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 CHAPTER ONE 
 
      
 
      
 
    Evil is all around us, Madison. Just because it isn’t visible on the outside doesn’t mean it isn’t there. Sometimes, we have to look past the façade to truly see what’s lurking below the surface. Keep your guard up, and always remain vigilant, my sweet girl.  
 
    My father’s mantra. A man that always kept his guard up, regardless of who he was dealing with. For William Price, steadfastness was the most sacred possession a man could own. Without it, he was nothing more than a sheep.  
 
    From an early age, he drilled this bit of wisdom into my brain. “Don’t be a sheep, Madison. Be the wolf,” he’d say. Probably why it’s so ingrained into my psyche to this day. Even though he has passed, his words breathe truer now than ever. There are infinitely more sheep trotting about in this world now, oblivious to the fact that they’re being led to the slaughter. I love you, Pop. 
 
    My eyes begin to glaze over from days gone by as I stare at a picture of my father and me. One of the few I have. It was taken in Hawaii almost two years ago. His smile was genuine. Not fake like he did on most occasions. 
 
    Lightning crackles to my right, illuminating the dark swollen clouds we’re flying through. It rips me from my thoughts. I lean to my right, and glance out of the small, round window. I search for sunlight, but find none within the ghastly, gray hue that has blanketed the sky. 
 
    Thunder rumbles. The private jet rattles and acts as if it wants to fall apart. My hands white knuckle the armrest. I’ve never been a big fan of flying. Especially in crummy weather. 
 
    The jet’s stewardess stops beside me. “Ms. Price, can I get you anything?” She smiles at me with her arms tucked behind her back. Her blonde hair is pulled back into a ponytail, and her makeup still looks pristine, even at this ungodly hour.  
 
    I grimace as the plane jostles about again. “A smoother ride would be nice.” 
 
    She continues smiling and nods. “The captain has informed me that we should be passing through the worst of the storm shortly. Can I get you another coffee or something more to eat?” 
 
    “No, thank you. I’m good.” I glance out the window, then back to her. “How much longer until we land?” 
 
    She removes the empty plate and cold coffee mug from the table in front of me. “I believe we still have roughly four hours to go.” 
 
    My body deflates.  
 
    “Please let me know if you need anything else, Ms. Price.” 
 
    I nod. 
 
    She walks past me as thunder continues to torment the ether just outside the plane. I need a distraction to ease my mind. My body is tired and spent, both physically and emotionally.  
 
    The last thing I wanted to do right now was to come out on another assignment, but Vincent did a good job of convincing me to think otherwise. 
 
    Vincent Reigns, CEO of Beacon Intl, is a long-time colleague of my father’s. My father helped Vincent on some past projects, providing insight and analysis for him. One of Vincent’s main passions, aside from his numerous business ventures, is history.  
 
    He is obsessed. He actually takes a large portion from his company, the Beacon’s, main holdings to fund expeditions all over the world. When he catches wind of a possible archeological find, he jumps on it. He spends money like there’s no possible way he’ll run out of it.  
 
    When he called me about his latest find, he did just that. Dollar signs clung to the air as I listened to him speak. Figures rolled from his tongue like water from a faucet. Mind you, I’m not hurting for money. I’m too frugal to ever lose what I have.  
 
    But bribing me with an enormous amount of money wasn’t Vincent’s angle. He took a different approach. 
 
    History. 
 
    Much like him, I am captivated by it. Probably why I ended up as a freelance archeologist and consultant. A tomb raider even. I have seen and been a part of many amazing expeditions. Unearthed finds that have given us so much more insight into the past. But this latest find was something I haven’t been a part of, yet. 
 
    My hands relax, allowing the blood to fill in the white splotches on the tops of them. I reach down to my satchel on my left, and sift through the contents inside, retrieving a manila folder. I sit up straight and open it. 
 
    Inside are photos and other documents of Vincent’s current project—an ice man that is perfectly preserved.  
 
    He has already excavated the body and taken it to one of his research centers nearby in the frozen land. Although initial reports have shown promising data, Vincent is a thorough man. Much how he valued my fathers’ input, he now looks to me for that same insight.  
 
    My involvement is simple. Once onsite, evaluate the find and determine its legitimacy. 
 
    I am excited by the notion, but to be candid, I always reserve any judgment until I have given the evidence and subject its proper due. Regardless of how much it teases me so. 
 
    For Vincent, it is much the same. A find that would surely be remarkable. And lucrative. Even with his lust for history, his lust for wealth is not far behind. 
 
    I yawn and stretch my arms. The weather seems to have calmed down. Brief flashes of lightning flicker off in the blackness of night, but nothing more than that. 
 
    I pull the cover down over the window, and sink into the rich brown leather chair. Its heated warmth cradles me like a lover. I lace my arms across my chest and close my eyes.  
 
    My father enters my thoughts as I drift in and out of consciousness. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWO 
 
      
 
      
 
    An endless sea of the past and present collide in my head. Despite the soothing comfort of the plush chair I’m in, I can’t stay the thoughts bombarding my mind.  
 
    My father’s passing. 
 
    The storm we have passed through. 
 
    And finally, the find of the century.  
 
    It’s all too much for me to brush to the side. My brain keeps processing while I try to dial it down.  
 
    Fine. The rampant thoughts stewing on the meaty parts of my intellect have won. 
 
    I sit up and stretch. My fingers reach for the ceiling as I groan. I rub my eyes with the heel of my hands, clearing the haze from my vision. 
 
    Through the window, the sun’s strident rays shine on the seat across from me. I reach over and lift up the window cover. My eyes take in the cloudless, clear blue sky. A smile breaks across my face.  
 
    Below, and just to the left of the jet’s wing, I spot my home for the next week or so—a frozen white wasteland as far as the eye can see. Void of any structures or civilization, the desolate, snow-covered land sends a shiver slithering up my spine. 
 
    “Ms. Price, we’ll be landing in roughly an hour. Mr. Reigns has your gear and attire prepared for you in the aft portion of the plane. You are free to change now if you’d like to do so.” 
 
    The stewardess holds out her arm, and directs my attention to the rear of the plane. 
 
    “Thank you. Could I possibly bother you for a cup of coffee? I didn’t get much sleep, and I need to wake up.” 
 
    She smiles and nods. “Of course, Ms. Price. Would you like any creamer this time?” 
 
    “Black is fine, with a bit of sugar.” 
 
    “I’ll prepare a fresh pot while you’re getting changed,” she responds. 
 
    She walks toward the cockpit. I unlatch my safety belt and stand up. My legs are sore from being stagnant for so long. I run my hands up and down my thighs, trying to get the blood circulating once more. 
 
    I stumble back to the overly large facilities where my winter attire awaits. Vincent was more than ready to have me on this expedition of his. He has provided all of the clothing and gear that I need in this chilled rigid weather.  
 
    I strip down to my unmentionables, and skim over the garments Vincent has provided. Each piece of raiment is bulky and overly sized. Plain in its visual appeal, the drab garment at least appears to be insulated well enough. Hopefully, it should keep the bite of the bitter cold from getting to me. 
 
    Layer by layer, I load down with the thermal vestments. There are no rags or cheaply made garments here. Every piece works perfectly with the others.  
 
    I take my clothes and load them into the black duffle that is sitting in the corner before checking myself in the mirror. My eyes are slightly puffy with a black and blue hue resting under both. I turn on the water and splash the cold liquid against my face, trying to erase the sleepiness. 
 
    The overhead speaker crackles. 
 
    “This is the captain. We will begin our final approach shortly. Please make sure that you are seated and secured.” 
 
    I dab my face with a lavender colored towel, then retrieve the duffle from the floor and exit the lavatory. The stewardess approaches me. 
 
    “Ms. Price, I have your coffee on the table for you. Can I get you anything else?”  
 
    “No. That will be all. Thank you.” 
 
    She walks past me. 
 
    I make for my seat and sit down. I stow the duffle bag under the table. The smell of the freshly made brew brings a warm smile to my face. I carefully grip the mug and softly blow over the black caffeine enriched java as my eyes cut to the right. 
 
    The ground is closer now. The detail of the snow and glaciers are more defined. I take a sip of the coffee as my eyes continue to soak in the splendor of the vast openness of the inhospitable lands. Although I am not so big on extremely cold environments, I must admit, this is quite breathtaking. 
 
    I polish off the potent brew as the plane finally lands. The tires squeal as rubber meets the tarmac. The plane jostles a bit. My hands instinctively grip the armrest.  
 
    The engines thrum as my ears pop and adjust from the change in altitude. I expel a sigh of relief, thankful that we have finally landed on solid ground.  
 
    The plane travels for a few more moments before coming to a complete stop. I gather up the documents on the table, and slip them back into the manila folder. I place the file into my satchel, and undo my safety belt. 
 
    “Ms. Price. There is a car waiting to take you to the research center. Is there anything else that I may be of assistance with today?” she inquires. 
 
    “Not that I can think of,” I respond. 
 
    She smiles and nods. “Very well. I hope you enjoyed your flight with us. Take care and have a good rest of your day.” 
 
    I smile back. “Thank you. Same to you.” 
 
    I retrieve the duffle and satchel from the floor and move to the front of the plane. The door has been retracted. The captain and first officer greet me with a smile and a simple nod. I respond in kind. 
 
    Cold air brushes against my face as I step out of the plane. An instant shiver comes over me. I grab the hood to the parka I’m wearing, and pull it up over my head before continuing down the steps.  
 
    The wind beats against me like a thousand fists. Snow blows across the pavement in a manic nature. Directly in front of me is a black Land Rover. A man, dressed in similar fashion to me, rushes up to meet me. 
 
    “Ms. Price. Welcome to Siberia.” 
 
    “Thanks. How far is it to the research center?” I respond. 
 
    “It’s about an hour drive. The terrain is a bit rough. We’ll be there before you know it, though.” He reaches out his glove-covered hands toward my duffle. “Let me stow that for you in the back.” 
 
    I hand the bag to him. He heads to the back of the SUV and pops open the rear latch. I make for the back seat of the driver’s side and hop in.  
 
    The interior is warm and comforting. I place the satchel in the seat next to me and lower the hood back down. The rear hatch closes with a dull thud as he comes around to the driver’s side. He slips inside and fastens his seatbelt.  
 
    We take off, leaving the runway in our wake. I settle in and watch the snow-covered buildings as we leave the small airport. The view from up high was amazing, but being on the ground is something else. I’ve never been in an environment where I felt as though I had been transported to another world.  
 
    I watch the bleakness of the stark land pass by, and think of the ice man that has been freed from his frozen grave. Skimming over the initial photos and reports does have me a bit thrilled, but yet, cautious.  
 
    As much as I want this to be true, I’m trying to remain objective. I’ve found in this line of work, and life in general, it’s best to be skeptical when evaluating any situation. Let the evidence present itself, and be reasonable with your conclusions.  
 
    Try to debunk it if you can. If all checks out, then great. Either way, you’ll get your answer.


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER THREE 
 
      
 
      
 
    Much like a caged animal, I yearn to be set free. All of the sitting is the one thing about traveling that I do not like. Although I’m spent, and in need of rest, I would still rather be up and moving about. Fortunately, we are nearing our final destination. 
 
    The Land Rover crunches over the icy surface. The uneven road sends the bulky vehicle from side to side as we crest an inclined snow bank. I brace myself against the driver’s seat. Both hands grip the warm leather as the research center comes into view.  
 
    I’m not sure what I was expecting to see, but find the setup that Vincent has in place extensive. Roughly the size of a football field, the frozen land has been cleared away and smoothed out. Massive mounds of snow create a barrier around the perimeter. 
 
    I can see rows of dark, gray prefabricated buildings—boxy steel and concrete made modules that are connected to one another by adjoining enclosed walkways. They’re lined up on a grid of snow and ice. 
 
    Satellites and antennas are on top of the roofs. Immense generators are attached to the sides of the buildings. Oddly enough, I notice armed men outfitted in white parkas and pants standing guard throughout the area. 
 
    The Land Rover comes to a halt in front of one of the buildings. The driver hops out and opens my door, then moves to the back of the SUV and opens the rear hatch.  
 
    I retrieve my satchel, and step out onto the icy plain. He hands me my duffle, and offers a jovial smile as he shuts my door. He slips back into the comfort of the vehicle as a tall, slender Hispanic woman emerges from the building. 
 
    She offers a half smile, that looks to be forced more than anything. Her posture seems rigid, with her hands clasped behind her back. I’m unsure what’s colder, the weather, or her personality.  
 
    I try not to indulge my intuition, though, considering I haven’t even met her. Afterall, everyone deserves the benefit of the doubt.    
 
    “Ms. Price, welcome to the Arctic Research and Development Center.” 
 
    Dressed in a black sweater, with a white lab coat draped over top, and thick, black parka pants, she extends out her hand as she walks up to greet me. 
 
    “Please, call me Madison.” I shake her hand. “All these formal greetings are starting to make me feel old.” 
 
    She chuckles. 
 
    “Of course. I’m Nora Sanchez, the lead scientist here at the center. We are thrilled to have you on the team.” 
 
    I shiver. My lips tremble from the chilly weather bombarding my face. The wind tries to exploit any openings in my garb. I can feel the breeze sneaking in past the zippers, and the thick brown material from the gloves’ openings. “Let’s go inside and get out of this dreadful weather.” 
 
    Nora leads the way.  
 
    My eyes cut to the armed men on either side of the door. Their faces are stern and rigid. They offer no such greeting or warm welcome as they peer at me furtively. 
 
    “What’s up with all the security?” I inquire. 
 
    “Oh, they’re just here to appease Vincent.” Nora dismisses the question with a wave of her hand. “They’re a part of a private security firm that Vincent does business with. He can be a bit overly suspicious at times. Since we’ve been onsite with the subject, he wanted the additional security. Just to be safe.” 
 
    Bewildered, I tilt my head slightly. “Safe from what, exactly?” 
 
    “His own delusions.” Nora chuckles. “If you haven’t noticed, we’re in the middle of nowhere. He has a deal with the Russian government to be here, so there shouldn’t be any sort of issues with them interfering, or anyone else for that matter. I tried to tell him it was a waste of money to have them here, but he insisted. It’s his money, and if he wants to waste it, then so be it.” 
 
    We walk along the winding hallway. The sound of our footsteps plays off the black speckled linoleum. The walls are a dull antiseptic white with labs that are mixed in every five feet or so. 
 
    Nora pauses and turns toward me. “This is the main hub where the research takes place. The entire complex is connected together by adjoining hallways. Living quarters, showers, cafeteria, and storage are on the far side. Medical, research, and communications are on this side.” 
 
    “Was this solely set up for the subject?” I ask. 
 
    “No. Vincent had this built sometime back. We’ve had a few other finds that have come through that didn’t pan out. This is the first that is looking promising,” Nora responds. “Would you like me to show you to your quarters?” 
 
    “Actually, I’d like to see the subject first, if that is ok?” 
 
    Nora nods. “Of course. We are currently running some tests on him, so we’ll have to view him from the observation deck. The tests shouldn’t take too long. You should be able to see him later today.” 
 
    “That will be fine.”  
 
    “Perfect. We can have your bags taken to your room while I show you.” 
 
    Nora motions to one of the lab techs standing close by. I remove the satchel from my shoulder, and hand both bags to the tech. 
 
    “Please. Follow me.” Nora continues on the guided tour of the facility, pointing out and explaining what each section of the facility is currently handling. 
 
    We pass by medical, row after row of sterile white-sheeted beds going toward the back. At the end of the ward is a lone patient.  
 
    Separated from the rest of the room, and encased in a thick heavy plastic barrier, is a sickly-looking woman. I pause, and walk over to the glass barrier to examine her closer. 
 
    I can only see a small portion of her flush and sweaty face through the narrow opening. She lays motionless on the steel gray bed. Her eyes are closed and mouth slightly open.  
 
    “What’s wrong with her?” I inquire. 
 
    Nora comes up beside me. “At the moment, we are not sure. She fell ill a few days ago. We felt it prudent to keep her isolated until we have learned more.” 
 
    The woman’s lips move as though she’s trying to speak. Her eyes are slightly open, revealing her bloodshot sclerae. Her gaze cuts through the narrow slit of the plastic barrier, and right at me. 
 
    I glance at Nora. “Is she going to be ok?” 
 
    Her gaze looms in the patient’s direction before responding with a monotone voice. “Dr. Stevens is as tough as they come. We are confident that she’ll make a full recovery.” 
 
    Nora’s less than convincing cannon fodder does little to convince me of Dr. Stevens’s potential for recovery. A part of me is anxious at the thought of someone falling so ill in the middle of this frozen wasteland. What if it spreads?  
 
    I try to stay the apprehension creeping up my body as Nora offers me a fake comforting smile.  
 
    She softly places her hand on my shoulder. “No need to worry, Madison. We have the best medical staff and scientific minds right here. She’s in good hands. Shall we? I imagine you are anxious to see our guest.” 
 
    I nod. 
 
    We leave the window of the medical ward and continue on. Nora educates me on what they have found thus far that wasn’t included in my file. I listen with an attentive ear as I examine each lab we pass by. The lights are shut off, cloaking the various technical equipment in a shroud of shadows from the hallway’s lights. Only the glow from the machines’ lights are visible. 
 
    Nora stops and turns to a door on her right. She places her palm flat against a square device to the right of the door. 
 
    “Where is everyone?” I ask. “A large portion of the labs are vacant.” 
 
    “We are currently running on a skeleton crew. Bare bones,” Nora retorts. An illuminated, blue light scans her hand from the top down. The locking bolts of the hefty door retract obediently, followed by the low hiss of expelled air. “Vincent wanted to keep this as low key as possible. So, there aren’t too many of us here.” 
 
    Nora pulls open the door and walks in. I follow close behind. We pass through another doorway, and hook a left into what appears to be an observation deck. It’s elevated above the space below where the subject is being kept. 
 
    Medical and other technical equipment take space along the periphery of the walls. Cabling runs along the floor, from the various machines, to a large cylinder looking contraption in the center of the room.  
 
    I pull the door closed behind us as Nora turns toward me and says, “This is Tak. The chamber he has been placed in is temperature controlled to preserve his body. On either side of the unit are sliding access points for us to be able to reach in and examine him closer.” 
 
    Remarkable is the first word that materializes in my mind. Astonished, I step toward the plexiglass window. Like a kid at Christmas, I examine Tak with eyes wide open. 
 
    He’s laying flat on his back. Wiry, thick brown hair blankets the majority of his muscular, wet body. Chunks of ice cling to the damp hairs as the scientists continue their work. 
 
    His face is huge, with an enormous nose, and the front part of his face pulled forward. Around the cheeks, the skull curves outward rather than being hollowed out. 
 
    His forehead is also much flatter. Above his eyes are a pronounced double arch of the brow-ridge that hangs over the rest of his face. 
 
    I’ve seen numerous digital mockups and renderings of various Neanderthals over the years. All of this is second nature to me, but seeing this perfectly preserved man from a long-lost era, in the flesh, is almost surreal.    
 
    “We know Vincent wanted you here to authenticate the find, even though we are extremely confident in our ability to do so.” Nora seems a bit perturbed by my presence. Her tone a bit standoffish now. My initial assessment of her was pretty spot on. At least I gave her the chance to prove me wrong.  
 
    I glance at Nora, who offers me a curt smile. The last thing I want is to give the impression of stepping on anyone’s toes. So, I keep my rebuttal short and to the point.  
 
    “I have no doubt that you and your team will be able to do so. I am just here to assist in any way that I can.” 
 
    Nora’s eyes cut downward to her watch, then back up to me. “I imagine you would like to get some rest. I know the flight can be brutal.” 
 
    “That is true. I could rest my eyes for a bit,” I reply.  
 
    “I’ll show you to your quarters. We’ll reconvene after they’ve finished with Tak. Shall we?” Nora holds out her arm, allowing me to take the lead out of the observation deck. We exit the lab, and head back the way we came.  
 
    We continue on through the remainder of the facility, passing through the other sections of the center before reaching the sleeping quarters for the base’s crew. My dwelling is at the far end. Room 3B. 
 
    “I’ll notify you once we are able to gain entry to examine Tak closer. Shouldn’t be too long. Get some rest and we’ll speak soon. If you need any additional blankets or toiletries, we have them in the storage room just down the hall. There isn’t much currently in there, as we’re waiting to be restocked with more supplies.” Nora offers another smile before excusing herself. 
 
    I enter my quarters and turn on the light. The lamp against the far wall springs to life, dimly lighting up the small, compact space.  
 
    The furnishings are adequate and plain, boasting nothing more than a twin-size mattress, slightly elevated off the ground, with a night stand off to the side.  
 
    To my left is a gun-metal gray desk with a brown top that is slightly worn. A video conferencing phone is stationed toward the right corner. A black desk lamp is clamped to the desk’s left edge. A small, black task chair completes the arrangement. 
 
    My duffle bag and satchel are resting on the floor in front of the desk. I shut the door and remove my parka.  
 
    It’s warm, but not overly hot. I sling the bulky jacket over the chair’s backrest and plop down on the bed. I don’t bother changing. My body just wants to rest. 
 
    I bring my legs up, and lay flat on my back. The mattress has little to no padding. The springs poke and prod my spine. I shift my weight slightly to gain some comfort. It does little to no good. Oh well. It’s better than trying to sleep in a chair or moving car. 
 
    My arm falls across my face as I exhale a spent breath. I don’t even bother with turning off the light. Although my mind is still contemplating what’s to come, I fall fast asleep. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FOUR 
 
      
 
      
 
    A few solid hours of sound sleep can make a world of difference.  
 
    Despite the wafer-thin mattress’s attempt to steal my slumber, my spent body prevailed. The bed did manage to place a knot in my lower back, but it was worth the tradeoff, I think. I want my mind clear and rested for Tak.  
 
    After all, Vincent didn’t fly me around the world for a half-assed assessment. Speaking of, I need to check in with him. 
 
    The video phone rings, the screen flashing and coming online. I get to my feet, pull the chair out from the desk, and plop down on the razor thin seat. Guess I found an area where Vincent does skimp on the luxuries. 
 
    Nora appears on the screen as I try to gain some comfort. 
 
    “I trust you slept well, Madison.” 
 
    “I’m rested. I’ve been up for a few minutes now,” I respond. 
 
    “Good to hear. If you’re ready, we can examine Tak now. They have removed the remaining ice from him,” Nora informs. 
 
    “Perfect.” I check the time on my watch. “I can meet you in the lab in say, twenty minutes?” 
 
    Nora nods and smiles.  
 
    The screen turns off. 
 
    I punch in Vincent’s number, and press the call button. Sending flashes on the light blue screen as the phone tries to connect. I glance back down at my watch again, wondering what time it is in New York. I’m still off from the time change. 
 
    The phone clicks, and connects the call, but the screen remains its light blue hue. “Madison! It’s good to hear from you.” 
 
    I don’t recall ever speaking with Vincent, and him not sounding as though he’s on cloud nine.  
 
    I glance over the controls on the unit’s base, trying to decipher what the issue may be. “It appears we are having some connectivity issues. I’m not sure if you can see me, but I can’t see you.” 
 
    “I can’t see you either. It’s probably just a connection issue. Happens more than I’d like, given the region and all you are in,” Vincent responds. “How are things going so far? I’m looking forward to hearing your thoughts on our find.” 
 
    “I’m actually getting ready to examine Tak with Nora here shortly,” I answer. 
 
    “Excellent. Nora is one of my top scientists there. I’m confident that between the two of you, we’ll be able to verify and validate Tak.” 
 
    “Yeah. She seems as though she isn’t too thrilled to have me here,” I mention. 
 
    “Did she say something to you?” Vincent inquires. 
 
    “Not directly, but she comes across as though she is not pleased with my presence,” I respond. 
 
    “Much like you, she is a strong, smart, confident woman,” Vincent says.  
 
    No need to continue flattering me. I’m already here.  
 
    “She did mention that her team could handle the verification process, but I insisted. If you run into any issues, please let me know.” 
 
    “I will, but I don’t think that will be necessary,” I retort.  
 
    “I imagine it won’t be.” 
 
    Static overcomes Vincent’s voice before the line falls silent. The screen goes blank, and back to its dark gray hue. That’s comforting. 
 
    I stand up from the uncomfortable chair and make for the door.  
 
    Making my way to the lab to meet up with Nora, the eerie silence of the complex plays on my nerves. My eyes shift from left to right at the darkened labs. My arms fold across my chest as the ether of each space bleeds over to the next. It feels as though I’m on another planet, completely cut off from civilization. Extremely unsettling.  
 
    The medical ward is still vacant except for Dr. Stevens who still remains quarantined. Curiosity gets the better of me. I stop. 
 
    Through the clear plastic barrier that encompasses the ill patient, I can see a doctor standing next to the bed. I hone my gaze through the narrow opening, and find Dr. Stevens looking right at me.  
 
    Her wrists are bound to the steel frame of the bed she is confined to. Her right palm is bandaged, wrapped in white gauze. She tugs and pulls against the restraints as she stares at me with her wide, bloodshot eyes. She moves her mouth in such a way that I can’t tell if she’s speaking or growling.  
 
    Becoming more irritated and, dare I say, vicious, Dr. Stevens arches her back off the bed. She leans toward the doctor, but I can’t make out what she is doing. The plastic has distorted her movements.  
 
    It appears as though she is trying to... bite him? 
 
    “Did you get lost?”  
 
    Startled, I flinch.  
 
    Nora stands off to my left.  
 
    “Oh gosh, you scared me.” I was too consumed by the disturbing imagery unfolding before me to hear or see Nora approach.   
 
    Nora stares at me with a bewildered gaze before she looks inside the medical ward. “Her condition is deteriorating much faster than anyone had anticipated. We had to restrain her to keep her from hurting herself or any of the staff. She hurt her hand in the process. We are still trying to pinpoint the exact cause of her ailment, but have been unsuccessful thus far.” 
 
    Two other doctors rush toward Dr. Stevens with surgical masks covering their noses and mouths. They throw open the plastic barrier and struggle to restrain her. She bites at the men with an intense rage brimming in her flush, red face. 
 
    Nora places her hand on my shoulder. “We really need to go, Madison. We have a schedule.” 
 
    “Yeah. Ok.” 
 
    We leave the medical ward just as they plunge a needle into Dr. Stevens’s right arm. 
 
    In all my travels around the globe, I can’t recall a time that I’ve witnessed such manic behavior. A truly scary notion. 
 
    We enter the lab where Tak is being kept, and bypass the observation deck. Nora leads me to a room full of medical scrubs and other garments. She thumbs through the numerous suits before retrieving one from the hanger. “Put this on. It’s required before entering.” 
 
    I take the stark white hood coverall from Nora and start to slip it on. She takes another from the rack and follows suit.  
 
    I put my hair up into a ponytail, zip up the front part of the suit, and pull the elastic hood over my head, leaving my face exposed. 
 
    Nora hands me a surgical mask and motions for me to follow her. I put it on, and secure it over my nose and mouth as we walk toward the lab. She provides her authorization by placing her hand on the scanner on the wall. The door opens. 
 
    My heart pumps with excitement as we enter the space. Nora walks to the far side of the chamber Tak is in, and checks the system’s gauges. 
 
    “Everything ok?” I ask. 
 
    Nora nods. “Yes. Just making sure the system is operating as it should be. Anytime a different party enters the lab, it is required that we check the chamber’s controls for any abnormalities. It’s standard operating protocol.” 
 
    My eyes divert from Nora and down to Tak. I lean in closer to the glass.  
 
    “Amazing, isn’t it?” Nora slips her hands into a pair of dark gray rubber gloves that are attached to the chamber’s interior. “Our initial test shows there has been little to no decay. All organs and tissue appear to be fully intact.” 
 
    I make eye contact with Nora and point at the rubber gloves before me. 
 
    “May I?” 
 
    She nods. 
 
    I place my hands and forearms into the thick rubber material. I reach up to his face and gingerly grip his chin. My eyes soak in every detail as my brain catalogs every strand of hair and facial feature. 
 
    “Is this being recorded?” I ask. 
 
    “Yes. We have cameras mounted in the corners of the chamber, as well as around the lab,” Nora responds. 
 
    I continue on with my initial assessment.  
 
    “Homo neanderthalensis. Male. Roughly five feet tall. Weight, approximately 165 lbs.” I tilt his head slightly to the right. “Subject appears to have suffered some sort of contusion to his right temple.” 
 
    Nora points to some large scars that run at an angle from the upper right of his chest down to his lower right abdomen.  
 
    “Could these be from an animal?” 
 
    I gently run my fingers over the scarred tissue. 
 
    “It is possible. Neanderthals were skilled hunters. They generally hunted large prey like mammoths and bison at close range. They’d use thrusting spears to take them down. Thus, why they had the stocky physique.” 
 
    “So, you think Tak is a Neanderthal, then?” Nora poises. 
 
    “From the looks of him and such, I’d say yes. Of course, though, additional testing will confirm this. Plus, we will be able to narrow what timeframe he lived through,” I remark. “Neanderthals lived between 130,000 and 40,000 years ago. The species had evolved over that period.” 
 
    “Wow. That’s pretty interesting,” Nora responds as she raises her brows. “Our first initial speculations were cave man. Some did say Neanderthal while others said Cro-Magnon man.” 
 
    “They were a fascinating part of our history. One interesting theory is that they practiced cannibalism and ritual defleshing.” 
 
    Nora cringes, her face contorting in such a manner you’d think she smelt something foul. “Cannibalism and defleshing? Sounds gross and barbaric if you ask me?” 
 
    I nod in agreement.  
 
    “Defleshing, or excarnation, refers to the practice of removing the flesh and organs of the dead before burial, leaving only the bones. Defleshing may be precipitated through natural means, involving leaving a body exposed for animals to scavenge, or it may be purposefully undertaken by butchering the corpse by hand.” 
 
    Nora cringes and takes a big gulp. Her eyes, and disgusted expression, land upon Tak. 
 
    Thump... thump... thump. 
 
    The deep, forceful pounding on the observation deck’s glass rattles us. We shudder as Nora mutters some choice words. She glances up. 
 
    “Yes!” Nora’s eyes narrow, and she tilts her head slightly to the right as if she is straining to listen. Her mouth moves through the mask, but no words are spoken. She removes her hands from the rubber gloves and walks around the chamber. 
 
    Intrigued, I do the same and turnabout. I look up to the observation deck. There’s a frantic man dressed in a white lab coat waving his arms. His words are muffled, but the terror painted on his face conveys his message. He points to the room that we changed in, then disappears. 
 
    Befuddled, I glance over to Nora who is just as confused. 
 
    “What was that all about?” I inquire. 
 
    “Not sure.” Nora heads for the room with the medical garments and supplies. She opens the door to the manic doctor.  
 
    His breathing is labored, sweat rushing down from the top of his scalp as he glances over his shoulder. 
 
    Nora lowers her mask and grabs him by the arms. She shakes him, trying to hone his attention. “Scott, what is it?” 
 
    Shaken, he replies, “There’s been an incident in the medical ward.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FIVE 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What sort of incident?” Nora sternly inquires. He doesn’t respond at first. “Scott, what happened in the medical ward?” 
 
    “Dr. Stevens. She attacked Dr. Johnson! Bit him on the forearm. She took a good chunk of flesh off.” Scott shudders and gazes at us with a worried look.  
 
    I remove the surgical mask, and pull back the white hood of the coveralls I am wearing. 
 
    Nora’s eyes fall to the floor as Scott glances at me.  
 
    I gulp. “How did she bite him? I thought they subdued her? I saw them giving her a shot or something.” 
 
    Scott’s voice trembles with fear, terror thick on his face. “We did. Gave her a general sedative that should have calmed her down. It momentarily did. Dr. Johnson was adjusting the restraints on her wrist when she woke up and attacked him.” 
 
    Concerned, Nora glances back up. “Where is Dr. Stevens now?” 
 
    Scott recoils. “Gone.” 
 
    “Gone!” Nora snaps. It sounds like a hoarse growl. “How is she gone? We’re surrounded by subzero temperatures and snow in Siberia.” 
 
    “After we pulled her off Dr. Johnson, she got free from us, and ran out of the medical ward,” Scott says. “It was like she was a wild animal or something. We tried to speak to her, and calm her down, but it was like mentally, she wasn’t there anymore.” 
 
    Nora retorted with a heavy sigh. “Is anyone looking for Dr. Stevens now?” 
 
    “Yes. The security team is trying to locate her as we speak,” Scott replies. “We didn’t want to raise any alarms until you were informed first. That’s why I rushed right over to tell you.” 
 
    I scoff. “Seems like a perfect time to inform everyone that there is a crazy person loose, who is apparently trying to bite people.” 
 
    Nora shakes her head in disbelief. She pulls back the hood to her coveralls and removes them. I follow suit. We dump them in the medical disposable bin in the far corner of the room before coming back to Scott. 
 
    “Take me to Dr. Johnson, now,” Nora flatly orders. 
 
    We trail Scott out of the lab and make for the medical ward, our pace quick, our nerves on edge from the rattling events retold.  
 
    My eyes cut from left to right at the workspaces we walk past. There is no sign of anything wrong. The lab techs and or base personnel continue with their daily duties. Perhaps, for now, that is for the best. 
 
    Scott opens the door for Nora, who storms into the medical ward like a woman on a mission. He still has a naked fear lingering in his eyes, and every sound causes him to tremble as I walk by. 
 
    I feel out of my depth with what’s transpiring. My anxiety wants to burst from every pore in my body, but I maintain—more so for my own sake than anyone else’s.  
 
    Nora approaches a man resting in one of the beds. His right forearm is being examined by one of the other doctors as he glances up. “Dr. Johnson, how are you feeling?”  
 
    “I’ve been better.” He winces, grinding his teeth against one another as the wound is dabbed with a damp cloth. He reaches for the mangled flesh, but refrains from touching the irritated exposed tissue. 
 
    I grimace at the grisly site, and divert my eyes. 
 
    “Why did Dr. Stevens attack you?” Nora asks. 
 
    He shrugs. “No clue. After administering the sedative, she calmed down. She was still restless, but otherwise stable. She had been tugging at the restraints with her wrists and loosened them some. I went to tighten them back down and she attacked. Caught me off guard.” 
 
    Dr. Johnson pushes the doctor’s hand away from the wound. “That will do. Just wrap it up and give me a shot of antibiotics. I’ll be fine.” 
 
    “I want you to stay here for observation. Have some tests run to make sure there is no infection,” Nora says. 
 
    “There is no need for that. I’m fine, really. I’ll take some pain meds, and sleep it off in my quarters.” 
 
    Nora places a restraining hand on his left shoulder. Dr. Johnson narrows his gaze in her direction, apparently annoyed by the contact. 
 
    “Dan, I insist.” 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    “I’ll be back later to check on you.” 
 
    Dr. Johnson nods as the wound is wrapped with gauze.  
 
    Nora takes me by the elbow and pulls me back out into the hallway. She approaches one of the security guards standing watch, leans in close, and whispers in his ear. 
 
    Their conversation only lasts a few seconds before he offers a simple nod and walks away. She turns to me.   
 
    “What the hell is going on here?” I bark. She hushes me with her hand, and motions for me to keep my voice low. “Is this some sort of viral outbreak or something?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but I’d rather not be throwing those words around since we don’t know for sure what it is we are even dealing with.” Nora’s eyes shift from right to left as she leans in closer to me. “We have Dr. Johnson under observation, and the security team is searching for Dr. Stevens as we speak. They are the best Vincent’s money can buy. They will find her shortly. I’m certain of that. In the meantime, I’ll inform all research staff to keep an eye out for Dr. Stevens. If anyone spots her, they will be directed to contact security immediately. Ultimately, we need to maintain composure, and not allow this situation to get any further out of hand than it already is. That will only compound the problem.” 
 
    “Well, I just don’t want to see things get any worse. We’re not exactly in a position to handle it if it does.” I snidely remark. 
 
    “Agreed, that’s why, right now, we need to maintain control of this situation,” Nora rebukes. “Once we locate and retrieve Dr. Stevens, hopefully, we’ll be able to figure out what is going on.”   
 
    I place my hands on my hips, and cock my head to the side. “I surely hope you’re right about all this. I didn’t sign up for any of this crap.” 
 
    I have been told that when I get stressed, I become a smartass, times ten. That ugly side of me is oozing from my pores, no matter how hard I try to stop it.  
 
    Nora is not the least bit appreciative of that fact. She purses her lips tightly, and rolls her eyes. “When’s the last time you ate something?” 
 
    “Not sure. Maybe when I was on the plane. Why?” I inquire. 
 
    “Go to the cafeteria and get some food. Take a shower, sleep, work on your initial assessment for Vincent, I don’t care. Just relax. Can you do that?” 
 
    I sigh.  
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER SIX 
 
      
 
      
 
    What the hell have I got myself wrapped up in? 
 
    The words are a broken record spinning aimlessly around in my head as I try to dissect the strange and horrid events. I’m not really in the mood to eat, all things considered, but Nora is right. My blood sugar could be running low, causing me to act more irrational that I normally would. I need to focus. Regain my clarity. 
 
    My gaze stays fixed to the floor as I make my way to the cafeteria. Fortunately, the halls are mostly empty. If eye contact is made with the few people walking them, I simply nod, and keep moving. I like to think I’m a pretty personable person, but right now, I want my space. 
 
    The commissary is brightly lit; the strident shine from the lights above beam off the slick white floor. Three rows of plastic white tables are lined up in perfect order, black folding chairs pushed underneath their tops with only a single person occupying them. 
 
    She keeps her head buried in the half-eaten sandwich resting on her plate. She doesn’t even acknowledge my presence, which I am grateful for. 
 
    It’s dead quiet, except for the refrigerated units to my right that are filled with various drinks and food. My stomach rumbles, and beacons me to feed it.  
 
    Surrendering to the growling in my stomach, I walk the periphery of the space, and make for the food. My eyes take in each machine’s offering. Filled with various sandwiches, salads, fruits, and other packaged meals, there is no shortage of options.  
 
    Not wanting to waste my time of having the eatery mostly to myself, I grab a ham sandwich and a cup of peaches. I add a bottle of water, and make for one of the empty tables away from the lone woman. 
 
    I set my food down, and pull out the chair. I plop down onto the chilled steel seat, which sends a shiver through my body. There are rounded cups, in the centers of each table, filled with utensils wrapped up in napkins. I retrieve one and dive into my food. 
 
    Lost in my own thoughts, I take a hearty bite of the meaty sandwich. It actually tastes relatively good for being prepackaged. Bite after bite, I consume every morsel of my sandwich before I notice the woman approaching from my left.  
 
    She’s on the opposite side of the table with her plate clutched in her hands. She stops, and turns toward me. “May I?” 
 
    I wipe the bread crumbs from my lips and nod.   
 
    She sets her plate on the tabletop and pulls out the chair in front of her. I finish chewing what food remains in my mouth as she sits down. She discreetly looks to her left, toward the entrance of the commissary, and leans forward. 
 
    In a low, hushed tone, she whispers. “Have you seen it yet?” 
 
    Confused, I respond, “Excuse me? Seen what, exactly?” 
 
    She clarifies. “You’re the fresh blood Vincent hired to come up here to help examine that thing we pulled from the ice, right?” 
 
    “If you mean Tak, then yes.” 
 
    She scoffs and shakes her head, acting as though she is disgusted by my words. “I can’t believe they named that thing.” 
 
    “You mean the Neanderthal? It is a person.” 
 
    “So, that’s what it is, then? A Neanderthal?” 
 
    I confirm with a nod. 
 
    “You’re sure about that?” 
 
    I place the napkin on the table, and grab my bottle of water. I unscrew the cap, and take a gulp of water to wash the sandwich down. I refrain from responding until my mouth is clear. “From my initial exam, that is my current assessment.” 
 
    The woman’s eyes continually shift toward the entrance of the commissary. I glance back over my shoulder to see what keeps stealing her attention. There is no one present. 
 
    She focuses her suspicious eyes back onto me. “You’re one of those people who digs stuff up and analyzes it, right?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “What is the possibility of a virus, contagion even being able to survive within its host? Namely, being frozen? Is that plausible?” 
 
    I set the water bottle down and lean forward. Although sounding and acting paranoid, she has managed to peak my interest. “If you’re asking is it possible for a virus or some sort of contagion to survive for thousands of years while frozen, it’s certainly within the realm of possibility. Although, to my recollection, I have never heard of a confirmed case before. Why do you ask?” 
 
    Her eyes grow big, and she nods as if I have just confirmed something for her. She leans in closer. 
 
    “What if Dr. Stevens was infected with some sort of virus that has been lying dormant for thousands of years in that ice man? What if, whenever he was excavated and brought here, we released that toxin somehow?” 
 
    I train a tentative ear toward her. She has peaked my own curiosity. “What happened to Dr. Stevens, exactly?” 
 
    The woman throws her hands into the air, her hushed tone increasing as she speaks. “She went all crazy! Tore a chunk of skin out of one of the other doctors’ arm! Last I heard, the security team hadn’t located her yet. Nora has informed everyone of the situation, but I feel that things are more dire than any of us truly realize. This is much more than someone just losing their mind and going mad.” 
 
    I cock my head slightly to the right. “And you saw this happen?” 
 
    She nods. “I was in the lab across the hallway when it went down. It happened so fast. She attacked him like a ravenous animal. At first, I didn’t believe what I saw was real.” 
 
    I lean in closer, prodding her for more details. “Why would she have attacked him in such a manner? Even more so, how would she have been exposed to any such possible virus? Tak has been frozen the entire time, hasn’t he?” 
 
    I can see the gears turning inside her head as she nibbles the ends of her nails. “True. When he was excavated, he was kept inside the ice while transported here. After arriving, and securing him in the lab, they began thawing him out within the chamber. There was a breach in the housing shortly after the process. Faulty seal or a malfunction of some sort. Dr. Stevens was the only one present when it happened.” 
 
    My own curiosity is getting the better of me. “Wasn’t she wearing her safety garb? Gloves, mask, and such?” 
 
    “She had everything on except for a mask. It wasn’t required since he was secured within the chamber. She got blasted in the face when the seal ruptured. Only lasted a few seconds before she sealed it. What if, after exposure, it somehow mutated inside of her? Couldn’t a virus from that time period affect us differently than people from that era?” 
 
    “Like I stated earlier, it is possible, but there’s never been a documented case before, as far as I know.” I sit back in my chair with my cup of fruit in my hands. “These are some bold claims to be making. Nora hasn’t mentioned anything about a containment breach. Neither has Vincent. Have you brought up these concerns with them?” 
 
    A sour look floods her face. From her disgusted reaction, she doesn’t appear to think highly of them. 
 
    “Nora already knows about the breach. After the incident, she had the lab sterilized per operating protocol. I imagine Vincent was informed, but can’t say for sure. You know he’s wanting to bring that ice man back to the states within the next few weeks, right?” 
 
    I shrug. “That could be accurate. I’m not sure.” 
 
    “That’s the last report we received.” She removes her nails from her mouth, and mashes her finger against the tabletop. “I’m not crazy. Like you said, all of this is plausible.”  
 
    A noise to my right captures her attention as two members of the security team enter. Her breathing escalates. Her chest heaves. She quickly stands up and grabs her plate from the table.  
 
    “Hopefully, I’m wrong about all of this. If I’m not, then god help us.” She lowers her head and makes for the trash can in the corner of the room. She dumps her plate and leaves the commissary.  
 
    And me with a lot more to chew on.


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    Strange. Every minute that ticks by seems as though this place is being driven to the 6th dimension of hell, and I’m stranded for the ride.  
 
    At least, at the moment, I do not have to concern myself with a chance encounter with Dr. Stevens. The security team is currently tracking her in another portion of the facility, after reports of her being seen in the area.  
 
    But still, the frantic woman’s concerns, nay borderline ravings, bore deep into my mind.  
 
    Although I am not a viral scientist, or whatever they are, it is true that certain diseases can linger within and around a burial site if the conditions are right. It’s also hard to gauge how people would respond to being exposed from an unknown toxin.  
 
    As much as the woman’s hypothesis of a thousand-year-old virus being kept in a dormant state, and altering Dr. Stevens’s condition after exposure is a huge leap, I can’t dismiss it for some reason. 
 
    The woman’s words of dread and utter doom gnaw at me like a festering parasite going deeper into my skull. I’m lost in thought as I make my way to the storage room. The meager blanket they have provided has done little to keep me warm.   
 
    I try to debunk everything that she said. Find ways to say it isn’t what she says it is.  
 
    To be honest, if I hadn’t seen the bite mark, and Dr. Stevens’s strange behavior before the incident, it would be much easier to do so. I continue chewing on the idea, trying to digest this outlandish and twisted picture she has painted for me.  
 
    The more I dwell on her words, though, the more I want to get what I need, and retreat back to the safety of my room.  
 
    The squeaking sound of my shoes against the tiled floor play as background noise to my thoughts. I’m submerged in “what if” scenarios that have me distracted from my surroundings. 
 
    I approach the double doors of the storage section of the facility. I peer through one of the clear plastic windows molded inside the door. It’s black as night. The darkness has consumed the space. My eyes shift from left to right, struggling to pierce the veil that cloaks room.  
 
    My left-hand digs into the back pocket of my jeans and removes my phone. I switch on the flashlight. I expel a deep sigh of air. 
 
    I’m starting to hate this place. The unsettling sensation that eyes maybe watching me from the ether sends a shiver of fear through my body. That each dark corner of this facility is a door way to hell itself. 
 
    I press my forearm against the cool, rigid texture of the door, and push softly. The hinges squeak. The angst residing within me forces me to listen for a reaction. There is none. I push a bit further, and thread my frame through the narrow opening. 
 
    The phone’s brightness sweeps over the space. The light is my weapon against the darkness. It brings to life rows of shelves that run horizontal to my position. Shadows morph and move over the steel fixtures that are sparsely stocked with various can goods and other non-perishable items. 
 
    The fans, mounted on the walls to my right and toward the ceiling, whir listlessly as they slow to a stop.   
 
    I narrow my eyes, and scan for any blankets that might remain. I spy none from where I stand. Although bright, the phone’s light only goes so far. 
 
    Crap.   
 
    The light switch is eluding me. Despite how much I want to erase the darkness, I don’t want to waste any more time than needed in here. I just want to get it done and over with. 
 
    I venture further into the maze of shelves. The silence is deafening. Each step I take sounds like it is amplified ten times over. I cringe, hoping it isn’t as loud as I think it is. 
 
    As much as my anxiety wants to conjure up a demon waiting for me within the void of darkness, the rational part of my brain tells me to calm down. I heed its advice.   
 
    Rack after rack, the light washes over the shelves, until I catch sight of the green folded fabric. Set off to my right, and toward the corner of the room, a short stack of blankets resides on the next aisle over. 
 
    Finally. 
 
    I carry on to the next row and enter the corridor of steel that surrounds me on both sides. It’s tight and cramped, without much room to maneuver in. My heart pounds. Palms gush with sweat. Just grab and go. That’s what I mutter to myself. 
 
    As I near the blankets, I spy a tiny gap between the wall and the racks. There isn’t much space, but enough for a person to pass through.  
 
    I lay hands on the rigid green woven fabric. A strange noise stirs. 
 
    Grunting.  
 
    Heavy breathing.  
 
    It stops me cold. I move the phone down, and press the light against my pants. The darkness envelopes me, erasing the shreds of visual context.  
 
    I turn my head slightly to the right, and listen intently. It is hard to tell if my mind is hearing things or not. There is no more noise. It has grown silent. 
 
    I listen for a minute more before raising the phone back up. The light reveals a man dressed in dark blue coveralls standing in a void of darkness beyond the racks.  
 
    Shock steals my voice. I want to scream, but can’t. Fear has robbed me of that. 
 
    He stands rigid, with both hands clenched tightly by his sides. Blood covers the front of his suit as his bloodshot eyes look in my direction. He has a chunk of skin missing from the right side of his neck. His sunken face tilts slightly to the left as his teeth start to chatter. 
 
    My legs begin to slowly move backwards down the constricted aisle. He grunts harder, and growls as he narrows his eyes. He starts advancing towards me. 
 
    Veins populate the surface of his pale face. His hands tremble wildly, fingers twitching at the nothingness that is before him. He slams his arm against the rack repeatedly.  
 
    I back pedal down the aisle. He gives pursuit. I am scared, frightened to a degree that I have never been before. My thoughts are fractured, diced up in bits of incoherent decisions. 
 
    His heavy footsteps are right on top of me. The raging grunts that part his bloody lips whisper in my ears.  
 
    I hit the opening between the rows of shelving, and bolt to the right. Before I realize my poor decision, it is too late. I have gone the wrong way. The exit to the storage room is actually to my left. My only salvation now is the room beyond the door directly in front of me.    
 
    Light bounces up and down the walls as I make for the room. The man is hot on my heels. He wails, the sound of running footsteps closing the distance between us. My free hand stretches out for the silver doorknob. I pray it is unlocked. My fingers wrap about the cold steel, and turn. Fortunately, it is. 
 
    I swing open the door and dash inside. I throw it closed just as he reaches for me. It shakes under the violent protest of the deranged man. His fists hammer. The doorknob jiggles and twists. I press my mass against the door.  
 
    Each blow vibrates through the dense wood. I glance up through the frosted window, and shine the light. His face is contorted, mouth ajar as he continually beats at the door with malevolent eyes. The man shows no signs of stopping his assault. I have to figure out my next move if I hope to survive.  
 
    I flip over my phone, and turn on the screen. No signal. Great. I turn about, and lean against the trembling door. I hold the light up, and take stock of where I am.  
 
    The space is small and filled with various tools and other equipment. The smell of grease permeates the room. My nose crinkles from the stench. I franticly search for anything I can use as a weapon. Anything to allow me to defend myself. 
 
    I push and move the wrenches, screwdrivers, and a small ball ping hammer about. Each blow against the door sends a shockwave of fear coursing through my body. It is hard to concentrate. I struggle to focus, and formulate a plan. 
 
    The wood frame of the door starts to give way to his bulk. My breathing escalates. Panic swallows me whole. If I don’t move fast, I’ll be at his mercy. 
 
    My hand grazes over something thick and dense. The light focuses, and I narrow my gaze on what I have found. A crowbar. I can’t afford for him to gain entry to the room. I’d surely perish. I have to act now. 
 
    A plan starts to gel through the terror that is flooding my brain. Actually, it is more of a last-ditch effort to save my life.  
 
    I retrieve the crowbar from the pile of tools, and turn my attention back to the door. The phone drops as my fingers wrap around the solid piece of steel.  
 
    The light illuminates the small space in an eerie luminescence as I spew a breath of tension. 
 
    Wood splinters.  
 
    The door gives way.  
 
    He rushes in. 
 
    His face is framed in a portrait of pure rage.  
 
    Without further thought, I act. 
 
    Wielding the crowbar, I swing with all my might. The bent end connects with the side of his head. His skull crunches and crackles. The impact knocks him off balance, and into the door.  
 
    Dazed for only a moment, he twists his head up, and looks at me. I swing again. 
 
    A wail escapes his bloody lips as he stumbles out of the storage closet, struggling to keep his feet under him. He collapses to the ground. No words are spoken, just grunts and incoherent ramblings. 
 
    The light strains to reach out into the bleakness. Only the man’s silhouette can be seen. My eyes adjust some to the darkness. I watch in disbelief as he starts to get back up. Two blows to the head should’ve put him down, but it hasn’t. 
 
    He reaches for me from the flat of his ass. His fingers tickle the air as he growls through clenched teeth. He’s blocking my path to escape from the storage room. He isn’t going to stop until I’m dead.  
 
    I take the pointed end, and jam it into the middle of his forehead. I push with all my might, burrowing the steel tip in as far as it will go.  
 
    A final grunt escapes his mouth as his lifeless hands drop to the floor.  
 
    He’s dead. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
      
 
      
 
    Taking a man’s life. I’ve never done that before. Regardless if it was in self-defense or not, it was still hard to do. 
 
    My body is tense. Neck tight. My once pounding heart has slowed down. Sweat bubbles on my forehead, and races down my flush face. My eyes sting from the salt invading them.  
 
    I tug at the crowbar, but it doesn’t budge. It is buried deep. Every pull brings the man’s lifeless head forward. I consider leaving the crowbar, but what if there are more like him out there? Although not a killer, I’m not opposed to defending myself. 
 
    My hands wrap around the crowbar tightly as I place my right boot against his chest. I pull and push at the same time. A squishing sound fills my ears, making me gag, but I pull harder. The pointed tip finally wiggles free. 
 
    The man’s body hits the floor with a dense thud. I blow the stray hairs in front of my face out of the way, retrieve my phone from the closet, and make for the swinging doors. 
 
    I toss them open, and enter the hall, only to find Nora standing to my left. Startled, I raise the crowbar in defense.  
 
    Her arms spring up in a defensive manner. “Woah, Madison, it’s just me.” Her body recoils, naked fear in her eyes. Coming down off the high of adrenaline bombarding my system, I slowly lower the crowbar to my side as my body deflates. “Christ. You scared the hell out of me.”   
 
    “Yeah, sorry. I was just coming to check on you.” She looks me up and down. “What the hell happened to you?”  
 
    Spent, I glance over my shoulder at the storage room. “I went to get an additional blanket for my bed, and found some guy in blue coveralls just standing in the darkness. He just attacked me. Or tried to. He had me cornered in some closet. I found this crowbar and... defended myself.” 
 
    Nora’s face is thick with shock and disbelief. She glances to the storage room, then back to me. She cautiously walks over to the doors, and opens them slowly. She disappears into the darkness, and turns on the lights. 
 
    The toll of the intense encounter weighs heavily on me. Not just physically, but emotionally as well. I calm my thoughts as best I can, and take in a deep gulp of air. I release it slowly. 
 
    Nora screams. 
 
    She runs out, the light from the overhead lamps bringing to life the dead man sprawled out on the floor. Blood is smeared over the linoleum, and pooled under his head—a gruesome scene that the darkness spared me from. 
 
    “It’s Stan, the facilities general handy-man and mechanic. Why would he do that? He’s one of the nicest guys I’ve ever met.” 
 
    I shrug, and point to the right side of my neck. “It looked like he was attacked himself. He had a nasty bite mark here.” 
 
    She doubles over. The heels of her hands rest on the soft parts of her knees. She appears as though she is going to throw up. After seeing the aftermath in the light, I feel much the same. 
 
    “What’s going on here?” I ask. 
 
    She places the palm of her hand over her mouth as her body convulses. The gagging noise torments my stomach even more, but I maintain.  
 
    Nora keeps the contents of her lower region down as well. I’m thankful for that. I’m prone to upheaving rather easily if I so much as catch a whiff or sight of the vile stuff.  
 
    She swipes her hand across her lips, and turns toward me. She pants, eyes full of confusion and disgust. “I have no idea. I’m just as lost as you are.” 
 
    My head cocks to the side, lips pressed together. For some reason, I’m not buying her naive response. Not after what I have just been through. 
 
    “So, you have no idea why that crazy bastard in there had a chunk of his flesh ripped from his neck, and attacked me like Dr. Stevens would’ve attacked me?” 
 
    “Of course not, Madison.” Her confused state quickly fades, and turns to that of a defensive posture. Her body tenses, and eyes narrow at me. “I have never encountered anything like this before. I have no earthly idea what is happening. I can’t believe I’m actually standing here defending myself to this.” Nora takes a step back and sighs. Revulsion clouds her face as she looks away from me. She is pissed from my question. I am either completely wrong to ask, or hit a nerve that tells me she knows more than she is letting on. I decide to press further. 
 
    “The only reason I ask is because I recently spoke with one of your staff members. They speculated that Dr. Stevens’s odd behavior and ailment could be due to her being exposed to some sort of contagion or virus when one of the seals on Tak’s chamber failed.” 
 
    Nora glances back at me, and pulls her shoulders close to her body. She shakes her head, and crosses her arms. “Cynthia.” 
 
    I shrug. “I didn’t catch her name. She didn’t offer and I didn’t ask. She seemed to have a whole lot to say on what is happening around here. Although intriguing, I took what she said with a grain of salt. After what I just went through, though, I’m inclined to give it some credit.” 
 
    “That woman is delusional. I think she’s been onsite for too long. People can get stressed out when they are stationed in remote locations for long periods of time. I think she’s at her breaking point,” Nora hisses. “I told Vincent that he needed to send her home, but he declined that request. He wanted her to stay and help out. Much like everyone else here, he feels she is of great value. Don’t get me wrong, she is a smart and talented scientist, but she can also cause problems. Likes to force feed her conspiracy theories down other people’s throats whether they want it or not. Vincent knows this, but still insists that she is fine overall.” 
 
    “So, Dr. Stevens wasn’t exposed to any toxins when the seal ruptured?” I redirect. 
 
    Nora’s eyes remain deadlocked with mine. “When the seal ruptured, some air vented out of the chamber. Dr. Stevens was exposed, but only briefly. Shortly after the incident, she was examined, and found to be perfectly fine with no side effects. It was only later that she fell ill.” 
 
    I hold my hand up to my face. “Why wasn’t she wearing a mask while in the lab?” 
 
    Nora sighs, and shakes her head. “The chamber that he is stored in was designated as being more than sufficient by myself and even Vincent. However, since that incident, it has been required that any personnel entering the lab wear safety masks in case of a repeat failure.” 
 
    “Has the rest of the staff been briefed on what had happened?” I pose. 
 
    “Yes. All base personnel were informed of the incident, and the updated protocols, promptly,” Nora answers with an angered tone. “Listen, Madison, let’s get one thing straight here. I don’t work for you. I work for Vincent. It is at my sole discretion to divulge what I want to you, and how to run this facility. Other than examining Tak, and giving us your input, you’re not entitled to anything else. The situation was handled per protocol, and within operating procedures. You just worry about doing what Vincent paid you to do.”  
 
    I scoff. “Well, obviously you’re not doing that good of a job, considering the current state of things here. If Dr. Stevens did in fact bite Stan, then it seems that she’s transmitting some sort of virus through her saliva. Cynthia suggested that when someone is exposed to whatever toxins might be contained within the chamber, they mutate within the body, and only get passed on from that point through a bite.”   
 
    Nora furrows her brow. Her lips grow taut as she ponders on my bold words. She goes to retort, but holds her tongue as the sound of heavy footsteps rushes headlong toward us. We both turn around, and find one of the security guards approaching. 
 
    He has his rifle laced across his chest. His finger hovers just above the trigger. A look of concern floods his rigid face. “I need for you to come with me, mam.” 
 
    “Yes, Clint. Did you find Dr. Stevens?” she inquires. 
 
    “Just please come with me.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER NINE 
 
      
 
      
 
    Down this dark and twisted rabbit hole we go. To say that I’m out of my depth here would be the understatement of the year. To be honest, I think everyone stationed in this frozen hell is out of their depth.  
 
    After all, when is the last time you heard about people attacking one another, and trying to eat each other? I’m inclined to think never.  
 
    Cannibalism is nothing new of course, but not in modern society. Perhaps in certain cultures around the world this may still happen. Who knows.  
 
    But your normal, average person isn’t just going to go all feral suddenly, and attack someone without provocation. Even then, I can’t see someone getting so enraged that they’d want to physically maim and eat a person. Just the mere thought of tearing the flesh from another person sours my stomach. 
 
    When Nora told Clint, the head security guard, about what had happened in the storage room, he rubbed the palm of his hand over his face, and shook his head in a stressful manner.  
 
    We continue walking through the halls. My mind is still wrestling with what happened, trying to decipher if this is real, or just a bad dream that I am stuck in. Nora is silent as well, and keeps her gaze away from mine. 
 
    Clint points down the hall that curves to the left. “Right up here, mam.” 
 
    My head cranes, and tilts to the right to see what we are in for. Another one of the security guards comes into view. He stands at the ready with his rifle drawn and shouldered. He stands next to a blood-stained sheet in the middle of the floor. 
 
    Nora gasps, and slows her pace. She places her hand over her mouth and carefully approaches. I do much the same, although not as noticeable as her. 
 
    Clint grabs the edge of the sheet. He glances back up at us. “It’s pretty gruesome. Just wanted to give you forewarning.” 
 
    Nora nods. 
 
    He pulls the sheet back, just past the woman’s neck that I had spoken to earlier in the cafeteria. Her throat has been ripped out. The mangled flesh is riddled with teeth marks. Her eyes are wide and full. I can only imagine what must’ve gone through her head while being attacked in such a horrid manner. 
 
    “It’s worse below the sheet,” Clint cautions. 
 
    I grimace. My eyes clamp shut. I divert my gaze, and try to restrict the image from being burned into my brain. It isn’t working.  
 
    “Dear God,” Nora mutters with a tremulous voice. “Cynthia. “We have to find Dr. Stevens, ASAP.” 
 
    Clint covers Cynthia’s face with the sheet. He stands back up, and adjusts the strap to his rifle. 
 
    “This wasn’t Dr. Stevens.” 
 
    Nora cocks her head slightly to the side. Confusion sets in as she wrestles with Clint’s words. 
 
    “How could this not be her? Who else could’ve done this?” 
 
    I chime in. “Dr. Johnson.” Nora glances at me, then to Clint who nods in agreement. “Just like Stan. Once she bit them, they contracted whatever she was exposed to. That’s the only possible explanation for all of this. It’s like Cynthia said. Otherwise, we’d be infected now.” 
 
    “How did this happen? I thought he was under observation,” Nora demands. 
 
    “We’re not sure what happened. After the shift change a guard called in saying that Dr. Johnson was missing. We started our search, and came across him doing this to her.” Clint’s eye fell to the body on the floor briefly, before coming back up. “He was shot several times, but didn’t go down. He ran off that way. One of my men gave pursuit, and finally took him out, outside.” 
 
    “So even shooting him didn’t kill him?” I ask. 
 
    Clint shakes his head. “Nope. Placed two in his chest. Knocked him flat on his ass, but it didn’t keep him down.” 
 
    “Show me his body,” Nora flatly orders. 
 
    “Right this way.” 
 
    We retrieve our heavy parkas, and follow Clint out of the west side exit of the facility. Drops of blood speckle the floor that leads out into the snow. 
 
    The wind howls. Large flakes of snow pelt me in the face. The frigid air brushes against my still moist skin, and sends a shiver coursing through my body. 
 
    The red, tainted snow crunches under our boots. I wrap my arms across my chest, and hold firm to try and keep warm. 
 
    Clint points to the edge of a small building just ahead of us. 
 
    “Right up here.” 
 
    I follow close behind Nora as we approach the structure. Another of the security guards stands at the ready to the left of the doctor’s body. Blood drips from his right hand as sweat beads on his forehead. 
 
    The doctor’s body is embedded slightly into the snow. His face is pale with light black circles encompassing his glassy, septic eyes. A hole resides in the middle of his forehead. 
 
    “Finally took him down with a slug to the head,” the wounded guard growls. “Son of a bitch got the drop on me, and got my arm. Piece of crap.” 
 
    Concern floods my body. I pause, and stare intently at the teeth indentions in his arm. I look to Nora, who glances at the guards in a similar manner. She then peers down at Dr. Johnsons’ dead body. 
 
    “What do you want us to do with the bodies?” Clint inquires. 
 
    Nora remains silent, her sad gaze fixed on the doctor’s corpse. Tears flow from her swollen, puffy eyes as she struggles to maintain a strong presence.  
 
    This outbreak, or whatever label you want to slap on it, has spiraled out of control...  
 
    ...and the fate of everyone left hangs in the balance. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    Clint glances at me, then back to Nora. “Ms. Sanchez. Where should we store the bodies?” 
 
    Nora clears her throat, and wipes away the tears with her forefingers. “Wrap them up, and take them to the vehicle storage building until I can figure out what to do with them.” 
 
    Clint nods. “Copy that.” He glances over to the other guard. “Kylan, go get that checked out.” 
 
    He lifts his arm into the air. A scowl forms on his face as blood continues to drip from the gaping wound. 
 
    Nora turns her attention to the security detail. “We’ll need to place your injured man here in a secured room. Not the medical ward. Until we know more about what’s going on, he could pose a threat to us all.” 
 
    Kylan purses his lips, and guffaws at the request. “You think I’m going to turn and do what this dick bag did?” He holds his arm out to us, showing the grizzly wound. “It doesn’t look that bad. Just bandage me up, and give me some meds.” 
 
    “So far, anyone who’s been bitten has gone mad. Until we know more, we can’t take the chance. We can give you some meds, but that will just be for the pain.” Nora directs her attention to Clint, who nods in agreement. “We need to do a head count of all base personnel. I want everyone secured in their rooms or labs. Also, access to Tak will be suspended until we can figure out whatever the hell is going on here.” 
 
    That’s the smartest statement I’ve heard come out of Nora’s mouth since I’ve been here. 
 
    Kylan huffs. “Come on, sir. I’m fine, really. If I start feeling ill or whatever, I’ll let you know, and we can take it from there. You need me out here.” 
 
    “If what she is saying is true, then you being out will just compound an already messed up situation,” Clint responds. “Look at what happened with the doctor here. Same sort of bite on his arm, and his condition deteriorated in less than a day. Can’t take the risk. If it doesn’t get any worse and all, then we’ll go from there.” 
 
    “And what if it does?” Kylan’s tone is more agitated as he waits for Clint’s response. 
 
    “We’ll cross that bridge whenever we get to it,” Clint says. 
 
    Nora holds out her arm, and turns to the side. “Here, I’ll take you to one of our labs. We’ll get you fixed up.” 
 
    Sullen, Kylan’s shoulders drop, and he lowers his weapon. “Fine.” 
 
    Nora escorts him away as I approach Clint. “Seems like the quickest way to take anyone infected down is with blunt force trauma to the head.” 
 
    Clint peers down at the dead doctor’s body. “Yeah. I’m figuring that out.” 
 
    “Probably wouldn’t be a bad idea to take care of Cynthia in the same manner. Just to be on the safe side. Curb any surprises before they spring on us.” 
 
    Clint concurs. “I’ve got two more guards active besides me and Kylan, so we should be good. Hopefully, we’ll track down Dr. Stevens soon, and have this contained.” 
 
    “So, if he does change, how are you going to handle it?” I pose. 
 
    Clint doesn’t hesitate with his answer. It is as if he already knew what I was going to ask, and is ready to respond. “Like you said, blunt force trauma to the head. Do you think it’ll come to that?” 
 
    I shrug. “No idea. This is all new to me as well.” 
 
    Clint looks to his left, and peers out over the endless mounds of snow that blanket the area. My arms draw tighter across my chest as I follow his gaze. 
 
    “What is it?” I ask. 
 
    His eyes narrow at the dark blue and gray clouds that are building in the distance. “There’s a storm inbound. Supposed to be pretty rough. We were hoping it would go around, but it looks like it isn’t.” 
 
    Great. 
 
    “Should I assume that will interfere with communication?” 
 
    “More than likely.” Clint places his hand on my right shoulder. “Head back to your room now and stay there. Lock the door and hold tight till we can track down Dr. Stevens. I’ll have one of my other men escort you to your room.” 
 
    “What about you?” I ask. 
 
    Clint points to Dr. Johnson’s corpse. “I need to get these bodies taken care of before that storm overruns us.” 
 
    I nod in agreement. Besides, I want to reach out to Vincent before communications are completely down. 
 
    Clint slings his rifle over his shoulder, and retrieves the radio that is clasped to the right side of his belt. He starts to speak into the microphone as I head back to the main building.  
 
    Our footprints are already being covered up as the snowfall intensifies. My body shudders, my face stinging from the piercing cold attacking my exposed skin. 
 
    I dash inside the west side entrance, and pause. I stomp my feet against the thick, black rug that glistens with melted snow.  
 
    One of the security guards stands at the ready. His rifle is pressed firmly to his shoulder as he offers me a crisp nod. "Mam.” He takes the lead, and makes for my room. No detours are taken. Cynthia’s body has been removed from the hall. Only her smeared blood remains on the floor to remind me of what happened.  
 
    Our pace hastens. We arrive at my room in a hurried fashion. He goes in first, and checks the dimly lit space while I stand to the left of the entrance. My eyes play over the silent halls, wondering where Dr. Stevens is. 
 
    “All clear, mam.” He steps out of the way, allowing me to gain entry to my room. He offers a final nod before leaving.  
 
    I step inside and secure the door. I remove the parka, and drop it to the floor. My hands cup together, and come up to my mouth as I breathe inside of them. 
 
    I take a seat in my chair and pause. The phone’s bulk reminds me of where it is. I pull it free, and place the charger into the bottom access port. 
 
    My fingers work the key pad of the phone’s base. The screen illuminates as I punch in each number. “Connecting” flashes on the display. My legs shake, posture stiff and ridged. 
 
    I haven’t bothered checking to see what time it is. It doesn’t really matter though. Even if it is the middle of the night, and he is dead asleep, this can’t wait. We need help, now.  
 
    My world has been flipped upside down within a matter of days. What was once a golden opportunity, has now turned into a hellish nightmare that I’ll be lucky to escape. 
 
    My eyes are glued to the phone, each ring keeping me on the edge of my seat. An endless loop of the dial tone taunts me with its nagging digital ringing.  
 
    With each angry redial, I lose hope. Fate seems to have cornered me at the edge of the world, and now, I am at its mercy, powerless to defend myself.   
 
    The call finally connects, which pulls a deep sigh of relief from my body. I sit up straight from my deflated posture across the desk’s top as Vincent answers. 
 
    “Madison. How is everything coming along?” 
 
    “Vincent, we have a problem.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    For the next hour or so, I lay everything out as best as I can. The ominous snowstorm starts to severely hamper communications. Vincent’s image fades in and out as the crackling of static in the line intensifies with every second that creeps by. 
 
    It is challenging to tell what he has heard by the choppy responses he has given. For all I know, my words detailing the current situation are coming across as a garbled mess of gibberish. 
 
    “Vincent, can you hear me?” I inquire. 
 
    There is mostly static now. I can hear bits and pieces of his words bleed through as his voice attempts to penetrate the weakened connection. A brief moment of clarity channels in over the line. 
 
    “Communications will more than likely be offline for a day or so with the storm cell that’s in the area. We won’t be able to send assistance until the weather clears up.” 
 
    I sigh, lowering my head some before I continue on. “I’m not sure if we have days to spare. The situation here is dire. We need assistance now!” 
 
    “Madison. This is... best that can... done. Hold tight...support... can.” 
 
    ...  
 
    Static. 
 
    “Vincent? Can you hear me?” 
 
    The line is dead. The annoying sound of being severed from civilization taunts my ears. I sigh from the irritation, and press the disconnect button on the base of the phone. It is hard to tell if he comprehended the severity of the situation, or not.  
 
    From his response, it seems as though he heard enough. It’s hard to be sure, but I’m hopeful that I’m right. 
 
    I’m desperate at this point, and desperate people do desperate things. And that scares me the most. 
 
    The lights in my room dim, then flicker. A low buzzing noise emits from the desk lamp shortly thereafter. I push the chair away from the desk, move toward the door, and grab the knob. My hand twists slowly. The gears inside engage as I slowly pull toward me. Cautiously, I peer out into the hall. 
 
    The overhead lights that run along the ceiling buzz and fade in and out. Is the power going out? Are we on the verge of going completely dark? 
 
    As much as I try to stay the thoughts, different scenarios of my demise bombard my head. Not only do we have to contend with flesh eating cannibals, but now the threat of freezing to death is a real possibility. 
 
    I feel lost. All alone in the coldness of this bleak winter landscape that grows less hospitable as the minutes tick by. My heart races. Breathing escalates. It feels like the walls in my already tiny room are closing in on me. I am losing control fast.  
 
    Two deep breaths.  
 
    In and out.    
 
    I push the door to, and turn around. My back presses against the wall as I close my eyes. I long to hear my father’s voice. Some meaningful inspiration to gather myself, control the situation, and not allow it to control me. 
 
    His voice whispers in my ear. His words calm my unnerved soul. I still hope that this is all a bad dream, and soon I will wake up back in my bed in the states. I know it isn’t, but it helps to distract my mind. 
 
    A loud pop sounds from the hall, followed by the lights going dark. Blackness engulfs me. The thin sliver of light emitting from my phone’s screen draws me in. 
 
    I retrieve it from the desk, and disconnect the charging cable. I flip it over to check its status. It is nearly charged at ninety five percent. There are no bars visible in the upper right-hand corner, though, which doesn’t surprise me. Other than using the flashlight, most of the functions are worthless.  
 
    Two deep knocks pound on the door. I jump, and cover my mouth to muffle the scream. The anxiousness that has been plaguing me grips me tighter. Is Dr. Stevens waiting on the other side, ready to lay waste to my body, and turn me into a thoughtless killer? 
 
    Two more hard raps pound against the wood, followed by a gruff voice. “Madison, are you in there?” 
 
    I gulp, and cautiously approach. “Who is it?” 
 
    “It’s Clint.” 
 
    I reach for the doorknob, and slowly twist it to the left. I crack the door open, and peer out into the hall. Clint stands there with his rifle pressed against his left shoulder. His body is cloaked in a dark red hue that fills the hallway.   
 
    “You ok?” 
 
    I move back a step, and open the door farther.  His head swivels from left to right. A concerned look fills his face. Something is wrong. 
 
    “Yeah, I am. Have we completely lost power?” I ask. 
 
    The radio on his hip crackles. He retrieves it from his belt. “Go for Clint, over.” He swipes the back of his hand across his forehead. “The storm knocked out the main power. The generators have kicked in, but that’s not why I’m here.” 
 
    I am hesitant to probe further into the reason he is here. I’m unsure if I want to know more. From his flustered demeanor, it doesn’t appear to be good. “What’s going on? Is it Dr. Stevens?” 
 
    The radio goes off again, but the voice is a garbled mess. Clint sighs. “Say your last, over.” He looks at me, the red coating his face from the emergency lights on the ceiling just above my entrance. “We’re missing some folks.” 
 
    I draw a sharp breath. “Oh no. That’s not good.” 
 
    “No, it is not. We’ve got multiple staff members MIA, and I’ve got two men that are missing as well.” 
 
    The radio crackles once more, followed by a panicked voice bleeding through the static in the speakers. “I found Rutledge and Barnes.” 
 
    Relieved, Clint exhales. “Thank God. What’s their status?” Silence “Cobb. Come in. What’s their status, over?” 
 
    Cobb groans. He pants over the speaker and the mumbles under his breath. “Sorry, sir. Got a little banged up.” 
 
    Clint brings the radio closer. The microphone is but a scant inch away from his lips. “I need you to focus here, and tell me where Rutledge and Barnes are.” 
 
    Cobb grunts. “They attacked me. I came across them in the back room of the commissary. They were... eating one of the scientists. I managed to take down Rutledge, but not before he bit me. I shot Barnes in the chest three times, but he tore ass and left before I could finish him off.” 
 
    Clint purses his lips. His face fills with anger as his eyes squint. He is pissed. “Hang in there, Cobb. I’ll head your way shortly.” 
 
    Cobb guffaws. “Don’t bother. We’ve seen what happens when you get bit. You get infected with whatever they have. I’m not going to turn into one of those things, sir.” 
 
    “You just hang in there, and we’ll get this sorted-” 
 
    A gunshot rings out through the speaker. He flinches. He stands there, shock filling his wide eyes. His face contorts with rage. He draws his arm back, and acts as though he wants to slam the radio against the wall, but refrains from doing so. 
 
    Clint growls. “Damn it!”  
 
    I offer a sympathetic nod. 
 
    “I’m sorry about you’re men.” 
 
    He lowers his arm, and clamps the radio onto his belt. 
 
    The faint groan of a tortured voice looms from the deep red vacuum of the hall to our right. Clint spins on his heels, and drops to one knee. He brings his rifle to bear. 
 
    Silence. Not a word escapes his lips. He is poised to strike. His form is steady, free of any hesitation. I suck back into the door jamb, and watch with a timid gaze. 
 
    Heavy footsteps pound the tile floor. The silhouette of a body comes into view. It pauses, but only for a moment. A man, outfitted with thick black boots, and a dark gray winter set of pants and coat like Clint’s rushes headlong at us, grunting and growling as it closes the gap. Clint remains focused and vigilant, keeping perfectly still. 
 
    The man doesn’t look like Kylan. It has to be Barnes.  
 
    Fire spits from the end of Clint’s rifle. The orange glow of the muzzle lights up the space. Barnes’s head flies back violently. A faint mist of blood erupts from the back of his skull as his body crumples to the floor. 
 
    Clint holds his steadfast position a moment longer before standing back up. He keeps his rifle pressed firmly to his shoulder with the barrel trained at the motionless corpse on the floor. He approaches with caution, and nudges the man’s arm with the toe of his boot. There is no reaction to the touch. He lowers to the ground, and grabs Barnes’s right arm.  
 
    Clint pulls him onto the flat of his back. I crane my neck, and pull my phone free from my pocket. I turn on the light, and shine it toward the body. 
 
    His skin is pale, mouth drenched in blood that encompasses most of his face. A lone hole resides in the middle of his forehead. Clint places his hand on top of his padded chest, and lowers his head. A moment of silence is offered to his fallen friend. 
 
    My ears pick up the faint whispers of heavy breathing in the blackness beyond my sight. I move the phone’s light up, and try to penetrate the veil of red that shrouds the hall. 
 
    Clint stands up, and makes his way back toward me. He pulls free a pistol from its holster on his side, and hands it to me. “You know how to work this?” 
 
    I eject the magazine, and take stock of the ammo. I slap it back in, and chamber a round without fault. “My father was in the NRA.” 
 
    “Good to know.” The ominous noise brings Clint’s attention front and center, then back to me. “Stay close and keep your eyes peeled. If it’s more of those things, when I tell you to, run.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
      
 
      
 
    This nightmare has spiraled out of control. What was once a slow progression into the unknown, has turned into a free fall into death and madness.  
 
    I want to remain strong, but every second that ticks by seems as though the virus is collecting another soul. And soon, I fear the dead will outnumber the living.  
 
    Clint doesn’t seem to have the same worry as myself. He is focused. His body is coiled, and ready to lash out at any infected that dare to cross his path.  
 
    Anger spews from his pores. Contempt for the dire situation we are trapped in is palpable. I don’t envy those who receive the brunt end of his frustration.  
 
    We leave my room, and venture out into the void of the research center. The red hue swathes the abandoned halls in its dark, rich lather. The afflicted souls cry out from the shadows. 
 
    I stay glued to Clint’s backside. He has attached a silencer to the front of his rifle to reduce the weapon’s cacophony, so it won’t attract any undue attention. 
 
    A ghastly gray shape appears from the ether ahead of us. Clint stops cold, and holds us up. The figure steps closer, revealing more of their identity.  
 
    It’s a female scientist, dressed in a bloody white lab coat. Her face is filled with rage. Her teeth chatter rapidly as her hands twitch. She rushes us in a dead sprint.  
 
    Clint opens fire. His precision is on point. He refrains from shooting the infected woman in any other place except for her head. His weapon discharges, and her frantic body drops to the floor. I am only to use my pistol in need be situations. 
 
    The only saving grace is that there is a skeleton crew onsite. Nora never mentioned the exact number of individuals, though.  
 
    We go to move, but Clint suddenly holds me up. A disturbance to our right grabs his attention. He turns toward the noise. He sweeps from left to right, trying to discover the source.  
 
    A body, draped in a white lab coat stained with blood, emerges. Clint pulls the trigger, but nothing happens. The rifle clicks empty. His magazine is spent. He turns toward me as the shadowy figure charges us. 
 
    “Get out of here, now.” I take aim with the pistol, and prepare to fire. Clint grabs the gun, and pushes my arm down. “Save it. We don’t want to attract anymore that might be close by. Now move!” 
 
    Clint drops the rifle to the floor. He retrieves a blade from the sheath that is attached to his upper right thigh, and offers me a final nod before charging the infected. 
 
    The two collide. The infected chomps at the nape of his neck. Clint stabs the deranged man repeatedly in the stomach and chest. 
 
    I am paralyzed by indecision. Clint saved my life, and it feels wrong to just abandon him in his struggle for our survival.  
 
    The pistol I wield is trained in their direction. My hand is unsteady. It trembles with indecision. I can’t get a clean shot without the risk of hitting Clint. 
 
    Distressed, he calls out to me. “Madison, get out of here, now!” 
 
    “I can’t fire without possibly hitting you.” 
 
    More infected are inbound. The pounding of their feet races toward Clint. I have surrendered to the fact that the entire research center has been taken over by the virus. I guess that’s why a part of me doesn’t want to leave Clint. I don’t want to be alone. 
 
    He continues to fight with the rabid man. The wetness of the blood gleams off the floor, and off Clint’s garb. My legs are jittery. Fear has assumed control over my body, and forces me to flee in the opposite direction. 
 
    Guilt floods my system as I run away. I am not strong enough to stay and help him. I can’t muster the courage. 
 
    The pistol stays glued to my hand as I flee. I don’t know where I am going, or where it is even safe to be. Aside from Clint, I haven’t seen another soul who hasn’t been defiled by the devil’s touch. I’m not much of a religious person, and don’t rely on the hopes of prayer. Given my current situation however, I might consider it. 
 
    I round the corner of the grim corridor, and am met with mischievous clamor. Faint yowls and footsteps abruptly skid along the tile floor, stopping me cold. I try to find the source, but can’t. The cold hand of death creeps up my spine. I fight to brush it off, but am powerless to do so.  
 
    It lurks within the shadows, playing a cat and mouse game that I am forced to participate in. Panicked, I glance to my left, and make for the door.  
 
    My fingers grab the handle and jiggle, but the door doesn’t budge. I can see the figure approaching from down the hall. It is hard to tell if it has spotted me or not from its distracted movement. 
 
    A hushed voice whispers to me from the shadows to my right. 
 
    “Madison, over here.” 
 
    Instinctively, I raise the pistol, and train it in the direction of the weakened voice. Nora stands within the shadows of the lab she is taking refuge in.  
 
    She pantomimes me over. I dart across the hall, and into the lab. She quietly closes the door, and turns around.  
 
    She keeps her voice low, and her movements subtle. “You ok?” 
 
    I shrug, and bob my head. “I guess. Is everyone else infected?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” Nora stays off to the side of the door. She cautiously peers out into the hall. One of the research center’s staff appears suddenly in front of the glass window.  
 
    She presses her face against the surface as her eyes search for a target. Nora deflates against the wall as I retreat from the woman’s wandering eyes. After a few moments of intense breathing, and grunting, she moves on. 
 
    We sit there in the darkness of the barely lit lab. Silence fills the space between us as I gather my thoughts. I crawl over to one of the desks, and lean back against its chilled wooden exterior. 
 
    The red from the hall bleeds through the windows of the lab. Nora’s face is filled with sorrow as she sits is prone on the floor with her legs pulled up to her chest. Her arms rest on her knees as she glances my way. 
 
    “Have you seen Clint by chance?” 
 
    My hand brushes against my face as I look away. I clear my throat, and swallow the lump of regret. “The last I saw, he was fighting with the infected. I’m not sure after that.” 
 
    Nora sighs, then shakes her head. “How about the rest of his men?” 
 
    “As far as I know, they’re either infected or dead.” 
 
    “Great.” 
 
    I place the pistol on the floor next to me, and expel a breath of tension. “I contacted Vincent before we lost power. I told him what all was happening here. He said it would be at least a day or so for them to be able to reach us because of the storm.” 
 
    “I know. He told me as much.” She runs her hand through the matted strands of her hair. “Before we lost power, we got some results in from the carbon dating on Tak.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “You were right. He’s roughly 40,000 years old,” Nora states. 
 
    “Speaking of, what will happen to him if we lose the generators,” I pose. 
 
    “Depends. If the backup generators fail, then the chamber he is stored in will discontinue operating. Which means, we will lose him.” Nora cocks her head from side to side. “Which also means that the system that is containing the so-called virus will stop functioning.” 
 
    I grimace. “Am I safe to assume where this is going?” 
 
    Nora confirms with a tilt of her head. “Baring that whatever has infected everyone here originated from Tak, the likelihood of us becoming infected before help arrives is slim but it is possible. That is, if we don’t freeze to death first.” 
 
    “Perfect.” 
 
    “The facility is insulated well, so it wouldn’t happen fast. But it can happen.” 
 
    I give thought to Nora’s disconcerting words of doom that bore into my fragile mind. Given what we currently know, that the virus can be spread from Tak’s chamber, any sort of rescue team could be walking into a lethal contagion.  
 
    “We need to make sure that they are adequately prepared before arriving here. I’m not sure Vincent understood everything I was saying to him earlier because of the bad connection we had.” 
 
    “We can’t. Communications are down, and our one and only sat phone is inoperable. They are supposed to be bringing us a replacement upon their arrival.” 
 
    Irritated, I grab the pistol and pull myself up from the floor.  
 
    She gets her feet under her as well and looks at me. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “I’m going to communications to see if I can get through and warn them.” 
 
    She balks. “The system is down. Remember, no power.” 
 
    I spoil my tone with a heavy dose of indignation. 
 
    “What about the generators? Don’t they kick over if main power is lost?” 
 
    Nora points up to the ceiling, then around the lab. “I don’t know if you’ve noticed or not, but the generators only provide basic power. All other systems go offline. Thus, the reason we had the sat phone.” 
 
    I am finished debating. I walk toward the door, and she steps in my way. 
 
    “You’re not going out there,” she bluntly says. “If they see you leave, it will draw them here.” 
 
    “If that happens, then I’ll deal with it,” I retort. 
 
    “You’re not leaving, Madison.” 
 
    Without thought, my arm springs up with the pistol clutched in my hand. I train it at her head. “Move. I’m not going to ask again, Nora.” 
 
    We stand there in the shadows, toe to toe, as we eye each other. My hand is steady this time. My mind is made up. 
 
    Nora clenches her fists. Her body tenses. She starts to speak when something blunt rams into the door. The glass window shatters, sending the two of us reeling back.  
 
    Two infected scientists’ clamor to get inside. They back away, and rush headlong into the obstruction before them. The repeated blows dislodge the door from the jamb.  
 
    Wood splinters. 
 
    Glass crunches under our feet.  
 
    The door flies inward, and the infected funnel in. I open fire. My aim is less than perfect, striking the ravenous woman, to our left, in the chest.  
 
    The impact knocks her off balance, and she stumbles back into the wall. I chamber off another round, this time connecting with her head. 
 
    Nora is thrown to the floor by the remaining male aggressor. She hits hard, and ceases any further movement. He grunts, and growls as he reaches for her. I open fire, but nothing happens. The pistol is jammed. 
 
    My instincts take hold. I flip the gun around and pistol whip the man in the head. It diverts his attention away from Nora’s motionless body. 
 
    He charges, driving me backwards. I lose my footing and stumble to the floor. The back of my head slams against the desk drawers facing. Stars instantly fill my gaze.  
 
    The gun rips from my grasp as we grapple for control. He snarls and fights for a clean shot at my flesh as I struggle to keep him at bay. 
 
    My hand reaches up, and swipes across the desk’s tabletop. My fingertips discover a pair of shears. My fingers wrap around the cool metal. I bring my arm down, and repeatedly stab him in the back of the head. 
 
    The pointed tip penetrates his skull. His warm blood coats my fist as I continue my assault. He crumbles on top of my legs. 
 
    Spent, I drop the shears. I heave his bulk off me. I am drained, both physically and mentally. My heavy eyes peer over to Nora, who is still lifeless. I pull myself up off the floor and manage just a few steps before I collapse next to her. 
 
    The back of my head feels moist, like it’s wet. My vision is becoming distorted as I try to blink the stars away. 
 
    In that moment, I contemplate my life, wondering whether or not I am the wolf or the sheep, before my world turns black, and my eyes clamp shut. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    My body feels weightless. I try to move, but can’t. A resounding pressure fills my head. My body aches. Every inch throbs with unrelenting aggression.  
 
    A suppressive hand presses firmly against my shoulder. “Ms. Price, can you hear me?” 
 
    Discombobulated, I crack open my eyes. A bright light flashes in front of them, causing me to squint, and divert my gaze. My ears are bombarded by a thundering sound, which makes it hard to hear him speak. 
 
    In a weakened tone, I answer. “Where... am I?” 
 
    The harsh light ceases, and an older man’s face appears above me. He has a brown beard with white sprinkled throughout. His inquisitive eyes look me over. 
 
    “You and your friend here are 30,000 feet in the air above New York. We’re heading back to the states. You’re lucky we got to you when we did.” My head tilts to the right. Nora is secured on a gurney next to me. She has a mask over her nose and mouth. “The research center went black. The generators had given out from the bitter weather you experienced.” 
 
    My mouth is dry, and feels as though it is stuffed full of cotton. My lips drag along the dried, sticky skin. It takes me a moment to comprehend what he is saying, but I finally do. 
 
    I jerk my arms up. The padded straps, attached to my wrists, restrict my movement. 
 
    “Why do I have these restraints on me?” I hiss. 
 
    He holds his hands up in an attempt to stay my mounting frustration. “They were put there for your safety.” 
 
    My head lifts up from the gurney. I franticly search for Tak. “Where is the body? Have we been exposed to the toxins?” 
 
    He tries to calm me down once more, his voice smooth and even toned. “Ms. Price, the chamber the body was housed in suffered power loss, and was not salvageable.” 
 
    “What about the security detail for the center?” I inquire. “Were there any survivors?” 
 
    “Most of the centers personnel and security team was found dead.” He calmly remarks. 
 
    Hearing the news brings a weight of sadness that drapes over me. Clint had given his life to save mine. I am here because of him. He will not be forgotten. 
 
    He offers a warm smile, and pats my arm softly. 
 
    “We did, however, retrieve some of the scientists that were inside the facility with you and Ms. Sanchez here. We managed to sedate one of them. A Dr. Stevens.” 
 
    The sadness I feel for Clint quickly fades away. A sudden rush of dread consumes my body. My eyes fill with terror as I fight against the restraints. I kick my legs, and thrash my body about. 
 
    “What have you done? You have killed us all. We can’t go back to the states. We’re all infected. If we land, we will spread the virus. Do you understand me?” 
 
    The man puts the full brunt of his weight on my shoulders. He speaks to one of his colleagues before looking back down to me. “Ms. Price, if you don’t settle down, we will have to sedate you again.” 
 
    “Why aren’t you listening to me?” I growl. “We are all in danger-” 
 
    A blood curdling yelp stops me cold. Prone on my back, I lift my head up, and search for the source of the distress. Staggering through the crates and other equipment, a man dressed in military fatigues comes our way. 
 
    He clutches his arm, hand palming the wound. Blood seeps through his fingers as terror fills his face. “Davis bit me. He freaking bit me.” 
 
    Confused by what is happening, the man holding me releases his hands from my shoulder. He goes to the back of the plane to investigate the man’s ravings.  
 
    The soldier walks past me, mumbling and stumbling about in a disoriented fashion. I test the straps for any way to get free. I pull and tug, but it does little good. 
 
    Nora’s hand twitches. Then her fingers. She cocks her head to the left, and opens her eyes. She has been consumed by the virus. 
 
    And soon, I will be too.  
 
      
 
    The beginning of the end… 
 
      
 
    Start reading Dead State: Fallout now! 
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 CHAPTER ONE 
 
      
 
    Saturday morning. The light from the hall creeps in through the narrow crack in my door and hits me right in the face. I knew I should have closed it all the way, but it wouldn’t have made any difference. 
 
    “Come on, James, time to get up. Get showered, dressed, and head downstairs. I’ve got a fresh pot of coffee going for us,” Dad yells from the kitchen below.  
 
    I lift the covers over my head and bury my face in the pillow. It’s bad enough that I have to get up before the sun does during the week to go to school. Now, what seems like most weekends, my father wants to go hunting, hiking, or something that involves me getting up way too early. 
 
    Duke groans and moans at the edge of my bed, trying to wake up himself. He gets to his feet and stretches. His nails rake along the sheets, his sharp claws snag the plaid pattern fabric. He nudges my foot with his nose and follows it with his paws.  
 
    “You are so going to stop hanging out with Dad,” I mutter through a yawn. Nothing like getting a second wakeup notice from a large yellow golden retriever who doesn’t take no for an answer. “Can I get fifteen more minutes, please?” 
 
    Of course, Duke is like my dad and doesn’t believe in the snooze button. When it’s time to get up, it’s time to get up. He never wants to sleep in. 
 
    He grabs my blanket with his teeth and drags it down off my head. The cool air nips at my warm flesh. A chill comes over me as the rest of my body is exposed to the chilliness of my room. 
 
    “All right, dude, I’m getting up.” I remove my head from under the pillow and peer down at the end of my bed. Duke sits there with my blanket still resting in his mouth, stiff as a board. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say he probably enjoyed that. 
 
    “Traitor.” 
 
    Bark!  
 
    Duke drops the blanket and gets to his feet. He turns tail and darts out the door. No doubt going downstairs to get his reward from Dad for not letting me rest any longer. 
 
    It’s 5:35 A.M. This has to be a crime somewhere in the world. No use whining about it, though. Better get to the shower before Dad comes stomping up the stairs. 
 
    Still half asleep, I half-heartedly get out of bed and trudge to the bathroom. The house is still dark, except for the hallway light that beats down on me. It’s just as cool out here as it is in my room. An extra incentive to get me moving quickly.  
 
    I stop at Cindy’s room. Her princess nightlight catches the corner of my eye. She’s sleeping peacefully with her brown teddy bear, the one with a big red heart on the front, clutched tightly in her arms. She gets on my nerves on a daily basis, but seeing her sleeping makes me glad she’s around. And also, that she’s sleeping and not bothering me. 
 
    “James, you in the shower yet? I don’t hear the water running. We’re burning day light, son. Get it in gear,” dad calls out once more. 
 
    I yawn, and rub my eyes. 
 
    Doesn’t it have to be daytime to burn it?  
 
    “Getting in now,” I reply half asleep. 
 
    The soles of my feet hit the ceramic tile of the bathroom floor. I flick the light on. The sudden shock of the large glamor lights causes my eyes to shutter. I shield my face with my right arm, as I scamper to the mat in front of the shower.  
 
    Cold as ice. Got to love winter time in Oregon. 
 
    I start the shower, twisting the silver handle to the hot, red side. The pipes subtly rattle in the wall while I slip my boxers off, and step inside.  
 
    The warmth of the water nearly puts me back to sleep. Through past experience, I know if I don’t do this quickly, Sergeant Sleep Hater will be all up in the bathroom giving me the third degree. I would lock the door, but Dad doesn’t believe in locks. At least, not on bedrooms and bathrooms. 
 
    I can just hear his heavy footsteps clomping up the stairs and down the hall toward the bathroom. He’d test the doorknob first, then hammer the door with his fist. 
 
    “James. You know my rule on locked doors, son.” 
 
    Ugh. So annoying. Privacy in this house is hard to come by. 
 
    I scrub down, and take a few minutes to enjoy the silence before turning off the water and getting out. I dry off, and quickly shuffle back to my room. The cold air is hot on my tail, causing goose bumps to flood my wet skin. I start to get dressed in my hunting gear when my computer screen turns on. 
 
    “You up, Lady Killer?” a voice asks from the speakers on my desk. 
 
    It’s Dawson. He stares at me with a smile on his face as he snickers. 
 
    “Lady Killer. Somebody got jokes early in the morning,” I reply while slipping on my shirt. 
 
    “I’m just calling you by your new name. After that stunt you pulled with Kimberly, seems fitting, dude.”  Dawson laughs, which actually sounds like a snort or something. That’s about the only thing about him that anyone could possibly pick out as a turn off.  
 
    Oddly enough, most of the girls find it charming. Perhaps, they look beyond it to his California blond surfer look and athletic stature. Plus, carrying a high GPA doesn’t hurt either. Though, to be honest, I’m not sure how many really care about grades. 
 
    “Yeah, well, it would have worked if Steve wouldn’t have gotten in the way. I spent a good amount of time working on that poem. It took a lot of guts to not only write it, but then try to sing it to her during lunch.” I sit down on the edge of my bed, and start to slip on my boots. “Anyways, you didn’t call me to bust my balls this early. Have you been scavenging the web again for conspiracy theories of UFO’s?”  
 
    I try to not to chuckle, but it slips out. You wouldn’t peg Dawson as one of those types who lends credit to grand stories of abductions by little green men. It’s all B.S., but don’t tell him that.  
 
    “Actually, naysayer, I came across an article and some footage that someone shot in Gresham,” Dawson snidely remarks. If I didn’t know any better, I would say that he didn’t care for me poking fun at him. 
 
    “Of little green men running wild and the mother ship ready to beam them and their victims back for a good probing?”  
 
    I chuckle. I do enjoy giving him a hard time. He enjoys giving it much more than receiving it though. 
 
    “No, smart ass. This is a whole other level of weird. Like X-Files on crack.” Dawson’s eyes shift to the left.  
 
    Laughing under my breath, I finish lacing up my boots, and grab my coat from the dark brown chair near my computer. I reach for my phone, but think twice as Dad hates it when I text on our outings. 
 
    “Whatever. It’s probably some guys messing around, and trying to stir things up. I wouldn’t get sucked into anything.” 
 
    “Nah, man. The article was talking about outbreaks that are popping up all over the country. Remember that plane crash that happened in New York about three weeks ago? The one where the CDC came in, and quarantined the crash site?”  
 
    I’ve never been big on watching the news, or following the conspiracy threads on the internet like Dawson does. 
 
    I shrug, and shake my head. “Doesn’t ring a bell. You know I don’t generally watch the news, dude. I have a life, you know.” 
 
    Dawson rolls his eyes. “Anyway, apparently, people are going all homicidal and crazy. Like attacking random folks and such. I’m talking bath salts, but amped up. They’re calling these freaks chasers.” 
 
    “I haven’t heard anything on the news about people doing what you’re talking about,” I counter. “And chasers? Come on, man. Sounds like a made-up story to stir things up. Some media companies trying to get ratings.” 
 
    “I don’t think so. I’ve been following this, and it seems legit. Besides, the news and the government are probably trying to keep this under wraps. Can’t have the general population finding out that a deadly virus is circulating on the streets.”  
 
    I check the time on my hunting watch that my father got me for Christmas. It can do everything under the sun, even tell me when my dad is about to blow his top. Kidding on the last part. 
 
    “Hey, man, I got to get running. My dad’s waiting for me. I don’t need to get him irate this early in the morning.” 
 
    “All right, man, but before you go just watch this clip that I found.” Dawson’s fingers pound away on his keyboard in a fury. 
 
    “Daw-” I try to say but he’s gone. Logged off. There’s a file waiting in my inbox titled, People gone crazy: Volume 1. Rise of the chasers. Who comes up with this stuff? 
 
    I go to turn off the screen. The video starts to play. I jump. My hand springs to my chest. Dang auto play feature.  
 
    People scream and run around with a naked fear gripping their faces. The footage shakes as if it is a handheld camera. 
 
    “Oh, my gawd, check this crap out,” the guy recording says with a horse growl.  
 
    He zooms in on a handful of cops circling a guy that has blood all over his face and body. The camera shifts to the side some, and moves down.  
 
    A cop is prone on his back on the ground. His face is severely bruised and swollen. The top portion of his skull is smashed in. His light blue shirt is torn open. Portions of his flesh are missing from his chest and stomach.  
 
    “Put your hands on top of your head and get to your knees, now!” one of the cops yells. 
 
    Now, I know this is fake and all. It seems like a low budget zombie flick that someone threw together to just shock the crap out of people.  
 
    For some strange reason though, my heart beats a little faster—my nerves getting the better of me. These people are really selling this. And that guy the cops are surrounding, his eyes are all red and bloodshot. A distant expression of wild rage fills his face. He seems unafraid of all those guns pointed at him. 
 
    “I am not going to say-” 
 
    The man lunges at the police officer. Their gun discharges, triggering a salvo of bullets that tear through the man’s flesh. 
 
    “OH, MY GAWD! OH, MY GAWD!” the man recording the dramatic footage screams. You can hear him scrambling about and breathing heavy. The camera’s video becomes distorted. “I don’t know what the hell is happening, but I’m gone. I hope this is all recorded ‘cause I’m not going to try to get anymore.” 
 
    Silence ensues. No screams or gunfire. Just the unsettling pants of panic from the distance as the man’s breathing slows back to normal.  
 
    The camera’s view is more stable now. It points at the concrete, but you can hear the man working back up to his feet. 
 
    “I’m going to make sure it’s clear before I jet.” 
 
    Bringing the camera back up and around, the man screams as a police officer’s body is laid out on the back of his cruiser. His face is covered in blood and his eyes peer deep into the lens. 
 
    “James?” 
 
    I nearly jump out of my skin at my dad’s voice.  
 
    “What are you doing? I’ve been calling you for the past few minutes.” 
 
    My eyes stay focused on the screen. I tilt my head slightly to the left, and respond. “Sorry. Guess I didn’t hear you. Dawson sent me another one of his conspiracy theory videos he found on the internet.”  
 
    “Well, turn that mess off and come on.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    My dad heads back downstairs. He totally scared the crap out of me. I didn’t even hear him enter my room. Stupid video. I’m so going to get Dawson back for that. I still think it’s all bogus, but it certainly did give me a jolt of fear. 
 
    I shut my monitor off, and grab my pack from the floor. Tossing it over my shoulder, I turn off my light and head down the stairs.  
 
    The smell of coffee brewing, and Dad’s normal hunting breakfast, fills my nose. Mom always tries to slip the decaffeinated stuff in when Dad isn’t paying attention. Most times it works, but on occasion, he lets me have the other. Just our little secret though. 
 
    Duke’s waiting by the door patiently, his head going from side to side, that yellow, bushy tail wagging about happily. I drop my pack, and saddle up to the bar to eat.  
 
    Dad’s normal hunting breakfast consists of three eggs, over easy, bacon that’s not too crispy, a bowl of oatmeal, and a glass of orange juice to wash it down. Protein for the hunt is what he calls it.  
 
    There is no savoring, or taking your time to eat. You just clean the plate like it could disappear at any moment. I can enjoy it later, I guess. 
 
    I scrape my plate for any leftover food, rinse it off, and place it in the dishwasher. Dad’s got my mug ready to go. The steam from the warm coffee billows up from the lid’s single slit. The scent grabs my nose. I inhale. 
 
    “Come on, Duke,” Dad says as he cracks open the door. 
 
    Duke bolts out into the chilly morning air. He runs about and sniffs for a good place to relieve himself.  
 
    I snatch my pack from the floor, and with my coffee in hand, I head outside. It doesn’t matter how many times we go out in the Oregon winter, the chill of the cold, crisp air always seems to find a way to seep between my hunting attire. Dad tells me regularly I’m overreacting, and that it isn’t that cold. I just roll my eyes and hold my tongue. 
 
    “I got you the good stuff this morning. Your mom has been on my case about giving you that caffeinated coffee, but a young man needs his morning jolt before a long day.” Dad lifts his arm up and flexes. 
 
    “Yeah, well, you know Mom has a nose like a blood hound, and the instincts to go with that. When she finds out, you’ll for sure get it.” I nudge him in the side, winking at him as we watch Duke search the blades of grass. 
 
    “What? You think I’m scared of your mother?” Dad cuts his eyes over to me. A coy smile slithers across his face. 
 
    No response is needed. We both know the answer to that question.   
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    Outside of the fantastical world of sci-fi, Derek serves as the Vice President at Woodforest National Bank. During his free time, he enjoys reading, exercising, and watching apocalyptic movies and TV shows like Mad Max and The Walking Dead. Above all, he is a family man who cherishes nothing more than quality time spent with his loved ones.  
 
    To find out more about Derek Shupert and his forthcoming publications, visit his official website at www.derekshupert.com. 
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