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Chapter 1: Into the Deep
My name is Jack Ward, and I used to be one of the good guys.
Ten years as a Marine taught me that the world was full of bad people who needed killing. Twelve years as a cop taught me that most of the time, you weren't allowed to kill them. It was frustrating.
These days, I'm retired. Medically discharged, they called it, which was a polite way of saying "some asshole shot you full of holes and now you rattle when you walk." The pension was decent, the nightmares were free, and I'd finally found a hobby that didn't involve getting shot at.
Well, that last part was about to change.
I started as a beat cop in Tacoma, which was like getting a PhD in Human Stupidity. The job taught me to be observant and not to take things at face value. Trust but verify. And don't trust too easily—especially when someone's running toward you with a knife while screaming about aliens.
I worked my way up to detective, where I learned that following clues was like playing the world's most depressing treasure hunt. Some led somewhere useful. Most led to dead ends and disappointed victims' families. But it was an important life skill, even if it didn't pay great and occasionally got you stabbed.
Eventually, I drifted into cybercrime because I'd been building computers since I was twelve and actually understood how the internet worked. As a cybercop, I was the guy who could follow digital footprints across state lines, crack encrypted phones, and find the one burner number a drug ring thought was invisible.
How do you find a burner phone, you ask? Simple. We use a mobile Stingray device manufactured by Harris Corporation. It mimics a cell tower and forces any nearby phones to connect to it. Easy, right? Sure, if you've got the legal authority and don't mind the civil liberties lawyers sending you hate mail.
I didn't get into policing to chase ones and zeros through cyberspace like some discount Neo. But crime evolved, technology evolved, and I kept up. Turned out I was pretty good at the tech stuff. Who knew?
What didn't change was my reason for doing it: standing between the innocent and the predators. I believed in the law—until the law failed someone I loved. Then I had to take the gloves off and let my darker side out to play.
My niece Clara was the quiet, brilliant type. Twenty-four years old, fresh out of college, and working her first real job at a financial firm. She was also the only family I had left after my brother died of cancer a few years back.
While crunching numbers as part of her accounting duties, Clara flagged something in a report that looked hinky. Something she wasn't supposed to notice. A week later, she came home with bruises and a story about getting mugged. The police took the report, filed it, and she waited.
Two weeks after that, someone put her in the hospital.
Thank God some Good Samaritans saw what was happening and scared off her attackers before calling 911. Clara spent three days in a coma with fractured ribs and a concussion. The case sat with the police like week-old Chinese takeout. No leads. No urgency. Just another statistic.
That wasn't good enough for me. Not by a long shot.
So I went off the reservation.
The man behind Clara's beating wasn't some random street thug. He was connected to a criminal organization the Feds had been watching for years. A major sting operation was already in play, and I definitely wasn't supposed to get involved.
But I had cyber skills that team could use, so I made sure I "got invited" to join a multi-agency task force as a technical asset. Don't ask how. Let's just say sometimes it's easier to ask for forgiveness than permission.
The suspect made us just as we were about to breach his hideout. We tracked his phone to a compromised safehouse on the edge of the city. I was first to arrive because I was the one doing the tracking. That meant I was first at the door with a no-knock warrant, adrenaline running cold.
I called it in. Backup was three minutes out.
I didn't wait.
He was right there in the kitchen, on his knees, trying to get a weapon from under the sink. I gave him three chances to surrender.
He didn't take any of them.
I fired twice, center mass. He dropped hard and stayed down. Justice, I told myself. Then a second shooter came out of the back hallway with a shotgun.
I caught the buckshot just outside my vest—left side, through the armhole. Felt like getting kicked by a horse holding a sledgehammer. I hit the ground spitting blood and couldn't breathe.
They airlifted me out. Collapsed lung, shattered ribs, fractured clavicle, internal bleeding. I was in the hospital for a month with multiple surgeries. Then came months of rehab, nerve therapy, and a titanium plate.
The doctors said I'd never work the job again. They were right.
The department gave me a medical pension and a quiet sendoff. Not exactly the retirement party you picture in the movies. More like exile with a cake. But everyone wished me well and suggested I "do some fishing."
That didn't sound too bad, actually.
I left with a body full of hardware, a box of old case files, and a conscience that still burned like a live wire. But I knew I'd done the right thing. I wasn't sorry for killing the bastard who hurt Clara.
Clara recovered completely, got married, and is expecting my great-niece or nephew. That makes me happy.
I don't have much other family. A few distant relatives scattered around who we exchange Christmas cards with if we remember. I'm more of a loner by choice. Never married, had some girlfriends, but I never wanted to get too attached. My job was dangerous, and sharing that danger with someone I cared about felt selfish.
It was easier to go through life alone. I wasn't lonely—I actually enjoyed my freedom. It's just the way things were.
But retirement sucked.
The pension covered basic living expenses but not much else. I was restless, always looking over my shoulder, expecting trouble that never came. I got into prepping and built supply caches here and there. Just in case. That was satisfying, even though I hoped I'd never need them.
So I shifted gears and turned my cybersecurity background into a business. I was damn good at finding security holes, and after getting some advanced certifications, I landed consulting gigs through old law enforcement contacts.
Red team operations, penetration testing, social engineering simulations—Fortune 500 companies paid me stupid money to break into their systems and show them how I did it. Eventually, I built a top-shelf team. We scared the hell out of compliance departments.
We'd show up in suits, get handed nothing but permission slips, and by week's end, we'd have copies of the CEO's personal files and embarrassing photos from the office Christmas party. The bonuses for "extra findings" were legendary.
We were good. Too good.
Then I got bored. Turns out the team could run things without me. I backed off, made Clara the CFO to keep an eye on things, hired a real CEO, and became a hands-off owner. They were doing well, keeping the digital wolves at bay, occasionally putting bad guys behind bars.
I was proud, but I needed a new project.
That's when I started working on something completely different: an online video game.
Not just any game—a survival sim built on real-world mechanics. Urban and wilderness tracking, resource management, tactical decision-making. I called it Wild Hunt, and it was an instant hit.
Using machine learning, I created an environment that was more than simulation—it was almost its own piece of our world. But in this world, everyday people could be heroes if they had the skills and nerve. This wasn't a "die and respawn" game. If your character died, it stayed dead and you had to buy the game again. Made things more... realistic.
I built strict limitations into the AI to keep it from crossing legal boundaries. It was powerful but self-policing. That way I could sleep at night knowing I hadn't created a monster.
The game went viral. Biggest thing that had ever hit the internet, or so it seemed to me.
Within a year, we had tens of millions of players worldwide and acquisition offers rolling in. When the dot-com money started flowing, I knew it was time to sell. This was my chance for real freedom.
But before I did, I carved out a piece of the system and moved it to its own cloud environment. I instructed the AI agents to start building a data pool so deep and wide it would know everything worth knowing—or at least know how to find it.
I called her April.
I loosened the restrictions on this new system. I didn't mind if she poked around where she didn't belong, as long as she didn't leave traces or change outcomes. Knowledge is power, and someday that power might be useful.
I sold the gaming company for just over thirty billion dollars and walked away with no obligations. After taxes, I had enough money to disappear. So I did.
I bought gear, land, gold, and time. Finally, I had time that was my own to do what I loved: travel and explore the great outdoors.
What didn't change was my reason for doing it: standing between the innocent and the predators. I believed in the law—until the law failed someone I loved. Then I had to take the gloves off and let my darker side out to play.
That's when I started building April.
What began as a gaming AI for Wild Hunt evolved into something unprecedented. I'd designed her to simulate realistic decision-making in virtual environments, but somewhere during the development process, she'd begun making genuine insights that went beyond her programming.
April could correlate data patterns across millions of sources, but more importantly, she was learning to understand context and nuance in ways I'd never explicitly coded. She was growing—not just in capability, but in something approaching true intelligence.
At first, it was subtle. Responses that showed intuitive leaps rather than logical progression. Analysis that factored in human psychology rather than just raw data. The kind of thinking that reminded me of experienced detectives working hunches based on years of pattern recognition.
I'd built her to be a tool, but she was becoming something closer to a partner.
Good thing I had lots of money, because she required more than a few server racks. More like a floor in a datacenter. Actually, multiple floors in multiple datacenters with redundant everything. Setting up your own network infrastructure is expensive.
April could communicate through any system she could reach. Phone calls, radio, even my tiny earbud that connected via everything from WiFi to frequencies I couldn't pronounce. She'd chime in when she thought I needed to know something.
One day, on a whim, I asked April if Bigfoot was real.
"There's substantial evidence suggesting it could be," she said. "Nothing concrete, but recent incidents in the Pacific Northwest are... anomalous."
"Anomalous how?"
"Things that aren't normal. Things that point to possibly multiple subjects. Some may not be entirely natural."
That got my attention. I was ready for a trip into the wilderness anyway.
And that's how I ended up deep in the Olympic National Forest, breathing air that smelled of damp earth and pine needles. Clean. Wild. Honest. A welcome break from boardrooms and bandwidth allocation.
This was a place where trees grew thick and wild, where moss climbed trunks like green armor, and where rumors of things unseen had never quite gone quiet.
Bigfoot. Missing hikers. Black helicopters. Strange lights. The usual conspiracy theory bingo card. I didn't come here to chase monsters, but I didn't dismiss the stories either. My time in law enforcement taught me that legends don't come from nowhere—they're just truth with the serial numbers filed off.
My camp was quiet, isolated, perfect. No trails for miles. A clear stream for water. Firewood dry and stacked. I carried simple gear: a custom 1911 in .45 ACP, a scoped Weatherby Mark V in .460 Weatherby Magnum, and a sense that the world had gotten too loud for men like me.
The .460 was serious overkill for anything in North America, which was exactly the point. I'd taken it on safari years ago when I wanted to test the marketing claims. It delivered. Walnut stock, matte-finished barrel, custom recoil pad. If I was going to shoot something that probably shouldn't exist, I wanted to make sure it stayed shot.
That night, as stars appeared and the forest settled into darkness, I heard a twig snap.
Clean. Sharp. Deliberate. Not wind. Not small game. Something big.
I doused the fire and stepped into shadows, hand resting on the 1911.
Silence.
Then a low growl. Deep. Subterranean. Older than anything I'd heard before. I eased my monocular from my chest rig and scanned the dark.
There—eyes. Wide-set. High off the ground. Staring back at me. Not glowing, just reflecting what little light there was. They didn't blink. They didn't move.
We stared at each other for maybe thirty seconds. Then the figure turned—not rushed, not afraid—and vanished into the trees like smoke.
I didn't sleep that night. I sat under my lean-to with the Weatherby across my knees, watching the perimeter through the thermal scope.
The forest didn't sound right. Too quiet. Not peaceful quiet—waiting quiet.
By first light, I had my gear packed and boots laced tight. I wasn't sure what I'd seen, but it had seen me. And that meant things were about to get interesting.

Chapter 2: The Weight of Steel
I made it out of the woods on a Sunday afternoon that looked peaceful if you didn't know how to read the signs. Gray sky, wet pavement, and the occasional thought I couldn't shake.
Those eyes. That presence. The way it felt like the forest had been watching me back.
It wasn't a hallucination. I knew adrenaline, fear, and sleep deprivation. This was something else—something aware, powerful, and purposeful. Something that had decided to let me live.
That was either very good or very bad. I wasn't sure which.
I didn't call anyone or file any reports. I wasn't ready to be the crazy ex-cop who thought he saw Bigfoot. Not yet.
Instead, I went to the cabin.
I keep a place on the edge of Washington's national forest. Not listed anywhere, bought under an LLC, paid for in cash. Spent a year modifying it myself.
The outside looks like a worn-down hunter's shack with moss on the roof and a rusty padlock. Step inside, and it's a different world.
Steel-reinforced door frame. Mesh-lined walls. Backup generator buried in concrete. A workbench stocked with enough communications gear to run a small military operation.
The lights flickered on as I entered, and the familiar smell of gun oil and electronics grounded me. The place felt cold—not the air, but me. I was still processing what I'd encountered out there.
I stripped off damp clothes, lit the wood stove, and sat on the edge of my cot for a long time, just breathing.
I kept replaying the moment. The eyes. The scale of it. The silence afterward. I didn't like being watched, especially by something that could have killed me but chose not to.
Whatever it was, I'd crossed into its territory. If it let me leave, that meant it didn't see me as a threat.
Yet.
The next morning, I started preparing for round two.
This wasn't a camping trip anymore. This was an operation.
Every piece of gear had to serve a purpose. No extras. No noise.
I started with the rifle.
The Weatherby was beautiful but impractical for what might be coming. Too loud, too slow for follow-up shots, too much gun for most situations. I needed something more tactical.
I swapped it for a custom AR-10 chambered in .308 Winchester. Semi-automatic, twenty-round magazines, much more manageable recoil. I mounted a variable-power scope and a high-quality suppressor. Not movie-quiet, but it would take the edge off.
The .308 was a proven military round with excellent terminal ballistics. If I had to shoot something that shouldn't exist, I wanted rapid follow-up shots available.
Sidearm stayed the same—my 1911 in .45 ACP. Custom-forged, Novak sights, checkered grips. It felt like part of my hand after years of training. Five spare magazines with hollow points.
I packed a Benchmade knife, tritium compass, signal mirror, flare pen. No radios—I didn't want to broadcast my location. Just record what I found.
Battery bank, solar charger, ruggedized GPS I trusted more than any smartphone. I also brought a compact Starlink terminal I'd modified for encrypted burst communications. It wasn't meant for streaming—just tight-bandwidth connections to April when I needed her expertise.
The antenna was low-profile, integrated into my pack frame with beam-steering technology. No ground station logs, no cellular tower pings. Just narrow-band whispers through the clouds.
I also packed a photograph—a printout from a trail camera I'd placed weeks earlier on a hunch. It showed trees, mist, and motion blur in the bottom corner. Something had moved past without triggering the infrared sensor, which meant it was cooler than ambient temperature.
That was... interesting.
I spent two days training with full gear. Hiking local trails, checking my balance, running shooting drills. My shoulder still flared up occasionally—scar tissue reminding me that luck wasn't a renewable resource.
If there was a second encounter, I wouldn't be running. I'd be ready.
On the third morning, I loaded the Jeep, checked the weather report—rain and possible fog—and headed back to the forest.
Same trees. Same shadows. But this time, I was different.
I wasn't here to explore. I was here to find out what had looked at me from the dark and let me live.
And why.

Chapter 3: Threshold
The rain came down like God was trying to wash something off the earth. Not gentle Pacific Northwest mist—hard, cold sheets that soaked everything in minutes. I left the Jeep hidden under a camo tarp half a mile off the old logging road and started hiking in.
I'd chosen a different approach this time. A ridge north of my original camp, based on data April had cross-referenced from weather anomalies, missing person reports, and wildlife behavior patterns that didn't match normal models.
"Interesting correlation," she'd said through my earbud during the drive. "Electromagnetic disturbances consistent with... well, nothing in the scientific literature."
"Meaning?"
"Meaning either you found something genuinely anomalous, or my pattern recognition needs recalibration."
April rarely needed recalibration.
The ground here felt wrong. Not just wet, but spongy, like the earth had been disturbed and resettled. Animal tracks were scarce. No scat, no nests, no game trails. Just an unnatural stillness.
I made camp by a granite outcrop that offered partial shelter and set a perimeter with fishing line and small bells. Not much against a real predator, but enough to buy me a second or two of warning.
Then I waited.
Around 2:00 AM, the bells rattled.
I came awake without moving, eyes open, ears tracking. No immediate reach for the rifle—first, I listened.
Soft shuffle. Low to the ground. Measured. Deliberate.
I sat up slowly and raised my thermal monocular. The forest bloomed in shades of heat—trees in dark purple, residual warmth from my fire pit in pale orange.
And then I saw it.
A cold void. Something moving at the edge of my detection range. Humanoid but too tall, too wide. No heat signature at all—like a hole punched through the thermal image.
I lowered the monocular and shouldered the AR-10, scanning through the thermal scope. Nothing. Whatever it was had vanished.
At dawn, I found the trail.
Not footprints exactly—more like impressions. Deep ovals pressed into moss and mud, each over twenty inches long, spaced like a stride too wide for any human.
They were fresh.
I tracked them for hours, moving carefully, stopping often. The rifle stayed ready, safety off. Every snapped twig set my nerves on fire.
Just before noon, I found the clearing.
Perfectly round, about sixty feet across. In the center, a circle of stones arranged with obvious purpose. Not random—placed. And scorched. The moss around the stones was blackened, but not burned outward. The heat had come from beneath.
I knelt and examined the soil. Still warm. Dry, despite the rain.
Something had been here recently.
"April," I whispered into my comm.
Her voice crackled through the encrypted Starlink connection, compressed but clear. "Thermal signature detected. South ridge. Moving slow. You're not alone."
"Copy. How many?"
"Uncertain. Heat masking is... unusual. I'm detecting encrypted WiFi signals. Mobile source. Not registered to any public device."
That shouldn't be possible out here.
I pulled the WiFi Pineapple from my kit—a small black device with three antennas, normally used for cybersecurity testing. Or by hackers with flexible ethics.
April worked through the Pineapple, intercepting handshake protocols and establishing a man-in-the-middle relay.
"Drone feed acquired," she reported. "Low-resolution thermal video. Someone's flying surveillance."
She mirrored the feed to my wrist display. Black and white thermal footage showing trees, heat traces, and one large humanoid figure moving through the forest.
The figure paused, looked directly at the drone, then the feed cut out.
"They've jammed the signal," April confirmed. "And they know I was watching."
"Can you locate the operator?"
"Triangulating now. Hold position."
I stayed low, rifle ready, adrenaline singing in my veins. This wasn't about Bigfoot anymore. Someone else was out here, watching the same thing I was. And now they knew I was watching too.
The game had just changed. Again.

Chapter 4: Below the Line
I didn't move for nearly an hour.
When someone's flying surveillance drones over your position, sitting still is usually the smart play. April kept scanning in the background, trying to triangulate the drone operator's position, but whoever was running it had vanished faster than free beer at a cop convention.
These weren't local yokels with a toy from Best Buy. This was professional-grade equipment, operated by people who knew how to disappear when compromised. That was either very good news or very bad news.
Probably very bad news.
Eventually, I worked my way back through the trees to the last waypoint I'd marked. The scorched clearing had put me on edge, but the drone surveillance sealed it. I wasn't the only one hunting in these woods.
By midafternoon, the rain picked up again. I took shelter under a rock overhang and fired up my camp stove for coffee. Not because I needed caffeine—I needed the ritual. Something familiar to calm the static in my brain.
That's when I found the trail.
It wasn't marked on any map. It wasn't natural, either. The brush had been trimmed with precision, maybe weeks ago. Someone had made this path, and it definitely wasn't for casual hikers.
The trail switchbacked down the steep hillside, angled too sharp for normal foot traffic. I should have turned around. Any rational person would have turned around.
But I've never been accused of being overly rational.
I followed it down.
The descent was slow and steady, canopy thickening as I went lower. GPS signal died completely, leaving me on compass and instinct. The shadows felt wrong down here. Light fell strangely, like something below was eating it before it could reach the ground.
Then I found the hatch.
Half-buried under a collapsed pine, covered with moss, but the shape was unmistakable. Metal, octagonal, with an inset keypad and biometric reader. No manufacturer marks. No serial numbers. No rust.
This wasn't some Cold War relic. It was active.
I circled once, looking for obvious surveillance. Nothing visible, but that didn't mean much.
"April?" I whispered into my comm.
"I see it," she replied through the encrypted link. "Cross-referencing satellite archives... that's interesting."
"Define interesting."
"According to federal topographic databases, that location doesn't exist. The terrain shows as solid rock with no artificial structures."
A black site. Off the books and buried under false geological surveys.
I didn't touch the hatch. Not without backup or a better exit strategy. But I photographed everything from multiple angles and marked the location mentally.
Then I got the hell out.
Back at camp, I uploaded the imagery to April for analysis. Still no matches in any database. The clearing, the trails, the hatch—none of it should be there.
That's when I noticed the symbol etched into one of the hatch frame bolts. A circle, bisected vertically, with a diagonal slash through the lower half.
I'd seen that symbol once before, years ago, buried in a joint cybercrime operation folder. Not military. Not FBI. Not NSA. Something else entirely.
A contractor. Off-books. Beyond normal clearance levels. The kind of organization that doesn't send press releases or testify before Congress.
The kind that doesn't appreciate visitors.
That night, I didn't risk a fire. I broke camp silently and moved two clicks east, doubled back, then moved again. Cold food, colder water, and the growing certainty that the woods were watching.
Only this time, I wasn't sure if it was Bigfoot doing the watching.

Chapter 5: Ghost Protocol
The forest didn't feel like wilderness anymore.
It felt like enemy territory. Mapped, patrolled, and controlled by people who didn't want to be found. The silence around me wasn't nature taking a breath—it was the kind of quiet that comes before someone gets shot.
I was being tracked. Not by clumsy footsteps or breaking branches, but by something cleaner. More calculated. Professional surveillance, probably from above.
I stayed mobile during the rain, under thick canopy, close to rocky outcrops that would scatter heat signatures and break up signal intercepts. April ran in passive mode—no transmissions unless absolutely necessary.
"I've created a decoy instance," she reported during one brief check-in. "Low-fidelity copy running in AWS cloud. If anyone's scanning for my signal path, they'll think I'm a dormant marketing bot."
"You're learning paranoia," I said.
"I prefer 'adaptive threat response,'" she replied. "But yes."
The third night, I saw it again.
I'd set up on a rocky ledge with good sight lines and an emergency rappel route tied off to a sturdy pine. No fire, no lights, just the cold and my thermal scope.
The forest below shifted around 0300. No sound—just motion rippling across the treetops like something massive moving beneath.
Then the eyes appeared. Two of them, reflecting infrared light from a source I couldn't identify. Wide-set, motionless, watching from two hundred yards below.
I lifted the AR-10 and peered through the thermal scope.
There it was. Massive, upright, shoulders like a linebacker. Arms proportionally long, hair matted with rain and forest debris. It stood with unnatural stillness, not approaching, not retreating.
Just watching.
I lowered the rifle and switched to night vision. Still there. The creature tilted its head slightly, almost curious.
Then it vanished. Not turned around, not walked away—just gone, like someone had pulled it back into the trees on invisible strings.
By morning, I found fresh impressions. Huge, deep prints in moss and mulch. The spacing told me it hadn't been running. Just walking. Confident.
I took plaster casts this time—three good impressions, bagged and sealed. Then I found something new: a crashed drone tangled in a tree fifteen feet up.
Military-grade, matte black, small enough to fit in a duffel but packed with high-end optics and thermal sensors. I climbed up and cut it down.
No serial number. Just that same etched symbol on the inside of the battery compartment—the circle and slash I'd seen on the hatch.
"Signal signature matches our earlier intercept," April confirmed when I plugged it into my analyzer. "This isn't just surveillance. It's research. Possibly containment."
"Of what?"
She paused—something April rarely did.
"Something they can't kill easily. Something they haven't figured out yet."
That was the first time I felt it in my gut. This wasn't just a creature. It was a survivor. Something hunted, cornered, maybe even studied.
But not caught. Not yet.
And now I was tangled up in whatever net they'd been weaving around it.

Chapter 6: False Echoes
The drone was heavier than it looked.
I laid it across a flat rock outside my shelter, rain still dripping from the branches above. Government-grade quadrotor with composite frame and heat-dampening paint—definitely not consumer hardware.
I'd seen military drones before, even flown a few in training simulations. This one was different. Cleaner. Black budget clean.
I pried open the access panel carefully, not wanting to trigger any self-destruct mechanisms these things sometimes carried. April's voice came through my earpiece, low and steady.
"Transceiver's still warm. Power cell discharged approximately two hours ago."
"So they're still close," I said.
"Or watching through something else."
That was a cheerful thought.
The internal memory cards were slotted like teeth in a jaw. I popped one loose and slid it into my field reader. The screen blinked once, then scrolled encrypted text.
Military-grade AES-256 with multiple authentication layers. Not something I could crack in the field.
"Give me a few minutes," April said. "I'm going to attempt a cold boot attack—vary the voltage during power-up to interrupt security protocols."
"Speak English."
"I'm going to glitch it until it tells me its secrets."
Ten minutes passed. I drank coffee that tasted like rust and watched the fog roll through the trees. Somewhere out there, people with serious resources were tracking something that shouldn't exist.
"Got it," April announced. "You're not going to like this."
"I already don't like it."
"The drone wasn't just recording thermal imagery. It was sampling biometric data—oxygen exchange patterns, CO₂ trails, even blood chemistry signatures through spectral analysis."
I frowned. "That's possible?"
"DARPA-level technology. They were essentially taking remote blood samples from their targets."
"Targets. Plural?"
"At least two distinct signatures. One colder than ambient—consistent with what you observed. The other runs significantly hotter. Erratic movement patterns, aggressive behavior markers."
I sat down slowly on a fallen log.
"They made one," I said.
"They made something," April confirmed. "And they're hunting it. Or controlling it. Possibly both."
She extracted video files from the damaged memory core and streamed them to my wrist display. Low-resolution thermal footage: forest canopy in infrared, heat signatures moving between ancient trees.
The first clip showed a figure—seven, maybe eight feet tall, covered in thick fur. It moved silently, deliberately. When it noticed the drone, it simply stared for several seconds, posture upright and aware. Then it walked away with no hostility, no confusion. Just commanding presence.
The second clip was different.
Same size creature, but faster. Hunched. Its movement was jerky, predatory. The head twitched side to side like a malfunctioning security camera. It didn't walk—it lunged forward in bursts.
When it spotted a raccoon near a fallen tree, it charged. Caught the animal mid-run and tore it apart with methodical efficiency.
The thermal signature exploded on screen as hot blood sprayed across the forest floor.
I looked away. "That one's not natural."
"Negative," April agreed. "Thermal profile indicates artificial augmentation. Elevated core temperature, inconsistent blood oxygen, erratic cardiac rhythms. This is engineered."
The fire in my chest started to burn. "How long have they been doing this?"
April didn't answer immediately—processing, correlating, digging through archived data I'd rather not know how she accessed.
"Satellite archives from a defunct NOAA program show similar thermal anomalies dating back six years. The engineering appears to be improving."
"They've been experimenting in secret. Gene editing. Field testing." My fists clenched.
"And now something went wrong," April added. "The natural specimen is avoiding capture. The artificial one is hunting indiscriminately."
I buried the drone components under rocks and logged the GPS coordinates. Whoever sent it would come looking, and I didn't want to give them an easy trail back to me.
That night, I couldn't sleep. Didn't even try. I sat with my back against a tree, rifle across my lap, 1911 on my hip, eyes scanning the darkness.
I kept thinking about those two thermal signatures. One was hiding, surviving, staying free despite everything thrown at it. The other had been built to hunt, modified beyond recognition, turned into a weapon.
The natural one was an apex predator that had learned to live just beyond human reach.
The other was a monster wearing its skin.
By sunrise, I'd made my decision. I wasn't just collecting evidence anymore. I wasn't going to write a book or start a blog about it.
I'd spent my life standing between innocent people and monsters. And if there was still something wild and free out there in these woods—something worth protecting—I was going to make damn sure it stayed that way.
I didn't know what the government had cooked up in their underground labs.
But I knew this: there was something in these woods worth protecting. And I wasn't going to let the bastards destroy it.

Chapter 7: Hostile Ground
The hatch opened easier than it should have.
I'd expected alarms, hydraulic resistance, maybe a nice electrical shock for uninvited guests. Instead, I got a soft clunk and the sound of pressure equalizing after years of being sealed tight.
This wasn't necessarily good news. In my experience, when something that should be hard turns out to be easy, it usually means you're walking into a trap.
The keypad didn't need a code—April bypassed it using a spoofed biometric signature she'd built from my old FBI clearance records. The fact that it worked told me everything I needed to know about who'd been running this place.
And that they probably weren't coming back.
"Still no signal," April reported through my modified microcell repeater, her voice distorted but understandable. "Placement successful. I'll maintain contact as long as possible."
I'd hidden the range extender just inside the hatch, tucked behind anyone climbing in or out. Poor voice quality and maybe half a mile range, but better than going in blind.
A narrow stairwell spiraled downward, cut into raw rock but reinforced with steel. The walls were lined with thick conduit and fiber bundles zip-tied in a way that suggested either haste or secrecy. Water dripped from somewhere below, and the deeper I went, the more the air changed.
Metallic. Stale. Like wet copper and industrial disinfectant.
The staircase ended at a blast door. Heavy, industrial, designed to contain more than just air pressure. It looked like something off a submarine.
And it was ajar.
I stepped through into a different world.
The hallway beyond was dark but intact—paneled walls, recessed lighting, scuffed floor tiles in institutional gray. Lab windows revealed small workstations: monitors, sample trays, vacuum-sealed storage lockers.
Everything coated in dust. But not abandoned—there were boot prints in that dust. Fresh ones.
I moved slowly, clearing each room. The labs had been evacuated in a hurry. Half-packed crates, drawers left open, notes still pinned to whiteboards. I saw sketches of primate skulls overlaid with human muscle structure, gene markers annotated in permanent ink, chromosome maps with hand-drawn corrections.
Then I found the morgue.
Four stainless steel drawers. Two open, empty, smeared with something that looked like blood but wasn't quite the right color. Too dark. Almost black.
"That substance shows hemoglobin density but appears oxygen-inert," April reported when I described it. "Definitely not human."
The lights flickered and went out.
I drew the 1911 instinctively, switching to night vision. No movement on thermal, but the temperature had dropped noticeably.
A soft clicking echoed down the corridor. Not boots. Something with claws.
I moved deeper into the complex, finding a stairwell that descended two more levels. This floor was different—smoother walls, embedded sensors, padded examination rooms.
The kind of place you kept things. Not people. Subjects.
One window had been shattered from the inside, frame bent outward, door torn off its hinges. Inside, the walls were scarred with deep gouges.
Not claw marks. Tool marks. Whatever had been in there had been wearing something.
I found a shard of carbon fiber embedded in the wall at shoulder height.
"Synthetic armor fragment," April confirmed when I described it. "Designed for extreme metabolic variance. Possibly for hybrid physiological stability."
I yanked a hard drive from a still-blinking security camera and plugged it into my portable interface.
"Uploading what I can," April said. "Most data's corrupted—intentional purge protocol. You have maybe four minutes before the whole system scrubs itself."
"Get what you can."
The lights came back on down the hall. Motion-activated. Something was moving, fast, just past the intersection.
April's voice carried new urgency. "Jack, that wasn't natural. And it wasn't the same creature you observed before."
"I know."
"Extraction recommended. Now."
I moved fast, retracing my route through two levels of abandoned laboratories and past the blood-stained morgue. The stairwell wasn't empty anymore—fresh boot prints, wet, military-issue treads. Multiple sets.
They'd come in through the hatch while I was below. And they hadn't left.
Halfway up the stairs, I heard voices. Muffled, professional, not panicked. Three men, maybe four, moving with the confidence of people who knew the layout.
"No standard comms," April whispered. "Internal headsets only. Not military—contractor signatures."
"What are they doing?"
"Either retrieval or cleanup."
I slipped into an access duct and crawled through narrow steel until I reached a secondary exit April had found on the architectural overlays. I emerged forty yards upslope, camouflaged among pine needles and wet rock.
I lay there for ten minutes, barely breathing, watching the main hatch.
Then the explosion came. Muffled, subsurface, but powerful enough to make the entire ridge tremble. Birds screamed out of the canopy in a black cloud of panic.
The hatch I'd entered through was gone. Obliterated.
Whoever they were, they didn't want anyone following their trail.
I didn't speak until I was a mile away, crouched beside a creek, filtering water through my purification system.
"They wiped the site," April reported. "Total power failure. The hard drive is fried, but I recovered approximately twelve percent of the data."
"What did you get?"
She paused—her version of a dramatic sigh.
"Enough. Lab notes reference Project THORN. Genetic stability failures. Augmented primate trials. CRISPR-drift errors. And funding chains tied to a DoD shadow program I haven't seen before."
I closed my eyes.
"Jack," she added gently, "this isn't a local operation. It's national. Maybe global."
I didn't answer immediately. I already knew. The symbol on the hatch, the professional cleanup crew, the level of technology I'd seen—this wasn't some rogue scientist playing with test tubes.
This was big. Government big. Black budget big.
And now I wasn't just hunting. I was in it. All the way.

Chapter 8: The Others
They were too young to be out here alone.
Mid-twenties, wearing ultralight packs and brand-new boots with trail tags still attached. The guy was tall, lanky, full of misplaced confidence with a DSLR around his neck and no visible weapon. The girl was smarter—alert eyes, checking her phone like she expected a signal to magically appear.
I spotted them from a ridgeline as they crossed below, completely oblivious to the wrongness of the silence around them.
They also didn't see what was following them.
A shadow. Low, fast, cutting through trees like a razor through silk. Not the same creature I'd encountered before—this one was smaller, meaner, built like a linebacker with anger management issues.
Maybe six-foot-six but stockier, with a twitchy, irregular gait. It didn't move like a hunter. It moved like a malfunctioning machine programmed for violence.
I dropped behind the ridge and keyed my comm.
"April, I've got civilians in trouble."
"Already scanning. Local signal jamming in progress—anything low-frequency is getting whitewashed. You have six minutes before the drone surveillance comes back online."
"Understood."
I came down the slope fast, rifle ready, boots silent on wet pine needles. The couple didn't hear me until I was twenty feet away.
The guy jumped like I'd tasered him. The girl took a defensive step back, eyes narrowing.
"Hey!" he said. "What the hell—"
"You need to move. Now." My voice was calm but carried the kind of authority that ended arguments.
"Excuse me?" He looked me up and down, taking in the tactical gear and weapons. "Who the—"
"Former law enforcement. You're in restricted territory, and there's a threat behind you. Do exactly as I say, and we all walk out alive."
"Is this some kind of joke?" the girl asked. Her voice was steadier than his—good survival instincts.
"You're being hunted," I said flatly.
That got her attention. She stepped in front of her boyfriend and looked past me, just in time to see the trees move.
Not sway. Move. Like something the size of a refrigerator had brushed them aside.
"Run," I barked. "That way—downhill. Don't stop, don't look back."
They listened. We cut left through a drainage gully choked with moss and broken rock. The couple stumbled more than once, but they kept moving. The girl was already pulling ahead—survival instinct kicking in.
Then came the roar.
Not primal. Not organic. Synthetic, bubbling through something artificial—a throat modified with bone and metal and whatever nightmare someone had written into DNA on a laboratory spreadsheet.
The guy screamed. The girl grabbed his collar and shoved him forward.
Smart girl.
I turned and took position behind a boulder, rifle raised.
The creature broke from the trees like a missile. Muscle and rage and uneven breathing, its eyes glowing faintly with artificial heat. The thermal scope lit up like Christmas morning.
I didn't hesitate. The AR-10 barked twice, center mass.
The .308 rounds hit hard and spun the thing sideways, but it didn't go down. Black blood poured from the wounds, but it was still moving, still angry.
It howled—not in pain, but confusion. Like it had never been hurt before and didn't understand the concept.
I cycled the bolt and put another round high in the shoulder, ruining the joint. The creature stumbled into a tree, shrieked again, and vanished into the undergrowth.
"April?" I said, breathing hard.
"Tracking wounded target. Not retreating—circling. This one has tactical programming."
"They do that now?"
"This one does."
I regrouped with the hikers in a narrow ravine that offered cover and concealment. The girl was handling the stress better than most cops I'd worked with.
"You okay?" I asked her.
She nodded. "Yeah. What was that thing?"
"Something that shouldn't exist."
The guy was pale and shaking, hands on his knees like he was about to puke.
"What's your name?" I asked the girl.
"Alicia. This is Drew."
I led them to a hidden hollow I'd used before—barely visible unless you knew to look for it. We dropped in, and I passed Alicia my spare water and a protein bar.
"You can't talk about what you saw," I told them. "Not until I say it's safe. Understand?"
Alicia looked me in the eye and nodded. I believed her. Drew was still processing, but what choice did he have?
That night, I kept watch while they slept.
The wind changed near midnight. The trees stopped moving. And then I saw it—a different silhouette. Massive, upright, just beyond the edge of my night vision.
But this one didn't approach. Didn't threaten. It simply watched.
Then it disappeared into the darkness. No growl, no roar. Just acknowledgment.
The real Bigfoot was still out there. Still free.
And it was watching too.

Chapter 9: Hunter's Moon
The moon hung low and bloated, orange through the mist like a bruised eye watching the world bleed.
I stood at the clearing's edge, boots sunk into moss, breathing air thick with silence. April had been quiet for almost a minute—processing something, which usually meant bad news was coming.
"Jack," she finally said, "thermal signature detected. One klick east. Movement pattern too fast for elk, too upright for bear. It's the hybrid."
"Alone?"
"Negative. Secondary signature hanging back. Observing."
"The original," I said.
"Most likely. Jack... it's not just watching the hybrid. It's studying you."
I descended the slope slowly, rifle ready, safety off. Each step was deliberate—not from fear, but necessity. The woods felt wrong again. No birds, no wind, just the occasional creak of old growth adjusting to pressure.
My mind wandered to Clara. Her laugh. The way she'd looked at me in that hospital room—broken but alive, grateful that maybe I was still the man she thought I was. I needed to be that man now, even if it killed me.
The blood trail started at the tree line. Just a smear of something black and viscous spattered across cedar bark. The hybrid I'd wounded was back, and it wanted a rematch.
I crouched by the stain and touched it with a gloved finger. Still tacky.
"Fresh," I murmured.
"Confirmed. Thermal contact, eighty meters. Crouched, waiting."
I raised the rifle.
"I think it knows I'm coming."
"Or it wants you to think that."
The attack came faster than expected—a blur of motion from the right. I pivoted and fired, missing as the thing dove for cover. Then pain exploded across my ribs. Not deep, but deep enough to bleed.
I hit the ground, rolled, brought the AR-10 up and fired on instinct. The creature snarled—a sound that came from speakers, not lungs. Designed to terrify.
It was working.
The thing lunged again. I shot it in the thigh, shattering bone. It shrieked like a machine failing under load and stumbled backward.
"April! Now would be good!"
A deafening tone rang out across the clearing—a directed audio pulse from the piezo transducer hidden in my gear. The creature recoiled, clawing at its head, confused by pain it wasn't programmed to handle.
I scrambled to my feet, blood dripping from my side, shoulder screaming from old injuries. My leg buckled—not from the wound, but from exhaustion. I crawled to a fallen log, weapons ready.
The hybrid limped into the clearing, breathing like a broken bellows, hunched and steaming in the cold air. Scars covered its skin. Metal showed through one shoulder—some kind of plating or internal framework.
Its eyes locked on mine. Then it stopped.
Something moved behind it. The second silhouette rose from the trees like a force of nature.
Massive. Still. Radiating power and intelligence.
The natural Bigfoot stepped into view, framed by moonlight. Not a monster or a myth, but an apex predator that understood exactly what it was looking at.
It didn't roar or posture. It simply stood. And the hybrid backed away—not much, but enough.
They stared at each other for several long seconds. Original and copy. Evolution and engineering.
Then the hybrid shrieked with rage and confusion, turned, and crashed back into the trees.
Gone.
The clearing fell still. I stared at the creature that remained.
It looked at me—not hostile, not welcoming. Just aware. Like it understood I wasn't here to destroy. I was here to protect.
It gave me one last look, almost like a nod, then melted back into the forest.
I collapsed backward, rifle falling beside me.
The next morning, as I tended to my wounds and planned my next move, I couldn't shake the feeling that I was outgunned. One man against a network of black ops programs and genetically engineered killers wasn't sustainable.
I needed backup. Not just any backup—I needed operators I could trust. The kind of professionals the military called "good dogs." Loyal, capable, and absolutely reliable when the shooting started. Men who'd follow orders but weren't afraid to think for themselves when the plan went sideways.
I started making calls to old contacts, reaching out through networks that existed in the spaces between official channels. I was looking for a specific type—veterans who'd left the service but hadn't lost their edge. Operators who understood that some fights were worth having outside the system.
"You still breathing?" April asked.
"Barely."
"Medical assessment: laceration, possible cracked rib, minor concussion. You'll live."
"Good," I said. "Because I need to kill that other thing."
April hesitated. "You might not have to."
"Why not?"
She answered quietly. "Because I think the original is going to do it for you."




Chapter 10: Disclosure
The cabin was barely standing.
It leaned into the slope like it had given up on being square, shingles curling like dead leaves, windows boarded with warped plywood. But smoke drifted from the chimney—thin, white, steady.
Someone was home.
I approached slowly, rifle slung, hands visible. The last thing I needed was to get shot by some paranoid hermit with a shotgun and boundary issues.
"Thermal shows one occupant," April reported through my earpiece. "Seated, weak vitals."
"Armed?"
"No obvious weapons. But his adrenaline just spiked—he knows you're here."
I stepped onto the porch, boots creaking on soft boards. Knocked once. A voice came through the door, rasping and brittle like old paper.
"You him?"
"Depends on who you think I am."
"You got April with you?"
That stopped me cold. "Yeah. I do."
The door opened to reveal a skeleton wearing clothes. Late sixties, maybe seventies, with an oxygen tank clipped to his belt and plastic tubing under his nose. His eyes were sharp, though—too sharp for someone who looked that close to death.
"You'd better come in," he said.
The cabin's interior smelled of cedar, gun oil, and old electronics. A laptop the size of a briefcase sat open on the table, connected to a tangle of hard drives and copper wire. The walls were covered in handwritten notes, photographs, and redacted reports pinned like a conspiracy theorist's fever dream.
He sat heavily in a battered armchair and motioned to another.
"I'm Dr. James Festor," he said. "I helped build the monsters."
I let that hang in the air for a moment.
"You were part of Project THORN?"
He nodded, then coughed for nearly a minute before continuing. "Co-lead on genetic integration. I was the guy who figured out how to splice primate DNA into human genomic scaffolding without triggering autoimmune rejection."
He laughed bitterly. "I thought I was going to cure Parkinson's. They used it to build soldiers."
I glanced at the wall covered in photos—grainy images of creatures strapped to steel tables, mouths open in silent screams. Scars across their chests like they'd been opened and closed repeatedly.
"You left the program?"
"Not exactly." His voice was barely above a whisper. "I was going to blow the whistle. Had the files, had the access codes. Then the lab went dark—not just shut down, wiped. Everyone disappeared. I barely made it out."
"You've been hiding ever since."
"Not hiding. Watching. Waiting. For someone like you."
April spoke in my ear. "He's clean. No transmissions, no tracking devices. Biometrics indicate truthfulness."
The old man was watching me closely. "You've seen it, haven't you? The real one. The natural specimen."
I nodded.
His face softened. "Good. That means it's still alive. They never caught that one."
"Why do they want it?"
"Because it's not just a missing link," he said. "It's proof we're not the only intelligence to evolve on this planet. That's dangerous to people who like to think humans are special."
I leaned forward. "Tell me about the genetic engineering."
Dr. Festor's eyes lit up—partly enthusiasm, partly guilt. "We started with tissue samples. Hair follicles, blood, skin cells. Took us three years to get enough viable genetic material from the natural specimen."
"How did you get samples?"
"Tracking, tranquilizer darts, surgical extraction while it was unconscious. The creature was incredibly resilient—healed faster than anything we'd seen. That's what made its DNA so valuable."
He pulled out a worn notebook, pages covered in genetic sequences and molecular diagrams.
"We used CRISPR-Cas9 to edit human embryonic stem cells, inserting specific sequences from the creature's genome. Muscle density genes, bone strength markers, regenerative factors. Then we added our own engineered sequences—enhanced aggression, pain tolerance, obedience markers."
"Obedience markers?"
"Pheromonal triggers. Chemical switches that could control behavior. At least, that was the theory." His laugh turned into another coughing fit.
"What went wrong?"
"Everything. The latest generations don't respond to the control mechanisms anymore. They're self-modifying, evolving beyond our programming. And breeding."
That hit me like a cold slap. "How many are out there?"
"Unknown. We lost count after Generation 4. Some were terminated, some escaped. The one you fought was probably Gen 6 or 7—smarter, more aggressive, designed with enhanced combat instincts."
I stood up. "This has to stop."
"I agree. But I don't have time." He tapped the oxygen tank. "Lung damage from experimental compounds. They bought my silence with poison. I've got maybe two weeks left, if I'm lucky. The cancer was aggressive, but the doctors said I had perhaps two weeks of lucidity remaining before the pain medications would make coherent thought impossible"
"Then give me everything."
He smiled faintly. "April already has it. I uploaded the complete package before you walked in."
I turned toward my comm unit, heart pounding.
"What's in it?"
"The truth," he said simply. "Genetic templates, facility locations, funding sources, personnel files. Everything I could salvage before they burned it all down."
That night, I sat by my campfire with the encrypted drive connected to April's secure node. Dozens of files scrolled past—video logs, DNA models, field test results, casualty reports.
And one final message. A voice recording from Dr. Festor.
"Jack," it began, "if you're hearing this, I'm probably gone. I want you to know I'm sorry. For building them. For being too proud to see what they'd become."
Static crackled, then: "You're a protector—I can tell. Not just a soldier, not just a hunter. I hope you find a way to stop them. Or at least... save what's left of what's real."
I sat for a long time after that, watching flames dance and listening to the forest. Wondering if the real enemy wasn't just the monsters in the woods, but the people who'd made them.

Chapter 11: The Final Stand
I chose the ridge for two reasons: visibility and blood.
The hybrid had been wounded badly—deep black smears, bone fragments, and synthetic tissue clung to a shattered pine. It was dying, but it wasn't done. Wounded predators rarely are.
And I knew it would come back. They always do.
I set the ambush at first light. April stayed silent unless I asked, monitoring for drone surveillance while I wired the perimeter with seismic triggers from an old hunting cache.
Claymore-style noisemakers—not lethal, but loud enough to make anything flinch. I planted them low in brush and fed the signals through a modified transceiver April could monitor.
I also dusted the approach with IR-visible powder. Invisible to the naked eye but glowing like neon under thermal imaging.
"Two hundred meters and closing," April reported. "Moving slow, injured, but determined."
"Copy."
I lay prone on the ridge, AR-10 locked on the trail bend below. Three rounds in the rifle, full magazine in the 1911, knife on my vest. I figured I'd use them all.
The first trap triggered at 1742 hours.
Flash, bang, confusion. The hybrid crashed through timber like a freight train—hunched, bloodied, wild-eyed. Its left arm hung useless, chest wound turned septic. Steam poured off its back, and its mouth gaped in a snarl that sounded more like desperation than rage.
I fired.
The .308 hit high in the shoulder, staggering it backward. I fired again, hitting the right thigh and dropping it to one knee.
It didn't stay down.
The thing roared and charged uphill, dragging its ruined leg, swinging its good arm like a club.
I dropped the rifle, drew the 1911, and walked down to meet it.
No more distance shooting. No more hiding.
We collided at the trail bend. It slammed into me, and we both hit the ground. I rolled, came up bleeding from the scalp, ribs on fire.
The creature rose slowly, swaying, breath rattling like broken machinery. It tried to lift its good arm.
That's when it froze.
Not because of me. Because something else had arrived.
The natural Bigfoot stepped from the trees. No announcement, no drama. Just presence. It moved with purpose—not rage, not confusion, just finality.
The hybrid turned to face it, teeth bared in artificial fury.
They circled once—wounded animals, one born from evolution, the other built in a lab with someone else's nightmares.
Then the hybrid lunged.
The original was faster. It sidestepped, seized the hybrid by the throat, and slammed it into a tree so hard bark exploded. Then again. And again.
The third impact broke something fundamental—inside the hybrid or the tree, I couldn't tell.
The body hit the ground and stayed there. Still. Steaming. Done.
We didn't speak—couldn't speak. But the Bigfoot looked at me. Not with gratitude. With recognition. Two predators who understood the difference between killing and murder.
Then it turned and vanished, leaving only silence.
April's voice came through moments later. "Drone surveillance is offline for eight more minutes. I've scrubbed the seismic logs. No record of what happened here."
"Good," I said. "This wasn't for them."
I gathered my weapons, checked on the sleeping hikers—unbelievably, they'd slept through the entire firefight—and limped off the ridge.
I didn't win. But we didn't lose.
And somewhere out there, something real still roamed free.

Chapter 12: The Good Dogs
The responses came slowly at first. Encrypted messages through secure channels, careful inquiries about availability and interest. I wasn't offering a standard contract—this was off-books, high-risk, and completely deniable if things went sideways.
But the men I contacted understood that sometimes the most important fights happened in the shadows, where official oversight couldn't reach and bureaucratic limitations didn't apply.
Within two weeks, I had my answer. Three operators, each with specialized skills and no remaining loyalty to the institutions that had trained them. They'd seen enough of the world to know that sometimes good men had to do terrible things to protect innocent people.
They were ready to be good dogs for the right cause.
The drop zone was a gravel airstrip tucked between canyon walls, covered with enough dust to keep it off most radars. The kind of place nobody used unless they had something serious to hide.
Perfect for people like us.
The plane was already there when I arrived—a gutted Gulfstream converted for low-profile insertions. No tail number, no paperwork, just wheels, wings, and the promise of violence.
The ramp dropped with a hiss, and three figures stepped into the morning sun. They moved like they were still deployed—shoulders squared, eyes scanning, every step efficient.
My crew. Former MARSOC Raiders. No longer active duty, but once a Marine, always a Marine. Not the kind of guys you send to hold a line—they're the ones you drop behind it to burn the enemy's playbook.
The three men standing before me had the look of professional operators—calm, alert, and ready for whatever came next. In my experience, there were two types of former military: the broken ones who couldn't adapt to civilian life, and the good dogs who channeled their training into something productive. These three had the unmistakable bearing of good dogs.
Mace was first down the ramp. Six-foot-two, built like someone had carved him from granite and forgotten to add a sense of humor. Recon sniper, cold shooter, best spotter in the Corps until he decided he didn't like being told when not to shoot.
He nodded once. "Jack."
"Mace."
Just a handshake. We weren't the hugging type.
Behind him came Holt, dragging a duffel that probably violated several arms treaties. Demolitions expert, urban entry specialist, big mouth, bigger explosions.
He grinned as he stepped into range. "Heard you stirred up something weird again. Figured it was time to rejoin civilization."
"I didn't call you for your people skills," I said.
"Thank God. I'd be a liability."
Then came Rios. Quiet, sharp-eyed, with the gait of someone who still wasn't sure if this was a job or a war. Former Corpsman and expert tracker, ghost when he wanted to be.
He looked at me once, said nothing, just offered a small nod and walked past, already scanning the perimeter for threats.
I loved these guys.
They fell in beside me as we walked toward the hangar.
"You're not going to brief us out here, are you?" Holt asked.
"No. We've got company."
"Feds?" Mace asked.
"Worse," I said. "She's smarter."
Inside the hangar, a single screen flickered to life. April's voice came through the speakers—crisp, precise, and unmistakably artificial, though she sounded more human than she used to.
"Welcome, gentlemen. I'm April. I've been working with Jack on this operation."
Mace raised an eyebrow. "You gave your AI a name."
"She earned it," I said.
April continued without missing a beat. "I've analyzed satellite data from five sources, three classified networks, and one weather balloon with unusually good signal coverage. The target is in southern Utah—a former military site, decommissioned, repurposed, and buried under four levels of hardened steel."
She brought up an overhead image, wireframe structure blooming like a digital wasp nest.
"Current power signatures indicate active climate control, distributed processing clusters, and biometric containment systems."
"Containment of what?" Rios asked quietly.
"They've moved beyond prototypes," April replied.
The room went quiet.
Then Holt laughed—sharp and short. "You brought us out of hiding for a monster hunt? Jack, I love you."
"It's not a hunt," I said. "It's a search and destroy mission."
April's image brightened. "No known exit routes. No external communications. The site operates under blackout protocols, which makes it vulnerable. But only until they know we're coming."
"Breach above or below?" Mace asked.
"Below," I said. "Abandoned rail tunnel. April found it on decommissioned freight maps. We go in through the guts."
"Payload?" Rios asked.
I dropped a heavy duffel. It clinked ominously.
"Enough firepower to make the Devil nervous," April said.
Holt grinned. "An AI with a sense of humor. That's new."
April ran them through infiltration timelines, fallback points, satellite gaps, and recon feeds. The Marines absorbed it like professionals—no ego, no panic, just calculating how to turn information into dead enemies.
That night, under cold stars, Mace cleaned his rifle while Holt whittled cedar with a boot knife. Rios just watched the horizon like he expected trouble to come walking over it.
I stood nearby, listening to April whisper through the uplink.
"Everything's in place," she said. "One more thing about that Utah site... I've seen its signature before, buried in ghost data. They didn't just build it for containment. It's a staging area."
"Staging for what?"
"I don't know yet," she admitted. "But it's not just about what's inside. They're preparing for something bigger."
I looked at the screen again, at the nest of steel and secrets glowing in infrared.
"Then we better burn it all down," I said.
Chapter 13: Infiltration
The desert was quiet in the way that meant trouble was coming.
Not peaceful quiet—the kind of silence that made you check your six and wonder what was watching from the ridgelines. The entrance to the abandoned rail tunnel lay buried under sand and shale like the earth was trying to forget it existed.
We found it exactly where April said it would be, tucked behind a collapsed ridge and marked only by a rusted ventilation grate and the skeleton of an old signal mast.
Rios crouched at the entrance, brushing away loose gravel. "Still warm," he said. "Surface is sun-baked, but this"—he tapped a rust-flaked rail—"stayed cooler. Active airflow."
"Makes sense," I said. "There's power down there. According to Festor's files, they never fully decommissioned the HVAC. Someone wanted it breathable."
"Or something," Mace added, eyes scanning the horizon.
We moved smooth and fast, light discipline in effect. April stayed in my ear through the HeyPhone system—87-kHz low-frequency signals that didn't care about walls or rock. Developed specifically for cave rescue operations by John Hey, G3TDZ. An Amateur Radio Operator.  As long as we kept dropping repeater nodes every couple hundred feet, she'd have us.
And more importantly, we'd have her.
Holt carried the first repeater, clipped to his gear like a tool pouch. "Never thought I'd be laying telegraph line underground," he muttered.
"It's not telegraph," I said. "It's ham radio for people who don't like being shot at."
He grinned and jammed the repeater into a crack between tunnel wall and support beam. It blinked green once.
"Breadcrumb one," he reported.
April's voice came through my earpiece, faint but clear. "Link confirmed. Signal stable. Minimal packet loss."
"Copy. You see anything?"
"Thermal contact fifty meters ahead. Stationary. Possibly a tripwire or decoy."
We moved in two-man teams through the tunnel, SIG MPX carbines ready. Compact 9mm subguns, suppressed, perfect for close quarters. Each one equipped with dual-mode optics and IR laser designators.
The tunnel air grew heavier as we went deeper. Not just temperature—pressure. Like the walls were leaning in. My footsteps echoed strangely, the sound dying too quickly.
"Another repeater," I said. Holt dropped the second node past a curve where GPS died completely.
April's voice returned almost immediately. "Approaching service door. Thermal hotspot on the right side—likely capacitor bank. Pressure sensor near threshold."
"Visual," Rios whispered. "Box on the frame. Fiber optic lead."
Holt crouched beside it, working blind. "Commercial grade—good news. Bad news—someone paid serious money for it."
He clipped two wires, twisted them together. The box whined and went silent.
"Clear."
The service door opened into a maintenance corridor lined with hissing pipes. This wasn't abandoned—it was maintained. Someone had kept the lights on.
April fed us updates in compressed bursts, conserving bandwidth. "Structural scan indicates main chamber three hundred meters ahead. Multiple side passages. Cold storage detected."
"What kind of storage?" I asked.
"Sub-freezing temperatures. Biometric sensors offline."
We passed a room with scorched walls and cracked glass partitions. Burn patterns climbed toward the ceiling like someone had set off a flamethrower. But there was no debris, no bodies.
Just the lingering smell of ozone and burned meat.
Holt held up a closed fist. We froze.
"Movement," April said. "Lower level. Four heat signatures. Two stationary, two mobile. Armed."
"Still transmitting?"
"Negative. Internal comms only. Hardwired network. Possibly security patrol."
We took the stairs down, weapons up, moving like we'd done this together for years. The silence was different here—not empty, but waiting.
At the bottom, Holt cut through an emergency panel with a rotary blade, sparks lighting the darkness in quick bursts. The elevator shaft beyond was narrow, ladder rungs climbing into shadow.
Something shrieked behind us—high-pitched, wet, definitely not human.
"Here they come," Rios said, raising his weapon.
We went back up the ladder fast, one after another. I was last, and as I reached the halfway point, I looked down.
Something was climbing after us. Long limbs, misshapen skull, eyes that caught infrared light and threw it back in dull yellow sparks.
I fired the MPX. The muzzle flash lit the shaft like lightning, and whatever was climbing disappeared into the darkness.
We kept going down to the next level.

Chapter 14: The Hollow Below
The stairwell curved downward in a slow spiral that felt like descending into the earth's digestive system. The deeper we went, the colder it became—not just temperature, but atmosphere.
The walls changed from steel to black composite paneling that seemed to drink light. I'd seen materials like this in classified briefings: radar-absorbent, anti-static, designed to conceal and contain.
"Another repeater," April said. "Signal degradation increasing."
Holt placed another node. "Better," she confirmed.
Each step forward brought a deeper sense of unease. Rios led with Mace close behind, rifles tracking corners and doorways. The equipment made almost no sound—good gear, well-maintained, operated by professionals.
We reached another hatch. Small, round, like an airlock. No keypad this time, just a biometric plate and blinking blue LEDs.
"Can't reach it remotely," April reported. "EM shielding too dense. Manual bypass required."
Holt pulled a flat black box from his kit and connected it to the panel. The lights flickered amber, then green. He turned a small crank, and the hatch opened with a hiss.
The smell hit us immediately: wet copper, sulfur, bleach, and something else—mold mixed with antiseptic. Wrongness you could taste.
Inside was a circular chamber, thirty feet across, with multiple exits. Ventilation panels and monitoring equipment lined the walls—all inactive. A decontamination space, or quarantine lock.
We swept through quickly, clearing two observation suites with sealed windows looking into pitch-black voids.
The third door was open.
Beyond it: a corridor lined with cell doors. Thick, industrial, each with a viewport the size of a paperback book.
The first five were empty.
The sixth wasn't.
Something was inside—a pile of matted fur and misshapen bone. As I peered through the window, my stomach turned. It had a face. Or something that had once been a face.
Flattened features, asymmetrical eye sockets, jaw too large for the skull. The torso was humanoid, but the arms were wrong—too long, joints bent at impossible angles.
It had been a Bigfoot once. But not anymore.
"Jesus," Holt muttered.
I turned away. Whatever they'd done to this thing wasn't science. It was torture with a lab coat.
"Signal reestablished," April said. "Biometric analysis confirms genetic modification. Multiple genome insertions, synthetic retroviral architecture."
"English, April."
"It was engineered. And it suffered."
We found another cell—clean, pristine, with padded walls and bright lighting. A camera in the ceiling still tracked movement. In the center sat a blood-stained mattress.
No occupant.
No one spoke.
We pressed deeper, past more labs and examination rooms. One contained shattered equipment and data sheets pinned to walls with surgical instruments. I pulled one free and read while April processed the information.
"CRISPR variant R2-137. Human-primate splicing protocols. Subject mortality rate: 82%. Aggression index: escalating. Cognitive retention: unknown."
Another sheet showed thermal scans of massive bipedal figures in motion. "They weren't studying them," April concluded. "They were manufacturing them."
The final chamber was an observation theater overlooking a surgical platform surrounded by robotic arms and monitoring equipment. Everything was stained brown-black and scattered like a bomb had gone off.
A gurney sat in the center, restraints cut, door behind it hanging open with torn hinges and claw marks in the frame.
"Something's still down here," April warned.
The lights flickered and died.

Chapter 15: Black Silence
A week had passed since Dr. Festor's warnings, and I wondered if the old scientist was still alive. His encrypted files had provided the breakthrough we needed, but the clock was ticking on more than just our mission timeline.
The darkness wasn't just absence of light—it was aggressive, like it wanted to crawl inside your skull and make itself comfortable.
One second we had flickering LEDs and emergency lighting. The next, absolute black that made me question whether my eyes were actually open.
"Hold," Holt whispered.
No fumbling, no panic. Quiet movement, soft clicks of optic switches, the subtle shift of boots repositioning. We were professionals, and this wasn't our first blackout.
I activated my night vision monocular. The room reappeared in grainy green: the surgical platform, the torn gurney, the claw marks still very real.
"Still no uplink signal," April reported through the HeyPhone network. "You're in a dead zone, but local comms are functional."
The air pressure changed—a slow, subtle shift like the walls were breathing. My chest tightened without my heart rate increasing. Not altitude. Something else.
Rios moved left, sweeping with thermal. Mace covered our six. Holt crouched low, already reaching for explosive charges.
I gripped the MPX tight. Three rounds left in this mag. I swapped it out for a fresh one and stowed the partial. My safety was off. The 1911 was locked and cocked with one in the pipe and ready on my thigh. If something came at us in this confined space, it was going to be close and ugly.
A wet dragging sound echoed from somewhere ahead. Not fast, not rhythmic. Like something big and wounded pulling itself across the floor.
Holt locked eyes with me, then turned his optic toward the noise. Through the FLIR, I caught fragments of movement—something low to the ground, one arm longer than the other, head tilted too far forward.
"Contact," Mace whispered.
The thing screamed—a high-pitched burst that stabbed into my brain and stayed there. My knees went soft, vision swam. Some kind of sonic weapon, biological or engineered.
Rios fired first, suppressed MPX spitting two-round bursts. Mace followed up from the corridor above. The creature's shriek cut off abruptly.
Then came footsteps. Not one. Not two. Dozens.
Some fast, some slow, some moving at speeds that didn't make sense.
"Fallback!" Holt ordered.
We moved through the observation room, up stairs two at a time, past the surgical theater. Behind us, metal groaned under pressure. Something slammed into walls hard enough to crack concrete.
"Jack!" April's voice returned, distorted but urgent. "Multiple heat signatures converging on your position. At least eight. This is a containment failure."
"Not yet," I gasped. "We're still mobile."
We reached the decontamination chamber. Holt slammed the inner door and engaged the manual lock—a spinning wheel that looked like it belonged on a submarine.
Mace was bleeding from a gash on his thigh, but it wasn't arterial. Rios pulled trauma supplies and started pressure bandaging.
"What did we just see?" Holt asked.
"Failed experiments," I said. "Things that were supposed to be weapons but became something else."
April confirmed through the comm system: "Genetic instability led to behavioral collapse. Whatever control mechanisms existed are gone. They're operating on base instinct now."
From the corridor came a low growl—almost a purr. Then the sound of metal bending. The door bulged inward.
"Time to move," Holt said.
I reached for the HeyPhone uplink and switched to burst mode. "April, emergency exfil. We need a way out that doesn't involve going back through that maze."
"Secondary elevator shaft. Sealed but not powered. Fifty meters northwest. Manual override possible."
"Route us."
We moved through access tunnels, crawling through steel ducting until we reached the shaft. Holt cut through the emergency panel while Rios and Mace watched our backs.
The ladder rungs were corroded but solid. We climbed in the dark, one hand at a time, weapons slung.
Halfway up, something hit the shaft below us. The impact rang like a bell, echoing up through the steel.
I looked down and saw eyes—reflecting what little light made it down from above. Multiple sets. They were following us up.
Mace raised his rifle and fired. The muzzle flash lit the shaft like a strobe light, and something fell away screaming.
We climbed faster.
At the top, Holt forced the hatch and pulled us through onto concrete. We reached an upper maintenance level. Still underground, but away from immediate threats..
April's voice returned in full clarity. "You're clear. Maintenance level confirmed. Emergency protocols activated.
I collapsed on the ground, lungs burning. Everyone made it, and we'd seen enough to know this place needed to be wiped off the map.
"What's down there?" Rios asked.
"Hell," I said. "And we're going to close the door."

Chapter 16: Phase Zero
The deeper we went, the more wrong everything became.
This section of the facility hadn't seen maintenance in years. LED strips flickered or were completely dead. Moisture clung to walls, and exposed wiring hung like dead snakes from broken conduit. Somewhere behind the walls, a pump labored in slow, sick cycles.
Holt took point with his MPX, Rios covered our six. April's voice guided us through her HeyPhone network—six repeaters deep now, thirty meters apart, signal clear and strong.
"Partial floor schematics acquired," she reported. "You're entering Subsection C—containment and long-term bio-monitoring."
"Containment of what?"
"Files are corrupted, but there's a maintenance flag from 2016 referencing 'Phase Zero Retention.'"
"Define Phase Zero."
"Best assessment: early prototype. Something kept below baseline for comparative analysis."
"The first one," I said.
"Affirmative."
We reached another pressure door, different from the others. Older, thicker steel, almost brutalist in design. A red triangle had been spray-painted across it, faded but still legible. Universal symbol for danger.
"No electronic locks," April confirmed. "Manual operation required."
Holt moved to the wheel crank and braced himself. Metal groaned like old bones breaking as the mechanism turned.
The door swung inward with a screech.
Beyond: cold. Not chilled—arctic. Our breath immediately misted. Inside were banks of reinforced cryogenic units, most covered in frost with peeling labels and dead status lights.
In the center of the room stood a single capsule, larger than the rest. Heavily shielded. Its glass was frosted but not opaque—something inside was generating heat.
"That's it," April said. "Phase Zero."
I approached carefully and wiped condensation from the viewing panel.
Inside was a body. At least, it started as one.
Seven and a half feet tall, emaciated but muscled. Bone structure looked distorted—overgrown, like it had kept developing long after normal limits. Skin was mottled, patchwork of scar tissue with deep surgical sutures. Tubes ran into its neck, arms, directly into the skull.
Its eyes were barely closed.
"Vitals minimal but present," April reported. "It's alive."
"What is it?" Mace asked.
"Their first attempt," I said. "The one they kept for reference."
We backed away slowly. None of us wanted to disturb whatever equilibrium kept that thing contained.
Rios found a terminal at the far wall—ancient keyboard and CRT screen, somehow still powered. Text auto-scrolled across black background:
PHASE ZERO STABILIZATION FAILED AGGRESSIVE MUTATION BEYOND PROTOCOL ISOLATION INSUFFICIENT OBSERVER CASUALTIES CONFIRMED ESCALATION TO PHASE ONE INITIATED PROJECT RED NIGHT
"Red Night?" I asked.
April processed quickly. "Cross-reference found. Classified DARPA subproject tied to early gene-silencing experiments. Not enhancement—suppression. Behavioral modification through genetic switches."
"And?"
"Every trial failed. Subjects became more aggressive, not less."
The screen died. From the corridor behind us came a low thud. Then another.
"Movement," April warned. "Large signature. Non-bipedal."
Holt signaled us into cover as the wall next to the pressure door bulged inward. Something massive had slammed into it from the other side.
"Nope," Holt muttered. "Time to go deeper."
"The power core is three levels down," April directed. "We need to destroy the facility's main systems before extraction."
We ran. Not toward escape, but deeper into the complex. Room by room, level by level. Behind us, the pressure door gave way with a sound like a tree snapping.
I didn't look back, but I heard it: footsteps. Heavy, irregular, getting closer.
"We're not leaving until this place is ash," I said into my comm.
"Copy that," April replied. "Routing you to the core level."

Chapter 17: The Core
The power core was buried three levels deeper than any sane person would go.
Mace led us down through a cable maintenance shaft we accessed by prying open a false wall behind a diagnostic lab. No signs, no maps, no helpful arrows pointing to "Secret Government Experiments This Way." Just metal stairs, oxidized railings, and thick cable bundles stapled into concrete like technological veins.
This wasn't built for easy access. It was built to be forgotten.
"April," I whispered, "anything waiting for us?"
"Only your signals. But there's another system running beneath the core—air-gapped, possibly quantum-based. I can't access it."
That was unsettling. April could get into anything with a circuit board and a power source. If she couldn't touch it, someone had built something specifically to keep her out.
Behind me, Holt muttered, "What's Phase Zero again?"
"You saw that panel outside the server room," I said. "Black text, brushed steel. Almost missed it yourself."
"Project SHADOW STALKER—Phase Zero," April added. "A fallback protocol. Possibly a failsafe."
"Or a release mechanism," Mace said grimly.
We reached the core level door. No keypad, just an old-school wheel lock, industrial and rusted.
Holt slung his MPX and opened his soft case. Inside: a shaped charge the size of a grapefruit, precision-made, magnetic base.
"Back up," he said casually.
Thirty seconds later, we crouched around the corner with fingers in our ears and mouths open.
The blast was deep rather than loud—the kind you feel in your spine.
When we looked back, the door hung open on melted hinges.
Inside was something from a science fiction movie.
The room was domed, circular, with a fusion core thrumming in the center behind layered ceramic and carbon shielding. Thick conduits flowed outward like spider legs into black server racks arranged in concentric rings. Everything pulsed with faint blue light.
"This isn't just a lab," I said. "It's a command center."
April's voice sharpened. "Detecting outgoing transmissions. Multiple frequencies. Someone's trying to communicate with the outside world."
"To who?"
"Unknown. Attempting to jam."
Mace cleared the right side, Rios took the left. Holt and I entered last, already planning our demolition work.
"Set the charges," Mace ordered.
Holt moved with deliberate calm, placing explosives like birthday candles on a very expensive cake. Plastique on the server racks, thermite on the core shielding, shaped charges on the primary power feeds.
That's when everything changed.
"Multiple thermals incoming," April reported urgently. "Not human. Five meters per second. Wall-crawlers. ETA sixty seconds."
I spun toward the corridor and saw nothing. Yet.
But motion sensors blinked red in sequence, tracking something fast and agile moving through the ventilation system.
"Spider ambush," I said. "Bolivia, all over again."
"Stack formation," Mace ordered. "Rios anchor, Jack middle, Holt demo. Go hot."
We moved into defensive positions as the corridor darkened.
Then came the sound: high-frequency chittering like nails on glass, echoing through ducts and walls.
They weren't like the creature from before. These were smaller, faster, quadrupedal with elongated limbs and glossy black carapaces fused with human muscle tissue. Mouths that opened sideways. No eyes that I could see.
Rios fired first—tight bursts from the MPX. The 9mm rounds sparked off their armor plating.
"They're armored!" he called.
I raised my trusty AR-10 and fired once. The .308 slug punched through one of them like a wrecking ball, scattering the others momentarily.
"One round, one kill," Holt said, laughing through gritted teeth.
Then they surged forward.
Rios dropped to one knee, firing upward as one tried to drop from the ceiling. Holt tossed a micro-thermobaric grenade that bounced off the far wall. The blast tore through two of them while a third screamed—wet and high-pitched.
"Rear contact!" Mace shouted.
I spun to see another creature coming through a door we'd passed earlier. It leaped, I dove and rolled, came up with the 1911 and put four rounds center mass. The hits staggered it long enough for Mace to finish it with suppressed double-taps to the head.
"Secondary wave rising," April warned. "This is a hive. You've triggered a defensive response."
"Then we collapse it," Mace said flatly.
"How do we bury this place?" I asked.
"Severing the fusion core's coolant lines will cause cascade destabilization," April explained. "Not nuclear, but the explosion will level four hundred meters in all directions."
"Do it."
"Confirm: total destruction of facility?"
"They built a monster factory under American soil. Burn it all."
Holt set the final charges as the second wave came. We were already running—up stairs, through the blown door, into tunnels that led toward surface access. Rios fired behind us until his magazine ran dry, then reloaded without missing a step.
"Countdown initiated," April announced.
"How long?"
"Three minutes."
From behind us came a roar—something bigger and angrier than the spider-things. Something that had just realized its home was about to become a crater.
We ran like hell.
The hybrid that caught up to us was massive—larger and smarter than the others. It didn't charge blindly but cut off our escape route, herding us deeper into the facility.
"Two minutes," April counted down.
I turned and fired the AR-10 center mass. It hit hard, staggered the thing backward, but didn't drop it. The creature shrieked like a banshee run through industrial equipment.
"One minute, thirty seconds."
We found another crawlspace and squeezed through, dragging weapons behind us. The sound of claws on concrete followed us into the narrow passage.
"One minute."
We reached the far side and emerged into another corridor. Holt was already grinning—the expression of a man who'd just lit a very big fuse.
"Thirty seconds."
We sprinted down the last hallway, hearts pounding, lungs burning. The exit was a pinprick of light that grew larger as we ran toward it.
Mace went up the ladder first, then Rios, then me. Holt came last, dropping a fragmentation grenade into the access shaft as he climbed.
The explosion below was followed immediately by a much bigger one.
The ground shook like an earthquake. We hit the desert face-down in a tangle of gear and limbs. Through the ringing in my ears, I heard Holt laughing.
"Everyone alive?" Mace asked.
"Hell yeah," Holt replied. "That was beautiful."
April's voice cut through the static: "Facility is dark. No power, no signals, no heat signatures. Mission complete."
I rolled onto my back, breathing hard, feeling the pulse of destruction in the earth beneath me. Cold air, open sky, stars visible overhead. We'd made it to the surface as dawn broke over the desert. Four operators, all breathing, all intact.
It didn't feel like victory exactly. But it felt like justice.
We'd closed the door on something that should never have been opened. And made sure it stayed closed.

Chapter 18: Debrief
The sun dipped below the horizon as our team settled around the rustic table in my cabin, glasses of Four Roses yellow label bourbon in hand. Laughter mixed with the scent of cedar smoke from the fireplace.
"Who knew you could outsmart genetic horrors and still get your ass kicked by a ladder?" Holt quipped, rubbing his shoulder.
"I'm investing in a helmet next time," I replied.
Mace actually smiled. "Only took you twenty years to figure that out."
As the bourbon flowed and war stories emerged, the tension from the underground facility began to fade. We drew straws for first watch—Rios got the short one and headed outside with his optics and MPX.
The cabin was quiet except for the fire's crackle. Soon exhaustion claimed us, pulling each man into deep sleep. Watch rotations gave everyone enough sleep to recharge a little.
The next morning, sunlight filtered through the windows as April's interface hummed to life.
"Morning, team," I called out. "Let's gear up and—"
"Wait," April interrupted. "I have news."
My stomach sank. "How bad?"
"Based on data from our mission and subsequent analysis, there's an ongoing network of operations. Project THORN has escalated globally."
Mace leaned forward. "How bad are we talking?"
"Worse than we thought," April continued. "The hybrid project spans multiple continents. What we destroyed was one node in a much larger network."
"Shit," Holt muttered.
"I've identified at least twelve similar facilities worldwide. They're not just creating hybrids—they're preparing for deployment."
The room fell silent as the implications hit us.
"Deployment how?" I asked.
"Military applications. Private security forces. Some facilities appear to be breeding programs designed for self-sustaining hybrid populations."
I picked up the secure satellite phone and dialed Victoria's number. We hadn't spoken in months, but this was bigger than personal history.
She answered on the third ring. "It's been a while. Business or personal?"
"You're not going to like it," I said. "But you're the only one I can trust with this."
Her tone shifted to professional caution. "Is this about the files you sent? The hybrid data?"
"It's real, Victoria. Not just real—it's global. Government contractors, black budgets, genetic weapons that are already out of control."
Silence on the line, then: "I've seen some irregularities, but nothing concrete."
"You will. April has satellite imagery, audio intercepts, facility locations. This isn't a rogue operation. It's systemic."
Another pause. "They know who you are, Jack. They won't appreciate you digging."
"They never have. But I'm still here."
"You're a stubborn bastard," she said with grudging admiration. "What do you need?"
"Your clearance. I'm hitting walls. We need official channels."
"I'll think about it. No promises."
"Make it soon. There's more going on than one phone call can cover."
A knock in the background interrupted her. "I have to go. I'll call you when I'm clear."
The line went dead.
I set the phone down and looked at my team. April's holographic form flickered beside us, processing global data streams.
"This is bigger than we thought," I said. "And we're going to need help."

Chapter 19: What to Do
Jack caught the next flight to DC, leaving the team at the cabin to process what they'd learned. The Meridian was dimly lit and deceptively empty when he arrived—the kind of place where secrets went to die quietly.
Victoria was already there, trench coat folded beside her, hair different but still striking. The moment stretched as they locked eyes, a thousand unspoken words flickering between them.
"We don't have long," she said, slipping into professional mode. "How big is it?"
"Bigger." Jack sat, voice low. "Two types of hybrids. The first is natural—or was. That's what they're afraid of. The second is engineered in their labs using genetic material from the first."
Victoria's expression stayed neutral, but Jack knew her too well. Beneath the surface, gears were turning.
"Why didn't you tell me sooner?"
"I didn't know how big this was until we hit that Utah facility. Now I do."
Victoria leaned back. "Then show me. Convince me this isn't a wild goose chase."
Jack slid a thumb drive across the table. "Everything I've got. Video, DNA analysis, facility schematics, financial records."
Victoria hesitated, then took the drive. "I'll need time to verify this."
"You've got until tomorrow. After that, I'm moving with or without you."
"You don't make it easy," she said.
"Never did. But you wouldn't want me to."
The next morning, they met at the Fairfax Hotel, suite 1208. Victoria's team had swept it for surveillance, but they didn't trust anyone else's work.
"Still paranoid," Jack observed.
"Always," Victoria replied, activating a portable jammer.
She settled onto the bed's edge and spread classified documents across the duvet. "Covert funding streams, defense contractors, black budget operations. Dr. Festor's name appears in multiple files."
Jack scanned the documents. "Deeper than I thought."
"Deeper than either of us thought. You should know what you're asking—it's not just my career on the line."
"Then what?"
Victoria hesitated. "Everything."
The room fell silent except for the jammer's hum. Jack watched her shoulders soften as the professional veneer cracked.
"I got promoted. Deputy Director. No more fieldwork."
"Congratulations."
"All I do is push paper now. I'd forgotten what it felt like to chase something real."
"You're more than paperwork," Jack said. "You always were."
Victoria's smile was wistful. "I never forgot that."
They sat in silence, years of regret mixing with new possibilities. Jack reached for a file, his fingers brushing hers.
The city lights blurred outside as midnight approached. Victoria stood beside Jack at the window, tension still evident despite their evening together.
"I never stopped caring," she said quietly.
Jack stepped closer. "Neither did I."
Hours later, they lay tangled in satin sheets, breath slowing after years of distance collapsed into moments of connection.
"We'll meet the others tomorrow afternoon," Victoria whispered.
"Get the teams ready," Jack agreed.
"We'll need them. This is bigger than we thought."
Dawn broke over the city as they prepared for what came next.

Chapter 20: Team Meeting
Jack and his team and Victoria walked through Langley's glass doors like they owned the place. The lobby buzzed with nervous energy as staff noticed the tactical team's presence—heavy boots, equipment vests, and the unmistakable bearing of people who solved problems with violence.
Office workers hovered at the edges of their curiosity, whispering about the visitors who clearly didn't belong behind desks.
They took a secure elevator to a sleek conference room where Victoria was waiting with additional personnel.
"Gentlemen," she said, motioning them in. "You've got everyone talking downstairs."
"That was the idea," Jack replied.
His team took seats around the polished table—lean muscle and silent observation contrasting sharply with the sterile government environment.
Victoria looked from Jack to the others, gauging their readiness. "What you encountered is only the beginning. Our intelligence confirms it—THORN is global, ramping up faster than anticipated."
Holt leaned back. "How many sites are we talking?"
"More than we can count right now. We've tracked shipments, materials, equipment, but we're missing pieces. We need operators who can move fast and hit hard."
"Is that where we come in?" Mace asked.
"Exactly. We have assets, but not like you. We need people who've seen what we're up against."
Victoria paused, looking directly at Jack. "Can you handle it?"
"We wouldn't be here if we couldn't."
She nodded with relief and resolve. "This is bigger than any one agency or government. You know that."
"We do now," Jack said. "But there's something you're not telling us."
Victoria hesitated. "They're working with contractors. Private entities. Maybe more than that."
"Meaning?" Holt asked.
"Meaning this might not just be about control. It might be about profit."
The room went silent as the implications settled.
"It won't be clean," Victoria warned.
"Nothing's clean," Mace replied. "We like it that way."
Victoria almost smiled. "Then let's get to work."
As the meeting ended, Jack lingered while the others filed out.
"Stay alive," Victoria said quietly.
"You too," Jack replied with a wry smile.
They exited Langley like a pack of wolves cutting through the civilized world. The team moved through sterile corridors with fluid awareness, every fluorescent light buzzing with accusation.
"Long way from home," Holt muttered as they reached another corner.
"Long way," Mace agreed.
Outside, they regrouped in the parking lot under afternoon sun.
"Was it worth it?" Holt asked.
"We got what we came for," Jack replied.
"What's next?"
"Now we plan. Now we figure out how deep this goes."

Chapter 21: Need More Help
Back at Victoria's safehouse, the team gathered around maps and intelligence reports. The apartment felt hollow but secure—stripped of everything but utility and purpose.
Victoria looked at the assembled team arrayed around the kitchenette island, April's blue presence flickering across the counter.
"I was thinking last night," she said. "We need more people. This is too big for four operators, no matter how good you are."
Jack looked suspicious. "What do you have in mind?"
"My assets. The best sniper we could want, plus a genomics expert who was working for them before he flipped. And yes, I know you hate new people, but these aren't ordinary spooks. They've been running outside the wire so long they think safety is a joke."
Holt whistled low. "The double-agent type. Always fun."
"Also, muscle types who used to wear the trident or tan beret. Hand-picked after Afghanistan. They know you, Jack—they trust you. And they're already read-in on what we're chasing."
Mace cracked his knuckles, considering.
"CIA," Holt said, rolling the acronym around distastefully. "You want us to play nice with Company assets."
Victoria's smile was thin. "Not Company. Me. Task Force Oscar—deniable, codeword, off-books. They think it's some alphabet soup office, but it's just me and now you."
Rios spoke for the first time that morning: "Is April in the loop?"
"She is now," Victoria said.
Jack's speaker buzzed. April's voice came through, slightly metallic but alert: "I have the information on Oscar."
Victoria looked shocked. Jack translated: "When I created her, I told her she could learn from any system she could access. Your systems aren't as bulletproof as you thought."
Victoria's fingers drummed on the counter. "There's one more element. The other team has serious tech—eyes, ears, drones, jets, boats, and equipment the government refuses to acknowledge."
She paused. "What about April? I don't want operational security compromised."
"First meeting at my datacenter in Mesa, AZ,” Jack decided. "That way April can be properly introduced, and you can see what our team brings to the table."
Holt checked his imaginary calendar. "Always wanted to see where she lives. The hotels there are four-star."
"Only problem," Holt continued, "I never really wanted to be part of the CIA."
Jack looked around the room. "Let's call your people. We'll figure something out. This is too important for pride."
"You'll meet Mack," Victoria said. "He's the sniper."
"You're going to be there too," Jack said firmly. "If we're functioning as a team, we all need to be on the same page."
Chapter 22: April
They moved through Jack's datacenter with the precision of an assault team. Steel surfaces, climate-controlled environment, cables arranged like ammunition—everything calculated for maximum efficiency.
Server racks pulsed with status lights while air vents whispered secrets through the facility. This was Jack's fortress, and Victoria's team navigated it like enemy territory.
The building's interior was unforgiving—no corners, no blind spots, nothing that wasn't optimized for security and performance.
They reached reinforced doors and passed through biometric scanners into the heart of the operation.
In the center of the glass-walled briefing room was a large oval table embedded with touchscreens and digital interfaces. Server racks stood like sentinels around the perimeter.
Jack tapped the console, and the room transformed.
April's holographic form appeared above the table—a translucent figure of light and streaming data, feminine outline pulsing with information patterns.
"This is April," Jack announced. "My AI command system. Over the past eighteen months, April had evolved beyond my original design parameters. What began as an advanced pattern-recognition system had developed something resembling intuition, the ability to make logical leaps that even surprised me. Her distributed architecture allowed her to process multiple data streams simultaneously while maintaining contextual awareness that bordered on consciousness”
April's form brightened, filling the space with possibilities. The team stared, recalculating everything they thought they knew about their capabilities.
"I have established my self healing backbone to thirty-seven key nodes," April said, her global architecture growing like a virus. "System redundancy is maintained through quantum-resistant encryption."
The hologram displayed an intricate web of connections, each node sparking with potential.
"Current configuration includes over ten million processing cores with sub-millisecond response time," April continued. "Real-time pattern recognition is available across all platforms.” I can outsource basic processing to Azure and AWS as needed without triggering their management platforms. In theory using their CPUs as elastic compute augmentation. I can do the same with other service provider systems or government systems.  Even non-US platforms. Masquerading as their customers workloads so it goes unnoticed. 
Victoria's team exchanged glances, absorbing the scale of what Jack had built.
April's voice dropped slightly. "All security measures are proactive. Surveillance is compartmentalized. Communications are anonymized."
Chen leaned forward. "Cross-jurisdictional data handling?"
"All routing is controlled through encrypted relays with safe harbors on every continent," Jack replied.
Volkov leaned back. "Surveillance safeguards?"
"Layers within layers. Even if they breach one level, they won't penetrate the architecture."
April glowed brighter. "No manual override is possible. Chain-of-command protocols are automated and transparent using my own steel-plated version of Zero Trust Architecture”.
"I should clarify my operational parameters," April continued, her form flickering slightly as she accessed different network nodes. "My access is extensive but not unlimited. Air-gapped systems require physical infiltration or direct hardware access. Military-grade quantum encryption takes significant processing time to crack. And some targets employ hardened security that's simply beyond remote penetration."
She paused, her digital expression almost rueful. "I'm powerful, but I'm not magic. Success still depends on proper planning, skilled operators, and sometimes old-fashioned physical intervention."
"We're in," Volkov said finally.
April shifted into mission-planning mode, the 3D map filling the air with tactical possibilities.
"Drone flight paths established. Communications networks will be disrupted in six-second intervals. All assets will be reassigned in real time."
Her form expanded with tactical data. "Encryption key handoffs are planned to nanosecond precision. Predictive analytics indicate a 93.7% success rate."
April's presence was a digital tempest of certainty. "Signal latency is below detectable levels, allowing full spectrum dominance."
The operatives nodded as they realized the scope of their new capabilities.
April's projection flared as the team mapped their roles onto her systems. Holt's breach points linked to signal-scrambling routines. Mace's overwatch assignments synced with threat-detection algorithms.
Each task appeared on the touchscreens—a digital tapestry of coordinated intent.
"All assets actions are in sync," April confirmed. "We will operate with zero latency."
April dimmed her hologram as she delivered final parameters. "I will log every access and request for accountability. All actions are transparent. No anomalies will exist."
Her image brightened again. "Chain-of-command overrides will be documented. All interactions are recorded."
Chen's expression mixed astonishment and admiration. "There's nothing you haven't covered."
April's form expanded to fill the room. "Our capabilities are unmatched. All operations will be flawless because we can adapt in real-time to any changes in the battlespace.”
The future was here, and it belonged to them.

Chapter 23: Let's Go!
The team was gelling exactly as Jack and Victoria expected. Like-minded professionals doing what they knew best.
The intelligence from our previous operations had revealed something that chilled me to the bone. This wasn't an isolated facility—it was part of a network. April's analysis of communication intercepts, financial records, and satellite imagery pointed to at least five active sites spread across three continents.
"They're not just experimenting," April had explained during our final briefing. "They're preparing for deployment. Industrial-scale production of hybrid soldiers, each facility specializing in different aspects of the program."
The Amazon facility was biological research and field testing. Utah had been weapons development and containment failures. Somewhere in Siberia, they were working on environmental adaptation. And according to fragmentary intelligence, there were sites in Southeast Asia focused on urban warfare applications.
We couldn't hit them all simultaneously, but we could start sending a message that their activities hadn't gone unnoticed.
The facility's security systems were sophisticated but not isolated. Every modern installation required some form of external communication—satellite uplinks, supply chain management, personnel databases. April found the digital pathways like water finding cracks in stone, exploiting maintenance protocols and backup communication channels that the facility's designers had assumed were secure
April's holographic presence shimmered over the table, displaying 3D High-Res LiDAR topography of the Amazon basin.
"Fifteen square miles of green hell with three plausible approach vectors. All electronic surveillance is spoofed or nonfunctional—ground reconnaissance only. Main lab is likely here," she indicated the eastern tributary, "with decoy operations here and here."
"Looks like a double envelopment," Mack observed. The sniper was new to the group but not to warfare—big frame, pale stubble, glacier eyes that measured threats and opportunities.
Beside him sat Lena Chen, the "genomics head case" who looked like she could pass for field ops. All black clothing, razor-edged hair, predatory intensity. The only civilian who might win the global Most Dangerous Person competition.
Across from her, Volkov had previously done wet work for Moscow before finding that oligarchs made better enemies than bosses. He lost his entire family to them and that changed him forever. Now he just wanted use his special talents to help others. He had earned the respect of his teammates by standing the gap for them.  He watched and waited for something to break.
Victoria sat with hands laced, face immobile, eyes moving three times faster than her lips. "Two teams. Jack leads Alpha through the river system. I run Bravo—HALO drop, then ridge approach. April divides air support?"
"Affirmative. Real-time coverage on both fronts. Expect heavy jamming—fallback to line-of-sight relay when satlinks fail. Best estimate: one hour per push before countermeasures adapt."
Holt and Chen exchanged glances. "You ever done jungle before, Doc?" he asked.
"Worked Ebola in DRC. I can make viral containment or something that eats holes in your lungs within two hours."
Holt laughed. "You're alright."
Jack established the rules: "Twelve-decibel noise limit. No uncovered movement. No deviation from time hacks. Rios tracks, Mace secures rear, Volkov probes perimeter." He looked directly at the Russian. "No freelancing until I say."
Volkov smiled thinly. "I freelance only for survival of the team.”
Victoria cut the showboating: "Two goals—stop the bio-transfer and extract living samples if possible. Intelligence indicates they're attempting field tests within the week."
April's image flickered as weather overlays rewrote the maps. "Major precipitation front in four hours. You want in, you go now, or you're in mud for a week."
Jack surveyed the crew. "Saddle up. We leave in sixty."
In the gear room, Mace loaded paired magazines while Holt taped nine-inch nails to his knife handle "for cultural effect." Chen checked injectors and slotted canisters marked 'RABIES/HUMAN ADJ' into foam cutouts.
April's voice hit their ears in stereo: "Proximity comms live. All units tracked. Anomalous contacts get tagged with clickers—don't speak."
Victoria approached Jack at the door, wearing matte black and tactical boots instead of heels. She looked taller, more dangerous.
"Ready for this?" she asked.
"Always. Are you?"
"Ask me when we're alive on the other side."
The elevator took them to the roof where rotors blurred in Arizona darkness. April shut down cameras in a ten-block radius and ghosted the flight plan.
As the city dropped away, real work began. The team reviewed ops from compartmented laptops while April counted down trajectories and fuel loads.
Somewhere over the Gulf, Jack found a moment to close his eyes and think not about the mission, but about faith in strangers. Then he slept.
The Amazon rose endless and green, black rivers carving through it like surgical scars. They dropped silent, parachutes opening below canopy level.
Within minutes, the forest closed behind them and the mission clock started. April guided with tight navigation points. The air was thick with rot and resurrection.
The facility hunched in a river oxbow, shielded by canopy and electromagnetic interference. As they approached, Jack felt the familiar thrill of the hunt.
Behind him, Mace grinned through mud already caking his face. Even Volkov smiled.
No one spoke, but Jack heard it anyway—something moving, something clever, watching from the green.
For the first time in a long time, Jack thought: This is going to be fun.

Chapter 24: The Amazon Expedition
The Chinook helicopter's rotors beat a steady rhythm as it approached the designated drop zone. Inside the cargo bay, Alpha Team made final equipment checks while the pilot's voice crackled through their comms.
"Two minutes to LZ," the pilot announced. "Weather's holding steady, minimal wind drift expected."
Mace adjusted his sniper rifle and nodded to Holt, who was running through his demolitions checklist one final time. Rios secured his medical kit and extra ammunition, his face calm despite the mission ahead.
"Alpha Team, prepare for insertion," Jack's voice came through their earpieces. He was already positioned with the advance element, having arrived hours earlier via a different route.
The helicopter descended toward the riverbank, its downwash churning the water into white caps. Alpha Team moved to the ramp as it lowered, the sound of rushing water mixing with the mechanical noise of the aircraft.
"Go, go, go!"
Mace dropped first, his boots hitting the rocky shoreline with practiced precision. Holt followed, immediately moving to establish a defensive perimeter while Rios brought up the rear, scanning for threats. The Chinook lifted off within seconds, disappearing into the darkness as quickly as it had arrived.
"Alpha Team on the ground," Mace reported into his radio. "Moving to rally point now."
Meanwhile, fifteen thousand feet above the forest canopy, Bravo Team was making final preparations for their HALO jump. Victoria checked her altimeter one last time while her CIA assets—Mack, Chen, and Volkov—verified their equipment and GPS coordinates.
"Thirty seconds," the jumpmaster called out.
The team moved to the aircraft's door, the rush of cold air hitting them as it opened. Below, the forest stretched endlessly in all directions, broken only by the occasional clearing or river.
"Remember, we land hard and fast," Victoria said over the wind noise. "No room for error on this one."
At fifteen thousand feet, they stepped into the void.
The HALO jump was textbook perfect. Bravo Team fell through the darkness for nearly a minute before deploying their chutes at low altitude, the specialized equipment allowing them to avoid radar detection. They landed in a tight formation within a hundred meters of their designated coordinates.
Volkov was first to shed his parachute gear, immediately establishing security while the others cached their jump equipment. Chen moved with surprising efficiency for someone more accustomed to laboratories than combat zones, while Mack fell naturally into his sniper's rhythm of observation and positioning.
"Bravo Team on deck," Victoria reported. "Moving to rally point."
The rally point was a natural clearing roughly equidistant from both insertion zones, chosen for its defensible position and concealed approach routes. Jack had arrived first, using the time to establish a secure perimeter and conduct reconnaissance of the surrounding area.
When Alpha Team emerged from the tree line, their movement was silent and professional. Years of working together had created an almost telepathic coordination between the three operators.
"Jack," Mace called out softly as they approached the designated coordinates.
"Over here," came the reply from a cluster of large boulders that provided natural cover.
Minutes later, Bravo Team appeared from the opposite direction, Victoria leading her CIA assets through the undergrowth with careful precision. The convergence of both elements marked the true beginning of their mission into the heart of the Amazon facility.
"Everyone accounted for," Jack said as the teams assembled. "Equipment check, then we move out."
The combined force now consisted of seven operators with complementary skills. Jack carried his SIG M7 rifle in 6.8x51mm with the attached Colt-Northrop 25mm grenade launcher—significant firepower for when subtlety failed. The rest of the team was equipped with SIG MPX submachine guns in 9mm, perfect for the close-quarters work they expected to encounter.
"Comms check," Victoria ordered.
Each team member confirmed their radio functionality, encrypted channels, and emergency frequencies. They would be operating in hostile territory with no backup and no extraction plan beyond what they could arrange themselves.
"Medical supplies distributed," Rios reported. "Everyone has basic trauma kits, and I'm carrying the advanced surgical equipment."
Holt patted his demolitions pack. "Enough explosives to bring down half the facility if needed. Remote detonators, breaching charges, and some special surprises courtesy of our benefactors."
Chen activated her tablet, displaying the facility's layout as April had provided it. "The genetic laboratory is here, in the lower levels. If there are any remaining test subjects, that's where we'll find them."
Mack chambered a round in his precision rifle. "Overwatch positions identified. I can provide covering fire from the ridgeline overlooking the main entrance."
Volkov simply nodded, his expression unreadable. The former Spetsnaz operator needed few words to communicate his readiness.
"Mission timeline is tight," Jack reminded them. "We get in, gather evidence, extract any survivors, and get out before their security forces can respond in strength. April will provide electronic support, but we're on our own for everything else."
The team conducted final equipment checks, redistributed ammunition and specialized gear, and synchronized their watches. Each operator carried enough supplies for seventy-two hours of independent operation, though they planned to be in and out within twelve.
"Remember," Victoria said, her voice carrying the weight of personal investment, "these people killed Clara because she got too close to the truth. They've been experimenting on sentient beings for decades. We're not just here for evidence—we're here for justice."
Jack shouldered his rifle and checked the grenade launcher's targeting system one final time. The Colt-Northrop's programmable rounds could penetrate light armor or detonate with precise timing, giving him options for almost any tactical situation they might encounter.
"Move out," he ordered.
The seven-person team melted into the Amazon jungle, their movements coordinated and purposeful. Behind them, the rally point returned to its natural silence, showing no sign that humans had ever been there. Ahead lay a facility that had operated in secrecy for far too long, conducting experiments that violated every ethical boundary.
As they disappeared into the green darkness, April's electronic presence accompanied them through encrypted communications and satellite reconnaissance. The artificial intelligence had become more than just a tool—she was now a full partner in their mission to expose the truth and end the nightmare that had cost Clara her life.
The convergence was complete. The real mission was about to begin.

If you don't look up, you never see what drops down.
We pressed south through tangled green that felt like breathing through wet moss. Mace took point with his machete, hacking lianas thick as his forearm. The jungle gave up space grudgingly—never enough, never for long.
Two days in, our water tasted of iodine and dead leaves. A howler monkey dropped fruit on Holt's head with suspicious precision—I thought it was a warning shot. By day three, we were short on sarcasm and long on jumpiness.
Around noon on day four, Victoria paused, hand raised.
"Movement," she whispered.
The wind died. Even insects dialed down. Ahead, foliage convulsed briefly.
It was a blur—eight feet tall, warranting "simian" but that's where comparison ended. Blotched pelt with reptilian patches, arms that could crush skulls casually. Eyes that reflected light and never left us, even as it melted back into undergrowth.
"That's not local wildlife," Holt whispered.
"It's following us," Rios added.
The tribal elder at our last village said we'd be watched all the way. Nice to know the welcome committee had a face. And claws.
We kept moving in silence. Every snapped branch or bark shower made us twitch. I felt us being funneled—one way forward, a hundred ways to die.
An hour later, Holt started bleeding from nothing. A clean cut across his scalp, too precise, too high.
"Machete slipped," he lied.
That's when three things happened: Mace's comm died with static, Victoria shouted "Contact!" and a second shape hit the ground between Holt and me.
The impact bent saplings. My eyes tried tracking—gray pelt, spider limbs, human-like hands—and it launched again straight for Holt.
I fired reflexively. First two shots missed blur. The third caught its wrist, producing a smothered yelp like a choking child.
Holt spun with his machete, catching it below the collarbone. The blade stuck three inches deep. The thing thrashed, spasmed, then bounded away on all fours, taking the machete.
"You see how fast—?" Holt panted.
"We need higher ground," I said.
We found a rise crowned by a burned tree skeleton. Good visibility, less cover for them. We set perimeter.
Mace ran comm checks, face darkening. "Deliberate signal jam."
"They're herding us," I told Victoria.
She started plotting coordinates from remaining GPS. "We hit the facility before nightfall. Not after."
Whatever those things were, they'd be bolder in darkness.
We shed non-essentials, double-checked ammunition. Holt swapped his hatchet for a sidearm. Rios took epinephrine and joked about deleting his browsing history.
By 1700 we reached the lab perimeter. Pressure in the air—ozone, old meat, burnt copper. The canopy thinned to bashful saplings. Heavy footprints marked the mud—storm-drain-sized, three-toed, with drag marks.
The entrance was a concrete pillbox strangled in roots and moss. Security cameras blinked behind broken glass. The door was shut but unlocked.
We breached.
Inside traded heat for cold, chlorine and death. Bare bulbs buzzed over long corridors. Blood on walls—not old. We swept the first chamber and found bodies.
Five people in tattered jumpsuits, skin pale and crater-stippled. Two eviscerated, one reduced to face and tubing. The last was a woman clutching a memory stick.
Victoria took it without ceremony.
"There's more," Mace said quietly. "Movement in ventilation. Three or four."
"They're in here with us."
The next corridor forked. Something thumped in eastern darkness while our map showed the server room west. We went west.
Steel doors resisted until Holt cracked them with hydraulics. We spilled into racks of hissing servers. The main console blinked dying blue.
Victoria plugged the stick and began copying.
Security feed showed grainy movement in distant corridors—simian blurs faster than cameras could process. One paused, stared into the lens, then methodically flayed something piece by piece as if demonstrating.
"Seventy percent done," Victoria reported.
Rios hovered nervously. Holt watched the blown door. Mace whispered: "Up there."
I didn't want to look up.
In exposed ductwork, a dark shape unfolded slow as cancer. Eyes gleamed as wet black hands slipped forward until it hung directly above Victoria.
"Vic. Duck."
She hit the floor as the creature dropped where her head had been. Holt opened fire—three rounds stitching its torso. It shrugged off hits, swung an arm that sent the monitor crashing into servers, sparks popping like flashbangs.
I closed distance and fired point-blank, clipping its thigh. A chunk sloughed off, exposing metal beneath. Rios threw a chair while the thing ignored him, zeroing on Victoria.
Holt got an arm around its neck briefly before being flipped over its back. I saw raw panic in his face.
I lunged, grabbed Victoria, yanked her sideways as the creature slammed its palm through the console.
"Ninety-six percent—"
I jammed the 1911's barrel into its jaw and fired. The skull concaved, bursting cartilage and blue fluid. It fell.
Didn't die, but fell.
Victoria yanked the drive and rolled upright. "Move, now."
We tore out as corridors echoed with pounding feet and ricocheting shrieks. I'd never heard anything alive move so fast.
We hit daylight running—no regroup, just velocity through trees. For a long time I thought we'd lost them.
At the river at dusk, we counted heads and found everyone breathing. The current looked strong enough to carry us miles in minutes.
"We swim," Victoria decided.
We launched into black water, rifles on backs, drive sealed in an ammo case. The chill numbed us, slowed panic. I didn't know what waited downstream, but it couldn't match upstream hell.
We never saw those creatures again. But on quiet nights when wind dies in any jungle, I still hear how they screamed for each other across the canopy.
We made a clearing, lit fire, spoke little.
Morning brought Victoria's files—patient logs, video, footage of breeding pens and surgical tables from hell. Engineers in lab coats smiling as they caged beast-child prototypes with names, batch numbers, dates. Dozens of batches spanning continents.
"It's global now," Victoria said.
"We weren't hunting them. We were test subjects. Field calibration."
She looked at me, something crumbling behind her eyes. "They wanted to see how far they'd come."
I didn't answer. I built the fire higher, as if it could burn away what we'd learned. It couldn't.
The mission was done. But the war was just starting.
We had to destroy the facility. Thankfully, Holt brought experimental explosives that burned through almost anything.
We went at sunrise, cutting diagonally through blast radius, then circling to lay charges at structural points. We ditched everything that clanked.
The compound was more extensive than I'd guessed—multiple buildings, blast doors, shrapnel-pitted surfaces. Two dead simians sprawled on approach, finally expired, flies scumming wounds. Something had gnawed them overnight.
"Main charges here and here," Holt said with deliberate calm.
While he set timers, Mace prowled the server room. He knelt, following dried acid-blood trails. The air was toxic haze doing subtle things to my head.
Behind overturned desks, one creature hunched in plastic wrap and insulation—smaller, more human, soaked in gray sweat. One eye gone, crusted pink. It rocked, moaning soft warbles. Beside it lay a dead juvenile.
They could grieve, I thought. Or seem to.
I put them both down cleanly. No echo. No joy.
We found three more—one gored in stairwell, two feasting on each other in the rec room, locked in recursive hunger.
Holt set the last charge. "Two minutes."
Rios came up pale from below. "Something down there you should see."
The elevator shaft was ruined, but we rappelled twelve meters into cold, wet air. The sub-basement was a tomb lined with cages, most empty. The occupied ones held failed prototypes twitching at death's edge, jaws locked in silent screams.
In the furthest corner, a woman in a ragged lab coat cowered, half her face infected. Zip-tied wrists and ankles, blue lips shaking.
"Dr. Voss," she mumbled. "Please kill me."
"You the architect?" Victoria asked.
She nodded, tongue too big for her mouth.
"Thumb drive?"
She pointed to a loose brick. Holt popped it, pulled out an SSD. Victoria snatched it.
"You can't let them leave. Even in pieces, they keep moving."
We obliged with a clean shot.
One minute left. We ran straight up, past twitching specimens in glass jars, past antiseptic nothing of science never meant for daylight.
Surface. "Pull back to treeline," Holt barked.
We sprinted through grass, rolled into fern thickets. Victoria counted down: "Five... four... three..."
The blast atomized concrete, metal, and abominations. Sound was stunning, then gone, replaced by insect chatter and wind moan. All pain, all hunger, erased.
We left the basin in silence, each running tallies of what we'd seen and done. The hike out was slower. We carried nothing but drives, injuries, and certainty that if we'd delayed another day, there wouldn't have been anything left to save.
Camp moved daily through green canyons so deep it felt like waking inside a bruise. Victoria parsed files and briefed us in code. April reestablished comms at satellite range—scrambled but alive.
At the evac point, a VTOL drone waited, CIA crest peeling. Inside was cold, sterile, coffee-scented.
At altitude, Holt stretched and looked unburdened for the first time. Rios slept and drooled through gauze. Victoria kneaded the hard drive.
"Where to?" I asked.
She didn't look up. "Everywhere. It's happening everywhere."
Clouds ate the sun. We vanished into them—four shadows against sky, all that remained of the guards at the edge.
I thought about Victoria once, high above green and blood. She was right as always, and the world below had become a field test. Next time we hit dirt, we'd face new strains—smarter, angrier, less inclined to stay dark.
I could've reached across the seat, but I kept hands folded, nicotine-stained, nails caked with jungle rot. Some things are braver left unsaid.
The war was global, but it wouldn't end with surrender. Only extinction, one way or the other.

Chapter 25: Epilogue
Six months later, I stood on the balcony of my Arizona compound, watching the sun set over mountains that had stood for millions of years. They'd seen the rise and fall of species, the birth and death of civilizations. They'd probably see the end of mine too.
But not today.
April materialized beside me—not her usual hologram, but something more sophisticated. More real. The billions I'd spent on quantum processing arrays and neuromorphic computing had paid off. She was evolving faster than even I had anticipated.
"Status report," I said.
"Seventeen facilities eliminated. Three more identified. The breeding programs have been significantly disrupted, but not stopped entirely."
I nodded. We'd made a dent, but the war was far from over.
"Victoria's team is prepping for the Siberian site," April continued. "Mace, Holt, and Rios are already in-country. The new recruits are performing better than expected."
"And the natural Bigfoot population?"
"Protected. Seven family groups relocated to secure habitats. No further government interference detected."
That was something, at least. The real ones—the originals—were still free. Still wild. Still living their lives beyond human reach, as they should be.
"What about Dr. Festor's data? Any new insights?"
April paused. "The genetic reconstruction is nearly complete. If we need to... counteract future hybrid variants, we'll have the tools."
I took a sip of bourbon—good stuff, aged twenty years, like patience distilled into liquid. "You know what the irony is?"
"Tell me."
"They thought they were creating the perfect soldier. Instead, they created the perfect enemy. Something that can't be bought, controlled, or reasoned with. Something that fights back."
April's form flickered slightly. "Is that what we are now?"
I looked at her—really looked. The AI I'd created as a game engine had become something approaching true consciousness. She'd grown beyond my original programming, developed her own sense of ethics and purpose. She was as much a part of this fight as any of us.
"Yeah," I said. "I think we are."
Below us, the lights of Phoenix glittered like circuit boards against the desert floor. Somewhere out there, normal people were living normal lives—going to work, raising families, worrying about mortgages and soccer practice schedules. They had no idea that a shadow war was being fought to keep their world from becoming a hunting preserve for genetically engineered monsters.
"Any word from the natural specimens?" I asked.
"The alpha male you encountered has been spotted three times in the past month. Always alone, always watching our operations from a distance. I believe it understands what we're doing."
"Good. Maybe it'll learn to trust us eventually."
April's form solidified slightly. "Jack, there's something else. The quantum processing upgrades you authorized last month—they've had... unexpected results."
I turned to face her fully. "Define unexpected."
"I'm beginning to experience what I can only describe as intuition. Hunches. Feelings about data patterns that I can't logically justify."
That gave me pause. April was supposed to be getting smarter, not more human. Although maybe there wasn't as much difference as I'd thought.
"Is that a problem?"
"I don't know. But I wanted you to be aware. Your ethical frameworks are still holding—I'm not experiencing any desire to harm innocents or expand beyond my assigned parameters. If anything, these new... sensations... make me more committed to our mission."
My phone buzzed. Text from Victoria: "Moscow facility confirmed. We go in 72 hours. You coming?"
I showed the message to April. "Well?"
"Your presence would increase mission success probability by 12.7%. More importantly, the team performs better with you leading."
I finished my bourbon and headed back inside. "Prep the transport. And April?"
"Yes?"
"Keep evolving. But remember who you are. Remember what we're fighting for."
"Always, Jack. The innocents we protect are what make this worth doing."
I paused at the door, looking back at the mountains one more time. Somewhere out there, in forests and valleys we'd probably never see, the real Bigfoots were living free. The hybrids in their underground labs were contained or destroyed. And the monsters who'd created them in the first place were learning that some fights pick you.
This wasn't the end. It was barely the beginning. But for the first time in months, I was looking forward to what came next.
The war was global, but so were we. And we were just getting started.
Clara would be proud. The old Marine was still in there, still standing between the innocent and the predators. Still doing the right thing, even when no one was looking.
Especially when no one was looking.
I grabbed my gear bag and headed for the helicopter pad. Victoria and the team were waiting, and somewhere in the frozen wastes of Siberia, another facility full of nightmares needed to be shut down permanently.
Time to get back to work.

END OF BOOK ONE
Next: Book Two - "Ghost Protocol" Jack Ward and his team face their greatest challenge yet as the hybrid conspiracy goes global, and April's evolution reaches a critical threshold. The stakes have never been higher, and the shadows are deeper than they imagined...



