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			To Mom and Dad, 
who taught me how to walk, love, and write

		

	
		
			Prologue

			I see nothing.

			Just blackness.

			But even blackness, when there’s nothing to contrast it against, is it truly black? Or is it just…nothing?

			I also feel nothing.

			I might be lying down.

			But I cannot feel the hardness of the floor against my back.

			I might be wearing clothes.

			But I cannot feel their fibers brushing against my skin.

			My mind tells my leg to kick.

			But I am unsure if my leg receives the message.

			My mind tells my arm to rise.

			Even as my mind strains, I do not know if my muscles have responded. Perhaps my arm is up, as I have commanded it to be. But I do not know.

			My mind tells my hand to touch my face.

			Maybe it has.

			Maybe it hasn’t.

			I tell my hand to hit my face, to slap it hard.

			Nothing.

			I tell my hand to stretch out its fingers and dig its nails into my cheek.

			To scratch. To claw. To rip away the flesh. To find the nerve ends and pluck at them. To pull away the muscles and the tendons until they find the bone. The jawbone. The cheekbone. Any bone. Find something.

			Fingers, I say, wrap yourselves around that bone.

			Now rip it out.

			Pull.

			Keep pulling.

			Deliver me a pain that I can feel.

			Let me know that I am alive.

			But I still feel nothing.

			Fingers, I say, feel my face. Find my eyes. Now, press down. Dig hard. Reach through the pupil. Reach to the back of the nerves. Dig until you stimulate some sort of sense.

			Maybe my hand is complying. Maybe it is digging through the flesh on my face like a mole digs through dirt. Maybe it is shoveling out chunks and throwing them aside.

			I do not know.

			I may never know.

			I scream. Not from pain, but because my ears can’t hear what I say. And so I scream louder. I’m shouting. I’m telling myself to shriek. Any pitch, any frequency that might penetrate my dead ears.

			But I hear nothing.

			Maybe I never screamed at all. Maybe I never stopped screaming.

			I cannot even hear the quiet hum of a silent room. I cannot hear my heartbeat in my ears or the air pass through my nose and into my lungs. I cannot feel that air either.

			Sometimes I worry that maybe I am not breathing. That I am suffocating. I panic. I think that I gasp for air at these times, but there is no way to know how my body has responded. There is no way for my body to report back to my mind that, yes, I am in fact still alive. Still breathing. Still pumping air through these lungs and blood through these veins.

			I do not know how long I have been here. Been like this. Unfeeling. I am no longer tethered to the concept of space and time. I remember that I am somebody. Or was somebody. But I do not remember who.

			It is easier to forget. It hurts less.

			I held on to memories for as long as I could because they were the only foundation that my mind had. Even if they were not tangible, they were something real. Something I could imagine myself standing on to make sense of who I am—or was—and my place in this world.

			But those memories slipped away long ago.

			I only remember that I once had memories.

			Now there is darkness.

			Only darkness.

			Well…

			Not only.

			It starts out faint, like a single buoy a mile off in a pitch-black sea. Just a speck of light bobbing up and down. It is small. So small. I’m not sure it’s really there. Perhaps it is only a spot on my eye, an echo of a pigment that my brain has held on to.

			And then I hear a sound. Muffled and far away.

			It is as if a train, made of sound, is racing toward me at incredible speed. It gets louder and louder, rattling the inside of my head as it approaches.

			I scream out, and for once I hear my screams.

			The sound stabs into my ears like ice picks.

			The little light suddenly grows big and bright, flashing a kaleidoscope of color and movement that fills my vision. It hurts, and I try to shut my eyes, but I cannot. I am used to my body not responding to my mind’s commands, but this time it is different. I can feel my eyelids trying to close, trying to clamp shut to block out the searing bright light, but something presses against them, forcing them to remain open. The more I try, the more the stabs of pain ripple through my eyelids.

			I then realize that there are hooks prying my eyelids open.

			They must have placed the hooks there.

			They are making me watch.

			I can feel them holding me down. Their grip digs into my skin, which tingles, then throbs in pain. The spigot on my nerve endings has been turned on, and pain—burning, blinding pain—shoots through my skin, my veins, my muscles, like a gale whipping an already blazing inferno.

			My tongue tastes the inside of my mouth. It is filled with mint and bile. The taste overwhelms me and sends my stomach churning. I feel my innards retching and convulsing, and soon an acidic water bubbles into my mouth, sending its foul smell up into my nostrils, where it lodges itself and begins the nauseous cycle anew.

			They make this happen.

			They open my eyes to burn them with light.

			They open my ears to stab them with sound.

			They open my nerves to set them on fire.

			I do not know who they are.

			From the corners of my eyes, if I focus, I can see them. It is hard. It is so bright that my eyes cannot see. My mind retains the faintest fragments of the concept of Hell, and sometimes that’s where I think I am. Being tortured by an Evil so profound that my weakened mind cannot fully grasp its form.

			But as my vision clears ever so slightly, I can tell that these aren’t monsters or demons who toy with me so.

			These are men. These are women.

			Sometimes I hear them call each other by their names.

			They don’t know I am listening. They don’t know I understand them. They don’t even know that I faintly recall the concept of names. Of identity.

			They call out one name in particular.

			“Joe.”

			“Joe Gerhard.”

			He controls this place.

			They answer to him.

			They bring me this pain on his orders.

			When my pain ends and I return to the blackness, I search for Joe Gerhard.

			No matter how long I must search, no matter how far my mind must travel to get there, I will find Joe Gerhard.

			I will find those he loves.

			I will torture them.

			I will bring pain to them.

			Then I will bring pain to him.

			To Joe Gerhard. The master of my Hell.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Carson was in a rush.

			He maneuvered his cart, which was too wide, through the stainless-steel door, which was too narrow. There was barely a half inch of clearance on either side of the cart, and, of course, he had to lift it over the small lip at the bottom of the doorframe.

			Carson complained frequently that the “diaper pails,” as all the nurses called their work carts, needed to be redesigned for their purposes. Something smaller, lighter, more maneuverable in these tight workspaces. Not having to wrestle these damned things through every airlock would shave several minutes off each orderly’s rounds, and just that little bit of time—multiplied over several days, weeks, and months—meant that hundreds of man-hours would be saved. Just with new carts.

			But despite how loudly and how often he mentioned the design flaw, nothing ever changed.

			Someone once told him that it was easier to get a bill passed by Congress than it was to get an equipment authorization passed by the Company. Studies would need to be conducted, auditors sent in, and then the covert funding would need to be procured and funneled through various shell companies.

			It was a miracle that anything ever got done, Carson thought.

			When he started this job two years ago, Carson assumed that he was working at a place with unlimited resources; the months-long background check he endured probably cost tens of thousands of dollars by itself. But once he actually started working, he realized that everything was held together by duct tape and twine, not for lack of technological know-how, but because duct tape and twine were cheaper and easier than dealing with the crippling bureaucracy.

			He finally finagled his cart into the small chamber and let the stainless-steel door shut behind him.

			Now he waited.

			The lights in his little airlock chamber flashed red. Behind him, the door he just entered through hissed and whirred with the sound of an air drill. A gasket in the door inflated to ensure a full air seal between this room and the main facility. It would take a minute.

			Carson sighed as he waited.

			He wore a watch, but he couldn’t see it. It was hidden beneath the sleeve of his blue moon suit.

			As he waited for the door to seal and then for the airlock chamber to achieve sufficient high pressure, he went through the routine of grabbing the yellow, coiled hose that hung from the ceiling. He plugged it into his suit.

			With another hiss of air, his suit filled with oxygen and inflated with air pressure. He looked like a blue marshmallow man.

			The air, hissing into his suit and hood, drowned out most of the other noise and made him feel as though he were a deep-sea diver.

			He thought this whole charade was absurd. The Facility had borrowed their design, equipment, and procedures from the bio-safety labs that were used to study biowarfare pathogens like Ebola—viruses that were highly contagious and thus deserved levels of extreme caution while interacting with them.

			But there were no such pathogens at this facility.

			That wasn’t what they did here.

			The designers had simply cobbled together labs, checklists, and procedures that didn’t quite match the mission. It was probably easier and cheaper. But Carson also wondered if the designers were even told what exactly they were designing. Or if they just winged it.

			Typical.

			The cut corners of the past were now mucking up Carson’s present. Each little obnoxious delay—none of which would exist if anyone higher up actually listened to Carson—threatened to make him late for his date.

			Carson desperately wanted to impress the girl he was going to see tonight. Her profile pic was cute. Cuter than most who responded to his messages, at least. And the texts he exchanged with her showed a fun, sarcastic personality.

			Definitely out of his league.

			If Carson were going to win her over, though, he needed to clean himself up beforehand. That meant he needed to finish work early enough that he could scrub down and catch the 17:30 elevator to the surface. If he had to wait for the 18:00, he wouldn’t have time to get home and take a shower.

			The suit’s hood and mask made his head sweat and his hair turn greasy. Plus he always left the Facility reeking of shit and bleach. Maybe the smells were simply embedded in his nostrils and she wouldn’t notice, but just to be safe, he wanted a little time to make himself presentable.

			The Company didn’t exactly forbid dating. Not even online dating. But the staff always murmured that the Company watched and vetted all such interactions. Carson had noticed that occasionally he’d meet a girl on an app only to have her mysteriously cut off all communication. He knew that ghosting was a thing in the real world, but Carson often wondered if the invisible hand of the Company had run a background on the girl, deemed her untrustworthy, then swooped in and denied further access.

			Some fellow staffers had gone as far as to theorize that the Company remote-activated the microphones on their cell phones and eavesdropped on their dates. In this line of work, it wasn’t uncommon to be issued a vague citation/warning that one could only assume was because of something uttered in private.

			But Carson didn’t buy that story.

			The Company wasn’t all-powerful. If they were, then they would have purchased more maneuverable diaper pails for their employees by now. If anything, Carson found them too inept. Powerful, yes. But also disorganized, clueless, and too secretive to be efficient.

			The light on the airlock finally changed to green.

			Carson disconnected the yellow oxygen hose from his suit, letting it coil itself back up toward the ceiling. He approached the second stainless-steel door. As he was trained to do, he glanced through its square glass window to assess the room before entering.

			Everything in the next chamber seemed in order. No danger, no imminent threat.

			He swiped his key card at the pad beside the door. With a loud click, the door unlocked.

			Carson cranked the handle and pulled open the airlock door, having to strain slightly as the air-pressure differential tried to shut it on him.

			With the door open, he grabbed hold of his cart and maneuvered it into the room.

			He stepped in and inspected his surroundings.

			Near the door ran a long viewing window that looked out at a corridor where other staffers went about their business, pushing their own diaper pails as they performed their rounds in other chambers. Occasionally an armed guard wandered past on patrol. None of them paid attention to Carson; they all had their own duties.

			Carson hooked into a new oxygen hose as the door clicked and sealed behind him. The hissing of the oxygen filled his ears again. He stepped across the room, his boots leaving slight indentations in the white, padded floor. It was like walking on a soft gym mat. Early in his career, the combination of the bulky suit, the hose tether, and the soft floor made him trip and stumble, but he had grown accustomed to the nuisances of the job by now.

			He looked at the woman in the hospital gown who lay on the floor. “Afternoon, Bishop,” he said. “I hope you don’t mind I’m early. I got a big date tonight. The babe’s a total dime.”

			Bishop lay on her back, lolling her body from side to side. Her eyes were open and staring out of her bobbing shaved head. She didn’t seem to be focusing on anything in particular. Not that she could. She couldn’t see a thing.

			Her hands, strapped in protective mittens that looked like oven mitts, waved around, scratching and pawing at the air. Occasionally her hand fell toward her face and pawed at her cheek and then her eyes, but after a moment, her hands moved on to other destinations.

			Her mouth stretched a few times, opening and closing in some motion that couldn’t seem to decide if it wanted to form words or chew down hard on something.

			A soft moan escaped from her mouth. The moan rolled around her lips for a few seconds, then quickly built in intensity before transforming into a piercing, agonized shriek. It was the type of sound that Carson imagined a mythical banshee might make. But as quickly as the scream rose, it receded back to a moan.

			The sounds used to really bother Carson. Sure, he laughed it off during his staff orientation. He even mimicked their moaning wails during lunch a few times. His department head lectured him and then wrote him up for that little act. Not that any future employer would ever see that citation. It vanished into the same void that every paper, email, or instruction manual slipped through in this place, never to be seen or referenced again.

			But the sounds—the choking, warbling screams these things made—wormed their way into Carson’s subconscious. For months after he started this job, whenever the wind rolled over the roof of his apartment, Carson swore it was building to a shriek. Every time he heard a semiclogged bathroom drain make a glug-glug-glug like Bishop did when her throat gagged on her own saliva, Carson expected a scream of intense agony to come out of the drain next.

			Over time he managed to ignore the sounds they made, although he never fully managed to block them out. He convinced himself it was just the way they were. In fact, the moaning and screaming was probably good for keeping their lungs and vocal muscles active. They’d sure need them at some point.

			He figured Bishop could wail away. It wouldn’t slow him down one bit. He dug in his cart, then turned and faced her. He held a pack of baby wipes in his left hand and what looked like an IV bag of applesauce in his right.

			“Bath first? Or dinner?” he asked.

			Bishop continued rolling on her back from side to side as she swatted at the air like a drunken cat, oblivious to Carson’s presence.

			“I’m feeling bath time first,” he said for her.

			He set his things back in the cart and wheeled it over to Bishop. “Let’s make a deal. You don’t like this routine; I don’t like this routine. Why waste time dealing with restraints? You’re a good girl, right? What do you think about us just getting right to business?”

			Her mouth stretched into a wide, gaping oval. She screamed.

			“Totally agree,” Carson said in response. “Cool, no restraints, then.”

			That would save him a few minutes. Having to take the time to strap their arms and legs to the rings embedded in the floor felt like yet another procedure that served no real purpose here. Maybe it was a good idea if he were working in a prison, or mental institution, or anyplace where the patients were actually dangerous. But here? These things were harmless. He never even saw one of them stand. They just spent all day rolling on the floor and flailing their arms. Apparently, allowing them to use their muscles in these sporadic movements helped them live longer, but Carson sure didn’t think it made them dangerous.

			He bent down beside her. In a firm, practiced motion he held down her kicking leg with one hand as his other hand slid up under her hospital gown.

			“So what you got for me today?”

			He pulled a thick diaper out from under her gown.

			“Yummy.”

			He flung the diaper with a one-handed hook shot. It arced through the air and landed with a clang into the trash bin of his diaper cart.

			“Two points!”

			Then, with a sanitizing wipe, he reached back under the gown and cleaned her. He went through one wipe…two wipes…three wipes…four wipes before the little square of damp tissue came back without a single brown streak. He bundled up the wipes in a plastic bag and tossed them all into the bin.

			With that, he pulled more wipes from his cart. He firmly grasped Bishop’s right arm, stopping it from waving around. He undid the strap that held her safety mitt in place and slid it off her hand.

			Her now-freed fingers stretched and clawed at the air.

			He wiped down her arm, taking care to give her muscles a massage as he did. He hummed softly to himself, blocking out Bishop’s moans and occasional screams.

			When Carson finished, he moved to perform the same task on Bishop’s right leg, releasing his grip on her arm.

			Bishop’s mouth twisted up.

			“I feel nothing…They did this to me…He did this to me…”

			Carson looked up, startled. “What?”

			“He loves you, Kate…You are his weakness…”

			For a moment, Carson sat there, unsure how to proceed. He had only heard them speak—form actual words and sentences—during the tuning sessions. Otherwise it was just mumbled gibberish and screams.

			At first he figured that maybe his mask and the hissing of oxygen through his suit had played a trick on his ears. Or maybe it was a prank. Someone was screwing around on a walkie-talkie, pretending to be the voice of Bishop. Carson didn’t want to overreact. He didn’t want to do anything that might make him the butt of some lame joke.

			And so he sat at Bishop’s side, slowly scrubbing her leg while keeping his gaze firmly focused on her lips. Her mouth twisted and contorted. These were common muscle movements, although that didn’t make the bizarre grins that formed any less eerie.

			Then Carson saw it. Bishop’s jaw, lips, and tongue moved, but not in some random assortment of shapes. She formed words.

			“I know you know him. His name is Joe. Joe Gerhard,” she said, her eyes still staring at the wall as though there was someone else in the room she was talking to.

			Carson glanced up at the camera mounted in the corner of the room. Did the Control Room hear this?

			He grabbed his walkie-talkie from the cart and held it to his hood. “Hey, Control? I’m in Bishop’s cell and she’s saying some really freaky shit.”

			“Like what?” said the voice on the other end.

			“Well, she’s saying things like—”

			He looked back down at Bishop. In the moment it took for him to grab the walkie-talkie, her entire posture had changed. She didn’t loll or swat anymore. Her head had stopped moving. Her eyes seemed to stare at him, right through him, in fact. Even though her eyes couldn’t quite focus on Carson’s face, he could feel the gaze.

			“I see you,” she said directly to Carson.

			And then Bishop’s right hand—still free of the safety mitt—swung out.

			It latched on to the hood of Carson’s suit.

			“Let go! Bishop, let go!” Carson shouted.

			In a sudden, firm motion, she ripped the hood and mask from his face.

			Carson heaved in panicked breaths of the room’s air. He stood and ran toward the door.

			“Help! Somebody hel…” The words slurred in his mouth.

			With each breath he took of the room’s air, his legs became more like gelatin. They crumpled under the weight of his body. He collapsed to his knees. With all the strength he could summon, he rose to his feet. Only a step later, his muscles gave out entirely, sending him tumbling back to the floor. He tried to pull himself forward, but his hands merely flopped about as if they were dead fish.

			“Helpth meeth…pleastht…” he tried calling out. His mouth couldn’t form the words, and his lungs couldn’t push enough air out to make them more than a whisper.

			His vision blurred.

			The darkness closed in from the sides, narrowing until there was only a pinprick of light in front of him. It was as if his world became one of those old televisions that maintained a slight ghost image of the picture for a second or two after the power shut off. He tried to focus on that image, tried to use it to ground himself to the urgency of the task at hand.

			He couldn’t hear Bishop’s moans anymore.

			He couldn’t hear the hissing of the air through the vents.

			All he could hear was a single high-frequency note, unwavering in his ear but slowly fading out. It hung in the darkness of his mind as though he were floating in a black sea, listening to the horn of a ship as it retreated into the distance.

			Until, finally, nothing.

			Silence.

			Blackness.

			For a brief moment, Carson thought he felt something on his back.

			First it was a sharp pain.

			Then it felt like little more than an itch.

			Then just a tingle.

			And then he felt nothing.

			Whatever had been on his back must have left.

			Carson was now adrift in that sea, feeling, hearing, and seeing nothing.

			

			***

			As Carson lay sprawled on the floor, Bishop had thrown herself on his body.

			The swatting motions of her hands, which had been so erratic and almost playful, now had a firm and violent purpose.

			She propped herself into a sitting position and clawed furiously.

			Her free hand dug into his suit. Again and again, faster and faster, until she managed to grab hold of the exhaust port on his back. With a firm pull, she ripped it out, creating an open gash in the material. She attacked that opening with precision and intensity. She was like a mole digging through dirt, constantly moving. She threw all of her meager weight behind her gouging hands.

			She tore through his outer suit and then progressed quickly through his T-shirt underneath.

			At last she reached the flesh of his back.

			Her hands, never slowing, clawed at the flesh, tearing out large chunks of skin as she went. She ripped out bone and organ.

			Never pausing.

			Just burrowing.

			Digging a hole straight through the man’s body.

			Red lights flashed in the room and in the corridor outside.

			People in the hallway screamed and shouted orders.

			But Bishop kept digging.

			Her face remained blank. Her eyes continued to roam around her head, unable to see or lock on to any object in particular.

			And down she dug.

			Through skin.

			Through muscle.

			Through tendon.

			Through bone.

			She dug and clawed until she had reached the padded floor beneath Carson’s shredded body.

			And still she didn’t stop.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Joe Gerhard paced his office.

			Although, in all honesty, “pacing” constituted a total of five steps of his massive frame in one direction before he reached a beige concrete wall. Then he would turn around and pace the five steps in the other direction.

			The office was tight, windowless, and always a little too cool from the recycled air. But at least it was an office. A place for Joe to practice his little speech in private.

			“It’s my duty to let you know that my boys ain’t had a…” He stopped his pacing and made a note to correct his phrasing. “…have not had a weekend off since March.”

			He shook his head and repeated to himself, “Ain’t ain’t a word. Ain’t ain’t a word. Ain’t ain’t a word.”

			For the past twenty years, he’d been in a state of constant battle against his West Virginia accent. One of his coworkers, Hannah, had joked that Joe needed a swear jar for every time he said ain’t or y’all. He laughed it off, but he knew it was true. No matter how persuasive his arguments and counterarguments were to the brass up in D.C., if he let a single y’all slip, it would remind them that he wasn’t Yale, Harvard, or West Point like them. They’d see him as some yokel who they kept promoting because he was damned good at his job.

			But a non-college-educated yokel, all the same.

			“My colleagues have not had a weekend off since March,” he said to himself, beginning again while trying out what he considered an Ivy League accent. “This is manufacturing a work environment of unsatisfactory quality.”

			He paused.

			“Jesus H. Christ, that’s stuffy as shit,” he said. “Oh, fuck it.”

			With a shrug, he began again. “Look here, y’all, I respect the challenges of staffing a place like this as much as the next man, but when I put in position requests, they get sucked into some black hole over yonder in your offices. Coming up on two years now, I’ve had three open janitorial spots listed as ‘pending review.’ You’ve got me using doctors—souls with honest-to-god MDs—on their hands and knees bleaching the shit off the floors. This is unacceptable. Morale is low and sinking like an iron turd. So don’t stonewall me on this anymore. I gotta protect my team. These people are my brothers and sisters. Who do I got to talk to if I wanna pry open them purse strings?” He paused. “You tight-ass, hoity-toity, sons-a-bitches.”

			He smiled to himself.

			Beep!

			The walkie-talkie that was propped on a cradle on his desk sounded. Joe picked it up. “This is Gerhard.”

			“Joe! Something happened in Bishop’s cell. Carson’s hurt!” The voice belonged to Dr. Hannah Chao.

			Joe went to his desk and turned on his computer monitor.

			Security feeds filled his screen. Most of the images were of people lying on their backs in padded cells, swaying and swatting at the air. The feeds of the corridors, though, showed a mass panic. Staff members—many in nurses’ scrubs, but some in body armor and holding rifles—raced to and from the scene of the emergency.

			In an instant Joe processed all the information.

			He enlarged one particular security feed; on the screen, in the center of the room, Bishop clawed through the mushy lump on the floor. She dug out handfuls of red, gooey material, throwing it behind her as she went in for more. A pool of blood grew around her on the nonabsorbent padded surface.

			Hannah’s voice came through the walkie-talkie again. “I’m at the outer door. I’m masked up. I’m going in.”

			“Hold position, Medical,” Joe said. “Security, where are you?”

			“We’re in the Cell Two airlock,” a man said over the walkie-talkie. “Field masks on. Door is unlocked and room pressure is optimized. We are ready for incursion.”

			Joe glanced at his monitor. A team of three guards, all armed and wearing gas masks, waited at the airlock. Their leader’s hand gripped the handle, waiting only for the green light.

			“Security, you are to enter Cell Two,” Joe said. “You are not authorized to use lethal force. You are to restrain the Antenna, but under no circumstances are you to terminate or injure her. Do you understand?”

			“No lethal force. Affirmative.”

			“Proceed,” Joe said.

			“Entering Cell Two.”

			With that, Joe watched as the gas-masked guards pulled open the door and stormed into the room. They swooped in on both sides of Bishop before grabbing her and pulling her off Carson.

			Bishop didn’t resist. She didn’t even seem to recognize they were there. Even as they held her to the ground, her limbs continued to claw and dig at the air, but her motions seemed almost playful and innocent.

			“My mask’s on,” Hannah announced. “I’m going in.”

			“Medical, hold position in corridor,” Joe said. “Do not enter until Cell Two is secure.”

			“Jesus, Joe! Lemme check on Carson!”

			“Hold position.”

			He glanced at the security feeds. Hannah stood in the corridor with her mask on. She paced with her hands on her head, staring in the cell’s main observation window, but she obeyed orders and made no motion to enter the room.

			“Security, check Mr. Phillips’s vitals at first opportunity,” Joe said.

			A long silence overtook the radio.

			Joe watched the feeds. Two of the guards strapped restraints onto Bishop’s wrists and ankles. The third knelt by Carson’s body.

			“There’s no way. Not with this blood loss,” the guard said. “He’s gone. I’m sorry, Hannah.”

			Joe watched as Hannah, seemingly overcome by it all, knelt down and took a seat in the middle of the corridor. She bowed her head and held it in her hands.

			“Shit,” she said softly over the mic.

			Joe took a deep breath. “Control, keep on recording for another thirty minutes. I want that file to have our unedited response and cleanup. Then transmit it to HQ.”

			“You got it, boss,” came the response. “And what about Case 10598?”

			“What about it?” Joe asked.

			“Everything is set up in Cell Eight. Should we proceed?”

			Joe clicked away from the bloodbath in Cell Two to the work that was proceeding in Cell Eight.

			Medics, orderlies, and technicians stood around a man who was strapped to a chair. The man had sensors attached to his body. An array of large screens had been propped just inches from his face. Clips held the man’s eyelids open. The man didn’t notice or care; his eyes roamed around his head, looking everywhere and focusing on nothing.

			Joe picked up his phone and hit the intercom button.

			“Attention, staff,” he said.

			He could hear his voice echoing down the hallways as the speaker system broadcast his message to every room and department in the Facility.

			“This is Site B Supervisor Joe Gerhard,” he continued. “There’s been an incident on Level Two. Due to that, we’ll be gathering no intercepts today. Break down your gear and equipment. Nonessential personnel, clear Level Two.”

			He clicked off his intercom. He thought for a moment before reaching out toward the intercom button again. After a brief pause, he turned it on.

			“For those of you who don’t know, yes, there’s been a loss of life,” he said, trying to keep his voice steady and dispassionate. “It’s a sad day for our little family. I know you’re all aware of the rules, but I’m gonna remind you anyway. You are not to contact the deceased’s family without Company approval. No money, no cards, no phone calls. Wait ’til HR holds a staff-wide briefing on appropriate conversation topics. If you feel you must do something…”

			He immediately regretted even starting that last sentence. The Company wouldn’t allow anyone to do anything. Carson’s employment records were sure to be scrubbed. There were rumors that during situations such as this, the Company hired actors to pretend to be the deceased’s coworkers and supervisors. Those would be the people attending the funeral and paying house visits to the relatives. Joe didn’t quite believe the Company went that far, but he did know that anyone who actually worked with Carson would be prohibited from communication.

			After a long, expectant pause, he finally muttered into the microphone, “If you feel you must do something, say a prayer for him.”

			With that, he turned off his intercom again. Then he picked up his walkie-talkie. “I’m comin’ down.”

			Joe pushed himself up from his desk and marched out of the room.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			Joe stepped out of his office and into the hallway of Level One.

			With the practice that came from putting out hundreds of fires over his ten-year career, he speed-walked with a briskness that never actually became a full jog. As the many posted signs on the beige walls explicitly said, running was forbidden.

			Level One was the office level of the Facility where the white-collar members of the staff toiled. Or in Joe’s case, the blue-collar workers who found themselves promoted to white-collar jobs; it was always easier to promote from within.

			Bright fluorescent lights illuminated the hall from cages mounted to the ceiling. The bulbs, toned to a cool “daylight” temperature that was meant to invigorate workers by mimicking natural sunlight, fooled no one. The lack of windows and the hum of fans constantly recycling the air made it hard for any staffer to forget that they were several floors underground.

			For all intents and purposes, it was a bunker—a concrete tomb buried in rock.

			The place always had a strong scent of bleach that lingered from the nightly scrubdown. Joe’s shoes, as fast as his feet were moving, squeaked against the sealed and spotless linoleum floor. With nothing to catch the sound, and every office door having to remain closed at all times, the squeaking bounced around the hall, making the place feel even emptier.

			As he neared the elevator doors at the end of the hall, he passed large posters hanging from the walls. They were designed in the style of classic World War II posters, the “Loose Lips Sink Ships” and “We Can Do It!” variety.

			But these posters depicted modern people.

			The messages were simple: Your Work Saves Lives. If You Wouldn’t Tell Chairman Kim, Don’t Tell ANYONE.

			Joe blew past the posters. He had walked by them so many times over the years that his mind barely registered their existence or their messages anymore.

			He reached the elevator and swiped his ID on the console.

			As Joe waited, his gaze fell on the final poster as it often did when he found himself waiting for the obnoxiously slow elevator.

			The illustration simply depicted a woman and her daughter sitting at a dining table. They smiled as they ate their dinner. The text read, Do your job. Keep them safe.

			HQ had sent the poster for installation at about the same time that Joe was promoted to Facility Supervisor. He never thought much of it at the time despite the fact that he often found his eyes lingering on it. Then, at one point, he realized that the mother in the photo parted her long black hair down the middle only to have it curl back upward around her shoulders. It was exactly the way Kate, his ex-wife, wore her hair.

			The smiling child in the drawing was a complete tomboy, wearing her hair in a simple ponytail, exposing a joyful face full of freckles. Just like Joe’s daughter, Riley. The little girl was the same age Riley had been when Joe accepted his promotion. That must have been ten years ago.

			Before the divorce.

			Joe often wondered if HQ had specifically commissioned that poster for his benefit. His eyes. To constantly remind Joe of the purpose of the Facility and the stakes of his job.

			At first the thought seemed absurd. But then Joe heard a story from one of his security officers who had been in the Air Force. The man told him that the onboard computer on most fighter planes knows when the plane is in an unrecoverable nosedive. It flashes warnings at the pilot to eject. But pilots are tough guys, the best of the best. Through overconfidence, or basic masculinity, the pilots believed that they could correct the dive and save the plane, often dying in the attempt.

			The Air Force realized they were losing far too many pilots to crashes when they didn’t have to. And so they did some experiments. When a plane began an unrecoverable dive, instead of a detached computer voice ordering the pilot to “EJECT! EJECT!” the pilot simply heard a prerecorded little voice say, “Daddy…please eject.”

			The sound of their children broke through every tough-guy impulse. Pilots were suddenly willing to ditch their planes and save themselves. It wasn’t implemented, but the story stuck with Joe.

			That was the power of parenthood; the protective instincts overrode everything else. That’s why Joe was certain that HQ had purposefully designed this poster for him specifically. And they placed it for him to see every…single…goddamn…day. A reminder that he needed to perform his job to keep his family at home safe.

			And, without fail, whenever his eyes found a spare moment to gaze at the poster, he felt a mix of joy and sadness.

			Ding!

			The elevator doors opened and Joe stepped inside.

			The elevator only had three buttons: Lobby, Level One, and Level Two.

			He pressed the button for Level Two.

			The doors closed, the gears spun, and the large service elevator descended even deeper beneath the ground.

			After a journey of several seconds, it coasted to a stop and the doors opened.

			Joe stepped out into the Level Two corridor.

			The holding chambers ran along both sides of the hallway, six to the left and six to the right. Each chamber had a door and a large observation window that looked into the room and its occupant.

			The design of Level Two consisted of a bizarre amalgamation of a laboratory, a hospital, and a prison. With the large glass viewing walls, the level had been given the nickname “the Aquarium,” much to Joe’s displeasure. He didn’t know why that particular nickname bothered him. Maybe he worried that comparing the valuable Antennas to some sort of freakish fish betrayed the importance of the work they performed here.

			At the far end of the hallway, Joe glimpsed the armed guards and medical staffers clustered around the observation window of one of the cells.

			With his well-practiced speed-walk, he made his way in that direction.

			As he passed the various cells, he glanced to his left and right, checking in on each of the occupants. It was a force of habit. Anytime he walked this hall, he tried to take in as much visual input on the health and well-being of the Antennas as possible. He knew that behind his back, many staffers made fun of his peculiar head-swinging walk, but their giggles and imitations of “the Gerhard Shuffle” was something he took in stride. He liked the example it set. Always be alert. Always be observing the Antennas.

			His practiced glances revealed no abnormalities.

			In each cell the Antennas—all with shaved heads, hospital gowns, and protective mitts on their hands—lay on their floors, gently rolling from side to side.

			Some barely moved. This was normal.

			Some moved in furious bursts of clawing and kicking, like a mouse in its final death throes as a predator pins it to the floor. This was also normal.

			Some of the Antennas moaned.

			Some screamed.

			Some spoke slurred gibberish.

			Normal, normal, normal.

			Hanging over each of the large observation windows were homemade signs. The flowery, ornate signs, with names carved into the wood in cursive, seemed more at home in the front yard of a third-grade teacher who enjoyed collecting birdhouses.

			The signs identified the occupant of each cell:

			Hello, my name is Dietrich.

			Hello, my name is Frost.

			Hello, my name is Vasquez.

			Hello, my name is Drake.

			Joe proceeded past them all and toward the cell at the end.

			Hello, my name is Bishop.

			The closer he got, the more apparent the carnage became. He stopped looking in on the other cells. The horror of the scene in Bishop’s cell began to sink in.

			The cells were lit by fluorescent lights that bounced off the white walls and white padded floors. It reflected through the large observation windows, making the hallway particularly bright, almost like daylight. Coming out of the elevator, Joe often found himself taking a moment to adjust to the brightness. Not that it bothered the Antennas; their eyes couldn’t register light waves even if they stared directly at the sun long enough to burn out their retinas.

			However, the light coming from the cell at the end of the hall was dimmer. It had a red tint, as if the sun had set in that room and that room only. It was the color of light reflecting off liters and liters of blood.

			Joe passed the final few cells. He expected to hear the habitual hum of conversation from the gathered medical staff and guards, but mostly they were quietly staring in shock.

			He slowed his walk and approached the group.

			“We don’t all need to be here, people,” he said.

			Everyone turned and faced him. No one disputed that point.

			“Anyone who hasn’t got a specific assignment from your department head needs to wrap up your business and get on back to Level One.”

			With heads nodding in agreement, and a few last sorrowful glances at Bishop’s cell, the staffers migrated down the hall toward the elevator.

			“Hustle it up, folks,” Joe said as he lightly clapped his hands together.

			As the staff always did, they obeyed. The pace quickened and everyone dutifully left the area.

			Joe pulled out his walkie-talkie. “Control, this is Gerhard. I’m clearing out nonessential personnel from Level Two. From here on out, put the elevator on lockdown. No one comes to this level unless requested by me.”

			“Affirmative, Joe. Elevator locked until further notice.”

			The hallway had suddenly become so quiet that Joe could hear himself sigh. What a day. What a mess. What a waste.

			With a deep breath Joe took the final few long, leaden steps toward Bishop’s cell’s observation window. He stood there, taking in the sight.

			Inside the cell some of the orderlies tried to soak up the blood with towels. They mostly just smeared it around, though. Some of the guards performed a thorough examination of the door, windows, and restraints.

			Bishop, meanwhile, lay in the corner—restrained and under watchful guard. She stared off while trying to move her bound legs and arms. Blood drenched her white gown. It had splattered on her face and clung between the short hairs of her shaved scalp.

			Her hands and arms
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