corridor for them to bottleneck, a completely open space for them to wander and surround us.” Lightfoot wiped his knife on one of the nasties next to them.
“I know. The floor was designed that way. We knew a silo would feel confining so we created this place to offer some semblance of space,” Frank said.
He closed the door a bit, as one of them got too close for comfort. They needed to cross the floor. There was no maybe, no alternative; they had to do it. Problem was the things inside seemed unharmed for the most part, which made Frank wonder if the deterrent had been activated. Hell, his mind was so fried, he couldn’t even remember what it was.
Pounding his head against the wall reminded him that he wore a mask, and now he had a headache and was worried he’d put a microscopic crack in the face plate and was going to turn into one of those dead things.
He needed to think about something else. What the hell did he recommend for this level? Frank searched his mental collection of traps and thought about what would be idea for this floor. Then it hit him, flooding. They were right below all the plumbing for the showers and bathrooms. He figured it would be perfect now, so why not two years ago.
As he peered in, he knew they needed to find a way to keep the door propped open here, and the one on the other side. The stairwell they needed to use would fill eventually. He also needed to figure out a way to avoid being bitten by these things as they floated near them. Of course, this was all speculation. He might be wrong about the water, or unable to set it off, and worst-case scenario was he didn’t get to the other door before it locked and they all drowned. He wondered if they died would they come back as the nasties and spend the rest of their lives dying over and over again in a deep murky, watery grave. The thought sent his claustrophobia on high alert, so he forced himself to derail the panicked images in his head.
Frank explained their situation to the others and waited. It didn’t take long for Carson to speak out.
“First, why hasn’t the mechanism been triggered? Those things have been walking around since the alarm went off. Second, are you insane? You want us to flood out the lower area where we’re heading? You’ve--”
Frank ignored the rest of what Carson said. He was right about one thing. Why hadn’t the mechanism gone off yet? The damn floor hadn’t flooded for the same reasons the doors to the stairwell weren’t locked, and repelling cables were in one of the exterior missile bays. Whoever orchestrated this didn’t want to put their team in danger and flooding all the lower floors would be a disaster.
Confident he didn’t have to worry about drowning, Frank tackled the next problem. A room full of dead things. He glanced inside and decided they would need to create a barricade of sorts. A Ping-Pong table could be upended, and if they maneuvered it into the corner while someone provided cover fire, they might be able to stack something on the sides to keep them at bay.
Not the cleverest plan, and he foresaw many problems with it, but it was the best he could come up with in a limited amount of time. He explained to the others what he needed them to do and Lightfoot volunteered to provide cover fire. Selena offered to pull smaller pieces of furniture to flank the table.
Frank went in first, taking out five targets with precise shots to the head, and grabbed the table. It scraped like nails on a chalkboard as he dragged it to a cornered off section of the room. Lightfoot took out half a dozen of the nasties, and then helped Frank flip the table. Selena and Carson grabbed some stackable chairs and a cheap coffee table painted with wild flowers.
“Alright, Selena, you get behind us. Anything starts to go bad, you get in that staircase, got me?” He waited for her to nod before he looked away.
“Make the shots count. We need to conserve as much ammunition as possible.”
A man in a white apron came toward them with a spatula gripped in his hand. Frank fired a round and hit him in the cheek. The utensil fell as half the man’s face blew apart. A woman in shorts and a tank top made her way over and Lightfoot took her out with a well-aimed round to the nose. Another man, this one wearing a robe, ambled toward them. Carson fired and the sound of it echoed throughout the room.
“Boss, before you bitch at me, listen. We need them to come to us. We need to conserve ammo, so using this loud ass gun solves two problems. See, here they come, and I’ll have rounds left for my M4 and FMG.”
“Fine, just try not to deafen us, move to the side or something,” Frank said.
Frank tried not to look at the face of the people he gunned down, but a young woman made him pause. He remembered recruiting her from a promising career as a research scientist at some university. She’d talked to him about her plans to cure cancer and the grants she was being offered. Frank trumped them all. Sunset Inc. had deep pockets and wanted her. She was a rising star and now she was dead.
He wondered how many people were now dead because of him. Actually, he decided, they were dead because of Dr. Covington. That bastard caused all this to happen. Frank made a promise then and there the good doctor would pay. He didn’t know how or why, but that greasy haired scientist did something he shouldn’t have.
A thin layer of smoke wafted around the room. Bodies littered the floor and oozed liquids of all sorts onto the ground. Frank moved around the table and shoved the plastic chairs out of the way. He walked into the main area and looked around for movement. Nothing caught his attention. At least fifty bodies in various states of decay were sprawled out around him.
“Jesus, Frank, if this stuff got outside…” Selena didn’t finish the sentence, she didn’t need to.
“Let’s keep moving, we still have a ways to go.” Frank reached for the handle of the door and cried out in shock when it flew toward his face. Someone in a white suit and mask held a gun to his head.
“What the hell?” Frank said.
The man’s face registered shock as the gun lowered.
* * *
“Well, open it,” Smith said.
Arthur checked his Sig once more and blew out a breath, no more stalling. He turned the knob and pulled. In front of them was exactly what the map detailed, a boiler/back-up generator room.
Of all the levels they’d been on, Arthur found a small bit of irony in the fact this was the most poorly lit. They both turned on their flashlights at the same time, Smith following close behind him as he entered.
Something shuffled to their right and Smith fired blind hitting a pipe. A blast of hot water missed Arthur’s face by inches, and then trickled down to a stream.
“Be careful, the last thing we need is to survive the contaminated only to die by scalding,” Frank said in a somewhat joking tone.
Smith didn’t acknowledge him and moved toward where they heard the noise. Arthur followed her and saw the cause before she did. The ceiling had enough wires, pipes, and vents snaking through it to power a small city. When the explosion happened, someone must have been working on patching a hole in the vent, even though that didn’t make sense. The facility was top of the line, brand spanking new.
Arthur tapped Smith on the shoulder and pointed up when he had her attention. The shuffling sound continued as whatever poor soul in the vent tried to get out.
“Give me a lift?” She held out her hands ready to grip his shoulders.
Arthur laced his fingers together and did as asked. He didn’t bother to argue with her, she was doing this to spite him, or she was crazy. When she stood, he wobbled a bit, but maintained. She grabbed the side of the vent and pulled on an area punctured from the inside. A second later, a large hole revealed the feet of the now contaminated maintenance man.
“I’m going to yank on them, get ready to shoot when he hits the ground,” Smith said.
Arthur glared even though he knew she couldn’t see it. “Then you better jump, or I’m going to drop you on your ass.”
Smith struggled with the visible limbs for several minutes, finally freeing the thing from the waist down. Arthur eased her down and they both pulled the rest of the man free. Smith put a bullet in his head a second after it hit the ground.
She moved on, but Arthur stayed. Something about the guy wasn’t right. He used the tip of his shoe to flip him over and shined the flashlight on him. A patch with the crest of Sunset Inc. appeared on his left upper arm. He wore body armor and had what appeared to be a climbing harness on.
“Crap,” he said to himself. This was part of their rescue team. Things just kept getting better and better.
He stepped over the body and came face to face with one of the contaminated. A woman, based on the long hair, though her face had been sliced off. Arthur let out a scream as he fumbled for his FNP. Her arms wrapped around him and she snapped at his neck. The plastic of his mask fogged up from his rapid breathing and no matter how hard he tried to remain calm, it wasn’t possible when a corpse was trying to eat your face.
As she pushed him backwards, he tripped over the body of the dead man at his feet and fell. His elbow sunk into the chest cavity of the corpse. He gagged at the feel of cool organs being smashed below him like rotten fruit. The fact he had a protective suit did nothing to assuage his worries about being infected. The woman continued to snap at him and got hold of part of the strap keeping his mask in place. She wriggled her head and he freaked as he felt the buckles loosen.
Arthur punched her in the face with a gloved hand, and sighed in relief when the strap didn’t break when her head snapped back. He rolled her over, grabbed the Baby Eagle from his waistband, and destroyed what was left of her face.
Breathing heavily, he picked up his backpack as he stood. All the while, he cursed Smith under his breath, they would be much safer if she got over the incident with the patch and went back to operating as a team. Then again, he had to admit for a novice that she had become a rather good shot in very little time. He wondered how many secrets she was keeping. With a shake of his head, he discarded the thoughts as paranoid.
Arthur moved slowly through the corridors of humming generators and water heaters wondering why the emergency power was so screwed up on the lower levels. To knock out electrical and emergency back-up systems, the majority of damage would need to have been done here. Arthur examined the room with a critical eye. Some soot stains on the ground could be explained by poor workmanship. The sparking of wires in some places could have any number of explanations.
Careful to keep a lookout for any of the wandering contaminated, Arthur came across a bundle of Semtex. The timer on it read 1:00. He followed a red plastic coated fuse from behind, and found at least six more packages. He felt his gut seize as he glanced around. Smith came up to him from an area he hadn’t explored, her face ashen.
“You’ll never guess--” they both said at the same time.
Arthur waved his hand and pointed to the bomb. “I have no idea how this gets triggered, but I suggest we aren’t here when it happens. With the amount of fuel and other flammables in here, the whole place will fold in on itself.”
Smith shook her head. “Great, then you don’t want to know that I found several bodies in the back corner, all with one shot to the head. Someone cleared the floor and I doubt it was that idiot Benson.”
“I think I know who it was. The body over there is wearing the logo for Sunset,” Arthur said.
“The one we pulled out of the vent? Why the hell would the rescue team be in there? In fact, how the hell did he get in there? It wasn’t from this level, so whoever cleared the floor is--”
Arthur interrupted, fear of more hazards taking over. “But, we would have run into them…unless they went up? Or they went down and got what they needed from the server room? Hell, they could be anywhere,” Arthur said with resignation, “We missed our chance to get out of here.”
Smith laughed and Arthur cringed at how dark it sounded. “You think whoever did this was here to rescue us? They probably have shoot on sight orders, and you’re forgetting they might also be infected by now. Going one on one with a horde can be overwhelming if you remember. And please use that brain of yours, Benson probably called them in.”
“But we don’t know how many of them were here. Probably not a one on one situation,” Arthur argued weakly.
“Whatever, if you want my advice on how to survive, then you must assume the worst – of everybody.”
Arthur watched her walk away and wondered if she would ever forgive him, or be the same after all this. He knew he sure as hell wouldn’t be. The things they’d seen and done had changed them in a fundamental level. He jogged to catch up to her, because the least he could do was keep an eye on her back.
* * *
Frank grabbed the muzzle of the M4 and twisted it out of the hands of the person holding it. He kicked him in the chest and aimed the gun at his head. His finger was a nanosecond away from pulling when he heard the voice.
“Don’t shoot, I’m not one of them,” the man pleaded.
According to his nametag, the guy was someone named Benson. Frank shoved him against the back wall of the stairwell and rammed the weapon against his throat. “Who the hell are you, and how the hell did you get up here?”
“Benson, my name is John Benson. I was assigned to Level 15 to work with Dr. Covington. There was an explosion; everybody was killed except for me. I raided the armory and I have been fighting my way out ever since. There’s something wrong with the others, it’s like their infected with something,” the man rattled off, fear in his voice.
Something didn’t feel right about the story he was being fed, so Frank pressed for more details.
“How does a lab guy like you know his way around weapons?” Frank asked easing up the chokehold a bit.
“I did a tour in the marines, four years.”
Frank stood back, because there was no way this guy was military. If he were, then Frank would have had to struggle a hell of a lot more to take the weapon away. “Everyone else died? You’re the only survivor? Is that what you’re telling me?”
Benson put his hands on his knees as he bent over and responded. “Yeah, just like I said.”
“Where was the explosion?”
“In Dr. Covington’s lab. It was a mess, barely got out of there before the contaminated came after me.” Benson straightened.
Frank tried to size up the man in front of him, which was made a lot harder because of the damn suits he was wearing. Part of him was happy the doctor was dead, though a small part of him wondered if the geek was capable of causing something like this his first day on the job.
“What caused the explosion?”
“I have no idea, the mass spectrometer was analyzing something and ‘boom’ everything went to hell.”
Frank glanced at Lightfoot to get a read on what he thought, but his friend remained stoic as usual.
“Why do you call them contaminated? Do you know something about what’s going on?” Frank asked, since any information at this point would help keep them alive.
Benson nodded rapidly. “Yes, something in the rocks, I think. The doctor ground them up for analyzing, and when the place exploded we figured the tiny particles went airborne and contaminated anyone who wasn’t wearing a mask.”
Frank pounced on him. “We figured? Who is we? You said everyone died.”
“One of the lab techs hung on for a bit, but was taken over by a group of them when we came out of the armory.” Benson refused to meet Frank’s gaze and that didn’t sit right with him.
“I have a few problems with your story. First one being that the doors don’t work for people going up…unless the person is escaping and has knowledge on how to work around the system?” Frank said in a menacing tone.
“Look, I haven’t accessed a single panel. All of the doors have worked fine for me. I thought they were supposed to go into lockdown. I’m just grateful they didn’t. We should really get moving though.”
Benson stepped forward and Frank placed a hand on his chest. “I was sent here to get someone, and even though you say he’s dead, I need to see proof.”
“Boss, the guy is dead. Why are you going to get us all killed so we can go look at his corpse?” Carson asked.
Voices could be heard from below. One was female, and the other one he knew well; his annoying flight companion who loved to ask questions. Also, the man who Benson said was dead. Two figures that had seen better days rounded the corner with guns drawn.
Frank raised his arms and called out to them, “We’re here to rescue you, put the weapons down.”
The two did as asked, but remained where they were.
“Dr. Covington, is that you?” Frank asked.
“Yes, it is. Are you really here to help us? The floor level we just came from had signs of someone taking care of the contaminated, was that you?”
“No, it wasn’t.” Another team, Frank wanted to beat the crap out of someone for one piece of true information.
Frank looked at the timid doctor and then at Benson and wondered what the hell was going on. There was a traitor in their midst, and he only had seconds to figure out who it was.
“I’m here to help, come up here with your friend, and meet--”
Dr. Covington raced up the stairs and tackled Benson. He hit him in the chest area, careful to avoid the mask. “You bastard, after what you did to Dixon, we should have killed you, but then to run off like that and leave us to die. You should be ashamed.”
Frank pulled Dr. Covington off and handed him to Lightfoot who held him in place with a look. The other person then charged up the stairs and kicked Benson squarely in the balls the second Frank had him on his feet.
“I’d kill you if I could get away with it!” the woman yelled.
“Well, Benson, seems like you have some explaining to do. You can start with how these two came back from the dead.” Frank raised his weapon to make it clear he was not screwing around.
“Screw you,” Benson yelled, as he pulled a Beretta from his side pocket and aimed it at Frank. Lightfoot had his M4 out, as did Carson. The woman, Selena, and Dr. Covington moved onto the main floor Frank and his team just cleared.
“You’re a damn traitor, Benson, who paid you off? Who gave you enough money to let something like this happen? God knows what’s going on topside with this crap getting into the air.” Frank gripped his weapon tight.
Benson laughed. “You’re either stupid or a traitor yourself. You honestly think you got down here without any help? You think it’s a coincidence the doors locked behind you? Those trigger mechanisms are not all working at 100%?”
Frank moved a step toward the man. “I’m no traitor, you piece of crap.” Frank glanced over his shoulder at Lightfoot and Carson.
Benson taunted him some more. “I can tell you this much, I had help from someone in this group.”
Selena screamed and Frank turned to see what was wrong. He imagined one of those dead things on her and his rage boiled.
Carson held a gun to her head. “It’s her man, think about it, Frank. She popped up out of nowhere on a level she clearly should have died on.”
Frank stood half in the room and half outside of it. Part of him knew Carson’s logic was sound, but another part of him didn’t want to believe Selena was bad.
Tears flowed down her face as she begged Frank to believe her. She was innocent. She was in the wrong place at the wrong time, but wouldn’t apologize for living.
Far too many guns were pointed at various people and it made Frank uncomfortable. He tried to move them further away, but wanted to avoid the dead bodies to the right. Lightfoot wouldn’t betray his country, and a few months ago, he would have said the same about Carson. Now, he wasn’t so sure.
As much as he hated to do it, he needed to strike a deal of some sort, a compromise. A shoot out was only going to get people killed, but if they combined forces, they might actually get out of this alive.
Frank lowered his weapon. “You know what, I don’t give a damn who’s a traitor and who isn’t. All I want is to get out of here alive. So, how about we agree to work together and get our asses to the surface. Then we can go our separate ways?”
Lightfoot didn’t move, but Benson signaled his agreement by holstering his weapon. Carson stepped away from Selena, but the irritation in his eyes let Frank know who the other traitor was. The relieved look on Selena’s face was normal given the circumstances, or so he told himself.



Chapter 14 –


Arthur felt the tension in the room and didn’t know what to do. Situations like this always made his bladder weak. He wanted to be strong, but things were out of control. It was bad enough before, but now they had to worry about the people sent to rescue them.
He remembered why he and Smith vacated the last level so quickly. “Guys, I know things are a bit crazy right now, but we need to keep moving. First, our air filters have a limited amount of time on them, second there’s enough Semtex downstairs to turn this place into a pile of dust.”
Frank looked at him. “Are you sure? That doesn’t make any sense.”
“I’m positive, there were timers attached to go off in an hour, but they weren’t triggered, at least not when we found them.”
Frank went over to talk to another one of his team and Benson edged to the side. Arthur kept an eye on him, waiting for him to throw one of them under the bus for his benefit. The other member of the group came up to him and he noticed a large wound on the man’s leg.
“Hey, you’re, Dr. Covington, right? I’m Carson.” The man stuck out his hand and Arthur shook it.
Arthur didn’t respond, this man held a gun to a woman’s head a few moments prior. For some reason, he didn’t think of him as trustworthy. He nodded and pretended to adjust the strap on his Sig.
“What did you mean about that guy and Dixon?” Carson asked him.
Arthur glanced toward Benson and decided he couldn’t hear him. “One of the levels we reached was swarming with contaminated. Dixon went in to take care of a small room so we could load up on weapons. I guess while he was in there something happened, he must have been infected somehow. Before it took control of him, Benson tossed him to a hungry horde so he could make a getaway.”
“Thanks.” Carson walked toward Benson and shoved him against the wall.
“Dixon was my friend, you prick, his job was to protect you, and you fed him to those things. You deserve to die.” Carson punched Benson in the stomach, and then kneed him in the face, cracking his mask.
Arthur watched as Benson struggled to keep his mask together. The others ran over and grabbed Carson by the arms.
“What the hell are you doing, Carson?” Frank asked.
“This guy handed Dixon over to the nasties while he was still alive, he deserves an ass kicking.” Carson growled.
“Lightfoot, hold on to him,” Frank said, “Benson, how’s the mask?”
When he lifted his head, two pieces came apart in his hand and bits of plastic fell to the floor. His face was red from holding his breath, but a second later, he sucked in a lungful of air.
“Dr. Covington, get over here,” Frank yelled.
Arthur glanced around as if making sure he was the person he was talking to. He walked over and stopped about three feet away.
“Yes…” Arthur said in a timid voice.
“Relax, I’m not going to kill you, but I need you to watch Benson for any signs of…you know…being infected.”
Arthur nodded. “You do know the only sign I’m aware of is rising from the dead at this point.”
A feminine voice chimed in. “Oh there’s lots, blood comes out of their eyes and nose, then they start to suffocate on it and die. Then they reanimate.”
The smile on her face made Arthur’s testicles crawl up inside of him. Who the hell was she? He moved away from her and focused on Benson. The man was pissed off and swearing a blue streak. Lightfoot held him in place, but Arthur guessed in a few minutes that something would happen.
A moan came from the kitchen area and Frank spun with his gun aimed. “Did we clear the prep area?” he asked the others.
No one answered him.
“Damn it, people, did we clear the kitchen?” Frank raised his voice.
Silence greeted him once again and Arthur could see the sag of his shoulders. “Fine, Smith, how good are you with that?” He pointed at the weapon in her hands.
“Good enough,” she said in a cocky tone.
“Wonderful, you’re with me. Lightfoot, you kill Benson if he dies and tries to eat anyone. Carson, you stay with the others and try to behave.”
Lightfoot pushed Carson onto a couch with a look that spoke volumes. Carson smirked back at him. Arthur stared at Benson who kept eyeing the door to go up, and then he was off.
Without thinking, Arthur raised his Sig and shot Benson in the leg. He jogged over to him and put the muzzle of the gun in his face. “Get back over there. You’re not getting away this time.”
Arthur caught Frank’s nod of approval from the corner of his eye. For some reason, this made Arthur feel better, though he would never admit it. He didn’t want to be the kind of man who felt good about shooting another human being. He trailed after the injured Benson and watched him closely for any indication that he was about to become a contaminated.
The crazy woman came up next to him with a smile he knew far too well, he was about to get manipulated. He stared at the floor with the hope less eye contact would limit the amount of information he gave up. The blood trail caught his eye as Benson dragged his leg. What should have been bright red from a fresh injury was dark in color and congealing fast, as if it were hours old.
“Excuse me, Dr. Covington, did you hear me?” she asked in an annoyed tone.
“What? No, sorry I didn’t. Do you see that blood trail? It isn’t right. He’s showing signs of being contaminated.”
The woman’s face paled and she pulled her weapon out. Arthur put his hand on it and lowered it so she shot into the floor and not Benson’s head.
“What did you do that for, we need to kill him before he kills us,” she said in a voice bordering on hysterical.
“You crazy bitch, what the hell is wrong with you. I’m not dead yet.” Benson pulled out his Glock, but Arthur knocked it out of the weak man’s hand easily.
“We need to observe him to see if anything else happens, we need the data” Arthur hissed.
“Scientists and their precious data, I’ll never understand it,” she said.
“I’m not a lab rat, dammit!” Benson yelled.
“You are now, and when the time comes, we’ll be whole lot more humane than you were to Dixon,” Arthur replied.
Arthur wanted to ask the woman what she meant about scientists, since she worked in a research facility. The gathering of information, no matter how small or inconsequential was necessary. If she didn’t understand it, what was she doing here?
They made their way back to the couch. Carson didn’t move to help them, so Arthur lifted Benson onto the couch with awkward jerky movements. When he finished, the woman grabbed him by the arm and pulled him several feet away.
“We need to talk. My name is Selena, you have to trust me.”
Arthur never liked hearing those words from a woman; from his experience nothing good ever came of it.
* * *
Frank was about to go into the recreation area and confiscate every damn weapon. All the noise the others were making just made his attempts at stealth useless. So far, they hadn’t run into anything, but there were noises. Strange sounds, which didn’t belong in a kitchen.
As he made his way deeper into the cooking area, he found a lingering nasty stuck on something by the stove. He raised his gun and was about to fire when he stopped as the realization of what the thing was caught on registered.
Smith, behind him, didn’t see the problem and put a bullet in the thing’s head. A pop sound was followed by the hiss of escaping air.
“You smell gas?” Smith asked.
Frank ran over and turned the valve, cursing under his breath when it broke off; it was one of those missions. He stood and looked around for any other nasties when a clawing noise from the walk-in freezer caught his attention.
He pulled the large handle and forced the door open in the hopes survivors were inside. However, no such luck, just another nasty chowing down on frozen ground beef. Frank closed the door and headed back to the main area.
Arthur and Selena were in a heated discussion in the corner. Benson was bleeding from a leg injury and didn’t look so hot. Carson taunted him with a gun, and Lightfoot appeared out of nowhere.
“Where the hell were you?” Frank asked.
“I was behind you, but wanted to keep an eye on both areas, just in case,” Lightfoot responded.
Frank accepted the answer not wanting to doubt his best friend. Selena caught his eye and smiled then walked over with Dr. Covington in tow. Frank wondered what that was about, again with the speculation. He forced his mind to stop and focused on the present. How was he going to get them out of here?
“Alright, everybody, we need to pick a way out of here. There’s a gas leak in the kitchen, which means no more gunfire in here. When we tried the doors to go back up we were on Level 1, so perhaps it was a glitch--”
“Actually, I don’t think so,” Arthur chimed in, “When we tried to go back, the doors were locked. It seems as if we’ve been forced to meet in the middle as it were. I believe someone wants this confrontation to occur.”
Frank gritted his teeth. He stormed over to the door going down and found it locked. He repeated the process to access the stairwell to go up and got the same result. When he returned to the group, the grimace on his face was obvious.
“I do not give a rat’s ass who is a traitor, who has been bought off, or whatever else you people are up to. All I want is a way out of here, now I am assuming the people you work for planned an escape.”
No one answered him and he lost it. Benson, pale as a ghost by this time and sloughing off bits of skin as he wheezed, laughed. Frank held his FNP to Benson’s forehead. “Tell me how you were going to get out of here.”
Benson smiled, slippery with saliva and a dark substance coming out of his eyes and nose. “They never planned for me to get out of here. I was hoping I could make it. They planted three people and I did my part. Now you need to worry about who the other two are, because that’s the only way you’re getting free.” Benson’s head slumped to the side as he died.
“Wait for it; I want to know the approximate time needed for reanimation.” Arthur counted the seconds off in his head, since he couldn’t see his watch through the suit. When he hit forty-seven, Benson stirred.
Frank put a bullet in his head and looked at the others. “Okay, we have two more people working for someone other than Sunset Inc., and as I stated before, I don’t give a crap, just get me the hell out of here.”
All eyes turned to Carson who held up his hands as he spoke, “All I know is my part is in progress; as long as this doofus stays alive, I’m good. Plus, from what dead man here said, the lab was destroyed so I don’t have to worry about that anymore. But I have no idea what the plan is after he’s been found. They might have an extraction team on the bottom level, or God knows what in place. These people are smart and very scary.”
Frank turned a sad look to Lightfoot. “I never thought…”
“You can’t be serious. You think I’m the other traitor? Get your head examined,” Lightfoot replied in a sad voice.
Frank glanced away with guilty eyes and caught Smith. “Don’t even look at me. If I was a spy or whatever it is you’re looking for, do you think I’d be travelling with that moron?” She pointed at Arthur.
Selena sidled up to Frank. “You know it is possible the third person is dead. They don’t seem to know one another, which would be smart in a set-up like that. We just need to use our heads and find a way out on our own.”
Arthur started to jump around. “I know, I know. On the last floor, we found a contaminated that didn’t fit in. He was wearing a black suit just like yours, but he had on a climbing belt. I think they had an alternative way in here, so why can’t we use that as a way out?”
Frank thought of the nasty that tried to grab him and the repelling ropes he’d found a few levels up. Now that they had a plan, all he needed to do was figure out how the hell to get back up there so he could put it into action.
“Good call, Dr. Covington, now who knows how to get these doors open?”
Carson raised his hand. “I have some Semtex in my bag, if you use a small amount, it might work.”
“With the gas leak, we’d just blow ourselves up.” Frank examined the handle of the door when the lights started to flicker. He didn’t remember if they were always lit, or if the constant on and off was something he’d adjusted to.
“Odd, there’s a pattern, but it seem to be different on each level,” Arthur murmured behind Frank.
“What are you mumbling about back there?” Frank asked. At first, he was going to ignore the doctor, but something about what he said seemed important, a reminder of something he’d noticed, but pushed aside as all the chaos occurred.
Arthur didn’t respond, so Frank turned and looked at him with a raised brow. “Hey, Covington, what the hell are you talking about?”
Arthur glanced around nervously, and then spoke in a hushed tone. “I’ve been watching the lights on each level, and if you pay attention there seems to be a pattern. I don’t know Morse code, so I can’t verify, but it was just a thought…never mind.”
Frank watched the lights and after about a minute and a half, he realized the doctor was right. He grabbed a pen from one of the recreation desks and an old book of crosswords and wrote down the letters. L-E-V-A-T-O-R-O-N-L-E-V-E-L-E-I-G-H-T-S-E-C-U-R-I-T-Y-O-V-E-R-I-D-E-F-O-R-E.
“Good job, Covington, you’re not as much of a tool as I thought you were. Someone’s definitely sending a message. The controls for the security override are on level eight at the elevator.”
Arthur cleared his throat. “Or they might be leading us to our death, if you remember that floor is rigged with Semtex.”
Frank nodded. “I know, but this is the only lead we have. Lightfoot, give me Carson’s bag.”
Lightfoot tossed the bag over and Frank dumped the contents. He grabbed one of the smaller explosive devices and worked fast to open it. He removed the smallest bit of the sticky substance and put it between the door and jamb.
Next, he reattached the small detonator. “Okay, folks, cover yourselves. I have no idea how bad this explosion is going to be, but we don’t have time to waste.”
Carson and Lightfoot worked to flip the couch over and took cover with Selena and Smith. Frank crouched in the corner with Covington underneath a metallic desk. Frank counted the seconds in his head and when he hit three, he lifted his hands to his ears.
A second later, the explosion ignited the gas in the room and blew the door into the stairwell. A fireball hung in the air over them for a several seconds then died down.
Frank realized the couch was blazing and ran over kicking at the first leg he saw to get them moving. No one could hear. The ringing in their ears from the explosion and thunderclap from the gas igniting was far too loud. Frank made a sweeping gesture with his hands to get people out into the stairwell.
Lightfoot led Carson, Smith and Selena, followed by Covington then Frank. He heard Lightfoot say something but missed it, his ears still not back up to par. Another blast, this one knocking everyone to their feet and causing cracks in the wall, the stairs to crumble and give out.
A massive dust cloud forced its way into the tiny stairwell and the sounds of people crying out in pain, as well as coughing echoed off the walls. Frank hoped no one busted their mask, and it was just an abundance of small dust particles overwhelming people’s lungs.
He moved and let out a hiss of pain when he discovered his arm was pinned beneath a chunk of concrete from the ceiling above. A small puddle of blood was forming and he knew he needed to get it taken care of soon. He felt light headed. How many survived?
“Let’s do a head count, everyone say your name and if you can move or not,” Frank ordered.
“Carson, I’m good, just a little shaken, can’t see much of anything.”
“Selena, I’m okay, think I twisted my ankle, but otherwise fine.”
“Smith, concussion I think, but okay.”
Frank waited another minute before he accepted Lightfoot and Covington were either too hurt to reply, or dead. “Okay, I need someone to get over to me and help me free my arm.”
Debris tumbled and rumbles echoed throughout the tiny stairwell. Frank assumed the damage was still happening on the lower levels as more and more of the structure gave way.
Carson stood over him with a grin on his face. “This is probably gonna hurt, Boss.” With a massive amount of effort Carson pushed the cement off of Frank’s arm. As the blood flow started back up, the appendage throbbed so intensely, he threw up in his mask. The smell nauseated him even more and the fact he couldn’t take it off to empty out was the only reason he was able to keep the rest down. Carson patted him on the back then removed a strap from his backpack and tied a tourniquet above the elbow.
“Sorry ‘bout that. The bone is broken, but it looks like a clean break. Want me to set it for now?”
Frank nodded, words too difficult to form at the moment. Sparks flashed in front of his eyes as Carson pulled the bone straight and the sound of them grinding against one another caused another bout of nausea.
“I’d give you something for the pain, but we can’t risk removing the masks. I can give you a shot…” Carson left the statement hanging as he poured providone-iodine over the shredded skin. Frank watched as it hissed and bubbled. With careful movements, Carson wrapped the injury in gauze then used the cast in a can as Frank thought of it.
“That should take care of it, take a few minutes and I’ll check on the others.” Carson turned to leave but Frank used his other arm to catch his attention.
“Why are you doing this?” Frank asked, he had to know about Carson’s sudden change of attitude.
Carson picked up a broken bit of something then let it fall out of his hand. “I got sucked into some bad stuff because of decisions I made. Dixon was killed for no good reason, and I just watched Lightfoot getting crushed between the door of the next level and the wall. He’s currently three inches thick. You see something like that happen and it’s hard to know who the good guys are.” Carson moved away, but threw one last comment over his shoulder, “I know I’m an ass, but that doesn’t mean I like being screwed over by the people I work for.”
Frank let his head rest against the wall behind him. Carson sounded sincere enough, and for the time being that was all that mattered. He looked down at his mangled arm and hoped if they made it out of here he’d be able to keep it. An amputee had no future in weapons development. He wouldn’t even be able to hold a gun. He idly wondered if Selena would think less of him if he lost an arm. Funny the things you thought about when endorphins, adrenaline, and pure fear raced through your veins.
As if she could read his mind, Selena hobbled next to him and sat. Her legs were a crisscrossed pattern of cuts and gashes and he wanted to offer to tend them, but wasn’t able in his current condition.
“See something you like?” she asked.
Frank glanced up at her with a confused expression then blushed as he realized he’d been caught staring at her legs.
“Sorry, I was just wondering if you wanted them taken care of. I have some disinfectant…” Frank stammered.
“Don’t worry, you can make it up to me by taking me to dinner when we get out of here, but first let’s get you on your feet and see if we can find Dr. Covington.”
Frank let her give him a hand even though it went against his personality. If forced at gunpoint he would admit it was rather nice, and he felt weak. He let go of her hand and tried to clear some of the dust from the air. Every time he made some progress, another boom would rattle the building and a new plume shot through the room.



Chapter 15 –


Marshall jumped out of his seat when the screen lit up like a damn fireball was coming at him. After that, his monitors showed only static.
“Liz, what the hell just happened in there?” he yelled.
The door to his office opened and a harried looking young man entered. “Sir, we have a problem,” he panted.
“I saw, care to explain? Your job depends on it,” Marshall snarled.
“We think someone rigged Level 8 with explosives. Whoever it was also used our signal to watch what was happening. They triggered the explosion for the least amount of casualties meaning they wanted Dr. Covington alive, or there’s a spy among them.”
Marshall didn’t like this at all. His yacht was ready to go, all he had to do was pick up his man and Dr. Covington, then get the hell out of dodge. Now someone else was involved and he knew it wasn’t Hooks, the man was in the dark about everything, and an idiot to boot.
“Is there any way we can get the signal back?” Marshall asked, doubt laced his words.
The man shook his head. “Sir, the facility is crumbling as we speak. This attack wasn’t to knock out visual, but to take down the entire structure. I doubt we can get our team back at the rate it’s collapsing.”
“Get out of here and do something useful, back-up all the data and video footage we have of that place. I want to know who set the charges. I also want to know how the best minds, who I pay a hell of a lot of money for, didn’t notice someone hitching a ride on their damn system! And you find a way to get our team out of there or I’ll kill your whole damn division.”
The moment his door closed Marshall reached into his pocket and pulled out his cell.
“I was wondering when you’d call,” An all too calm voice answered.
“I need a team, and full protective gear. We need to be at the rendezvous point a.s.a.p.” Marshall tried to sound casual.
A laugh answered him, “You have enough money to cover that? You want us to go into a zone the military just sent out orders to nuke? We have two hours to get it done, if you’re people aren’t there I’m leaving, and keeping the money.”
The line went dead. Marshall stared at the device in shock. They were going to bomb the area in question? Things just escalated to a whole new level of scary. He tossed some papers in his briefcase and grabbed a few other items without thinking.
“Liz, get in here, dammit,” he yelled.
A woman with pale skin, deep frown lines, and a tight bun on the back of her head poked her face in. “Yes, Sir?”
“I want you to go home, get your family and set the yacht up for operation in ninety minutes.”
Liz nodded and turned as she shut the door. Marshall stared at the monitors willing them to come back on but nothing occurred. He grabbed his coat and walked out the door. Time to get his ass moving.
* * *
Arthur heard movement near him, but the disorientation from the blast made everything sound like he was underwater. He moved a bit and let out a groan. Moments later, he felt hands on him, fingers checking his head and wiping a thick layer of white powder off his mask, then someone yanking him to his feet.
He glanced around in a daze and saw Frank. He looked like hell, his arm bloody and an odd-looking cast on it. Selena looked beautiful, but something about her smile toward him didn’t seem right. Ever since she took him aside and said, they needed to work as a team, because the others didn’t understand what it was like for civilians, he felt as if she was always watching him.
He shook his head and noticed the others were talking to him, pointing to his ears he covered them and said he couldn’t hear them. They nodded in understanding and as a group moved to the lower level.
The damage was catastrophic. The stairs were non-existent and long portions of rebar stuck out all over the place. How more of them weren’t more seriously injured or dead boggled his mind.
As they passed what was left of Lightfoot, Arthur felt a bit of bile rise in his throat. He fought it as he looked at Frank’s mask and saw the bits of vomit on his face. Arthur didn’t want to spend whatever time he had left like that, so he forced the taste of bile down.
As they entered the level that he and Smith vacated earlier, the magnitude of the destruction hit him. The ceiling was nothing but a tangle of melted wire and wrinkled vents. Cinder blocks and other large bits of concrete once part of the walls were now spread all over the place.
Fire illuminated the room, bursts of gas leaking from exposed lines, or insulated cables that hadn’t fully disintegrated yet. Cracks lined the floor and certain sections were gone entirely, fallen into the abyss of the lower levels. Water dripped in some sections, gushed from others.
The areas of wall blown out exposed dirt, and the old missile bay in certain parts. Arthur wondered how much longer the place would hold. With explosions still reverberating through the ground beneath them and the likelihood that other levels were loaded with Semtex packages as well, Arthur knew their very own doomsday clock had moved up several notches.
Frank walked to a burnt out control panel and pried the cover off with his good hand. Arthur cringed at the string of words that came out of the man’s mouth. Using the elevator was out of the question. Then again, even if it was working by some miracle of God, Arthur wouldn’t get in it on the off chance that’s what whoever was playing with them was waiting. The fact the shaft was now home to tons of rock and other debris, another good reason.
“Frank, if I could just say something,” Arthur started.
“Dr. Covington, unless it has to do with a way to get out of here, I don’t want to hear it,” Frank said.
Arthur determined what he wanted to say had something to do with getting out of there, so went ahead, “Please call me Arthur, and the way I see it there are two opposing teams. One wants us to succeed, the other doesn’t. We get a message to come to this level only to get ourselves blown up.” Arthur stopped talking to investigate a portion of the floor beneath his feet. “Anyway, it would seem neither one of our spies knows who their master is either. Otherwise, they would have tried to talk us out of coming here. So, we need to proceed with caution and trust our guts.” Arthur finished.
Frank walked over to him and put a hand on his shoulder. “Like I said, unless it has something to do with getting out of here, I don’t want to hear it, Doc,” Frank said.
Arthur sighed. “Then we need to go up. If you noticed, there were no explosions above this point. But we need to hurry before the basic structure is weakened so much that it caves in on itself.”
“You heard the man, back up to the main room.” Frank dropped the panel from his hand and walked out.
Arthur followed behind and helped the man as they struggled over several tons of rubble to reach the entryway. They were short at least six feet since the stairs had crumbled to baseball-sized rocks, so they worked with one another to make a human ladder. Since Frank was the strongest, he remained against the wall as the rest of the group used him to reach the next level.
Carson reached his hand down and with Smith and Arthur holding onto his legs, helped Frank up. Once they stood together again, they discovered the blast from below must have caused the floor in the current room to shatter, but it maintained its form due to all the support beams and rods of metal running through the six feet of cement.
In the dark, using only one flashlight to save on batteries, they sidled against the wall to reach the door on the other side. Arthur wondered what they were going to do if it was locked, and if it wasn’t, how long until the traitor among them showed their true colors.
* * *
Frank’s arm throbbed and he fought to remain conscious. Every time he felt close to losing it, he thought of Selena. He’d read about tragedy and drama bringing two people together and wondered if that was going on with them. Whatever it was, he liked it.
As he led the group, he thought about Lightfoot and felt like an ass for even thinking he might be a traitor. He hoped his friend didn’t die thinking Frank doubted his allegiance. Then he wondered what they would do if the door was locked. They could use one of the Semtex devices from Carson’s bag. The one good thing about what happened below was a kink must have been put in the gas line that had been leaking up here.
About fifteen feet from the door, Frank shined the flashlight in the direction of some noise. The freezer door glinted back at him – open.
“Crap, be on the lookout people, we’ve got a nasty on the loose,” Frank warned them as he swung the light to and fro.
A scream made them all stop.
“It’s got Carson, I think.” Arthur yelled.
Frank left his position at the front and aimed the beam toward the back. Three nasties were on Carson, two latched onto his leg by the knife wound Frank gave him earlier. During the explosion, the bandage was shredded and fresh blood poured down his leg. A third nasty had its hands wrapped around Carson’s neck, ripping and tearing at the mask. Smith stood next to him staring in horror. Frank couldn’t take a shot without the risk of hitting Smith or Arthur.
“Either help him, or move it, you idiots. I need a clear shot.” Frank raised his FNP.
Arthur snapped out of his shock first and pulled Smith out of the way seconds before one of the nasties on the ground almost bit her hand. Frank fired and took down the one choking Carson as it tried to bite his face through the mask again and again.
Arthur used the Sig to put down one as it tore a strip of flesh off the wounded man’s leg. Carson let out a scream as he took the head of the last nasty and smashed it into the wall behind him. Frank ran over and two more flashlights went on.
The first aid kit was taken out, but Carson put a hand up. “Frank, we both know I’m dead. Don’t let me become one of them.”
Frank didn’t know what to do. “Doc, do we have proof a bite leads to infection?”
The lack of response was louder than anything he’d ever heard. Everything was going to hell and Frank needed to keep it together. Carson pulled off his mask and grabbed Frank’s hand pulling him close.
“Be careful, I have no idea who’s pulling the strings, but they’re playing for keeps. The only person they want is the doctor, so watch your back. If there’s another traitor, they’ll kill you before reaching the top.”
Frank opened his mouth to say something when he heard the shot and felt warm blood coat his neck and the front of his mask went crimson. With his good hand, he wiped the clear plastic as much as he could. He stood on shaky legs wondering more than ever how he was going to get everyone out of this nightmare alive.
“Smith, see what you can get from his pack and grab his weapon, we need all the extra ammo we can get.”
* * *
Arthur glanced away from the mess of Carson’s face. Part of him understood why the man took his own life. If it were him, he would have done the same thing, or at least hoped he’d have the guts to. Frank didn’t look good. Arthur wondered how long before panic and exhaustion tore their shrinking group apart.
He felt Selena at his side. “We really need to stick together, promise me. I don’t trust any of them. The traitor could be anyone.”
Arthur nodded, not wanting to make a verbal commitment. So lost in his own thoughts, he didn’t hear the moan behind him or the shuffling of feet. The smell of rot hit him a nanosecond before two large arms grabbed the back of his neck.
A scream to his left drowned out the groaning creature attached to him. Arthur swung his flashlight to the right to see Selena in the same predicament. He wrestled with his Sig, but knew it was too risky.
“Frank, Smith, could use some help here,” Arthur rasped as the hold on his throat tightened.
In the darkness, only the twitching beams of light could be seen. Sounds seemed louder and more ominous. Arthur heard Frank say a few choice words, and then a shot ended Selena’s pleas for help. A moment later, the weight was removed from his back and he heard something crunch. He turned in time to see Frank kick his boot against a wall trying to clear it of the skull fragments and brackish brain matter.
“Thanks,” Arthur managed to say.
“Don’t thank me yet, I need to check you over for bites.”
Arthur stood still as Frank inspected him and Selena for potential infection. After a few tense seconds, he declared them clear and moved toward the door.
Arthur followed him. “I thought you cleared this floor? And those didn’t have any burn marks on them. They weren’t up here when we blew open the door.”
Frank grabbed him by the elbow and led him to a corner without any regard to the integrity of the floor. “I did clear it with Smith and Lightfoot, so obviously one of them didn’t do what they were supposed to. As for the lack of burn marks, I have no idea. They might have wandered down here from somewhere else. I have no idea what to think or who to believe. All I know is you’re the prize, Doc, so stick close.”
Arthur rubbed his arm as the words sank in. The prize? He was just a scientist who wanted to study rocks and prove there was more in space than people ever imagined. He thought back to how things fell in place and he felt like an idiot.
Sunset Inc. had stolen the samples for him to work on. They wanted him to discover something. No, they expected him to discover something. He knelt and pulled off his backpack. After he unzipped it, he pulled all of the rocks out and tossed them. Whatever they might contain wasn’t worth the death of hundreds of people, perhaps more if this had spread outside the silo.
“What are you doing?” Smith whispered.
Arthur felt his chest seize and almost screamed at her words. Either she’d snuck up on him, or his reflexes needed some serious honing.
“I’m getting rid of these samples. Whatever’s in them is killing people.” Arthur stood and walked away, not caring what her response was.
He thought of the flash drives and data. He would protect them with his life. They were the only proof that something illegal happened. He felt a weight lift off his shoulders as he gained purpose. He needed to live so he could expose the company known for research and development as nothing but a modern day group of mad scientists. The samples needed to stay with him, so he went back and repacked them.
He clicked off his flashlight and followed the beam from Frank’s at the door. Frank put his hand on the handle and lowered his head when it opened easily. He turned to look at Arthur. “They want you to go up. They’ll be waiting for you.”
Arthur nodded and smiled. “I know, but I’ll do whatever you think is right. I have no idea what they want from me. I didn’t find anything of significance in the few hours I was in the lab, so even if they do capture me, it’s not like I have anything to give up to them.”
“Well, I’ve had enough of this, time to finish it.” Frank pushed the door outward and walked out.
Arthur let Selena go after, followed by Smith. Taking up the rear, Arthur thought about the way the sliver of the sample shimmered in the light and about how the density readings were wrong. In fact, he was running a second diagnostic on the sample when the explosion happened, as well as testing a sample in the mass spectrometer.
If the machine was set to explode during a test in order to get the particles into the air and infect those inside the silo, Arthur realized in that scenario, he wasn’t the prize, he was collateral damage. A problem they would need to make sure went away and kept silent – forever.
* * *
“I can’t see a damn thing they’re doing in there, Barrow. What the hell’s going on? Who sent them a message to go to Level 8? I want you to use every satellite we have as well as every under the table, black market, behind the scenes dirty politician at our disposal to find out who the hell just sabotaged my ‘indestructible’ silo,” John yelled at his assistant.
Barrow nodded and wandered off to the corner to make the necessary calls. John didn’t know what to do. Up until this point, he’d been able to keep an eye on his team. His technicians were able to unlock the doors going down, so at least, he felt like he was helping them in some way.
He took another one of the white pills to ease the pain in his chest. The clock indicated only a couple of hours had gone by, but he felt as if he’d been going at this problem for a month straight.
“Sir, they say the explosion was massive, designed to take down all signals in or out. They were able to confirm it was an inside job. Someone on the original team set this in motion from the day the project broke ground.” Barrow slid his phone in his pocket and waited for his next set of orders.
“That Collins fellow, the one we talked to before. Did he seem off to you? I think he seemed nervous. In fact, I think he was lying”
Barrow nodded.
“Me too, get him back in here and let Mike question him.” John watched his assistant leave and hoped he’d get some answers. In his whole life, he’d never had a project go tits up like this one. If he was still the head of the company tomorrow, it would be a miracle. Though, if there was a company tomorrow, he would be surprised.
“And Barrows,” he yelled, “send a car for my wife. Get her over here now.”
* * *
Frank took each step one at a time. Cracks and other signs of weakness made him cautious. As they reached the door for Level 6, he cracked it open and shined his light inside. Several nasties roamed the floor, most of them naked. He thought back to when they came through here the first time and couldn’t remember who was supposed to take care of the showers. Didn’t matter now, there was a mess, and as usual he had to clean it up.
He pulled out his FNP, glad his preferred weapon fit in one hand, and whispered to the others, “We have some roamers in here, so use your light attachments and take these bastards out with short bursts.” Frank hated to make the ammunition sacrifice, but in such closed quarters, the risk of harm coming to Selena or the others was too great.
With the door fully open, Frank and Smith entered first, the sounds of gunfire attracting what was left of the mob toward them. This time they went in fast and hard, blowing off skullcaps, and shattering craniums. The sounds of bodies hitting the ground and the slopping of fluids had become static to them all; white noise in the background of a living nightmare.
Within seconds, the nasties were taken care of. Frank examined the floor as best he could, given the circumstances and waved them forward when he deemed it safe.
Ten feet away from the exit, something triggered his instincts. He slowed his steps and glanced around the room, that’s when it hit him. The door was open. Either something or someone came in after them, or left. If they left, he needed to hurry his group the hell up in case they were locking the place down after the person got out. Anyone who came in after them likely met the gathered flesh eaters and was no longer a concern.
Frank scanned the room once more and entered the stairwell. He listened a moment trying to tune out the rumblings of the structure as it fell apart. He took the steps quicker this time, paying less attention to security, more concerned about being trapped. His thoughts ran toward being buried alive and panic drove him on.
The entry to Level 5 stood propped open. A leg was caught in between the door and frame preventing it from closing. He recalled the charred bodies and walking Roman candles. This leg, however, didn’t have so much as a tinge of soot on it.
“Wait for me there,” Frank said to the three behind him. Anger and irritation pushed him when all he wanted to do was give up.
The leg twitched when he neared it. The owner seemed to struggle when they heard him. Whether they wanted to eat him or outrun him was the question. He moved closer and with gun raised, he pulled the door open wide. A man in a mask rolled over and held his hands up. Frank kept his weapon up.
“Who the hell are you and where did you come from?”
“I was sent in after your team to extract some samples from Level 12. I repelled in with a team, but something went wrong. The explosions went off early and all the others were trapped. I planned to follow you until I got what I came for, but when the explosions went off on Level 8, I ran.”
Frank eyed the man. “If you’re working for someone else, and were sent in here to do bad things, you have to know confessing all that gives me grounds to kill you.”
“You’re not going to kill me. I’m the only one who can get you out of here. Plus, all surveillance capabilities as well as communications have been knocked out permanently, so my boss will have no idea I spilled. We work together and then go our separate ways on top,” the man said with a smug smile.
“Tell me who you’re working for,” Frank demanded.
The man shook his head. “Not a chance, but you can call me Ryan.”
Frank still held his weapon on the man, something didn’t add up. This guy, Ryan, was part of a team, but was weaponless and unable to free his leg, not to mention, he knew about the explosives that had been set.
Frank used the muzzle of his FNP to nudge Ryan’s leg. “What happened here? Why can’t you free yourself?”
The man rolled onto his back revealing two severely burned hands. “I can’t do much of anything right now. I’m at your mercy, but you need to make a decision soon. There’s a timer counting down, and when it hits zero, we’re never getting out of here.”
Frank called to the others as he helped Ryan to his feet. “Come on up, we got a new recruit, call him Ryan. He’s been sent here by a bad guy, but is willing to help us get out of here.”
The stairwell crumbled behind the Doc, the last one to enter. Frank motioned them forward. “Get moving.”
* * *
Arthur noticed they were on some sort of office floor. He scanned with his flashlight while Frank and the other guy worked on opening the other door. Ryan said people would be waiting for him at the top, so Arthur took a few moments to access the flash drives on the netbook.
The screen cracked at some point, but he could read bits and pieces, none of it good. The notes of a researcher named Dr. Kellerman indicated Sunset Inc. had been harvesting samples from space for years. An unidentified component in all of them was being studied for potential uses in all modes of scientific experiments. From cancer to Alzheimers, all the way to an airborne toxin for the military.
One of those uses was to help grafting of human body parts, curing diseases, and various other tests, which based on the collection of people hanging in bags indicated they didn’t go well. The doctor summarized their studies as being barbaric and of no use to the scientific community, but a new discovery by a Dr. Covington might inject some much needed help into these projects.
Arthur read over a few more pages before the screen crapped out and he closed it. The tests were outlined in horrific detail. Bodies stolen from morgues and put in freezers so their organs could be tested. Other people at death’s door signed over their lives in the hopes a cure would be found at the zero hour. The worst being what they started last week with the samples from Arthur’s probe.
A secondary unknown element was discovered. They harvested bits of it and tested it on a multitude of diseases and individuals. No progress had been made, but results “were promising,” according to one research assistant.
They lauded this new element and awaited the arrival of Dr. Covington to see if he could crack the code. What did he bring to Earth? The only things in his reports were based on speculation. He thought Pluto would be a good place to search for answers, because it was so far out. In addition, since it wasn’t a planet, but large enough to have an atmosphere, it was like a giant ball of dust collecting things from all over the galaxy for eons.
Sunset Inc. must have assumed, or hoped, he would discover something and bet on him, and they were right.
“Doc, get a move on, the door’s open. Must’ve warped or something,” Frank yelled.
Arthur packed everything up and in seconds he was trailing behind Smith who’d been strangely quiet since Ryan joined their group. He wondered if she was the other traitor, or if it could be Selena. Everyone was a possibility.
* * *
Frank raced up the stairs with Ryan in his sights and within moments, they reached Level 1.
“Alright, people, grab any magazines left and get ready for a real fight.” Frank slipped a new magazine into place and smiled.
“Hey, are these night vision goggles?” Arthur asked.
“Yep, but we can’t use them with the masks,” Frank replied instantly.
Arthur nodded sadly, as he put a pair down.
Frank watched as Ryan forced his crusty hands around the handle of a weapon, tears evident in his eyes. The man was determined.
Within moments, all of them were ready. “Ryan and I will take the front, Smith you’re next, Doc and Selena take up the rear. Try ato keep your heads down, I have no idea how many people they sent in, but these guys are going to be firing back, which is a whole lot different than what you’ve been dealing with.”
Frank led the way, Ryan close, and the hesitant sounds of the others footsteps behind them. Frank held the handle of the door to Level 1. “Get ready, these are real people you’re going to be fighting, if you can’t handle it, hang back here.”
The room was dark, but Frank didn’t dare turn on his flashlight. He knew the layout well enough, there were few places to hide. Ryan whispered at his side, “Why aren’t they firing?”
Frank didn’t respond, because he had no idea. Maybe there wasn’t anyone on the floor? Perhaps Ryan, Benson, or whoever else was in on this had lied to them all. Then the telltale moaning started. Frank sighed as he flipped the switch on his flashlight, but cupped it with his hand. Enough illumination escaped to let him see at least twenty armor wearing Sunset Inc. security guards in night goggles. The idiots didn’t put on the masks. They must have thought the ventilation system took care of any airborne threats or that it dissipated with time.
“Dammit, change of plans. We have a lot of nasties walking around and they’re suited up. Aim for the face, bullets won’t penetrate the helmets.”
“Frank, how did this happen? Why would they send your own people down here to kill you?” Selena asked.
  The answer died on Frank’s lips. He was now considered a loose end to tie up in case the press got wind of this mess.
Arthur chimed in. “We don’t know when they were sent in or why. They might be backup when the powers that be realized the gravity of the situation. Plus, not all of them are wearing the same uniform.”
Frank glanced around with a more critical eye and realized the doc was right. At least a dozen were mercenaries, like him. Two different people sent in teams. Both of them were now infected with something in the air. When he got out of here, not if, then he was going to figure out what the hell was going on.
The doc fired the first bullet into the neck of one of the things only two feet away from Frank. Black blood and bits of shredded flesh splattered everything, but it kept coming. Another shot, this time through the mouth, took it down.
Another flashlight went on, Ryan’s. Frank didn’t question Selena, but was curious about Smith, she liked hunting them. Putting all other thoughts out of his mind, Frank took aim, put a bullet into the left eye of one, and saw the shadows of the brain as it flew out the back of its head.
With three guns firing in different directions, and multiple beams of light continually changing direction, it appeared as if they were putting on the worlds most demented shadow puppet show. Frank ignored what he could, firing shot after shot. Each one required a few tries, because his arm ached and his aim was deteriorating.
Arthur held his own, but Ryan was all over the place. Frank shook his head at the trembling man. Nerves were getting the better of him. He needed Smith or they’d be overtaken. “Smith, get your ass in here.”
Frank put three bullets into the gaping maw of one of the things and watched as rotten flesh and spittle dotted the air. Movement to his side alerted him that Smith decided to show up. Then he felt the pain. He glanced over to see one of the nasties chowing down on his bandaged arm; it wasn’t Smith after all.
“Christ, Smith, where are you?” Frank yelled, as he put the FNP into the mouth of the thing and squeezed the trigger.
“I don’t see her anywhere,” Arthur said.
Frank fired several more shots as he thought about what might have happened. Terror gripped his heart as he thought about Selena. With renewed energy, he pulled out the FMG, ignoring the pain in his arm, and fired at the knees of the oncoming horde in an effort to slow them down. Only minutes left before they’d be overtaken and Ryan was useless. He sat there pulling the trigger on an empty gun with tears in his eyes.
“Doc, get Ryan the hell out of here and find the girls.” Frank cut the majority of them down, but they scratched and clawed their way toward them. A few stragglers in the corner caught his eye when he scanned the room with his flashlight, but he made quick work of them.
As he waited to hear about the Selena and Smith, he wandered through the room and put a bullet in the heads of those still moving. A gunshot followed by a female scream stopped him in his tracks and he ran to the entryway.
Ryan’s corpse was still sliding down the wall when he arrived. “What the hell happened?” Frank asked.
“He was mumbling and made no sense. He aimed the gun at us saying we were one of them,” Smith explained, “I had no choice but to defend myself.”
“His gun was empty! Do you know you’ve just killed our only way out of here? And where were you, by the way?” Frank demanded.
Smith took a defensive stance. “I was here with Selena, who if you would take two seconds to look at, isn’t doing well.”
Frank glanced at the woman in question and noticed she was pale and shaky. He should thank Smith, but didn’t want to come off as soft, not now. Moreover, she’d killed a defenceless man who was their ticket out.
“Whatever; get her taken care of. Doc, you and I have to make sure this floor is clear. The last thing I want to worry about is one of these bastards taking a chunk out of one of us.” Frank returned to the room and finished what he’d started. Toward the end, he felt a swell of anger well up inside him and he started stomping on the heads of the creatures as they moaned and crawled around his legs.
These things killed his entire team, and they would likely take his life as well. His skin crawled at the thought of being like them. Pathetic husks of human beings craving flesh with no thought process other than eating. No way would he go down like that, not a chance. He’d blow his brains out like Carson did before he’d let that happen.
When the section he stood in was clear, he made sure Arthur was doing what he’d been told. He examined his bandaged arm. The teeth didn’t sink through, and the wetness he felt was warm, his own blood. Frank crossed his fingers and hoped they didn’t get him.
With forced bravado, he continued his campaign of stomping heads. Some of them popped like grapes, exposing rotten brain matter. Others cracked open and liquefied remains poured out. He didn’t care about the differences, all he wanted was to kill them all. Eyes skittered out from beneath his boots and cartilage made a horrible grinding noise.
The moans became sparse and he clamped down on the anger surging through his veins. He went back to where Smith and Selena stood, and noticed Smith staring at Ryan. He glanced at the body and realized, she’d shot him in the chest.
“What the hell are you doing? Head shots, remember?” Frank told her.
Ryan chose that moment to let out a groan, as he lunged for Frank’s leg. He stepped out of the way and landed in something slick. His hands reached out for something to balance him, but found nothing to get purchase on. He watched helplessly as he fell backwards and Ryan moved toward Smith, who grabbed Selena and used her as a shield to put in Ryan’s path.
Frank hit the ground as a bang erupted from behind. Nothing was left of Ryan’s head, just a shredded neck with the tip of a spinal column jutting out.
“Sorry about that, but I figured the risk was worth it,” Arthur said with a shrug of his shoulders.
Frank looked from his position on the floor and realized the angle of the shot from behind meant Arthur came within millimeters of hitting Smith. Part of Frank wished he had. He stood and walked toward Selena. She looked worse than before and he had no idea what to do or say to make her feel better.
“Selena--” Frank started, but found her wrapped around him before he could finish. With care, he returned the embrace, wishing they weren’t in suits and masks.
“You almost shot me!” Smith yelled at Arthur.
“And you almost got Selena killed to save your own life. I’d say you got off lucky. If Frank was aiming…”
“Enough talk, let’s get out of here,” Frank said, as he stood with Selena still holding onto him.



Chapter 16 –


Arthur put the Baby Eagle back in the holster and smiled inwardly at the glare Smith shot his way. Something bugged him about the woman, and when he saw her toss Selena in front of herself for protection, he knew who the other traitor was. Arthur wondered if the bit about her being married was even true.
All they had to do now was find a way out of here. The elevator doors were wide open, but the car wasn’t going anywhere. On top, he knew he would find several repelling ropes and wondered what would be waiting for them in the garage.
Frank walked over with his good arm snugly around Selena, with Smith lagging behind. Arthur pointed his flashlight to help them find their way through the mire of dead bodies littering the floor.
“I guess we get up top and climb?” Arthur asked.
Frank nodded and Arthur entered the small space. He helped Smith up, then Frank who wanted to go before Selena in case there was any danger waiting for them. Smith snorted, but kept the commentary to herself. After Selena was safe, Frank reached down for Arthur and offered his good arm to haul him up.
They secured themselves as best they could, Frank giving them a lesson in how to use the belay system so they wouldn’t fall. He showed them how to pull hard in the opposite direction to brake their fall, and make sure they kept an eye on how much slack they had in the rope.
Arthur took this all in with fear and trepidation. He was the one they were after, and that bitch Smith was working with them. Frank checked the straps and harnesses for the two women, paying more attention to Selena, then sent them on their way.
In seconds, Arthur was ready to go, Frank at his side. When the women were about ten feet above them, Arthur grabbed Frank. “I don’t trust Smith and we have no idea what’s waiting for us up there.”
Frank adjusted a knot. “I know, but we have to get out of here. The place is going to collapse and we’re running out of air time. We need to get somewhere safe.”
“That’s the problem. Where’s safe? This stuff has been leaking for two hours, and we have no idea what kind of damage it’s done.”
Frank shoved him toward the wall. “I don’t have time for this, start climbing.”
Arthur climbed with reluctance. He thought about what to do when armed guards or a mob of cannibalistic military corpses met them at the top. They didn’t have enough ammunition to protect themselves, let alone do any damage. He thought of the items in his backpack and didn’t want to lose what little information he had, so he erred on the side of caution and decided to keep it.
Moments later, they caught up to Smith and Selena and passed them. Frank was climbing with determination even though Arthur knew his arm had to be killing him. When a sliver of light could be seen through the opening, Arthur prepared for the worst.
Frank went first and pulled Arthur out. The garage was empty of vehicles and cars, the door wide open. The first thing Frank did was cross the parking space and hit the button to close the door. Arthur didn’t have to ask why, the half dozen things covered in blood and gore were reason enough.
“There’s power up here?” Arthur asked puzzled.
“They used a different power grid for above ground. Stay here and help the girls. I’m going to go and check out the house,” Frank said.
Arthur waited at the top and used the time to slip a few of the flash drives and one of the samples into interior pockets, just in case. A hand grabbed his foot and he almost shrieked in fear until he realized it was Smith.
He grabbed her by the back of her suit and pulled, not really caring if it caused her any discomfort. “Where’s Selena?”
“How the hell should I know?” Smith snapped.
Arthur kept an eye on her as he shined his flashlight and called out, “Selena, you there?”
“Yeah, just give me a second. I’m a bit more out of shape than I realized,” she huffed.
A second later, Arthur helped her over the edge being as gentle as possible. Two gunshots erupted from inside the house and Arthur motioned the women underneath a worktable in the corner.
“Wait here,” he said.
Arthur walked to the door that he remembered exiting a short while ago, though it felt like an eternity. He pushed it open with the muzzle of his Sig and called out, “Frank, you in here?”
“Yeah, had to take care of a few ‘guards.’”
Arthur entered the living area and saw the bodies of two men on the floor. A third one between them had been ravaged, little of him left. The things picked his bones clean in some areas. Arthur looked away before he threw up when he spotted a trail of what could only be intestines leading to the mouth of one of the others Frank shot.
“Jesus, how many are infected?” Arthur asked.
Frank walked toward the window and responded with a tired sigh, “All of them.”
Arthur joined him and saw a terrifying sight in the yard, if you could call a secret compound that. Dozens of contaminated walking around aimlessly, some of them in uniform, others wore casual attire. The mix was too vast for any other conclusion than the surrounding area was also affected.
“There has to be a way out of here, keys to one of the cars in the driveway?” Arthur thought out loud.
“Sure and go where? Not to mention the masks are going to expire soon. Have a solution for that?”
Arthur kicked his brain into gear. The filter protected them, to change it they needed to take off the mask, remove the old filter, and insert a new one. “I’ll need a mask to practice with, but I might have a solution.”
Frank slapped the table. “Dammit, why didn’t I think of this? Look.” He walked toward where they kept the gear and picked up four packages. “Brand new MSA Advantage 1000, better than a new filter, check them out, I’ll get Smith and Selena.”
Arthur grabbed the masks and prepared them for switching. He unstrapped it and pretended to pull off the old one, then put on and re-strap the new one. These were a bit more complicated than the one he was wearing, and they would have to remove the portion of the suit covering their head. Forty-two seconds, give or take. He’d held his breath the entire time, but would that be enough? What if the microbes or whatever they were, got into his nose and the moment they breathed – infected.
Frank entered the room, trailed by the other two. Smith had a hopeful expression on her face. “Frank said you might have a way to fix the filter issue.”
Arthur nodded as he examined the items in his hand. How to ensure no one was infected, have them exhale, then shove tissue in their nostrils? Not likely to work. Get them into a contained room, like the bathroom and turn on the fan. That would eliminate some of the contaminants.
“I’m not entirely sure this will work, but considering we have less than ten minutes, beggars can’t be choosers and all that,” Arthur said as he grabbed the masks. “Where’s the bathroom?”
“Seriously? At a time like this?” Smith said.
“Shut up, just trust me.” Arthur followed Frank, and when the four of them were in the small room, Arthur shut the door and flipped on the fan.
He took a deep breath and undid the straps. Frank caught the old mask as Arthur ripped it off and pulled the portion of the suit over his head down. He put the new mask on and Frank helped him with the straps.
“Okay, let’s see what happens. If no signs of infection kick in within two or three minutes, you can all do exactly as I did.”
Arthur picked up his old mask and threw it in the toilet. Anything to keep him occupied and hide the pure fear coursing through his veins at the thought of becoming one of the contaminated.
Three minutes passed and nothing happened, so the others followed Arthur’s lead. He watched carefully, and the fact that neither woman needed help with the intricate set of straps set him wondering again.
When they finished, Frank told Smith and Selena about the things outside.
Arthur pushed his way out of the bathroom. Suddenly the thought of everything that happened and about what awaited them was too much.
* * *
Frank felt much better. His new mask was free of the chunky dried vomit, but now the doc was having a meltdown. He took a breath and followed him. He knew the scientist was at his wit’s end, but hoped he’d hold up a bit longer. He found him in the kitchen staring into the back area.
Some of the things took notice of them and ambled toward the house. Frank knew they needed an escape plan, and fast, but he also wanted the doc back in the game. “Tough first day, huh?”
Arthur didn’t turn or acknowledge him.
“We have to be strong for them, you know.” Frank motioned toward the living room where Smith and Selena were getting changes of clothes for them and other supplies.
“How are we going to drink or eat anything when we have to keep these masks on all the time? What are we going to do when the entire world is infected and all that’s left is the four of us?” Arthur asked.
“We’ll figure something out. There has to be something to purify the air, or kill the infection so we can breathe. A sealed room of some kind,” Frank argued.
“Right, sealed up tight and impenetrable, just like a silo,” Arthur laughed.
“Look, I don’t have time for you to freak out right now. I’ll knock your ass out or you can be helpful, it’s your call,” Frank warned.
Arthur turned to him and for the first time, Frank saw the anguish in the scientist’s eyes.
“You think this is your fault, don’t you?” Frank asked.
“I have no way to prove that it isn’t. There was an explosion in my lab, and shortly after, people turned into…into…zombies.” Arthur slammed his fist on the table.
“Come on, zombies? Be serious,” Frank scoffed.
“You’ve been thinking it since you saw the first one. We watch movies and read about them, but including them in our reality is a hell of a lot harder to do than people realize. You know as well as I do those things are zombies, plain and simple, and I caused it,” Arthur said in a rushed voice.
“Listen, this whole thing was planned a long time ago. Whatever happened was someone else’s doing. Just move on and put that brain of yours to work and find us a solution to the immediate situation,” Frank said.
Arthur nodded, but stayed in the kitchen. Frank sighed and went into the nook where the surplus equipment was kept. The zombies outside were too close for comfort and he didn’t think the glass would hold back many if they gathered. Most of the stockpile was picked over by the others, but he was able to get a new pair of pants and clean shirt.
He went into one of the bedrooms to change and he heard someone enter behind him, causing his heart to pick up a beat. He glanced back to see Selena. She smiled at him. “Hey, how goes the supply hunting?” he asked, mentally slapping himself for sounding so lame.
“Fine, Smith’s taking care of it. I told her I needed a minute.” She smiled at him, and he could see her eyes crinkle through the mask. For the first time, he thought being alone might not be the best thing for him.
There were things he’d done and wouldn’t tell her of course. But they could have a future. He closed his eyes when she undid the clasps on his armor and slowly undid the buttons on his shirt. He felt his body react to her, as he got aroused. She paid special attention to his injured arm, making sure not to jar it when she took off the vest.
He heard a familiar noise. He placed it a second too late as a knife pierced his heart. His eyes popped open and looked down to see a blade stuck in his chest up to the hilt. His mouth filled with something warm and when he opened it to say something, pink fluids dribbled down his face.
“He told me you’d be hard to win over. I argued that men were easy, all men. Looks like I was right.”
Frank gasped for air as he fell to his knees. He reached, but she skirted his hand.
“Who sent you?” he managed to get out.
She smiled at him and there was no warmth or love. “Simard, of course, you didn’t really think you could help screw him out of his company and not get what you deserve?”
Frank watched her go and the fear of becoming one of them flashed in his mind. Thoughts of revenge went up in smoke, as he felt something cramping in his stomach. He pulled himself across the floor and reached for his holster. The FNP fell out, landing next to him. He gripped it tightly and held it to his head.
No way would he become a zombie.
* * *
The shot startled Arthur and he feared the contaminated had breached the house somehow. He checked his Sig and remembered the magazine was empty. He threw his backpack on the counter and searched for a more ammo.
“Dr. Covington, put this on. That suit is disgusting.” Selena tossed him some of the gear from the pile and he gladly pulled the nasty item off his body. Underneath, his pants, shoes, and shirt were in good condition. He pulled on a dark sweatshirt with pockets on it, as well as a bulletproof vest, not that he needed it. He wondered why she gave him one. When her gaze was focused elsewhere, he pulled out the things he stashed in the pockets of his suit and shoved them into the side compartments of the pants he wore.
“You should get rid of the backpack too. It’s covered in…well in people bits,” Selena said.
Frank nodded and dumped the contents into a plastic bag from underneath the sink. He wondered at her casual tone so soon after gunfire, but instinct told him to stay calm.
“Are they in? Is Frank taking care of it? Do we have a plan?” Arthur asked in a rush of words, calm wasn’t his strong suit.
“Don’t worry about any of that. Frank has a way out, and he’s working on it now. He asked us to get the supplies then go to the garage.” Selena grabbed him and tried to pull.
“But the shots, I heard--”
“You worry too much, trust me.”
Something didn’t feel right to Arthur, so he resisted her continued attempts to move him. Backing away from her, he glanced toward the living room for Smith. “Where’s Smith?” Selena refused to answer.
“Smith, can you hear me?” Arthur yelled. No answer.
He backed into the room where he last saw her and looked around. A small pool of blood was forming in front of the couch. He went over and found Smith’s corpse with her neck slit. Selena moved toward him with a sad smile.
“I’d hoped it wouldn’t come to this, Dr. Covington.”
“Come to what? You’re the traitor? Where’s Frank?”
As if on cue, Frank walked out of the room to Arthur’s delight, though it was short lived when he realized his friend was contaminated – a zombie. His mask was shattered and hanging off in tatters. A hole in the side of his cheek where he must have tried to take his own life – the shot he heard.
Arthur wanted to scream, but fled to the garage instead, not realizing he flew right into Selena’s trap. She was close on his heels and pulled out an M4. She hit the button and Arthur watched as the door opened. “Hand me your gun and make sure you don’t drop the bag. Get in the truck closest to us, Doctor.”
“Are you nuts? I’m not going without my gun,” Arthur insisted.
“Give me the damn gun, I’ll cover you.” Selena fired at one of the zombies and the body fell to the ground causing another one to trip.
Arthur did as told, while she took out any zombie near him. He saw a black bag stowed in the foot well by the passenger side seat. He reached over as she made her way to the truck. When he peered inside, he saw a collection of samples. He watched as she slithered into the car and tossed him the keys.
“We’re going to take a ride to meet my boss. I’m sure you’ll like him, seeing as how he went to all this effort just for you,” she said.
“I don’t buy it, where did you get that bag from?” Arthur used his chin to indicate the bag at her feet.
Selena looked at it with surprise, and then smiled when she saw the contents. “Wonderful, we thought we’d have to rely on the small amount you stole. This will make my boss very happy.”
“You’re not the least bit suspicious of them sitting right there for you?” Arthur asked incredulously.
“No, several people were sent in to get the rocks and retrieve you. Someone came out and well… they died, or whatever.” She motioned to the zombies collecting around the car.
Arthur looked at them. A woman with an apron ambled around with a bone in her mouth. A man in blood soaked overalls sat on the ground eating the liver of a masked guard. The world had gone to hell and he was supposed to believe what this woman said to him? She was out for herself, just like everyone else he’d met today.
Arthur laughed at her, “You’ve got to be kidding. I could have died in the explosion, been eaten by one of the zombies, killed on the Level 8 debacle. Your boss had no intentions when it came to me.”
“That’s where you’re wrong. You were always with one of us. In the lab someone pulled you out of the way. You always had protection with Smith around, and we knew about your history with weaponry. You’re right about Level 8 though. We’ll investigate that thoroughly to find out who was behind it and act accordingly.”
Arthur started the car and flipped through the news stations to see if there was any information available. Bursts of static greeted him at every turn. A loud siren-like sound was on others and one repeated the same message.
“At this time, we have everything under control. Please remain in your homes and wait for someone to contact you.”
Arthur gave up and stared in the rear-view mirror, unsure of what to do next. “Um, what’s your plan from here?”
Selena looked over her shoulder and shrugged. “Run the damn things over, I don’t care.”
Putting the vehicle into reverse, he did as told. The sound of groans mixed with the thumps and bumps of things hitting the undercarriage of the car made his stomach churn. The driveway was about a mile long and once they reached the end, the true horror of what happened hit him. The protective gate was open. The bodies of the guards working the admission booth were on the ground and a pack of zombies tearing into them. Strands of flesh and bits of stringy muscle spread out among them. Arthur imagined it as a feast fit for a dining table in hell.
As he followed Selena’s directions, Arthur found himself getting more comfortable with the term zombie. He also absorbed the extent of the outbreak. The town streets were packed with car accidents, arms and legs strewn about, along with the occasional head and torso. Not a single living person in sight. Arthur wondered how long it would take to reach a global scale.
“Damn it, I can’t get a signal.” Selena snapped her phone shut.
“Where are we heading?” Arthur asked.
“Just follow this road until I tell you to do something else. I’m in charge here.”
He didn’t need to be a genius to know that whatever Selena was planning on, wasn’t working out as she’d expected. Her backups were now zombies. The silo trashed. The roads and city were nothing but roaming corpses. Arthur thought about this new world and hoped there was something they could do about it. He saw a sign with some no name county in Indiana.
They needed to get to the CDC, give them the information he had along with the samples, so they could start working on a cure. With Selena in charge, that was unlikely to occur.
“Why did you leave the others alive? That was beyond cruel,” Arthur said to get her talking, and to get his focus off the death around them.
“What do you care, both of them had orders to kill you or bring you in. No matter what way you look at it, I’m the one who actually had your best interest at heart. The minute Sunset Inc. realized there was an outbreak, you became collateral damage,” Selena explained.
“I still don’t see why you couldn’t have been the least bit kind. After all, Frank did save your life,” Arthur argued.
Selena snickered, “Are you kidding me? I was doing fine on my own until he showed up. The guy was an idiot.”
“He cared about you.”
“That was his mistake. Now shut up and drive.”
Arthur let the wheels in his mind continue to work for the next few minutes. When they reached a turn off for an airport, Selena told he to take it. After another five minutes, they pulled up to an airstrip. The place appeared abandoned, zombies in flight suits roamed around.
“Go to the hangar over there, number seven,” Selena said.
Arthur obeyed, hiding his surprise when the doors opened and several armed men came out. They pulled him and Selena out of the car roughly.
“Are you infected? Have you been bitten or otherwise in contact with them?” A guard asked.
Arthur shook his head, as did Selena. A man in an impeccable grey suit came out and eyed them.
“As usual, Selena, your work is above all others. Dr. Covington, a pleasure to meet you. I think you’ll enjoy the new lab we have set up for you as we work together to determine what is in those rocks.”
“What? Who are you? We need to warn the rest of the world and work on a cure,” Arthur countered.
The man chuckled, “How noble of you, wanting to rid the world of the pandemic you created. Unfortunately, I am not concerned with a cure for anyone but myself.”
Arthur opened his mouth to say something when he felt a sharp pain in his back and he fell to the ground.
Selena’s face came into his line of sight. “Do as he says and you’ll live. This is a new world now, thanks to you.”
Arthur wanted to scream, but he felt consciousness slip away from him.
What had he done?
The End
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May 19th, 1863: Awaken the Killer
Falling through the deep, frigid darkness and rushing onward to a terminal light, there is awareness, and the concept of shape, form, and breath.
The woman exploded into the universe of the real. Her soul collided with her consciousness, and she simply was. Her vision was flooded with light as she brought her forearm in front of her eyes to shield herself from the searing fire. She thought about pain, water and gasped for fresh, revitalizing air.
“It’s about time,” a man’s voice spoke.
“What?” her lungs failed her; she coughed spasmodically. She leaned forward in her seat and stifled the urge to vomit the flame that tickled her throat.
She was moving, but uncontrollable, unstoppable perpetual motion urged her entire body through the spaces of light. She could feel it, though she sat in a seat. She was alive. This much she knew.
“You were asleep for so long…” the man replied, though she couldn’t hear the rest of his words over her second coughing fit. Her entire body quivered; she arched her back against the seat, opened her eyes long enough to see that she sat beside a window, and the sun-soaked world outside scrolled along her perception impossibly fast. She was momentarily jostled, and her head nearly hit the window. She could hear steel and iron grinding beneath her feet.
She was on a train, but why?
She wiped her mouth with the bottom of her dirtied, frayed shirt. The collar was open against her perspiration-soaked chest, highlighted by the glaring sunlight that poured through the window. She reached up for the curtain above and pulled it downward to help ward off the light. The darkness, for now, was more comfortable. She needed to collect her idealized notion of perception.
What was happening to her? She glanced at the weather-beaten youth with tanned flesh and wild, unruly blond hair atop his head. He was shirtless beneath the gray jacket that lay open, and he lay slouched against the seat beside hers. He absently rolled a pendant that hung from his neck between his fingertips. His other hand rested on the butt of a revolver. The gun slept on his thigh, while the leather thong attached its lethal presence around his shoulder.
“Remington,” she named the gun. How did she know what it was? Did it belong to her? Would she know how to use it?
With sleepy, gray eyes, he looked her up and down. He seemed to wheeze, “Anyone ever tell you that you look like the outlaw? You know…Neasa Bannan? ’Scuse my language, ma’am, but she could make the Devil himself get down on his knees and pray. Don’t mind me, I’m just blabberin’. Figure it’s on account of this here train. Damn unstable. Never did like these rides. My pop used to always say…”
She stared at him while his mouth moved. Useless words tumbled lazily from his mouth as if he struggled against nausea. Dark shadows bordered the ridges of his slow, half-lidded eyes.
Her mouth opened. There were words she wanted to say, but she didn’t know how to say them. Questions. There were answers that should have already belonged to her with certainties that would identify her, isolate her soul and define it with purpose. She lacked them all. She opened her hands and looked at the multitude of uncountable lines that formed deep ridges within her palms.
No. She was…she was…
“…Damn nigger lovin’ Yanks sent that dog Pemberton running. I got to get home and tell Pa ’bout my brother. I’ll be damned if Pemberton’s goin’ to find me. He ain’t lookin.’ Call me a yella-belly if you want, but you might think different if you seen what I seen. Them Yanks got these guns that keep on firin’, and they got their general with them, that alcoholic sumbitch…forget his name. Pardon my language, ma’am. I ain’t much for manners. I s’pose, on account of it all, you know, the war. It ain’t no war, though. I thought a war might be like you get these good ol’ boys and the Yanks, you see, and we roll up our sleeves and decide what’s what…”
The boy continued to ramble. She looked down at her hands again. She could feel every bead of sweat against her spine. The back of her neck was cold and wet. She squeezed her eyelids shut and listened to the wheels roll across the tracks. She felt incredibly alone in the midst of a vivid dream. The dream belonged to her, yet she was deeply entrenched within its symbolic miasma of terror.
She didn’t know who she was.
“…I ain’t no thief, mind you. This here gun belongs to you. A nice piece. It’s the newest model, I reckon. My brother used to have a Colt, which reminds me of this one time where we was rustlin’ up these pigs…”
There were questions she could ask, but she would reveal her weaknesses. She sought within the recesses of her mind for some semblance of identity. What did she look like? Her brown hair was shoulder-length and wavy, her body was lithe; she was tall. Her legs stretched out beneath the seat in front of her. Was the seat empty? She sat up to survey her surroundings. The car was empty save for a single man who seemed to be sleeping a few seats ahead of them. She felt compelled to interrupt the youth’s long, tedious speech.
“Give me the gun if it’s not yours,” she stretched out her hand.
She was surprised when he lifted the leather thong over his shoulder and gently placed the gun in her open hand. “I ain’t no thief,” he repeated. “There’s work to be done back home. Ain’t no Yanks goin’ to take our property. I’ll see to it…”
“Shut up,” she asserted herself. It felt right. It felt…natural. “Where’s this train headed? I forgot.”
He shrugged. “Ma’am, I don’t rightly know. This locomotive is a hospital train, only it wasn’t fully loaded when it took off. There’s a supply car in the back, and a kitchen. Some wounded Yanks in the hospital car ahead. Course, I ain’t ’bout to give my own life for General Pemberton and his crew. I got to get back home.”
“Who else is with us? How many?”
“Well, we got the doctor sleepin’ a few seats yonder, and we got wounded Yanks up front, the conductor…but I ain’t rightly knowin’ how many are on this here train, ma’am. It took off before they finished loading it.”
“You’re a Confederate deserter,” she looking him up and down.
“Not exactly. See, I was lookin’ for a way out. I mean, I ain’t no coward or nothin’. No Yank is goin’ to call me no coward, ma’am. I done my own share of fighting on the hill ’fore they got my brother…see he got it right ’tween the eyes and…”
She shook her head and gripped the gun tightly. The weapon felt as if it belonged in her hand; it was comfortable between her fingers, but she felt incomplete. “Is there anything else? Powder and ball? Pre-loaded cylinders?”
He batted his eyelids for a moment before reaching down to his waist and unbuckling a belt from around his gray, dusty Confederate trousers. The belt hung heavily from his hand; the empty holster and a row of pre-loaded cylinders adorned the length of leather along with pouches full of powder and ball. She took it from him and buckled it around her own waist. He produced a second belt, this one complete with another Remington revolver in its holster and more loaded cylinders.
Why would she have two guns? Was she the woman he mentioned—the outlaw? Was she on the run from the law?
“What were you doing with my guns?” she leaned toward him. It was easy to assume power over him. He seemed to shrink further into his seat.
He brushed his hand through his blond hair and sat up. After clearing his throat ceremoniously, he said, “Well, uh… ma’am…”
A familiar, acrid smell rankled her nostrils. Flies buzzed aimlessly around the car. She looked over the seats at the sleeping figure, whose head bounced between shoulders while the train ambled on.
“That’s one of the doctors, I reckon,” the youth said. “He’s been asleep since we got on, same as you.”
Through her clenched jaw, she demanded, “How’d we get on this train?”
The tan youth cleared his throat. “The Yanks at the train depot weren’t lookin’ while I was sneaking around. This train was being loaded up, and I just figured on stowin’ aboard so I could hitch a ride back home. A man come to me and he helped me on the train. Said I had to keep my eye on you ’cause you’re special to him. I asted him if you was his daughter, but he just laughed, and he had this laugh that was like a pickaxe being scraped across a rock. I woulda done anything to stop him from laughing. He said I just had to wait for you to wake up, ma’am.”
“Who was he? What’d he look like?”
He shrugged. “Got these big spectacles. It might’ve been the light, but I could see this… there were metal pieces on his teeth. I don’t even know how the man could talk. He was taller ’n me, wasn’t much older, though. Couldn’t see much of him ’sides the metal on his teeth. The sun was in my eyes. Ain’t more’n a couple hours ago.”
“And what about him?” she waved the gun toward the other passenger. “How long has he been sleeping?”
“The whole time. Forgive my manners, ma’am, I got so much on my mind. From here to Vicksburg, all the fields and towns are burning, and there’s blood in the dirt. Making new flowers grow, I reckon. You can smell spring and musket powder when you’re out in those fields. Sometimes, when the cannon fire is far away, you can hear men screaming on the wind.” He shook his head as if shaking himself awake from a recurring dream. “My name’s Bill Carter. I’m from Georgia, born and raised.”
She understood that she was supposed to reply with her own name. Common courtesy was denied her, however. The man with the metal teeth was somehow connected to her. She could envision that metal-clad jaw moving up and down, the glare of light upon a wide pair of spectacles hiding a pair of maniacal eyes.
The train screeched along, and for a moment, she thought she could hear the lamentations of the wounded from the car ahead of them.
“What’d you say that woman’s name was?” she asked. “The outlaw.”
“Why, uh, Neasa Bannan. I say agin, you look like her, only I ain’t swearin’ to it. You seem pretty handy with that hand-cannon you got there. My brother used to be good with one of those. I remember he killed a nigger once in the swamp right behind…”
She quickly placed the barrel of the gun beneath Carter’s chin. “Say it again, I dare you.”
His eyes darted back and forth over his sun-browned cheeks. “Ma’am?”
That word infuriated her. She didn’t know why; she was just as surprised as he was by her smooth, fast movements. The word nigger was common enough, but its mention seemed to stoke an indignant flame to life within her belly. Why did she care so much?
The train shivered momentarily, while the sleeper in front of them swayed. A fly alighted on the back of his neck.
“What else do you know about this train?” she asked and pressed the gun against the bottom of his chin.
“Uh…”
“It’s cold, isn’t it? Death is just as cold.” Bravado seemed to come easily to her.
Men in the hospital car shouted and clamored. She couldn’t prevent her eyebrows from furrowing as a thick, green mist floated through the cracks along the door.
She removed the gun from Carter’s chin. They both rose to their feet as the mist speedily fogged their car. The shouts from the car in front of them grew louder and more desperate. Something thumped against the floor; a wild, tenacious animal seemed to be scratching against the door.
“Please! Let us out!” she could hear the muffled scream as the green mist rose through her own car.
Flies rapidly dropped out of the air; the tiny insects writhed on the floor with spasmodic wings until they finally died. The sunlight filtering in through the windows was afflicted with a sickly green glow.
The other passenger stood, his figure darkened by the swirling mist. He doubled-over and weakly slipped against the seats. A pair of eyeglasses slipped from his face as a coughing fit forced his hands around his throat. He clawed blindly at the protruding veins until he spat thick gobs of blood against the floor.
Carter glanced over his shoulder. “Supply car behind us. We should…”
“What?” she hissed. “Jump off? Hide? Go ahead and jump off a moving train. I’d like to watch an idiot like you break his damn neck.”
The passenger ripped at the flesh along his throat until gashes opened and fresh blood leaked out of the wounds. As the mist curled around the seats, the woman could taste the man’s death upon her lips. His struggle stained the air with a warm, metallic taint. She realized that it wasn’t the first time she’d tasted blood.
She licked her lips as the mist enveloped her.
Taking a deep breath, she waited as Carter’s entire body began to shake. A wet, dark stain appeared around the crotch of his pants.
The passenger suddenly leaped to his feet as if he were nothing more than a puppet controlled by a master with violent tendencies. He threw his head back and roared as the exposed skin on his hands melted away in a mess of gore that plopped onto the carpet and sizzled as if it’d been cooked over an open flame. The loose skin beneath his eyes liquefied and bled over his freshly pressed black suit. Clumps of hair joined scalp that bled from his face. The upright passenger stumbled forward and reached out with blood-red hands while skin and blood continued to rain upon the floor. Chunks of skin and hair slid out of pant legs, and a mouthful of teeth opened over a rolling tongue, which seemed to search the edges of its mouth for the lips that had disintegrated.
“We’re fine,” she placed her hands on Carter’s shoulders. “The mist isn’t doing anything to us. Get your act together.”
The rebel youth seemed to wither in her grasp. The passenger continued to walk down the aisle toward them, while beyond, in the hospital car, the frenzied scratching continued.
“Stop where you are!” she ordered, though she knew her words would have little effect. What was it? No man could continue to walk while his skin burned away, revealing wet, and bloody muscle tissue. His clothes sagged as the rest of his body collected into the folds of fabric, and the weight of human waste caused him to stagger..
She held the gun near her hip and cocked the hammer. Carter continued to shake, but both of them were unharmed by the mist. Why wasn’t she afraid? Her shirt clung to her body, but besides the heat, she was unscathed. Carter was paralyzed by the bleeding terror that approached them without pause.
Could she kill a man?
Wasn’t he already dead?
“Your last warning,” she announced.
When the creature continued to lumber forward, she said, “Well, so much for being nice.”
She fired two shots into its chest. The creature jerked, and then opened its mouth again to reveal the probing, flicking tongue as a waterfall of blood cascaded over the edge of its jaw.
Her aim had been true. Why was it still standing?
She fired once more into its stomach. The creature paused and looked down at the smoking hole. Her ears rang from the close-quarters gunfire.
It stretched out an open hand. Its fingers were inches away from her face.
Carter screamed and barreled into the shambling horror. The creature nearly lost its balance as the rebel delivered a hard right hook to its face. One gore-stained hand curled thin, skeletal fingers around Carter’s throat. With inhuman strength, it lifted him from the floor. Its free hand maliciously dug into his face and tore at those youthful cheekbones. As Carter cried out, the creature arched its fingers and poked its fingernails directly into his eyes. The pressure it applied to his eyes created pools of blood. Carter’s shrieks sounded like those of a tearful boy who’d skinned his knee and needed his mother.
The woman fired her fourth round into the back of Carter’s head; his agony subsequently ended with his life. “Don’t think I do favors very often,” she mumbled to herself and raised her gun again.
The creature turned its head; her shot grazed the side of its face. Its grip released Carter and it crumpled to the floor in a lifeless pile of Confederate clothing. Gun smoke collided with the mist and obscured the awful, malignant creature.
One more round.
“You’re quite the handsome fella,” she backed up against the supply car’s door. “Come a little closer so I can get a better look at you.”
She had to be close for her final shot. She’d missed once, and the waves of confidence that seemed to accompany a seemingly automatic, natural skill were dispelled. For only a moment, she’d felt invincible. Maybe she really was the outlaw that Carter mentioned. She wasn’t afraid, yet, she was convinced the monstrosity before her could be killed.
However, none of this was real, was it? When did people wake up and find themselves on a train without any connection to reality? Who could live without memory—without identity—and find themselves face-to-face with a nightmarish being that twitched and convulsed as it stepped over a dead man’s body? As soon as that thing held her within its foul arms, she would awaken. She would know her name, and the strange calm that cloaked her senses and shielded her from the all-encompassing fear would no longer be hers. She would awaken and find herself a normal woman with a normal life. The creature would have been nothing more than a subconscious metaphor for her human experience. Perhaps, her husband was some kind of tenacious alcoholic, or perhaps, he’d gone off to fight the Yankees or the rebels in the cataclysmic war that engulfed the country.
Maybe her husband was dead, and the creature was the war itself, a terrible threat to the entire world, as she understood it.
The gun’s grip was slick with sweat from her palm. The mist swirled around the bloody fiend—its black maw opened and its bulging eyes rested hungrily upon her. She took a deep breath. It reached for her. She took another deep breath. Her chest heaved. She had to remember the gun. She had to remember to shoot.
Blood oozed from between its teeth while it heaved; syrupy gore splashed over her face and neck. She was blinded, but there was no time to wipe the blood from her eyes and recover herself; she opened one eye, shoved the gun into its mouth, and pulled the trigger. The top of its skull expanded as shards of bone disconnected from the top of the hellish creature’s head. It immediately crumpled and lay at her feet. The barrel of her smoking gun was slick with blood. Immediately, she spat several times to get the taste of blood out of her mouth.
It was dead. Finally. She took another deep breath.
Her hands moved of their own volition; she ejected the empty cylinder and deftly removed a fresh one from her belt while returning the empty. Salty sweat burned her eyes and trickled over her nose.
The train screeched along the tracks and the gunslinger lost her balance and fell forward into one of the seats. She held on as horrified metal protested the train’s sudden desire to stop with a loud, ear-shattering scream. Something must have happened to the conductor. She could only guess what it was.
Her suspicion was confirmed as the door to the hospital car blasted open. Fleshless, bleeding, gore-soaked men with bright, white eyes clamored over one another through the cloud of sickly green mist. Mounds of melted flesh had collected along the floor as the blue-jacketed creatures toppled out of the car and piled atop each other.
She could feel her stomach betray her. It growled and churned as burning bile collected in the back of her throat. Pitching forward, she heaved and expelled whatever food she’d eaten before succumbing to the nightmare realm. How vivid was such a nightmare—how powerful was her imagination to conjure such dreadful, impossible creatures? Would her surrender into their lustful hands finally exile her from this sanity-crushing netherworld? She could feel every sensation; she could taste the sour chunks of food that were lodged between her teeth. Strands of hair stuck to her forehead, and she struggled for her balance as the tracks beneath the train complained with a long groan. She spat and steadied herself against a seat with the gun gripped tightly between her cold fingers.
Surrender? No. It wasn’t an option. If reality had spiraled into an unnamable hell, then she would resist the demonic creatures with every last ounce of strength. Dream or reality, it made no difference. Though she was unsure about her identity, she was certain that no fiber of her being was willing to give up.
Among that twisted menagerie of greedy hands, were a finite number of creatures. She counted them; five. The Remington in her fist was fully loaded.
The train groaned and crawled to a final stop. The former Union soldiers scrambled over one another to reach the woman who held a gun at her hip. They were in various states of disrepair; some of them already had their arms or legs severed. Those victims of the horrific war’s battle-machinery had been homeward bound, their sacrifice earning them a reprieve from the conflict that tore the country in two.
She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand and cocked the hammer back.
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