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Leon Verdat loved dirt. As a child he used to be fascinated with sandboxes and would spend lots of time in them, building roads for his toy cars and dump trucks. The happy, thin, black-haired American boy would destroy the sand roads he had made, and bury the cars, only to mount brave rescue missions with his plastic soldiers and the tiny medical team (that came with their own stretcher which fit into the toy ambulance). When the siren on top of the ambulance was pressed, it rang out with an alarm, which lent urgency to his rescue missions. Many were the times that his parents had to coax him in from playing for dinner, and then get all of the dirt off him before he could eat. 

His father was an accountant, and his mother was a stay-at-home mom, in a time when that was widely possible on a single salary. His parents came from a hard-working, European background (Irish and German), and instilled solid morals and a strong work ethic in him. He grew up in the 1950s, in Kansas, and spent a lot of time thinking about science and the quickly changing world around him – and he always wondered at the bad side of science that had him ducking under his desk at school for nuclear bomb drills.

His friends liked to go with him on hikes around the surrounding hills, as he had the uncanny knack of always finding nice gemstones. Sometimes, they found large storm drains, and they could wiggle past the metal barricades and go exploring inside the tunnels. Finding the tunnels was like finding another world for Leon, and he became an avid spelunker soon after.

When they got back from their hikes, he and his friends always had pockets full of amethyst and other rocks he had found for them. They'd hide the stones in the big sandbox, burying them in many spots, and he would manage to find them, with amazing success, sometimes even with his eyes closed! No one knew how he did it.

Later, when he was in his teens, Leon moved to building sand castles on the beach, and entering in competitions. Those were good for impressing the girls, he found, as when he won, he got his picture in the local newspaper and got a trophy. Truth be told though, he had almost as much fun knocking the castles down afterward, and returning the sand to its natural state, where anything was possible, again. But as long as he could get his hands into the sand, and dirt, and feel its texture and smell its smell, that was fine with him.

When he was in high school, he worked for a landscaper and thought he might start a business in that field. But when he was looking at courses to take at college, he found out about people who built tunnels deep underground for a living, and his love for the dirt increased into a passion for a career he could do for the rest of his life. He studied pedology, and engineering, so he could become an expert in soil and building underground. He then became an apprentice with a construction company that specialized in tunnel building, so he learned all he could about underground construction techniques there.

Within a few years of graduation he was running his own successful construction business in a rural part of New York State, specializing in underground construction, mainly of tunnels. His work underground led him to develop a fascination with geodes, and he found many of them on his work sites. He became a collector and expert in them, attending trade shows, and even giving talks on the stones to groups of local enthusiasts. It was at one of these gem shows that he met his future wife. For him, being able to be underground, and work with the soil and stones was a dream come true. He lived his dream for many happy years, until one day an unexpected visitor to his office changed all that.

"You want me to build underground bases? For the shadow government? With the secret military?" Leon asked the Man in Black who sat across from him. 

The man was thin with beady black eyes, pale skin, and slicked down black hair, like men used to wear when Leon was a child. His suit was old fashioned too, with a thin black tie. His shoes were also of a decades old style, but new-looking and highly polished.

"Not so loud Mr. Verdat, the walls tend to have ears," the man said, smiling faintly. 

As the man spoke, Leon felt suddenly sleepy. The man's voice was mildly hypnotic, and Leon suspected he was using some sort of mentalist's programming technique on him.

"How do I know this is legit? You won't even give me your name, just Mr. Black!" Leon blinked his assertive green eyes, which were bugging out.

"It's better that way. How could you prove who I was anyway, no matter what name I gave you?" the man cooed. "Besides, this is just a preliminary visit to...gauge your interest in our proposal."

"I see." Leon shook himself back fully awake and drank some coffee.

This guy's an asshat, Leon thought.

The man had said that he represented a secretive, military branch of the shadow government, the true government, not the one Leon and most people knew about.

Mr. Black shifted in his seat and pulled out a cigarette case. It was old, and ornate looking, like something from the 1940's, stylish with a flourish of Art Deco. He opened it to reveal a neat line of cigarettes. "Do you mind if I smoke?"

"No, go ahead," said Leon, opening the window behind his desk. He settled back in his chair as Mr. Black lit the cigarette and puffed out a billow of smoke that rose above their heads. They both watched the smoke rise. It quickly disappeared with the breeze coming in from the window. It was a warm spring day and the air carried the aroma of cut grass and flowers. "I've been building tunnels and underground structures for a long time. Don't you think I've have come across some of these "secret, underground military bases" by now, in my line of work?"

"No. Not unless you had been cleared to see them."

"Like how?"

"Security cleared. This is not a child's game, Mr. Verdat; this is serious business."

"Well, I've heard there were underground cities, too, but I've never seen proof of any of them. I have seen some very large bomb shelters in my work; even built many. If you want me to build you a shelter, there's no need to go through this cloak and dagger routine..."

"No, we want you to work on one of our underground bases."

"Bases. Right."

"If you are interested to assist us, then you will receive a visit from a high-ranking officer in the secret military. The fine details of your contract will be reviewed, and there will be papers to sign. You will be required to pass a security clearance and swear an oath of secrecy; both things you will have no trouble doing, as you are a good, hard-working, law abiding family man."

His face went taught and he narrowed his eyes. "You mean, you’ve been spying on me, already."

The man took a delicious puff on his cigarette, let it out, and smiled. "Why, of course. Why do you think I'm here? We know a great deal about you. We think you are our kind of people, and that you would be of great service to us. And to your country. You want to help your country, don't you?"

He swallowed, hard. If the man really represented the powerful group he claimed he did, then he knew there was only one correct answer to the question. "Of course I do. But why me?" The man was not really asking him, but telling him, just in a gentle way, he knew.

Mr. Black gestured with his cigarette, and looked around the wood-paneled office, the walls of which were covered with framed covers from engineering magazines, letters of commendation from city officials, and thanks from many charities. "You are one of the best in your field. One of the brightest engineers, with extensive tunnel-building experience – one of the most sought after. Your business has done very well. You have clients from all over the world, and you are in constant demand. You worked on the Chunnel. That's quite a feat."

Leon nodded. "It was. There were some days I didn't think we'd be able to get it finished, but we did. It’s an amazing accomplishment."

"Precisely! That's why we want you to come and work for your country, Mr. Verdat."

"In secret."

"That's right. Doing the sort of work you do, I don't think it's a complete surprise to you that these groups exist, and that they've been building secret, underground facilities for a long time."

"But I've never worked for the military before. I don't know if that's something I'm interested in doing. I'm a peaceful person. And please, call me Leon."

"Alright, Leon." The man sucked deep on his cigarette, burning it almost down to the filter, then he then let it drop to the floor, as there was no ashtray. He ground out the butt with his shiny shoe. "Enough of this chit-chat. Let me tell you how this is going to work, Leon. You will come to work for us. You will do a good job, you will be highly paid – more money than you've ever made – and you will keep quiet about your work. That includes not saying anything to anyone about our visit, here and now. Do I make myself clear?"

"Yes, but I don't know if I want to..."

"Mister Verdat...Leon," the man smiled. "You've got such a nice, thriving business going here. It would be a shame if it were to run into troubles and go bankrupt. What would you do then to provide for your lovely family? Jennie is going to have her fifth birthday party next week."

Leon sat back and considered the man's words carefully. He took a few breaths. He was trapped and he knew it. He had to find a way to cooperate. "I'm sure we can work something out."

"Excellent, Leon. Excellent!" Mr. Black stood up and extended his hand. 

Leon shook it, weakly, and forced a smile, feeling sick in his stomach.

"Welcome aboard! Have a good evening. We'll be in touch," the man turned and left the room.

Leon got up and followed him out of his deserted office, and locked the front door. He watched the man get into an old, but perfectly preserved black Lincoln and start up its large engine. The car rumbled to life and its headlights flashed on. He watched as the car slipped away down the street, the red taillights fading away into darkness.

"Well, then," he said to himself. He sat down at his desk and put his hands behind his head. He looked at the framed articles and plaques on the walls, his eyes coming to rest on a family picture of him, his wife Mary, and their daughter Jennie.

Finally, he sighed and got up to go home, knowing his life was about to change in ways he couldn't control. He had heard rumours of secret, underground building projects, but they had been just stories, until today.

Turning out the lights, he walked to the front door and set the alarm. Once outside, he turned the key, then tried the handle to make sure it was locked. He looked around the parking lot and street, but there was no one in sight.

He got into his black Mercedes SUV and started it up. He pulled out into the quiet street, and checked his mirrors to see if he was being followed. He saw no one, but that didn’t mean they hadn’t put a tracking device on his car and were monitoring his movements on a computer screen from a remote location. 

He drove for a while, around the downtown, not wanting to go home just yet. He needed some time to cool his jets and to think. He looked at the people walking around as he drove past; they looked free. But he didn't feel free any longer.

***
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Leon pulled into the circular driveway of his luxury home and parked beside his wife's SUV, which was also a Mercedes, the same top-of-the-line model as his, except in white; a matching pair. He put on a big smile before walking to the door to his wife and daughter. Mr. Black had kept him at work late, but then again, Leon had been working a lot of overtime lately.

"How'd work go, hon?" Mary asked him as he stepped in the house. She gave him a kiss, his loving wife, always happy to see him, despite his small faults.

"Fine, just fine," he said and hugged her. 

Not really fine, no, but you can't know that. At least, not yet. Maybe one day.

"Sorry I missed dinner. I had a client come by just as I was about to leave and we had some issues to discuss."

"Oh, nothing too serious, I hope?" She looked him over, attuned to the tension on his face and body. She put a hand on his back and gave him a gentle massage.

"Naw, I can handle it," he smiled, rubbing the back of his neck, until Mary took over.

I hate not being able to tell her what's going on!

Their daughter Jennie came running up to him and grabbed his legs in an embrace. "Daddy, daddy!" she yelled.

"Hi, there!" He picked her up and hugged her. "Daddy missed you very much today." 

He visited with her for a while, getting caught up on the events of her young life. But not for long, as it was late, and near her bedtime. So he carried her to her bedroom, tucked her into bed with a story, and she was asleep before long.

He then ate his warmed up dinner as he spent some time flipping through the TV channels. There was not much on to interest him, not even a new Breaking Bad episode. Mary sat with him and ate some desert, chocolate crumble, one of his favourites, that she had made. She told him about her day, and he tried to pay attention, but his day had been pretty eventful itself, and he found it hard to listen to her, the thoughts in his head, and the TV at the same time.

***
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Leon lay in bed after trying to make love to his wife, unable to sleep. He blamed his inability to perform on stress and lack of sleep, and that was mostly true. He was very stressed out from the visit with Mr. Black earlier that day, and he often had sleep problems, anyway. But sexual dysfunction was a rare thing for him. He was healthy for a man in his mid-forties, with a strong libido, and his wife, a few years younger, was quite attractive. It was just not the best thing for his mind to be visited by an agent of the secret government and be asked, rather forced, to work for them, he felt.

Goddam world caving in on me...

Mary was understanding about his "problem" that night, and as it rarely happened, she didn't question him further. He knew that if it were to continue she would have questions, and he dearly hoped that didn't happen. He had not mentioned anything to her about Mr. Black's visit, and he doubted he ever would, or could. He knew that if he did end up working for the secret government, building their underground bases, he'd never be able to tell his family.

Goddammit! 

He twisted on the bed and gripped his pillow tight. His eyes searched the darkness of the bedroom and settled on the tree branches of autumn that shook in the wind outside the window. 

He went down to the kitchen to get a midnight snack. He knew it was a bad idea to eat at night, with him being overweight, but maybe it would calm his nerves, and churning stomach.

He took the milk out of the fridge and poured a tall glass. It felt good going down and did help settle his stomach some. As he drank, he looked out the kitchen window and thought he saw a figure moving in the back of his yard. He almost spit out the milk, which he knew he really shouldn't be drinking, anyway, if he was concerned about losing weight. He put the glass down on the counter as quietly as he could.

Stepping lightly to the sliding door, he peered outside. He didn't see anyone. But he supposed, if there were secret government-type agents spying on him, they'd likely be pretty skilled and hard to spot. He leaned back on the doorframe, his heart pounding in his ears. 

"I don't need this shit," he whispered. Thoughts came into his mind of just packing up and moving to another country, as far away as he could get.

He sat at the kitchen table for a long time, in the dark, looking out the sliding doors. He never saw anyone. 

As the dawn started to break he felt very tired, and climbed back upstairs to Mary in bed. At least he might be able to get a couple of hours of sleep, if he was lucky.
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Leon entered his office building and tried to act like nothing was wrong. Nancy, the receptionist was already at her desk. She came in early, usually before everyone and opened the place up. He grabbed one of the donuts that she had brought in, a Friday tradition.

"Morning, Nancy," he said, taking a bite of a cruller and pouring himself a coffee.

"Good morning. There's a man waiting for you in your office."

He felt a wave of dread go through him. His mind raced and his stomach knotted up. "Oh, yeah? Who is it?" 

"He just said he was a friend and that you'd know what it was about."

Leon nodded, trying to keep his composure, "Ah, yes. Thanks. Hold my calls for now."

"Yes, boss." She went back to typing on the computer.

He stirred the cream and sugar into his coffee slowly, then shuffled to his office. He could see a man's crew cut head though the window of the door as he approached. As he entered, he saw a well-built man in his fifties, he guessed, wearing an expensive tan suit. 

The man stood as Leon entered. "Hello, I'm General Simpson. Nice to meet you, Leon," the man extended a beefy hand.

"Thank you, likewise." He shook the man's hand, then closed the door and settled in behind his desk. 

The General sat back down in the chair in front of the desk and smiled.

"I was wondering how long it would take you to show up," Leon said, trying to sound jovial.

"How's that?" 

"Nothing, just making a joke. I suppose you're here because of...Mr. Black?" 

Like that's his real name.

"That's right. I know he briefed you on our proposal. I'm here to make the formal presentation, and if you agree, then I have some papers for you to sign. Ask any questions you want. If I can't answer them, due to security reasons, I'll let you know."

He had a hundred questions running through his mind, but picking one was difficult. Immediately, his thoughts went to his business, his earnings, and his family. "What happens to my business if I'm working on projects with you? Do I have to go away for a long time on-site? What about my income?"

"Not to worry. You'll be given a generous salary, plus bonuses, and make more than you're making now. You will be working here and there, but you'll be able to come home on a regular basis, and even keep running your business. But if we need you, we expect you to make us your first priority."

"I see," murmured Leon. He drank some coffee and let it all sink in. "You'll pay me more than I make with my business? You are going to guarantee that?"

"Yes, we will. In writing. You will receive a signing advance, and a regular paycheque. If the projects you head up finish ahead of schedule and under budget, you'll receive a bonus."

He smiled. "A signing advance? I feel like a football player getting recruited, or something."

"It's not that far off, Mr. Verdat. You have skills and talents that we require. If we don't recruit you and pay you well, someone else might. We'd lose the benefit of your skills. We wouldn’t want that; we hate to lose, and usually never do." The General looked him straight in the eye. 

"I'd have to keep it all secret, right? No telling anyone."

"Top secret. Actually, above that. And that's right, you will be bound by a security oath. If you disclose any details of the jobs you work on, you could face imprisonment for twenty years, or more. It's not a good idea to talk about any work you do with us, to anyone."

"It sounds very serious. And I'd take it as serious. I'm just not sure it's something I want to get into. I have a successful business here. Things are going well. I'm happy, and my family is happy. Why would I want to change and jeopardize all that? All that I have built in my life so far? Tell me that, General. I mean, I support my country and all, and I'm all for freedom, but I'm not a military person. No offense."

The General leaned back and looked him over. "None taken. We knew going into this that you were not going to be easily persuaded. Some agents in our own forces, but mostly abroad, resort to...unpleasant means to recruit talent. I don’t want to go down that path with you, despite what Mr. Black may have indicated. Rest assured, we are not here to blackmail you. What good would you be to us then, working under duress? No, that is not our way. What you need to understand is that coming on board with us is necessary for our country's survival, and perhaps the survival of the entire world. But I cannot disclose further details to you until you have signed the security oath, and received your security clearance. The situation is dire. We need your help."

Leon downed his coffee. "What could be so bad? I'd have heard about it on the news? What's the problem? You guys have great engineers working for you already."

The General laughed a little. "Don't believe all that's on the news. And what about the things that don't make the news? I know of many important, secret operations that the vast majority of the public has never heard about. We do have some great people working with us, but we need a lot more. There is a big push on to construct more underground facilities. You've heard of global warming, I'm sure."

"Of course."

"Well, events related to that could happen that render our government, both public and secret, unable to function. We need more subterranean bases built and we need them fast. I'm in possession of recent intelligence information that says some major calamities are in store for our planet and we need to take all the precautions we can to maintain our global position of strength, military supremacy, if you will, and continuance of government should any of these events take place. And they will take place, Mr. Verdat. For the good of you, your family, your country, and your planet, it would be in all of those best interests to sign on with what I am offering you. You'll learn more later, and let me tell you, what you will learn will shock and frighten you, but it's the truth." He lifted his briefcase onto his lap and tapped it. "Shall we look over the paperwork?" 

Leon nodded, and the man turned the locks on the case and took out a thick folder. He handed it over.

"Take your time. Read it carefully. Where can I get some coffee in this joint?" The General stood up and smoothed out his clothes.

"Uh, just down the hall. My receptionist will get you anything you need."

"Thanks," said the General, and he went off in search of coffee. 

Leon flipped through the many pages and felt a headache coming on.

***
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After he had read through all the pages, Leon picked up a pen and signed. 

What choice do I have? I say no, who knows what could happen? Though, if there's a way I can help the world out of some problems... 

He pushed the papers toward the General, who signed as well. 

Then, the General had Leon recite an oath that he would not divulge any details of his employment, under severe penalties, so help him God. 

The oath finished, the General smiled, and he looked genuinely proud. "I hereby declare you are now sworn in and you have been granted a provisional Top Secret clearance, as we have already done your background check. Your level will eventually increase to 15 above Top Secret, in time, but that's good enough for now."

"There's levels above Top Secret?"

The General chuckled. "Oh, yes. Many more. Even the President of our country is not cleared for them all!"

"Wow!"

"Many Presidents have tried to gain access to our secret bases and uncover the truth about UFOs, and they never got it; their security clearance was just not high enough."

"Oh, my God!"

"You should consider yourself privileged. It's a fascinating world you are now entering!"

"I'll say."

"Your view of things will never be the same again, after some time with us."

"I'm ready!"

"Good! Then, welcome to the Diggers 18th! That's the name of your team. The formalities are to come, such as issuing you an ID, but consider yourself in your country's service." He offered his hand and they shook.

"Thank you," Leon said. He actually did feel a small bit of national pride, and also wonder. "So just how high do the security clearances go?"

"Up over 37 levels, and then there are even special levels above that. You've got a lot to learn, young grasshopper," the General winked. He then handed Leon a package marked "Top Secret."

For a moment, Leon just stared at it, unmoving. 

"Go ahead. Open it. You need to become familiar with what you'll be dealing with down there."
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