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​Chapter 1 – Smoke on The Horizon
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The fishing was good, but the day was long and the two men were almost out of beer. The park, just north of Clovis, New Mexico, had been busier earlier in the morning, but as the afternoon passed the crowds had faded and the fishermen were left in quiet isolation. One of them sipped his beer as a soft breeze rippled across the water. The other began to snore, asleep in his spot in the shade of the pine trees on the edge of the pond.

The first man finished his beer and tossed the empty can toward his sleeping companion. “Hey, Gorman, wake up,” he said. “We’re running out of beer.”

The second man, Gorman, jerked awake. He rubbed his eyes and yawned. "How long was I out?"

“Like half an hour.” The first man, Phipps reeled in his line and collapsed his rod. “Come on, let’s head back to the dorms. I didn’t catch anything.”

"You're just jealous," Gorman said. He opened his cooler and tilted it toward his friend to reveal three catfish on a pile of ice. "I got my dinner. What are you going to eat?"

With a one-fingered salute, Phipps indicated his disapproval. “Shut up,” he said. “I’m out of beer, the sun’s going down, and I’m heading back to base.” Gorman brought in his line, collapsed his rod, and began to gather his property while Phipps brought his things over to a nearby pick-up truck.

As he folded his camp chair, Gorman glanced around the area. “Hey, Phipps...” he said. Phipps turned to see his friend pointing to the trees. Under a pine tree, hidden in the shade of its broad branches, was a hunched form. It had a short, human shape, but something about it made the two fishermen uneasy. “What is that?”

The creature was inhumanly muscular, covered with coarse brown hair, with a short face and long fingers. Its broad, flat nose sniffed at the air, though its small eyes were locked on the two men. Phipps moved closer to his friend while both of them stared at the creature, and as he did, the creature’s mouth slid open in a snarl that revealed a jaw full of sharp, pointed teeth. It growled and opened its hand to extend long, sharp claws at the end of each finger.

“What the-“Gorman began, but was interrupted. Another growl erupted from their right as three more of the creatures stepped out of the trees. The first creature moved forward quickly, but the men were one step ahead. Gorman drew a pistol from behind his back, then aimed at one of the creatures and fired. The shot struck and put a hole through its chest.

The first creature fell back, but the other three howled as they rushed forward, and the two men were rewarded for their bravery with agony and blood.
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MAJOR PETER HICKS, US Army, woke before dawn and ran. The sun rose during his five-mile run, but he carried on to his destination, an open field where he performed cycles of push-ups, sit-ups, lunges, and other muscle-training exercises before he start the run back home. He made good time, stretched, and cooled down before he took a shower. He ate breakfast with his wife and kids then dressed in his duty uniform before he left for his office.

Headquartered on Fort Knox, Kentucky, The Department of SuperHuman Activities in a broad, three-story brick building near the western side of the base. Peter pulled up to the building and parked in the spot marked for the operations team leader then climbed from his car. He entered the building through plate glass double doors and showed his badge to the military police at the security checkpoint. He went through the metal detector, checked in at the front reception desk, then took the stairs to the third floor. He checked in again, this time with the command staff reception desk, before he walked to his office.

Inside his office, Peter passed the couch, the bookshelves that were built into every wall, and moved around the desk to his seat. The phone on his desk indicated that he had two messages, both from General Cross, and his email inbox was empty. He sat at his desk and retrieved the receiver for his phone, but before he could return the general’s call she appeared at his door.

“Major Hicks, we have a mission,” General Allison Cross said. “Two airmen were killed outside of Clovis, New Mexico. Assemble your team and have them report here as soon as possible.”

Peter looked up at the general. “You want them here, ma’am?” he asked. “I usually brief them in the field.”

Cross nodded. “This one is different. The airmen were killed by creatures unlike anything we’ve seen before. We need to find out if there are more and, if so, stop them. Put together a team and send me the roster.”

The general turned to leave, but before she could, Peter nodded. “I’ll email you, but I have it now if you’d like.”

“Who do you have in mind?” Cross asked. “How many?”

Peter held up a hand. "Four, plus myself." He counted off on his fingers. "Dr. Adam Baum and Dr. Henry Jameson for their sensory abilities, Dr. Sonia Garcia-Willis for her medical expertise, and Kyle Jones."

Cross scowled. "I can understand the three doctors, but why Jones? He just finished training, and before that, he was in prison."

“Because he needs time in the field.” Peter said.

“I don’t trust him,” Cross said. “he was only let out of prison because he volunteered to join the DSHA, and even then, he needed your good word just to make it through the door. Besides, as I said, he only just finished the special training regimen you put together for him.”

Peter shrugged. “Then either send him to operations or send him back to prison, ma’am. At some point, you have to choose.”

Cross pursed her lips, took a deep breath, then shook her head. “Fine, he’s in. Get your people here, Major Hicks. But keep an eye on Jones.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Calls were made and flights arranged by mid morning, and six hours later, Peter met the rest of his team at the airport on post. With him was a man who, though young, stood eight feet tall and seemed to be made of muscle. The young man stood just beside Peter with a nervous expression as they waited for the plane landed and taxied into a hangar. The hangar doors were closed and soon the pedestrian door opened.

A man stepped out of the door, and older man in a shirt-and-sweater-vest. “Hello, Major Hicks,” Dr. Adam Baum said as he smiled. “It seems I am almost as punctual as you.”

“How are you doing, Professor Baum?” Peter asked. He shook the other man’s hand.

Dr. Baum nodded. “As strange as this may sound, my day is always improved by one of your calls.” Peter raised an eyebrow, and Adam scoffed. “Oh, don’t look at me like that. I’m seventy years old, I have no children, I’m not married, and I have been teaching here for forty years. It is a good life, but an uneventful one.” He glanced at Peter, but saw Kyle behind him, and his smile grew.

Before he could speak, the door from the hangar opened again and a middle-aged woman walked through. "Don't listen to him, he has a new robot suit he wants to test." Dr. Sonia Garcia-Willis approached Peter and gave him a quick hug. "Hi, Peter."

"Sonia," Peter said. “how're things?"

Sonia rolled her eyes and tossed her shoulder-length black hair back. “A student tried to bribe me for a good grade today, and when I turned him down, he propositioned me.” She said with a chuckle. “Studying would have been easier for him.”

“That’s why I went to community colleges.” Peter said.

Adam shouldered his bag. “Yes, but MIT and Harvard pay their faculty better.” He pointed to the large man beside Peter. “Who’s your friend?”

“This is Kyle Jones,” Peter said. “but we’ll make introductions when everyone’s here. Sonia, do you don't know where Dr. Jameson is?"

Sonia held up her hands. “No idea. I teach medicine, Peter, he teaches physics. We’re not even on the same campus.”

Peter shrugged. “People still ask me if I know their cousin Jimmy because we’re both in the army.”

Adam tried to speak, but before he could, the door opened once again, and Dr. Henry Jameson stepped through. He checked his watch and adjusted the dial around the outside. "Sorry I'm late. I got stuck on the plane, then my department head called, and one of my teaching assistants was sick."

Before he could respond, Peter’s phone rang. He held up a hand and answered it. After a short conversation, he hung up. “You flew here and landed ten seconds ago,” Peter said. Adam burst into laughter, and Sonia chuckled as she shook her head. Silently, Kyle grinned. “Air traffic control for the airport saw you and reported it to DSHA intelligence. They thought I should know.”

Henry adjusted his tie, then straightened his sweater, all with a nervous grin. "What can I say? It's more fun than sitting on a plane."

“You’re here, that’s all that matters,” Peter said. “Now that you are, let me introduce Kyle Jones, code name’s ‘Mountain’.” Kyle gave them all a shy wave. The three professors laughed. Peter nodded. “Yes, it’s cliche, and I’m sure you can guess his powers. Big, strong, and tough.”

Kyle blushed. “It’s all I could think of.”

“I’ve heard worse names.” Henry said.

Adam pointed. “Yes, what was it you called us when we first met, Peter? ‘The Science Trio’ or something?”

“I called you ‘The Trigonometry’.” Peter said as he pinched the bridge of his nose. “There are three of you, you’re scientists, and I was tired. I know this is out of the ordinary, but let’s get over to headquarters. General Cross wanted everyone here for the briefing.”

The trip from the airport to DSHA headquarters was short and Peter escorted the newly arrived scientists to the conference room on the third floor. The room was well lit, though the windows that lined the wall across from the door were covered by curtains. A projector shone onto the wall to Peter’s left, but he ignored it as the five newest arrivals entered the room. General Cross was seated at the front of the table. Across from her sat Colonel Anson, the director of intelligence. The general gave Peter a brief nod then turned her attention back to the intelligence analyst who stood at a podium near the projection screen. Peter and the others took seats near the back of the room.

An intelligence analyst at a podium near the front of the table cleared his throat and a map of Clovis, New Mexico and the surrounding area appeared on the screen. “Yesterday, at approximately eighteen hundred hours, a pistol shot was heard at the Ned Houk Memorial Park outside of Clovis, New Mexico,” the analyst said. “When authorities arrived on the scene, they found three bodies.” The screen showed two men, barely into their twenties, in Air Force uniforms. “Two of the bodies belonged to Senior Airman Phipps and Airman First Class Gorman. They were stationed at Cannon Air Force Base and had spent the day fishing.

“The third body,” the analyst said as he pressed another button. “wasn’t human.” A picture of one of the creatures appeared on the screen. Its hair had been brushed aside to further reveal its small eyes, large nose, and prognathous mouth. A single black spot was visible on the muscles of its chest. “This creature was found dead on the scene, but by the wounds suffered by Phipps and Gorman, it’s clear that there were more. No one knows what this creature is, but it was killed by a single gunshot to the chest.”

Colonel Anson, raised a hand. “Alan, do we have access to the bodies?”

“We do,” the analyst, Alan, said. “all remains are being kept at the city morgue.”

“What about the Air Force Base?” Colonel Anson asked. “Have they sent anyone to investigate the killings? Are they likely to interfere?”

General Cross turned toward the table. “It was Cannon AFB command that reached out to us. Once they saw the creature, they knew they couldn’t handle it.”

Peter raised a hand. “Is there anything strange in the area?”

Alan shook his head. “Not that we could find. The area doesn’t have any cryptid legends or known superhuman activity. This is the first time we’ve ever had a reason to look there.”

“What about other killings?” Peter asked. “Have there been any unexplained deaths in the area? Hikers killed by bears? Cattle mutilations?”

Alan nodded. “Clovis police have reported thirteen deaths by animal attack in the last month.” He pressed a button, and fifteen faces appeared on the screen. Two were of Phipps and Gorman. “All of them were killed in similar manners to the two airmen, and all of them were killed in remote areas. Hiking, fishing, and a few hunting trips. The killings at Ned Houk Park were the closest to the city.”

General Cross stared at Peter for a moment. “What do you think, Major Hicks?”

Peter examined each face on the screen. “I think someone’s making monsters,” he said. “are there any genetics labs in the area?”

Sonia shook her head. “Genetic manipulation on this scale would take decades, so unless whoever made these things set up a lab nearby, I suspect some kind of multidimensional portal or a previously unknown species of cryptid.”

"Possibly," Henry said. "the satellites could have missed it."

Anson chuckled. "As a matter of fact, there is a genetics lab in the area." He worked on his laptop for a moment, took control of the screen, and presented a website. "This is GeniTech. They're a genetic R and D think tank. They focus on genetically manipulating crops for harsh environments." He clicked a button that said 'funding'. "They're funded through private donations. Their publicly-stated goal to grow corn in the Sahara."

“Could they do something like this?” Cross asked.

“I doubt it, ma’am,” Anson said. “unless they have a secret underground facility that we don’t know about. Their compound outside Clovis isn’t very large, barely big enough for a terrarium for hydroponics and some offices.”

“I’ve heard of GeniTech,” Sonia said with a frown. “They focus on growing drought-resistant plants. My doctoral advisor knew one of the founders. He talked about it while I was writing my dissertation.” She looked at Peter. “If they did this, then they’ve been working on it for a very long time. They’ve probably had the decades I mentioned.”

Cross turned back to Peter. “Sounds like they might be worth a look.”

Henry shrugged. “Honestly, it’s New Mexico. It’s an open desert. It’s probably some kind of cryptid. Good thing it’s dead.”

“It is,” Peter said. “but as you saw, there are more. The airmen killed one, but they were killed as well, in a manner consistent with the other killings. We need to take a look into it. We stop the monsters and, if necessary, whoever made them.”

“Just us?” Adam asked. “It sounds like we may need more.”

Peter nodded. “We’ll be enough. You, Henry, and Sonia have your areas of expertise, and Kyle has his.” 

Cross stared at the team. “Are you sure this team will be enough, Major Hicks?”

Peter nodded. “Yes, ma’am, I am.”

“Then you have your orders,” Cross said. “Report in when you get there.” Peter stood but the general continued to stare at him. “Be careful, major. Something about this doesn’t seem right.”

With a stern grin, Peter straightened. “Yes, ma’am.”
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​Chapter 2 – Monster’s Forge
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The three-star general stood climbed out of his car, parked near an empty, though open, hangar, as the DSHA plane landed. The aircraft touched down, braked, then taxied to a complete stop at the end of the runway before a tow tractor pulled up, secured itself to the plane, and pulled it into the hangar. Once it was parked, the plane’s engines stopped, and the cargo ramp began to lower. An SUV was driven off the plane and parked outside the hangar, followed by a small RV. With the vehicles clear, Peter Hicks, still in uniform, walked off the plane, made his way toward the general’s car, and offered a salute.

The general returned the gesture. “Major Hicks, you’re from the DSHA?”

Peter nodded. “Yes, sir. We’ll be out of your way as soon as we can.”

“Major,” the general said with a scowl. “I don’t care if you set up your command center in my office restroom as long as you catch the things that killed two of my airmen. You do whatever you have to. Fifteen people have died so far, and I don’t want anymore.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Very good,” the general said. “let me know if you need anything from Cannon. And I mean anything, major.”

“Will do, general.” Peter said. He saluted, and the general returned it as he climbed into his car. Within moments he drove away, and Peter walked back to the hangar.

Near the rear of the plane, the rest of the team had assembled, though Kyle, the largest of them all, stood slightly apart. Though Adam, Sonia, and Henry left an opening for him, he kept a few feet back.

Alan stood with the team, handed out radios, and instructed them all in their operation. When Peter joined then, Alan held out one more radio to the team’s leader. “Here you go, Pete.”

“Thanks, Alan.” Peter said and pocketed the radio. “Alright, once we’re unloaded, I want Sonia and Kyle to head to the morgue. Check out the bodies, especially the creature. I want to know what it is.”

Sonia nodded. “Got it. Basic round of tests?”

"And a few more," Peter said. "I know it'll take a while but take as many samples as you can. We need a complete genetic test on that thing." Sonia nodded. "Adam, Henry, the three of us are going to the park to search the area. The park is surrounded by farmland, but no one saw a bunch of monsters crossing open fields, and I want to know how they got there.”

“What about me?” Alan asked.

Peter pointed toward the RV. "We're taking the command vehicle. You're coming with us." Alan nodded. "Does everyone have their jobs?" The team indicated that they did. "Alright, Operators, let's get to work." He walked away and headed toward the RV, followed by Adam, Alan, and Henry. Sonia moved toward the SUV, but Kyle hurried to catch his commander.

“Major Hicks,” Kyle said, catching up. “Can I ask you something?”

Peter stopped and chuckled. “Call me ‘Peter’. What can I do for you, Kyle?”

Kyle looked confused and pointed to the scientists. “But you’re in the army. Aren’t I supposed to call you by your rank?”

“Only if you’re in the army, too.” Peter said.

“Oh, uh, OK.” Kyle hesitated, but Peter stayed silent. “Sorry, I had a question. Why am I here?”

Alan and Henry moved on to the RV, but Peter and Adam looked at Kyle. “What do you mean, young man?” Adam asked.

“Well, why exactly am I here?” Kyle asked again. “This sounds like a big deal. You have scientists and technology, I don’t understand why I’m on this mission. I just got done with training, and I’m not a doctor, I’m just strong.” He scoffed. “I mean, I just got out of prison.”

Peter laughed at Kyle’s innocence. “Do you know what this team is called, Kyle?”

“Uh, the operations team?” Kyle asked.

"Even simpler," Peter said. "We're the Operators."

Kyle nodded. “Yeah, makes sense, I guess.”

“And how do you become an Operator?” Peter asked. Kyle just shrugged. “We ask if you’re willing to help and you say yes. You went through some training, but that’s more than most. Sure, your previous experience may have affected the application process, but right now I don’t care about that. All I care about is that you’re on the team.”

"But I'm not a doctor," Kyle said. "or a soldier. I don't think I belong here."

Adam laughed. “My boy, no one does on their first mission!”

“Was anyone else a convicted felon before their first mission?” Kyle asked.

Peter shook his head. “Doesn’t matter what you were before unless it’s useful.” He said. “What matters is that you’re an Operator. I put you on this team because I think you’ll help. Do you want to help?”

Kyle nodded. “Yes.”

"Good," Peter said, giving the young man an insistent look. "then let's get to work."
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THE DRIVE TO THE MORGUE was quiet but short. The route from Cannon Air Force Base to the medical examiner’s office wasn’t complicated, but Sonia had expressed some anxiety about driving in unfamiliar towns, so Kyle had volunteered to navigate. They arrived without incident and parked near the entrance.

Before they exited the vehicle, Sonia turned to Kyle. “Do you have any experience with medicine, Kyle?”

“No, ma’am.”

Sonia sighed. “My name is Sonia. I want to warn you, autopsies can be off-putting, so I want you to be ready. We’re dealing with dead bodies, and doctors can be very detached about that. It’s not that I don’t care, but this is my job and I’ve done hundreds of autopsies.”

“OK," Kyle said. "but you think I'm going to have a problem, don't you?"

The doctor vacillated. “Most people do with their first autopsy. I’ve seen med school students faint the first time they open a chest cavity. I need to make sure you’re ready for that.”

Kyle thought for a moment, then shrugged. “I’m not the toughest guy ever, but I’m here to help. I’ll try to keep it under control.”

"Thank you," Sonia said with a smile. "let's head in."

Sonia and Kyle left the SUV and entered the funeral home the medical examiner used for the Ned Houk killings. They stopped at the receptionist’s desk and signed in before the man at the counter called the examiner on duty. After a few minutes in the waiting area, the examiner arrived, welcomed them to Clovis, and escorted them to the morgue.

The morgue was well lit and clean, with drains in the tile floor, lab equipment on workbenches, and half a dozen stainless-steel examination tables in a row. The wall of body lockers reflected the light, but its presence chilled the room. Sonia and the medical examiner moved among the tables with practiced ease that Kyle couldn't emulate even if he weren't eight feet tall and built of muscle. He ducked under lights and shuffled between tables, working harder than usual not to disturb his surroundings.

Three of the examination tables were occupied. Two of the occupied tables stood apart from the other, the body bags atop them still zipped closed. The other was covered by a single gray sheet, and it was to this table that the examiner led Sonia and Kyle.

“Here it is,” the examiner said. “the monster. We haven’t performed any examination on it yet, so I’ll be observing while you perform yours.”

Sonia nodded. “I will be recording the examination. Is that OK?” The examiner nodded. Sonia placed a recording device at the head of the exam table, donned some latex gloves, and pressed the record button. “This is Dr. Sonia Garcia-Willis with the Department of SuperHuman Activities, performing the postmortem examination of an unidentified creature. With me is Kyle Jones with the DSHA,” she said, then identified the Clovis medical examiner.

After a deep breath, Sonia pulled back the sheet. Beneath was the creature, immobile. Its face was apelike, with a prognathous jaw, broad nose, and small, closed eyes. Its mouth was closed, but the creature’s numerous sharp teeth made indentations in its lips. As she examined it, Sonia described its features for the recorder.

"The creature has a head shaped more like a gorilla's than a human's," she said. "there seem to be no visible fat deposits, and the skin is very tight across the muscles, which are well developed." Sonia reached into her bag and withdrew a video camera. "I'm sorry. Kyle? Could you record this, please?" She handed the camera to the large man behind her.

Kyle took the camera. “Uh, sure.” He turned it on and moved around the table.

When Kyle gave Sonia a thumb's up, she continued. "No visible reproductive organs, though thick, coarse hair covers most of the creature's body, so they could be hidden." Sonia sighed. "It is impossible to determine what species this creature is visually, and genetic testing will be required. The creature was killed by a single gunshot to the chest, and I will now examine the bullet's entry wound."

Sonia moved up the creature’s body and began to examine its chest. She felt around the pectoral muscles, searching for a hole, but a curious expression crossed her face. She straightened, pushed up her glasses, and looked at the medical examiner. “I can’t find the entry wound.”

The examiner responded with a scream as the creature's eyes opened. It pulled back its lips in a growl and glared at Sonia. One hand flashed out and slashed across her throat. Bloodshot from the wound, and as Sonia fell, a hand clutched to her neck, the creature turned toward the medical examiner. It reached for her, but Kyle caught its arm in one massive hand. He tossed the camera aside. “Run!”

The medical examiner ran as the creature climbed off the table and onto Kyle, its arm held still. Its claws flashed out and cut through Kyle’s shirt but did no damage to his skin. Still held fast, the creature placed its feet against Kyle’s chest and began to push. As it did, it slashed at its own arm and severed it at the elbow then escaped Kyle’s grasp. Free, with blood pouring from the stump of its arm, it fell back, took a breath, and leaped at Kyle again.

“Get off of me!” Kyle said. He shoved the creature into the body lockers. Kyle threw the arm after it. “You’re supposed to be dead!”

Kyle moved toward the creature, but it was too fast, and in a blur, it climbed a table and jumped at him again. The impact knocked the large man off balance, and he leaned against a table. The creature grabbed Kyle’s neck and squeezed his throat before it tried to bite his neck. Kyle grabbed the creature's hair with one hand and punched it in the side with the other. Ribs shattered, but the creature didn’t stop.

“OK,” Kyle said, then pulled the creature’s head back. The creature’s mouth gnashed, and the one arm it had left still clutched Kyle's throat. Kyle prepared to punch the creature but was interrupted when the creature's body fell to the floor, its head still in Kyle's hand.

Blood fountained from the creature’s neck and Kyle was drenched in blood as he stared at something that shocked him more. On the table across from him, Sonia crouched and snarled at the creature’s body. Her blood was still wet on her chest, but there was no mark on her neck. Her fingers ended in long metal claws, the ones of her right hand still dripping blood.

Kyle blinked as he rubbed his throat. “What the-“

Sonia closed her eyes and took a few deep breaths. “Are you OK?” she asked as the snarl faded from her lips. Kyle nodded. “What happened to the medical examiner?”

"Outside," Kyle said. He coughed as he pointed over his shoulder toward the door. "ran as soon as the creature got up."

Sonia climbed off the table, and the metal claws disappeared into her fingers. “No,” she said. “the examiner left when you said to. Then you got in front of the creature. Help me get the creature back on the table. I have to finish my examination.”

Kyle nodded. “Sure,” He climbed to his feet. “but I have a question.”

“How am I not dead?” Sonia asked. When Kyle nodded again, she smiled. “I heal quickly. What about you?”

"Tough skin," Kyle said. He lifted the body and placed it on the table again, then placed the head on another. "I'm strong, too."

“Clearly.” Sonia said. “I’m going to continue my examination. You go call Peter and let him know what happened here. We’re going to have a problem on our hands if these things can’t die.” She pointed toward his clothes. “And get some new clothes.”
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THE NED HOUK MEMORIAL Park had been closed after the two airmen’s deaths, but the police allowed the DSHA RV through. The vehicle drove past the green lawns and wide pines of the park to the fishing pond and parked in spots that had, twenty-four hours earlier, been occupied by the men whose death the team was there to investigate. Once the vehicle was stopped, Peter climbed out, now in street clothes, followed by Henry and Adam, both dressed more like college professors than investigators.

Police tape had been hung from trees and poles to block off the section of ground where the airmen had died. Peter led the trio past the police tape and inspected the area. “This is where it happened. The airmen were found here,” He pointed to the dark red stain in the dirt. “The dead creature was found over there, under the trees.”

"There's a lot of open ground beyond those trees," Henry said. "it looks like there's a river, though. They might have come from there."

Adam glanced around. “This park is quite remote. I don’t see any way for these creatures to approach without being spotted. New Mexico is very flat. I am far too accustomed to city living to feel comfortable here.”

“Me, too.” Henry said. “There are a lot of birds around. You’d think the creatures would have scared them away.”

Peter crouched down and picked up an empty beer can from near the water’s edge. “Police found empty beer cans in a cooler on the scene. If the airmen were drinking enough, they probably wouldn’t have noticed a tank rolling by.”

As he stood, Peter tossed the empty can into a nearby recycling bin and turned toward the trees. Before he could say anything, Henry reached for his watch, turned a large dial on the face, and peered toward the north. “Peter, there is a very, very large energy source to the north. Wow, it’s huge!”

“Where, exactly?” Peter asked. He looked at Henry, whose eyes glowed, even in the midday sun.

Henry pointed into the distance. “Four miles? Five? Maybe closer? There's a lot of light and heat radiation between us, so I can't narrow it down." He blinked, turned the dial back. "Sorry I can't be more precise, but unless you want me to open up all the way, that's the best I can do."

Peter clicked the radio transmitter under his jacket. “Hunter to Alan, over.”

“This is Alan,” the voice on the other end of the radio said.

“Alan, is there anything five miles or so north of my current position?”

"Yes, there is," Alan said over the radio. "a building complex, let me check..." He drifted off for a second. "Yep, it belongs to GeniTech."

“I was afraid of that.” Peter said. “Thanks.” He turned to Henry. “One of these days, super people like you are going to leave old soldiers like me in the dust.”

"I know how you feel, major," Adam said. "the trees are north of here, and that’s where the creatures came from. Shall we see if the two are related?"

The three men nodded and moved toward the trees. As they ducked under the long branches of the pines, the air around them cooled, and the pine needles that covered the ground muffled the sound of their feet. Claw marks were visible on the bark of several trees, and the prints of clawed feet became paths through the needles that lead away from the trunks. Peter examined the trees, but there were no nests or signs of occupation by anything larger than a bird.

While Peter inspected the trees, Adam took a device from the inner pocket of his jacket and scanned the area. Henry simply stood by the trees and looked north for something hidden from human eyes. With a sigh, Adam tapped his device one last time and looked at Peter. “This makes no sense. I can’t find anything out of the ordinary here, but my scanner says there are electric lines on the other side of that ridge.”

“Yeah, I can sense it.” Henry said.

Peter turned toward the two scientists. “It’s a lead, let’s follow it. All I’ve found is proof the creatures were in the trees. Which we already knew.” He joined the other two men. “You two are going to turn me into an antique.”

Adam laughed. “I have no more powers than you do, my boy.”

“Tell that to your gadgets, professor.” Peter said.

On the other side of the ridge, they found a river that ran through a small depression. Trees bordered the river in some areas, and underneath their leaves, the shade was as dark and cool as those at the park. Henry lead the way, and Peter and Adam followed, but as they drew nearer to the river, Peter moved ahead. He drew a pistol from under his jacket and approached the grove more cautiously.

“Do you see something?” Adam asked.

Peter checked the trees. “Yeah, a hatch in the ground,” he said and pointed to a pile of dirt between two trees.

Henry and Adam approached the pile of dirt and saw the handle. It was nearly invisible until they were right on top of it. Adam laughed. “Major Hicks, as observant as you are, I doubt Henry or I will live long enough to make you an antique.”

"This is impossible to see from a distance," Henry said. "but there's electrical energy inside it."

Peter moved to the hatch. “Alright, let’s take a look inside. Henry, could you open the door, please?”

Henry reached down and took hold of the handle. With a twist, he pulled the door up to reveal the end of a concrete hallway. A ladder was built into the wall on one side, and electric cables that hung powered the lights that illuminated the tunnel. Henry nodded. “That explains the electricity I was sensing.”

“I’m going in,” Peter said. Before Henry or Adam could object, he jumped down the hatch. Peter took a few steps forward and moved out of view. A moment passed, then another, without a word. The two scientists shared a worried glance.

Henry frowned. “Is he-“

The doctor’s words were cut off by a roar that echoed down the underground hallway, followed by the sound of gunfire. Another second passed, but not in silence. Adam and Henry shouted down into the hole, and the latter moved to jump in but stopped when a bloody body fell into view. The head was gone, and two holes were visible on its ruined chest.

The scientists stared in horror until Peter stepped into view. He looked up. “Can you give me a hand, please?” He holstered his pistol and hoisted the body up toward the hatch.

Adam and Henry pulled the creature up out of the hole and laid it on the grass. “What is this thing?” Henry asked.

"I don't know," Peter said as he climbed out of the hatch. "but it was in the tunnel, almost like it was guarding the entrance. And that tunnel goes on for a while. Who knows what else is down there?"

"I can find out," Adam said. "I'll need my suit, though."

Peter nodded. “Go ahead.”

Adam grinned. “Oh, good, I’m rather proud of this one.”

As Adam walked away, Peter’s radio beeped. He pressed a button. “Go for Hunter.”

“Pete, this is Alan,” the voice over the radio said. “We’ve got a call for you. It’s from Kyle. Said something about these creatures coming back to life.”

Henry and Peter shared a glance. Peter drew his pistol, shot the creature two more times. "Thanks for the information. Hopefully shooting it a lot helps." He holstered his pistol while Henry closed the hatch. "Dr. Baum is on his way back to you. He needs his suit."

"He's here," Alan said. "this new one gets running pretty quick."

Peter nodded. “Alright. Hunter Out.”

“Always with the radio etiquette, huh?” Henry asked.

“It’s a habit,” Peter said. A loud thud interrupted the conversation, and Henry and Peter turned toward the park to the south. A massive humanoid form leaped into the sky. “He always shows off with a new suit.”

Henry chuckled. “He did say he’s proud of this one.”

The armored form landed ten feet from where Henry and Peter stood. The form, a suit of powered armor built by Dr. Adam Baum, was tall and broad, and resembled a knight in futuristic plate armor, painted in yellow and blue. The joints were protected by a custom-made wire mesh, but there were few gaps in the plates. With a hydraulic hiss, the large plate in the chest lifted, and Adam smiled within his creation. “Hello, major. What do you think?”

Peter looked over the nine-foot-tall robotic suit. “It’s big, I’ll give you that,” he said. “alright, Doctor Atomica, how are you going to fit into that tunnel?”

The face plate closed. “Let me show you.” He moved forward, reached down, and with a grace that contradicted the suit’s size, opened the hatch. He then reached into the tunnel beneath and extended his fingers, which began to emit a sound too high-pitched for humans to hear. After a few seconds, the sound stopped and Doctor Atomica withdrew his hand.

The moment the hatch closed, Henry turned his attention to the north. “That energy just spiked. It’s in those buildings over there.” He pointed to a complex of warehouses a few miles to the north.

“I have made a sonar map of the tunnels. They branch all over this area,” Doctor Atomica said. “but they also seem to lead to that complex.”

Peter sighed. “That must be the GeniTech complex. Looks like it’s time to introduce ourselves.”

[image: Operators Unit Insignia]

THE TEAM REGROUPED at the hangar on Cannon and shared notes. Alan recorded everything and transmitted it to DSHA command on Fort Knox. Sonia shared her observations about the creature, and she and Kyle gave more details about the attack at the morgue. Henry and Adam explained the energy Henry had sensed and how the series of tunnels led toward the facility that housed it. A map was brought up on a large display. Henry placed the source of the energy at the GeniTech facility, and Adam’s map of the tunnels converged there as well.

Sonia shook her head. “I don’t understand it,” she said. “I’ve looked at GeniTech’s reports. They’re trying to make corn that’ll grow in the desert. Now, what, they’re growing monsters?”

"That's what we're here to find out," Peter said. "at the very least we need to talk to them. Kyle, you're with me. The rest of you, see if you can find anything else. If we can resolve this with a conversation, then we're home for breakfast. If not, we'll need all the information we can get."

Henry, Sonia, and Adam went about their tasks as Peter and Kyle climbed into the SUV. They drove away from the hangar and out through Cannon Air Base security. Peter drove in silence as they passed through the New Mexico desert, but after a few minutes, Kyle spoke.

“Why am I here, Major Hicks?” Kyle asked. “Wouldn’t Dr. Garcia-Willis have been a better choice? She’s a doctor, isn’t she?”

Peter grinned. “Yes, she is.”

“Then why isn’t she here?”

"Because she has genetic tests to run," Peter said. "and, again, you’re here because you need time in the field. Plus, we’re probably not going to talk to a geneticist or a doctor. If they talk to us at all it’ll be a PR rep or someone in security.”

Kyle nodded. “OK, so if they’re not involved, it’ll be someone from marketing so they can talk up the company, and if they are involved, it’ll be a security chief so they can figure out what got out.”

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
THE OPERATORS
MONSTER MAKERS






OEBPS/d2d_images/image001.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





