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Chapter One:
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The Nightmare

BENEATH A BRISK OCTOBER full moon at approximately 03:00 Zulu hours, Michael Sheppard was experiencing intense REM sleep in his suburban Philadelphia home. He was unaware that the next forty-eight hours would profoundly impact not only his life but also that of all humanity, with him as the catalyst for its transformation.

In his nightmare, Sheppard was transported back to the moment he had trained his vintage Colt .45 pistol on a dead terrorist with his service tattoo of an anchor engraved with the motto The Only Easy Day was Yesterday visible on his forearm. 

He stared down the barrel at the man responsible for instigating a coup d'état in his home country, which resulted in the deaths of hundreds of its citizens. Sheppard’s team of Navy SEALs had been dispatched that fateful night to expose the criminal incognito.

Moments earlier, the special forces group had infiltrated the compound of The Viper, the most wanted terrorist in the world, intending to capture him alive and also search for valuable intelligence on his terrorist network: his cohorts, other bases of operation, and future endeavors.

During an escape attempt, Sheppard spotted the primary target heading toward the stronghold's front gate, surrounded by his bodyguards.

“Weapons hot!” he had commanded his squadron.

The four remaining members of Seal Team Six sprinted toward their objective, stalking him as he approached a garage. One of his bodyguards had opened the front gates, preparing to flee. A team member, Crush, made a perfect shot to center mass from two hundred yards away into the thug.

The terrorist leader took cover behind sandbags just east of the garage. A fierce explosion rocked his escort nearby, incinerating them instantly.

Sheppard and his team approached slowly, their weapons pointed forward. A gunshot sent Crush sprawling to the ground. His teammates turned to see two hostiles racing toward them, each wielding a Kalashnikov assault rifle aimed at them. Firing back with his sidearm, Sheppard shot both of them in the head.

“Finish them off,” he ordered two other lieutenants while checking Crush’s status. He was bleeding profusely from his right shoulder, but was not mortally wounded.

“Fall back to the LZ; I’ll get the package,” he further instructed.

Sheppard walked toward an inferno ignited by a Hellfire missile launched from a battleship in the sea moments earlier. He saw The Viper lying on his back, gasping for air. Fire and flying debris had charred much of his body with third-degree burns. Beneath extensive scarring and protruding tissue, few traces of his military uniform remained visible. 

Sheppard cocked the hammer but struggled to position his trigger finger on the butt. The Viper spat blood at the American operative as a final act of defiance.

“Hail...the...Father,” he spewed, “praise...the...Arkons.”

“Say hello to Lucifer, you fuck.”

Sheppard took a deep breath and pulled the trigger, transforming The Viper’s snake eyes into lifeless ones.

Holstering his sidearm, he reached into his pouch, revealing a camera, and photographed the body for identification later. There was no doubt in Sheppard’s mind. While searching for proof of the lifeless body, he found a note tucked in the inside pocket. Etched in the drawing of a pyramid was a single human eye, an all-seeing eye, one of the most ambiguous and scrutinized symbols in academia.

A short inscription was written around the eye.

The road to Hell is paved with good intentions...
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Chapter Two:
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The Transmission

SHEPPARD ROSE AT THE sound of a beacon coming from inside his bedroom. He surveyed his surroundings. Moonlight streamed through the window. A slight breeze caused the blackout curtains to flutter. His dresser stood tall across the room.

Then, a startling image appeared. First, a burst of radio signals was followed by a distinct event horizon, forming a transparent ocular screen that hovered through time and space.

A figure appeared as though they were sitting for a Skype conference call. The person who eyed Sheppard was the love of his life, but she was also the one who had betrayed him.

“Sheppard, it’s me, Ariel. I’m not sure how this works or if you’re receiving this, but I need your help. The Professor and I are trapped in a dark place, Ralphie too. There’s a ‘fat man’ here, Sheppard—and a ‘little boy.’ I know I’m the last person you want to talk to. And you have every right to hate me, but I need you. Please help us. Only you can save us. We don’t have much time. Find the prism in the Devil’s Triangle. That’s what we are. Hurry, please!”

The transmission ended suddenly.

The last image Sheppard viewed was a pair of hands seizing his ex-lover, accompanied by her desperate cries of resistance.

The words “fat man” and “little boy” felt familiar. If they meant what I thought, the world would be in peril.

Madison Rivera, a reporter he had collaborated with for several months, awoke, sensing Sheppard’s angst. He rose from his queen bed, pushing aside its green satin sheets, the color of his favorite football team, and opened a nearby three-deck dresser drawer.

“What is it?” she asked. “What’s wrong?”

“I have to go. A friend needs my help.”

“Who?”

“That’s not important.”

“Not her, is it?”

Sheppard’s heart seized in his chest, his body turning to ice as he slowly retreated to the bed next to his current significant other.

“She’s in trouble. I have to make sure she’s all right.”

“Why are you so eager to help her? She betrayed you!”

“I’m not going to debate this with you,” he said, standing up.

“Fine, then we’re done!” she screamed, emerging from the bed fully nude.

Buttoning a plaid sweater vest, Sheppard restrained himself from making a follow-up comment.

“Leave your key in the drawer on your way out.”

He walked away, descending the staircase of his home. A faint sound of speech piqued his curiosity. Thinking it was his cell phone, he picked it up. A video was playing on a loop. A man with Billy Graham’s charisma and the Dalai Lama’s appearance filled the screen.

The same triangular symbol from his dream lay behind the mystery speaker, providing the exhausted former Navy SEAL a moment of clarity, thanks to a history degree from Pennsylvania State University, courtesy of Navy ROTC. 

“They are watching us because we refuse to give in to their insane agenda. We must resist them! Seek out the prism of the deep, and you shall have your answers. Join me, please. Our world needs us in this time of great uncertainty.”

The image of the mystery man faded to black, followed by a disclaimer: "Copyrighted 2025 by Echelon Productions, All Rights Reserved."

Footsteps from above caused his head to swivel. Madison stood at the foot of the staircase, realizing she had left her device running before their intimate time.

“You watch this crap?” Sheppard snapped.

“None of your fucking business. Give it back!”

Sheppard pretended to hand her the phone, but then retracted it.

“I didn’t fight overseas so that crazy fuck could get rich with these kinds of schemes.”

“He speaks an inconvenient truth.”

“Pandejos like you eat this up and invent your own realities. It’s perverted.”

“You kill people for a living, and I’m the one who’s perverted!”

Sheppard turned around and smacked his companion on the left cheek.

“I kept our country safe from wackos and sociopaths. What the fuck do you do? Influence shit?”

“Fuck you! I’m only writing your biography!”

“Lock up on your way out, please,” he barked.

Stepping out the front door, Sheppard withdrew his car keys and unlocked Future Industries’ debut electric hydrogen-powered vehicle, the Cruiser Bruiser. His phone automatically connected to the onboard computer.

“Please specify a destination,” a soft robotic voice said.

“Washington, D.C. The Pentagon.”

The Maps feature calculated the distance and time required to reach his destination. In the middle of the night, his estimated arrival time was just over two hours from his current location.

Sheppard started the engine and sped toward the highway entrance just under a mile away. He ran two red lights, and glancing at the dashboard, he saw he was traveling precisely eighty-eight miles per hour.

Unbeknownst to him, a traffic camera captured his license plate.

The photo of Sheppard speeding was promptly uploaded to every law enforcement and intelligence agency across the country, generating an all-points bulletin. 

Fearing that his ongoing insomnia could affect his navigational skills, Sheppard turned on the self-driving software in his vehicle. He repeatedly tried to reach a contact in his favorites menu, but this person didn’t answer.

“Son of a bitch!” he said, trying again with no success.

The freeway was devoid of other travelers. Sheppard’s cruise control was now set to exactly one hundred miles per hour. The vehicle’s satellite radio pulsated with classic rock, primarily mid-20th-century British imports.

Who the fuck are you!

As he passed the Wilmington, Delaware, skyline, a road marker indicated that the city of Baltimore, Maryland, lay seventy-five miles to the south. The beltway was fifty miles further, with an estimated travel time of ninety minutes.

Nearing the border, the radio stopped working, turning into a hissing sound. The vehicle slowed down to the speed limit of sixty-five. Sheppard tried to adjust by disengaging the auto-drive, but it was futile.

The Bruiser veered off Interstate Ninety-Five onto an expressway leading to a mall complex named Christiana. It continued to an outdoor retail outlet, where several vehicles, including some marked police cars and others unmarked, were waiting.

When the car stopped, it automatically shut down, and a swarm of uniformed officers surrounded the area, establishing a perimeter. Sheppard surmised they knew who he was and considered him armed and dangerous.

“Put your hands on the steering wheel,” one of them ordered.

Sheppard did not comply. He waited.

If they were here to kill me, I’d be dead already. They knew exactly who I was and what I was capable of. I had been trained to combat a small group of enemies alone. All I would need was one of their weapons. Bang, bang. Done deal.

“Get out of the car now with your hands up!”

Sheppard obeyed that order. He had already visualized his next action.

“Please leave the vehicle and lie face down on the pavement.”

Sheppard pretended to surrender by raising his hands in compliance. He stepped out and faced the officer.

“Down motherfucker! Down!”

When the arresting officer was within striking distance, Sheppard disarmed the trooper, spun him into a headlock, pointed his service weapon at the carotid artery, and used him as a human shield.

“Back off, or I’ll kill him!”

“Let him go, sir,” a female trooper said, training her nine-millimeter on Sheppard.

“I’m a retired military officer on an urgent classified mission. What is the meaning of this?”

Out of the corner of his right eye, he spotted several men in black suits wearing sunglasses approaching. They displayed badges identifying them as federal agents.

“There’s no need for this, Commander Sheppard. We’re here to escort you to your destination. Please release him.”

“Who are you?”

“I’m Special Agent John Miller,” the suit said, holding an ID badge. “I work for the American Counter-Intelligence Division.”

I had heard of this man and his super-secret FBI task force. However, they had become a corporate entity after being acquired by the highest bidder. This is another example of end-stage capitalism, an attempt to profit from everything, including national secrets.

“Why are you following me?”

“We intercepted a transmission of unknown origin to you approximately one hour ago. I need you to come with me, sir. It’s a matter of national security.”

Sheppard carefully weighed Miller’s words. His credentials appeared legitimate. He lifted the handgun and pointed it straight up, engaging the safety feature while shoving the foul-mouthed officer forward into Miller’s arms.

The flat foot was visibly livid but remained silent after his captor returned his weapon to him after disarming it.

“Where are we going, Agent Miller?”

“Dover Air Force Base,” he answered. “You’re expected on a carrier in the Florida Peninsula at 06:00 hours. Please follow me.”

The government suit took point as he, Sheppard, and three other agents walked across a field to an adjacent parking lot, where a distinctive military-grade helicopter was waiting. It was black and white, with twin rotors displaying the words and seal of the UNITED STATES OF AMERICA. To the public, it was referred to as Marine One.

Shepard suspected he was about to be introduced to the commander-in-chief. However, the pilot guided him, Miller, and the others into the main cabin.

“Please find a seat. We’ll be taking off shortly.”

Sheppard found a cozy armchair, settled into it, and buckled his restraint.

“What’s going on, Agent Miller? Marine One flew from Andrews just for me?”

“No, sir. The President is home this weekend. He was kind enough to loan it to you. After all, he was the one who ordered you on your most famous mission.”

Sheppard cringed. Viper Venom. The one mission he would rather not acknowledge. Deep down, he appreciated the fanfare, but the memories of that night remained fresh in his mind.

He spotted a person standing still through the cabin window, staring back at him. It was a woman. Her complexion was ghostly. He blinked. The figure remained. Its mouth was moving, but the words weren’t decipherable.

“Sela?” Sheppard whispered aloud.

“Commander?”

The operative confronted the corporate officer but immediately turned away, oblivious to the apparition.

“Sir, are you alright?”

When the commander did not share the enthusiasm, Miller continued.

“Your country needs you one last time, sir. It is of the gravest concern. When you arrive, Admiral Hayes from Naval Intelligence will brief you,” he said, producing a tablet and handing it to Sheppard.

“In the meantime, here are some preliminary intelligence reports. We’d like you to review them on your way.”

Sheppard opened the video file and began scrolling through the nearly fifteen-minute presentation. It started with a disclaimer featuring a unique emblem. A male character held two AR-15s in each hand, pointed at a forty-five-degree angle. The man also wore a crown and had wings like an eagle. In the center was an all-seeing eye inside a pyramid, which instantly brought Sheppard into a silent state of panic.

Due to his recent encounter with remnants of a group displaying the same emblem, he now understood why he was being brought in covertly and with an overwhelming sense of urgency.

“Welcome to Echelon, a sanctuary for patriots,” the same man from Madison’s mobile phone began, “You have become one with a thriving community searching for answers to the most profound mystery humanity has ever known...”
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The Briefing

AT 0600 ON THE MORNING of October 30, Commander Michael Sheppard gazed at a picturesque sunrise over the Atlantic Ocean. He spotted a large vessel in the distance from a Sikorsky SH-60 Seahawk helicopter traveling at 1,000 feet. The aircraft carrier became more prominent as the chopper descended toward the flight deck. The signal officer directed the pilot to land in a designated zone at the bow.

The six-foot former Navy SEAL stepped onto the tarmac and followed the lieutenant, directing him toward the ship’s lower decks. The officer’s mess was open, and several men, except one, stood at attention when Sheppard entered the room.

Rear Admiral Marcus Hayes greeted him with a handshake.

Sheppard was a legend. His actions during Operation Viper Venom, killing The Viper, earned him the Medal of Honor. He was the finest tactical operative in the Navy, and the dire situation required his immeasurable skills.

“Commander Sheppard, welcome,” Hayes began. “Thank you for coming on such short notice.”

“I’d like to know why I was cornered at gunpoint by the feds, sir!” 

His gaze turned toward the agents.

“I believe it’s illegal for them to be harassing American citizens, much less a high-profile tactical specialist, in the middle of the fucking night!”

“Decorum, please, Commander. I sympathize, but it was the fastest way to bring you here. This is a highly sensitive and classified matter. Only a few people outside this room know what we’re about to tell you.”

Sheppard looked past the admiral at a map of the United States, focusing on the geography of his current location—the U.S.S. Harry S. Truman was anchored approximately two hundred miles off the coast of Miami, Florida, on the edge of the Bermuda Triangle. He observed Agent Miller and his subordinates lurking in the shadows nearby.

“Why am I here, sir?”

“Task Force Archangel is missing.”

Sheppard cringed. He had been part of this special task force since its inception until recently. He felt instantly guilty for walking away after an intense separation from its founder, Dr. Lawson.

“What were they doing in the Devil’s Triangle, sir?”

“Investigating an undersea colony.”

Task Force Archangel’s primary objective was to investigate paranormal locations and individuals. An undersea colony was undoubtedly qualified.

One of the suits presented Sheppard with a dossier. The file was marked TOP SECRET and required a level six “eyes only” clearance, the highest in the intelligence community. He opened it and saw a picture of a Caucasian male named Johann Müller. 

I nearly fainted when I saw the photo. The face stared back at me like a big bear ready to pounce. There was something oddly familiar and uncomfortable, as if this mission that I presume I was about to be assigned would not only be a rescue OP but a reflection upon myself, a forced confrontation with my soul, the demons that tormented me day after day ever since I killed that ‘Viper’ bastard.

Sheppard quickly skimmed the highlights.

1917 – Private in the Austro-Hungarian army.

1923-1924 – Inmate at German Landsberg Prison in connection with the Munich Beer Hall Putsch.

1927-1933 – Officer of the Sturmabteilung (SA) in the National Socialist German Workers’ Party.

1934-1943 – Deputy Reichsführer of the Schutzstaffel (SS) for Ahnenerbe (racial purity).

1946-1971 – Consultant at Los Alamos research facility in New Mexico, United States.

A Nazi.

Why did he have to be a Nazi? Of course, he was a Nazi. Fascism had infiltrated the heart of middle America, bringing the horrid ideas of failed states back to life. Technology, previously unavailable during the time of the Reich and its allies, had given the ideology a new life. A false sense of patriotism corrupted some rank-and-file citizens on the open plains, the mountains, and the desert.

“He was a Nazi?”

“A deal with the devil, you might say,” the admiral answered, presenting a photo of Muller and CIA architect Allen Dulles.

Miller frowned in disapproval. 

Sheppard closed his eyes and deeply breathed, digesting this startling briefing.

The ACID agent said, “Muller’s son, Hans, is a cult leader. He relocated to an area in the triangle around the turn of the century, taking over 2,000 followers. He claims to have proof humanity is a product of an alien presence on Earth millions of years ago, and the structure he inhabits is supposedly the ruins of that civilization.”

Sheppard turned back to the admiral.

“And Archangel was sent to confirm what, that it’s the lost city of Atlantis?”

The remark elicited some laughter.

“Recon,” the admiral said. “They took a submersible to ascertain the exact location of the ruins. They were due to check in after three days.” 

The admiral paused.

“That was a week ago.”

“Dr. Lawson contacted me last night, begging me for help, sir. She mentioned the words fat man and little boy.”

It was the admiral’s turn to be worried.

“Holy shit. Those were the code words for the first two atomic bombs. Little Boy was Hiroshima. Fat Man was Nagasaki.”

“That means she believes Muller Junior has two nuclear weapons housed in that facility.”

“This situation just became a national emergency, Commander. This changes everything.”

Agent Miller interrupted.

“It might be possible that Muller used his influence and wealth to acquire nuclear material on the black market.”

“How?” Sheppard demanded.

“He controls Echelon Industries’ vast capital. They’re involved in many fields, from technology research and development to weapons manufacturing. We must assume Archangel cannot respond because they’re in danger.”

“Echelon, huh?”

“They propagate an inflammatory message board like 4chan, which, to our amazement, is popular with older generations. After Q, we monitored any chatter related to it. Recent developments suggest that Hans is the largest shareholder in that company. He could be the de facto CEO.”

One of Miller’s partners placed a tablet on the table before Sheppard—a video was paused.

Muller appeared on screen. Like a president, he sat center-stage as if in the Oval Office, delivering a primetime address.

“There is an ancient portal beneath the sea that will reveal the unspoken and undeniable truth that our race began elsewhere in the universe. Mother Earth nurtured the pure blood of our species, giving rise to our great nation. Our people. Furthermore, the Arkons gave us the tools and the wisdom to return home one day. That day is at hand.”

Sheppard scrolled a few minutes to the right.

“The answers to your questions lie within the ancient archives of our forefathers, the Arkons. Their legacy lives within each of us, guiding our divine quest to be reunited with our superior brothers and sisters, transcend this planet’s suffering, and be renewed in their wisdom.”

The background gradually shifted from lighter to darker colors, resembling a storm cloud covering the sun.

“You have been chosen by forces that have remained dormant within us. With progress, technological augmentation offers us a fighting chance to discover the ultimate truth of the universe; we are destined to evolve as the Arkons did many millennia ago.”

There was more, but Sheppard continued to scroll freely. In conclusion, a list of URL links indicated that additional material was available at the cost of a click.

Sheppard started to have suspicions about the mission that lay ahead.

“So, we’re looking at an extraction, Admiral?”

“Precisely, and if possible, finish the original mission; obtain intelligence on Muller and what the purpose of Leviathan is.”

“Leviathan?”

“That’s what he calls it.”

Sheppard searched the web on his smartphone for the term "Leviathan." The first several entries referred to a biblical myth about a sea serpent.

“Does this place have defensive capabilities?” he asked the admiral.

“Unknown. Again, we must assume they know about Archangel’s presence and are taking measures to protect themselves.”

“How do you propose to send me in?”

The admiral turned to the map and pointed at a red dot in the center of the Triangle.

“These are the last known coordinates of Task Force Archangel. Satellite reconnaissance revealed an unusually stable whirlpool. We believe this structure generates it.”

The second suit presented several high-resolution photographs to Sheppard, highlighting the whirlpool that appeared hundreds of feet in diameter.

“That sounds like suicide, sir,” Sheppard said.

“It will be a head-first halo jump with one notable addition. We’ll equip you with a personal pod to navigate the trench. It will be waiting for you on the far side. The Jimmy Carter will fire the pod from their torpedo bay once you’re in position.”

“Copy that.”

He examined the second photo and zoomed in on a trilateral structure below the surface. Its proximity to the whirlpool suggested an entrance.

“Jesus, this thing almost sticks out of the ocean,” Sheppard exclaimed.

“It is virtually the size of Mount St. Helens,” Miller interjected.

The admiral continued.

“You’ll use the whirlpool to insert near Leviathan. We will also equip you with survival gear, a combat knife, and a sleep dart pistol. The Truman will be anchored ten miles from ground zero for logistical support. This is strictly a reconnaissance mission; use non-lethal force.”

Sheppard felt an unusual sense of foreboding.

“About Muller senior, sir. What’s his story?”

Miller surrendered another file to Sheppard, which was much older and thicker. Sheppard had read books on this subject throughout his career and considered it the campaign that made America what it is today. The file’s header read Operation Paperclip, commissioned by the OSS, a precursor to the CIA.

The Office of Strategic Services was the United States’ original clandestine intelligence gathering apparatus during World War II. Paperclip involved recruiting and granting sanctuary to many Nazi scientists after the war ended.

“Seriously?” Sheppard asked. “He worked for Von Braun on Apollo?”

“The son of a high-level Nazi is becoming one of the top influencers in cyberspace. He represents a clear and present danger...”

Sheppard, with a sigh, waved him off. He then turned to the admiral.

“Admiral?”

“Your orders are to infiltrate the facility, locate Task Force Archangel, exfiltrate them if they’re alive, and find out everything you can about Hans. However, this is an unsanctioned covert operation. No one is to know your identity, and you should not take any preemptive action without direct authorization. Is that clear?”

“But, sir, about the nukes?”

“Michael.”

Sheppard froze in attention after the informal use of his name. He knew precisely what the admiral would say next.

“If we don’t hear from you within twenty-four hours of deployment, the Carter’s skipper will receive an EAM ordering him to destroy the ruins. We can’t let those nukes become operational.”

Sheppard nodded reluctantly and issued a customary salute to his superior officer.

“Understood, sir.”

The admiral placed his palm on the commander’s chest.

“One more thing,” he said softly, looking over his shoulder. “And this is off the record. You may find it necessary to relieve Muller of his position. Permanently.”

“Relieve him of his position, sir?”

“You heard me. Take whatever action is necessary. I trust you completely and will support any lethal deviation from protocol.”

“A field decision?”

“That’s correct. Now get going. The whole country is counting on you, son.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter Four: 

[image: image]


The Whirlpool

THE HELICOPTER ASCENDED into the icy and mysterious depths of the Atlantic. The tranquility of the sea hid a fascinating mystery. 

“Not much further now,” the pilot remarked.

“I don’t see anything,” Sheppard said.

The structure was concealed by a dazzling array of reflective solar panels that shimmered in the sunlight, creating an ethereal glow. These panels powered the massive facility and offered adequate screening from pirates, deep-sea divers, and archaeologists. 

However, Michael Sheppard was undeterred. In the distance, a disturbance in the flow of the ocean created a rare whirlpool, just as the briefing had promised.

“There it is!”

The chopper hovered over the whirlpool as the pilot engaged the autopilot.

Sheppard wore a standard survival wetsuit specially tailored for naval special forces. He pulled a hood over his head and fastened goggles to cover his eyes.

“Are you sure about this, Sheppard? It’s a dangerous mission.”

“I know the risks, but I have to do this. It's my duty.”

The former Navy SEAL and the pilot exchanged a thumbs-up signal.

“Good luck, commander!”

Sheppard nodded and took the plunge. 

With his arms at his sides and diving forward, Sheppard descended into the whirlpool. The vortex swelled, pulling Sheppard toward its center. The pressure was painful. He remained motionless as his body slid through the tunnel of hydrogen and oxygen like a slide at an aqua park.

He closed his eyes for the first few seconds, but curiosity got the better. The water created a passageway, a perfect non-linear path into an abyss.

Emerging from the swelling tunnel, Sheppard found no pod in sight. He searched feverishly, discovering nothing. His options dwindled, and there was no way back. 

Then he finally saw it.

Leviathan.

The deepest a Navy diver had ever gone was a few hundred feet, at great detriment. At this distance, there was a chance he could make it. He readied his emergency ascent thruster pack, attached to his body suit, to increase his chances.

Like a roller coaster at a theme park, Sheppard was rapidly propelled toward his destination.

Sheppard gazed at the colossal trilateral edifice looming before him. Its sheer size and intricate design inspired awe and wonder, as if he stood before a modern marvel of ancient ingenuity. At roughly 500 feet high, it resembled the Great Pyramid of Giza. He marveled at its technological and architectural genius. The structure could accommodate thousands of souls across dozens of separate levels.

As Sheppard’s eyes adjusted to the darkness, a breathtaking sight unfolded before him: flickering lights dotted the expanse of the structure, casting an enchanting glow that danced in harmony with the pulsating energy of sunlight, creating a perfect rainbow that stretched toward the surface. 

As he passed by, Sheppard could see residents rising from their couches, gyms, restaurant tables, and even those ascending and descending in inclinators reminiscent of the Luxor Resort in Las Vegas.

The details were astounding. As if adapted straight from Ancient Egypt, each quarter appeared cinderblock-shaped, made of a lighter material instead of stone from four thousand years ago. Some sectors seemed larger than others. Like a tall skyscraper, windows illuminated the exterior in a diamond pattern. The activity was rampant. Whatever this place was, it aimed to mimic everyday life.

A crackling sound made Sheppard tap his right ear.

“Shep...pard?”

The static was strong, yet the admiral’s voice remained distinct.

“Commander Sheppard, come in, please.”

“Admiral, this is Sheppard. I have traversed the whirlpool and have eyes on the complex. There doesn’t appear to be an entrance.”

“Satellite recon pinpointed a hatch at the summit. Can you see it?”

Sheppard headed in that direction. The closer he approached, the more visible the hatch became.

“I have the target in sight.”

Suddenly, a shrill alarm pierced the silence, sending a jolt of adrenaline coursing through his veins as if warning of imminent danger lurking in the shadows. Sheppard coasted roughly a few hundred yards from the structure. He examined the panel on his suit’s sleeve; his air pressure was dropping fast. He estimated he had mere minutes to find a solution. Fear crashed over Sheppard like a tidal wave, threatening to engulf him in its icy grip.

Five things you can SEE.

Four things you can TOUCH.

Three things you can HEAR.

Two things you can SMELL.

One thing you can TASTE.

The technique was a standard psychological grounding method for regaining control in a desperate situation. He activated the distress beacon with less than ninety seconds of air remaining in the portable oxygen tank.

As he approached the terminus of Leviathan, a massive creature with several appendages intercepted him, and all light vanished.

Inside the animal was pitch darkness, a void with walls on both sides. Sheppard tried to guide himself toward a faint hint of light ahead. He felt a rush from behind, a combination of air and liquid that ejected him from the belly of the beast onto a platform where a distinct entrance to the Leviathan complex was located.

Sheppard proceeded in that direction. The hatch became increasingly visible as he approached.

“I’ve reached the target.”

He heard only static in response. The contact with the beast might have damaged his radio.

The entrance was sealed tightly. Sheppard seized the wheel and turned it slowly to the left. Following a popping sound, the hatch opened, revealing a ladder. The infiltrator descended, pulling the clandestine access panel closed behind him. When he reached the chamber's floor, lights flickered, and an automated depressurization procedure began.

Soon, the water drained, and a door opened on the far side.

The static on his radio suddenly diminished.

“Admiral? Is anyone receiving?”

He made several more attempts, but they were unsuccessful.

In an instant, it became clear: Sheppard was on his own.

A chill ran down Sheppard’s spine as he realized the grim fate that awaited those who had ventured into his place before him; their absence was a haunting omen of the dangers lurking within.

The room plunged into an abyss of darkness, casting eerie shadows that danced along the walls as if concealing something. Sheppard felt along the wall for a hatch cover. His oxygen level was depleting, and soon he would lose consciousness. He began to labor in his breathing when he found something protruding from the wall. He traced the shape with his hands: a triangle.

When he turned it, the mechanism wouldn’t move left or right. A warning chime indicated that the oxygen level was nearing critical levels. He gained some leverage by pulling the mechanism toward himself, which seemed to loosen it. After turning the handle three times, a click unlocked the door, and Sheppard gained entry. He carefully returned the mechanism to its previous position in the entranceway.

Kneeling on the floor, Sheppard searched his backpack for the sleeper pistol. He turned on the flashlight attachment and proceeded through a corridor that seemed to lead to a lobby or reception area.

A figure crossed the horizon, prompting Sheppard to hug the walls in the shadows. He reached into a hip pocket, bringing a scope to his left eye. He spied several sentries strolling in a patrol pattern. Each wore a black uniform from head to toe with matching helmets. They bore a striking resemblance to a feared paramilitary group from early 20th-century Europe. Goggles obscured their faces, but their noses and lips were visible. 

The narrow corridor reverberated with the melodic hum of machinery, filling the air with a soothing symphony of mechanical sounds. Sheppard, adrenaline coursing through his veins, pressed his back against the cold metal wall. The sentinels were closing in. Their sleek, form-fitting black uniforms bore the unmistakable logo of a stylized eye within a circuitry pattern trademarked by Echelon, the social media giant. They seemed like a legion, evoking a sense of formidable power and technological prowess.

The first guardian rounded the corner, a sleek humanoid scanning the corridor. Sheppard’s heart pounded in his chest, each beat echoing the adrenaline fueling his muscles as he prepared for the silent battle ahead. He had no weapons, only his wits and the shadows. He moved silently, slipping into a side alcove. The guardian passed by, its sensors oblivious to his presence.

Sheppard could see a squad of other sentinels approaching on the far side of the room. Their eyes were dotted red. Each bore a utility belt not unlike those of comic book heroes, featuring a sidearm. He observed that some individuals wore their weapons on their right hip, while others wore them on their left, which was a completely random distribution.

Their cerebellum region was enclosed in a metallic hood. Grooves in their facial structure suggested partial augmentation. Their ears were butterfly-shaped, featuring sharp bases and summits. While they appeared human, Sheppard surmised they could only be mechanical guardians.

These, however, were sophisticated. Their behavior resembled his SEAL reconnaissance training; their programmers were advanced. Some appeared stationary at a circular wall, while others observed from a security checkpoint, possibly a reception area for new arrivals.

Sheppard’s presence may have triggered a programmed response, prompting these automatons to sweep the base’s sectors. He spotted several doors marked with the Roman numeral for nine, totaling six, with three on each side of the chamber. The sentries crept through the rooms with calculated precision, their automatic movements testing Sheppard’s patience as if he were being hunted by relentless predators engaged in a hard target search for something or perhaps someone.

Suddenly, the entire space turned dark. The only things visible were the red eyes, moving erratically as they struggled to comprehend their predicament.

Opening his backpack, Sheppard fashioned a pair of night vision goggles. Holding the dart gun, he crawled to an adjacent wall. He heard a sliding door open and slithered through it like a snake. Sitting on the floor, ready to strike, he peeked around the corner. A sentinel had noticed the disturbance and was moving to investigate.

Once again, the burst transmitter in Sheppard’s line of sight came to life, and the image of Professor Jibril al-Farouq appeared in crystal-clear vision.

“Sheppard, I need to get you out of there. Do exactly what I say, ok?”

Sheppard, in shock, nodded in agreement.

“Get them in a headlock and cut the wire where their spine would be.”

“Copy that,” he whispered in reply.

“I’ll meet you at the far door.”

The burst faded.

Footsteps grew louder as a sentinel approached. It entered the room with its head on a swivel, seemingly analyzing the environment. 

Sheppard prepared himself for the attack. He waited until the sentinel walked past him. Slowly standing up, he could see the point the professor mentioned. It glowed. Taking out his knife, he secured the patrol machine with his left arm. It resisted, flailing its arms, trying to find something to grasp. However, it collapsed when its fail-safe circuits were cut, falling to the ground without a sound.

Three other sentinels were checking each room in the distance. Sheppard removed another object from his supplies, a smoke grenade. He yanked the clip out and rolled the canister toward the platoon of guards. A small cloud quickly grew into a significant fog, allowing Sheppard to proceed past them and slip through the chamber’s exit gate.

The next chamber held three more. Their eyes shone brightly, tracking his movements. Sheppard’s mind raced, a whirlwind of conflicting emotions and thoughts vying for his attention as he tried to find a calm center amidst the chaos. He needed a distraction. It arrived in the form of an alarm echoing through their communication channels. The guardians stood at attention, weapons drawn, searching for targets.

Sheppard lunged, disarming the nearest attacker with a swift twist of its arm, and the weapon clattered to the floor. He then used it to disable the second target with a precise shot to its central processor.

The third guardian was different, much bulkier and armored. It seized the commander, its metal fingers closing around his throat. He gasped as his vision narrowed. However, he had learned their weakness, the exposed wiring at the base of its skull. Sheppard jabbed with the knife, causing the guardian to spasm and collapse from a short circuit.

He wiped the beads of sweat from his furrowed brow, feeling the cool moisture against his heated skin. The sight of the Echelon all-seeing eye staring back at him felt like a reminder of the power and control that loomed over him, the eye that saw all, the algorithms that manipulated minds. But Sheppard knew The Man Upstairs was no benevolent overseer.

The expansive gallery unfolded before him, revealing a grand reception area adorned with plush seating that beckoned weary travelers to rest their tired feet like a stadium. A seamless bench with back support appeared entirely constructed of the same material, featuring a uniform light beige color. The room exuded a nostalgic charm.

Finally, he reached the central chamber. The imposing visage of The Man Upstairs loomed on the colossal screen, his inscrutable expression hinting at the secrets he held within his all-seeing gaze. The room crackled with an electrifying energy, causing the air to hum with anticipation.

Sheppard’s hand raced along the base of the furniture, his fingers trembling with eagerness and anxiety as he desperately searched for any clue or hidden mechanism that could help him unravel the mysteries of this place. It felt like limestone. Six rows faced a central parlor, where he surmised a welcoming committee would greet visitors, but it was devoid of life. Two additional examples were propped against the walls.

In the distance, a path stretched as far as Sheppard could see. Where it led, he could not discern. Flanking the hub center of the room were marble headstones, each shaped like a human head but with drastically different features. The sight of the elongated skulls startled Sheppard; their alien appearance served as a stark foreshadowing of the otherworldly secrets hidden within the complex. There was a ridge on the forehead of each headstone, with three slits on both cheeks. The eyes, noses, and mouths were neutral, staring ahead in a state of bliss.

Beneath were several symbols, possibly characters from an ancient and likely extinct language, unlike numerous forms of communication from Central America and the Far East that date back millennia.

Could it be true? Were these remains of whoever used to dwell here? I struggled to make sense of an alien structure that evoked strong human engineering and architectural vibes. It seemed too focused, too convenient. I wonder what went through the minds of the cultists when they passed through this gallery. Many, I’m sure, felt affirmation. And what of my peers? Illumination, maybe?

The polished floors formed a mosaic of A-framed titles, their intricate patterns resembling a tapestry. They were crafted from stone, possibly brick or another reinforced material. The cryptic symbols etched into the stone remained an enigma, their ancient message teasing Sheppard’s curiosity and begging to be deciphered.

Curiously, he approached the counter, which featured the seemingly universal theme of the alphabet’s lead-off letter. Five feet apart, a series of stools lined the perimeter. At one station, there was a panel with colorful buttons and unlit lights.

With a sinking feeling in his gut, Sheppard took a seat, a nagging unease whispering at the back of his mind as if this seemingly innocent act was the first step down a treacherous path from which there would be no turning back. Something automatically triggered, causing the stool between Sheppard and the panel to rise to eye level. Lights blinked in a steady stream of sound, followed by more characters scrolling across the screen. None of it made sense. Suddenly, hatches behind Sheppard, to his left, right, and center, sealed him inside.

Time seemed to stand still as Sheppard mustered the courage to rise. His movements were slow and deliberate as he braced himself for whatever awaited him.

Silence ensued.

He backed away from the station, having triggered a proximity alert. Then a series of spotlights shone a blinding light on him. He shielded himself. A voice insisted in gibberish over and over.

Sheppard backed away from the counter and stumbled backward; his body collided with an unexpected lounger, its plush cushions enveloping him like a welcoming embrace and offering a momentary respite from the intensity of his surroundings. Suddenly, the spotlights extinguished, plunging the room into a soft, velvety darkness that cocooned Sheppard in a sense of euphoria—the ambiance from before returned. There were no more foreign threats. In a surprising turn of events, the system responded with almost sentient satisfaction, as if the room acknowledged Sheppard’s compliance. Yet, an unsettling feeling lingered that this apparent cooperation was merely a façade, hiding a deeper, more ominous purpose.

“What is this?” Sheppard said aloud.

“A warm welcome,” another voice answered.

Emerging from the shadows, a mysterious figure approached Shepard, his voice carrying an enigmatic charm as he spoke. Behind him, others filed into the area and took positions around him. Some sat behind the counter, while others stood guard at both exits and other doors. Only the first receptionist spoke.

We did not expect your visit today, stranger, but we are glad you found us. You look exhausted. May we offer you some refreshments?

Additional receptionists gracefully placed a tray adorned with tantalizing offerings before him, their voices soothing as they extended a warm welcome.

The telling one revealed a piece of clothing: a spandex suit. The Echelon pyramid served as a badge where his heart would reside.

“All personnel are required always to wear pre-approved attire. Please follow me.”

Sheppard proceeded with the Custodian down a long, vast passageway that seemed to stretch endlessly. Every fifty meters, a hatch cover hinted at other areas of interest. Sheppard desperately wanted to explore them, to try to map out the complex in his head and commit it to memory.

The hieroglyphic symbols were arranged uniquely with each door like an alphabetical formula. At the end of the corridor lay the largest door, adorned with a large banner displaying characters in a specific arrangement.

“Through this door,” the Custodian began, “you will find our Orientation Hall, where you will sample Leviathan’s entrance examination. Every visitor and permanent resident is expected to contribute to a field of study. This painless exam will determine your placement within the general population. The second phase of this exam is a psychological evaluation where you will learn your greatest weakness.”

The large, heavy door slowly rose to reveal a room designed for taking a written test. There were twelve rows, each with five terminals.

“Please select a seat.”

Sheppard complied, taking the nearest cubicle at the rear of the auditorium.

“First, a message from our druid, Mister Hans Muller.”

“Greetings. I'm sure you have many questions about who we are and what we want. However, before I answer them, I must share with you something fundamental that will change your life forever. I'm about to reveal the truth that has been hidden from you and the rest of the world for thousands of years, about the lies perpetuated by world governments, the media, organized religions, schools, scientists, and, finally, historians. The lies that have kept you ignorant, enslaved, and powerless.

“The lies about your ancestry, brothers and sisters. The lies about humanity’s origins. You see, you are not an ordinary human being. You are not a product of evolution. You are not a descendant of apes. You are the sons and daughters of the Arkons, an ancient bipedal race who ruled the Earth long before humans existed. The Arkons were the master race that created humans and the true Aryans that the Reich believed they were.

“The proof is in your blood. You possess rare and unique genetic traits only found in the worthy, identifying you as a descendant of the Arkons. The DNA our scholars have obtained from their ancient tombs and artifacts is housed in this sacred archive and has been preserved and studied for decades.

“You are one of the chosen ones, the elite, an exceptional heir to the Arkons’ bloodline, and a leader of the New World Order. I now invite you to take the final step in becoming a valued member of our convent. Join us in fulfilling our mission of restoring the glory of our ancestors for the benefit of all mankind and seize your destiny.”

The presentation concluded with the lights returning to the optimal ambiance. Then, the terminal in front of Sheppard came to life.

Sheppard took a moment to absorb his surroundings. The twisted steel and neglected corridors spoke of another era, a history submerged beneath the waves. He felt a sense of awe and wonder at the mystery of Leviathan.

The door opened upward, revealing a yawning abyss of impenetrable darkness that swallowed all the light within its depths. Sheppard’s mind raced with questions as he tried to make sense of the situation.

“Congratulations, you have passed the first stage of the examination.”

“I don’t understand,” Sheppard told the Custodian. “What about the test?”

“The test results rank you as a highly skilled asset. Soon, you will take your rightful place among our bravest troops.”

“So, the test was evading the guards?”

“Precisely. You demonstrated a rare combination of tactical and compassionate approach to engaging an enemy. Our druid will no doubt want to meet you, newcomer.”

Sheppard knew this opportunity could be his only chance to reach his final destination.

“I would like to meet him now, please.”

“Before gaining an audience with The Man Upstairs, all initiates must undergo a psychological evaluation before joining the general population.”

Sheppard’s gaze lingered on the endless corridor before him. It seemed to stretch infinitely, visually representing the unknown awaiting him. He couldn’t help but wonder what lay in wait ahead.

“How does it work?” he asked.

“Our scanners have been probing your mind ever since your arrival. They’ve determined the parameters of your test.”

The Custodian’s enigmatic response left the test subject perplexed. His words hung in the air, imbued with an unsettling sense of certainty. A strange thought crossed Sheppard’s mind: the host appeared two-dimensional, short, and passive.

“Parameters?”

“The test is different for everyone, sir.”

“What can I expect?”

“What you fear the most,” the host whispered, his voice carrying a haunting echo.

Memories of his military career flooded Sheppard’s mind as he faced the darkness. He had undergone extensive training to overcome some childhood phobias, but now, in this moment, he couldn’t help but question whether he had truly left them behind. The past seemed to resurface, reminding him of the battles he had fought and the sacrifices he had made. He began to recognize the necessity for this stage. After all, life under the sea was a relatively new concept in the twenty-first century, an idea that had only been explored in popular media.

“There is an exit, I take it.”

“The exit will reveal itself when the test is complete. Good luck.”

The Custodian’s robotic demeanor and cryptic responses made Sheppard wonder if there was more to this test than prescribed. Next, the Custodian brought a pen-shaped syringe to the subject’s jugular vein and injected a substance. Sheppard instinctively fought off the Custodian, shoving it against the chamber door. It bounced back toward him, prompting a right hook that connected with the head, which rotated one hundred eighty degrees.

Sparks revealed the microcircuitry housed within the brain section. The Custodian’s eyes remained open but powerless, its body pinned to the floor.

Sheppard felt isolated and vulnerable. It began to sink in: the test had commenced, and there was no turning back. He stepped inside the mysterious hall. The endless corridor, cloaked in impenetrable darkness, symbolized the uncharted territory he was about to face. It was a physical manifestation of his deepest fears, challenging him to confront the shadows within himself. 

Sheppard’s panic intensified as he realized the door had closed behind him. He was trapped, isolated in this unfamiliar and perilous environment. He began to realize that aborting required credentials he did not yet possess. There was no choice; he had to move forward.

As Sheppard descended deeper into the heart of Leviathan, the cold pressure of the ocean seeped through the walls, filling the air with a damp, salty scent. The rumbles clung to the walls, casting eerie shades. His flashlight flickered, casting intermittent illumination that added a ghostly quality to the scene, emphasizing this place's abandoned and forgotten nature. 

The dimness seemed to conceal secrets lurking just beyond his sight, waiting to pounce. The walls of the corridor appeared to pulse with a suppressed heartbeat, as if the very structure of Leviathan was alive and aware of Sheppard’s presence. Every step he took echoed ominously, creating a symphony of distant thunder that amplified the sense of impending doom. He had come on a mission of mercy, but now he sensed something else, an ancient malice lurking ahead. The air grew colder, and the walls continued to pulse with a suppressed heartbeat.

Doubts crept into Sheppard’s mind as he slowed his pace. Was he truly prepared for what awaited him? Did he possess what it takes to confront his fears and accomplish his primary
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