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			PREFACE

			 

			Below Level 7 isn’t a story for the faint of heart. Some will find it challenging and unpalatable to digest. Although comprised of fictional characters but based on real-life ones, a growing number of people across America believe the setting to be science fact, even though its subject matter is a source of speculation, conjecture, and even tremendous ridicule. This harrowing, highly documented novel will challenge peoples’ parameters of reality, suggesting that all is not what it seems regarding how our world runs. How you view Below Level 7 may shock you into opening your once closed mind. Anything and everything is a possibility. Ultimately, it is up to you to decide what truth you wish to believe. If all or most of this story proves entirely accurate, may your conscience guide you?

		

	
		
			

			CHAPTER 1

			Sam Dawson drove his Jeep Wrangler Willy wagon through the rugged countryside of the Jicarilla Apache Reservation, filled with mountains, mesas, and sagebrush flats as tumbleweeds rolled by amidst the wind-swirling dust. This beautiful southern Rocky Mountain scenery also had streams, lakes, and high semi-desert land, great for fishing and hunting. The area stuck in the mind of this tightly wound ex-soldier after being at war with Apache Harry Hickey and hearing how his Jicarilla Indian Reservation was known for having the top Big Bull Elk hunting in America. The tribe maintained Horse Lake Mesa Game Park, the largest single elk enclosure in the country at 14,500 acres. For some reason, he never made it hunting here, feeling his home state of Colorado had plenty of wilderness in their great outdoors to satisfy him. But not to end his life. He would do that here, over the border.

			He passed a road sign: “Welcome to New Mexico — the Land of Enchantment.” Minutes later, he rode by another: “Jicarilla Indian Reservation.”

			“Hick-a-ree-ya,” Sam pronounced phonetically. “Well, Harry, wherever you are, I made it the place you always jawed about in our Afghan days.”

			In this far northern New Mexico area, he stopped at a fishing and hunting store where the window sign proclaimed: September Bow Hunting Season Licenses.”

			Sam paid the steep price for a week’s hunting license inside the store and picked up various other supplies. He drove along a dirt forest ranger road that cut through a forest, blanketing the area. Sam owned several vehicles but wanted to use the original go-anywhere, a do-anything Wrangler Willy Wagon for his final trip as a Special Forces military man to the core, even though he became forced to retire. It became known by its nickname, “Jeep,” made famous during WWII and used heavily by every military division and much of the Allied Forces. 

			Fifteen minutes later, he was at a lone cabin in the thick Ponderosa pines: firewood stacked nearby, outhouse, cooking pit, but little else except for wildlife sounds. The cabin’s insides were ultra Spartan--one bunk bed, sink, fire stove, oil lantern, and no electricity.

			Sam looked about at its scarceness. “Well, the ad said no frills.”

			Later in the evening, after finishing a fish meal, he emptied a bottle of Jack Daniels. The whiskey had become his best friend after his war days ended—his foxhole buddy. Like many soldiers, he was drowning his life in the amber fluid. He didn’t want to die, but the truth was that he had nothing to live for.

			Sam’s patched-up heart no longer worked; his wife had found someone else, and their daughter was grown. From his breast pocket, he removed a folded magazine page of his ex, Karen—striking looking with long blond hair and curves in all the right places. She flashed a brilliant smile in an advertisement for toothpaste. A man’s arm was wrapped around her waist, going for a kiss. Sam enlarged one image of them kissing.

			“Well, Jack,” Sam said to the bottle, “my career’s over, marriage dead, a life unable to deal with anymore.”

			He took his .357 Magnum double-action revolver and cocked it under his chin. “If I’m history to the Special Forces and my wife, tomorrow after I bag a Bighorn Elk and call my little girl one last time, it’s check-out time for this has-been.” 

			In the morning, Sam awakened huddled in blankets with a mother of a headache, the fire stove only embers. He left the bed to make coffee before adjusting the portable solar charger to power his cell phone. He reached for a vial of pills. The label read: Silicon Dioxide. Sam took out two pills containing flint traces in their composition and gulped them down.

			“You’re so full of shit,” he said to himself. “No wonder you’re constipated.”

			

			Several cups of strong black coffee helped clear his head enough to drive into the harsh mountain landscape, kicking up sand and dirt. He went to a whole Ponderosa and Pinion pine forest area in mountainous terrain, inundated mesas, and sagebrush flats and parked his ride concealed in the woodlands. The reservation habitat had nearly 850,000 acres of lakes, buttes, Ponderosa pine forests, and pinion juniper mesas. Sam stepped out into the scenic and tranquil setting as the omnipresent low wind bit into him. He eventually entered the 14,500-acre Horse Lake Mesa, managed exclusively for trophy bull elk.

			It was only a short time until he spotted a Big Horned Elk and took his hunting bow and arrow to take it down. It was a huge bull, around seven hundred pounds, light tan, legs and neck darker than the body, long antlers, perhaps weighing forty-five pounds. Sam knew when alarmed, Bull elks raised their heads high, opened their eyes wide, tipped up their nose, and tilted their antlers back. This Bull, however, did none of that, staring at Sam and letting out bellows, unafraid.

			He saw the beast dead, but his hands trembled so much that he lowered the bow. Trying again produced the same results. “Some war hero I am,” he said in a slur. “A loser up until the end.”

			He took a swig of amber from his flask and stared at his hands, which were marked with scars from years of combat, the skin rough, and the high desert cold already working on splitting and cracking his fingertips. The Big Horn gave one last gaze at him, unafraid, gave a bugling, bellowing squeal whistle ending with a grunt before moving on.

			Sam had another opportunity to bag a buck but failed again to execute. Disgusted with himself and hungry, he headed for the lake to catch his dinner. The ex-soldier wanted to tell himself it wasn’t a clear shot but knew it was a lie. He couldn’t kill the giant beast and asked himself what was happening. Am I checking out of this life as a wimp?

			Disgusted with himself, he headed for a lake near fourteen miles of Navajo River to try his luck fishing.

			Returning to the cottage several hours later, Sam cooked a bass meal while swigging whiskey again as if it were water. The amber warmed him in the frosty night air that had a real bite. Afterward, he continued drinking his way into yet another stupor. When the bottle was empty, he grabbed his Magnum, checking the firearm’s chamber to see it loaded. No one had to tell him that it produced so much recoil and muzzle that it was generally considered unstable for use as a police weapon. A magnum round contained more explosives than any other cartridges of the same size. Also, its rapid-fire was difficult and strenuous on the users’ hands, but all Sam had to do was get off one precise shot.

			The bottle drained, and he checked his Magnum’s chamber before tossing it into the air and firing at it. Not even close. 

			The Magnum lay by his side, sending a silent message, a promise to end his pain, tormenting him. Sam shivered from the snapping cold piercing through his cotton clothing. I should have brought my Irish wool sweater, but then he laughed. It didn’t matter what the nighttime temperature was. Self-pity overpowered him about his life or the one he would soon cease to have. He felt remorseful about his daughter Carla; what would she think of him as a coward? She’ll get over it, he convinced himself. Women always do. They’re more resilient. Before reaching this moment at the end of his life, he’d read that while a parent’s suicide would never stop being an important event in their lives, with the help, they could recover their emotional health and vitality.

			Sam struggled to erase other ghastly images of his wife with other men. While he’d been fighting for his country, she’d been screwing like an alley cat. Karen kept telling him that she was lonely and that while she married him, he married the military. Sam couldn’t lie to himself; that was true. The stress at home reared an angry head. The war in the Middle East had become Vietnam on steroids. He’d be over there for eight or nine months and then rotate back home only to have to go back again.

			Word got out among his troops about his wife’s infidelity; some soldiers offered a silent expression of condolence. As humans often did, others enjoyed his misfortune, glad it wasn’t them. Marriage breakups among enlisted men increased due to soldiers re-enlisting, unable to let go. Sam lost faith in people and their promises, and since he was too busy fighting wars, the slut ex-wife got custody of their daughter and a big part of his paycheck.

			If that wasn’t enough, his heroic exploits during missions were, for the most part, unknown to the public. He was a quiet soldier defending his country, upholding its Constitution, and getting fucked up.

			“I traveled a long way along some roads not paved!” he said, amused, picking up the weapon to feel the cold round barrel he pressed against his cheek. “I can’t take the bumps anymore. Nor the ticking bombs in my head waiting to go off.” He gazed fondly at his gun. “Most don’t understand what I feel, but you do.”

			The military prepared him to kill in war, but no one told him how to reverse the process to allow him to decompress and assimilate into society. He became just another unfortunate, unable to acclimate to new pressures and environments upon returning from combat.

			Sam re-positioned the Magnum barrel under his chin. “Goodbye, cruel world.”

			Leonard Cohen’s Halleluiah broke the silence. He sadly smiled when noting the I.D. caller. His daughter had set up the song on his cell, knowing how much he liked it. Now wasn’t the time to talk to her. The music stopped suddenly, echoing a silence like the one he felt in his heart. The night became quiet again; only the sparks from the grill cooking the shriveled fish seemed alive. Leonard Cohen was back, and although the song was his favorite, it made him feel very lonely this time.

			Flipping a contemplative coin in his mind, he answered. “Checking up on the old man?” he asked, concentrating on hiding his drinking.

			“Someone has to.” It was a young woman’s voice, his only offspring, Carla.

			“Miss me yelling at you?”

			“Hardly. Mom does enough of that.”

			“Listen, Carla,” Sam said, “I was going to call to tell you never in my life did I ever love someone as I did you.”

			“Did? So you’re done loving me? Finished like another whiskey bottle?”

			“Hey. If stores gave deposits on empties, you’d go to Harvard now. How’s your mom and the new guy?”

			“A freeloader allergic to work,” Carla answered without hesitation. “So stupid for her to divorce you. And I need a break from those two necking like teens. Er, sorry.” 

			“Don’t be. Mom got tired of my vacant space in the bed.”

			“And I hate her for that,” Carla said with bitterness. “Listen, my vacation plans fell through.”

			“No, Cancun? What about your—” 

			“We broke up,” Carla said glumly.

			“Sorry to hear. Must run in the family.”

			“I need to get away. Was hoping I could visit you.”

			Sam set the Magnum on his lap. “Uh, not a good idea.”

			“Why not if you love me so much?”

			“To do what? Watch me drink? It’s a two-hour-a-half drive.”

			“Please. I need you. Just for a couple of days.”

			Sam tried to talk her out of it. “Uh, there’s no electricity, no T.V.”

			“I can deal. I need the time to work on a term paper. Promise I won’t be in the way.” Silence on the other end. “I need you, Daddy. You got an extra bunk?”

			He sighed, looked at his revolver, and set it aside. “I’ll sleep on the floor, softer than the mattress.”

			“Then I’ll see you tomorrow early evening.”

			“All right, but promise to get here before sunset.” 

			“Promise.”

			Sam gave directions, and the call ended. He picked up his Magnum again and sank to the cold ground with a bitter laugh. Wiping emotion from his eyes and drinking the last of the whiskey, he rehashed an episode of his life that immensely helped him to slide into the abyss. 

			──────

			

			Three Years Ago, 

			The Middle East 

			 

			At a fortified desert compound, a Black Hawk helicopter with radar-evading modifications and flying without lights on a moonless evening appeared out of nowhere to hover just outside the guarded complex. Rappelling down were U.S. Special Operations Forces operatives wearing night vision goggles. 

			Leading the assault group dedicated explicitly to high-risk counterterrorism operations was Sergeant Sam Dawson. A laser-focused, tightly wound man, both body and mind, with lightning-quick reflexes and power, had kept him alive through heavy combat action. He advanced with several soldiers trained to endure anxiety-filled operations. 

			Among them was lean and chiseled-faced Private Harry “Hatchet” Chama, an American Indian from a tribe near Dulce, New Mexico. Alongside him was Private Brock Garcia, a mixed-black Latino with a crew cut, thick muscles, and wild eyes, the kind of guy you’d want on your side in a fight.

			They used small crossbows with infrared sighting as primary weapons to combat the enemy—one hundred percent quiet. Prepared for everything, several compound sentries were taken out with deadly bow accuracy before they could fire a shot. Sam and his men planted plastic explosives on their way to a sealed-off room. In Sam’s pocket were photographs and a physical description of the suspect person inside. This soldier also wore a noise-canceling headset, blocking nearly everything besides his heartbeat.

			Sam and his team breached the compound, blowing open the door, ready to handle a firefight to take out their “target.” However, all those inside were sleeping women and children. They moved to the second and third floors, but no one was there except for an older couple rousted from their sleep. The women were screaming in Arabic as they ripped off their veils for signs of trickery that weren’t there.

			“Negative! Negative!” Sam said over communication.

			And he heard: “Abort! Cover your tracks!”

			“Roger.” Sam relayed to his men: “Abort! Fuckin’ abort! Shit!”

			The Special Forces team hastily retreated and raced outside to their hovering copter. Sentry gunfire surprised them. Some of his men took out Heckler & Koch MP7-s tucked into the small of their backs.

			Sam ordered the team to board the whirlybird while, completely disregarding his safety, rushing back to his fallen brother. “You’re not fuckin’ getting greased here. You’re comin’ with us, Hatchet! Those kids need you on the Res. Let’s haul ass—”

			The offensive soldier team hastily retreated to the waiting copter but was caught in a line of fire coming from an adjacent building. Bullets ripped into Private Hatchet Chama’s hip; he lost control of his leg, crumbling to the ground. Seeing Chama dragging himself slowly along, Sam grabbed him, tossing him over his shoulder. Just then, Sam felt an impact in the chest. The frontal area of the bullet’s pointy tip, so small, wasn’t caught by the fibers, allowing it to pierce through his flak jacket vest deep into the trauma plate. The impact sent Sam reeling back before he dropped to a knee. 

			If this is the end, so be it, Sam thought. He knew the rules of the game. Some who go to war never return. Staying calm under the immense pressure, through sheer grit, he managed again to lift Hatchet Chama onto his shoulders. Staggering to the chopper and dragged into it, the whirly soared into the night sky through a barrage of fire.

			Enemy Sentries advanced on Sam. A standoff ensued as they and Special Forces aimed weapons at each other. 

			In deep pain, Sam took a hand-held device from his flak jacket and shouted in Arabic. “We planted explosives,” he called. “I press this, and the women and children inside instantly visit Allah!”

			He staggered closer to them, ready to press the detonation device. The sentries looked at one another bewildered, some backing off, except the head one.

			“We hide no one, but you attack us... Murderers!” he said in defiance.” The standoff continued as he pleaded, “I...I have a daughter inside. She’s my life!”

			Sam looked up into the night sky. “What happens after what I’m about to do is up to your Allah. Let his decision rest on his head.” 

			Sam shocked both sides by setting the bombing device on the ground. As he staggered towards the waiting chopper, the head Sentry signaled his men not to fire and carefully picked up the device. The helicopter, with Sam aboard, ascended into the night sky.

			Sam was flown out of the country to Balad, Iraq, to the U.S. military’s largest hospital. Within minutes, a medical team inserted an implantable cardioverter defibrillator into Sam’s chest. They put him into cardiac arrest to use the defibrillator to shock him to a normal rhythm. Later, they installed a biventricular device, placing leads into the left side of his heart through the vein.

			Convalescing, he became visited by Major Jason Briggs, a white-haired, husky-faced commander, thick-necked, with brass dripping from his uniform. 

			“I don’t know how you’re alive, soldier,” Briggs said. “That bullet must’ve bounced off your heart.”

			“Yeah. The whole damn raid gave me heartburn, sir. What happened? Intel got it wrong?”

			“They think we just missed him. The fog of war. The end of the war for you.”

			“So just like that, I’m history?” Sam asked.

			“In the field, yes. But we still need you.”

			“Shuffling papers behind a desk? With all due respect, fuck that, sir!”

			“Did I say shuffling papers?” Briggs asked. “Our Top Secret projects are into some very complex and interesting military projects, especially ‘thinking underground.’ I could introduce you to some people.”

			“Sir, all I know is boots on the ground.”

			“Take your time.” Major Briggs stopped short. “Let your family know what you look like.”

			Sam looked out the window. 

			“Sorry, Sam,” Briggs continued. “You deserve the Medal of Honor, but this mission never happened.”

			“I figured as much. No harm done. How’s Hatchet?”

			“A shattered hip. The Injun will limp but live. I owe you, soldier. We all do.”

			Briggs saluted him and left.

			Sam gazed with a scowl at his reflection on the window pane. He wondered if anyone in the real world would understand his folly of war journey to feed his habit. Just as morphine was a potent painkiller that often becomes highly addictive, the war game was Sam’s drug, a powerful and almost lethal addiction. He knew nothing in the outside world would cure his craving for the danger in battle. Dependency didn’t work cold turkey. Combat was a part of him, like blood in his veins. With his days of being in the thick of a kill zone over, that depressing thought made his mind feel like it was starting to pull off its girders. The thrill of combat had twisted his mind, slicing and dicing it into little pieces and spitting it out. His heart, which gave its all to protect America, had been tossed into the scrap heap.

		

	
		
			

			CHAPTER 2

			Present Day 

			The Following Afternoon 

			Carla Dawson, energetic and cute with an easy dimpled smile, drove her Jeep the following afternoon following GPS directions. She passed a road sign: “Leaving Colorado.” Shortly after that, another reading, “Dulce, New Mexico — 5 miles.”

			Her cell rang. “Your nose is still like a bloodhound’s,” she told her dad. “I’m only five miles away.”

			“Always sense your presence.”

			“Hmmm.”

			“It’s getting dark. You’ll miss my cottage among the thick pines. Pull into Dulce’s main street and the Gulf gas Station at the only red light in town. I’ll be there in fifteen minutes. Mark it.”

			“It’s marked.”

			Minutes later, Carla, headlights on, passed a sign reading: 

			Dulce, New Mexico 

			Pop. 2,755 

			Jicarilla Apache Indian Reservation

			
			She answered her cell. “Your nose is still keen. I’m— 

			“I’m in town,” Sam’s voice said. “Always sense your presence.” 

			“Hmm. I’ll see you in a couple of minutes.” 

			Carla set aside her cell, suddenly swerving to avoid hitting a jackrabbit, the quick move causing her to slide off the road.

			“Damn, scared the hell out of me!” she said to herself. “At least I didn’t hit it.” 

			Suddenly, something swooped above the top of the car, shaking it sideways before a pattering of footsteps. Carla became spooked. “What the hell?” 

			Carla turned the ignition key, the motor grinding until it turned over.

			With a touch of the gas pedal, the jerk caused whatever was on the roof to slide, a sickle claw appearing at the top of the window before it pushed off. Silence. Carla was back on the road driving off, the pedal to the metal.

			Sam was at the town gas station; Carla jumped out of her car, rushing to hug her father.

			Carla was on edge. “Something just happened!”

			She began describing. Finally, “— Dad, it shook the car! It sprang off the windshield, whoosh, then disappeared! Too dark to know what it was.”

			Sam went to her car, pointing to several claw scratches on the windshield. “Maybe a mountain lion, which is aplenty here on the Res.” 

			“Dad, it shook the car. It was dark, but I think I saw a clawed foot like some raptor out of Jurassic Park before it leaped into the darkness.”

			Sam’s instincts went into battle mode, looking for an elusive enemy to find before it found them. He looked about for shadows and movement but saw nothing but silence. Before making this trip, he’d done his homework, aware of New Mexico’s healthy population of mountain lions and black bears; thus, hunters must learn to take precautions and avoid dangerous encounters. He’d read of a recent meeting of a man who liked to bathe and shave on a rock ledge about sixty yards from his home. The state Department of Game and Fish determined the lion attacked him just below the ridge, dragged his body a short distance, and then ate and buried parts of it. 

			Sam looked around the sparse, mainly wasteland area. “Whatever it was is gone. I’ll sweep the area tomorrow.” 

			When they drove their vehicles up the windy, rugged terrain to his cottage, Sam helped with her meager baggage brought inside.

			“This is it?” she asked, underwhelmed as she set her rucksack on the floor.

			“Told you it was small. You can sleep and leave tomorrow. I understand.”

			“No, no, it’s okay; it’s just that I’ve never seen anything this tiny. Like it’s for the Hobbits!”

			Sam got the fire stove going and asked. “This term paper…what’s it about?”

			“Creative writing class. Anything I want as long as it’s original.”

			“You could write about the original owners here—the Apaches. You’re about to live like they once did.”

			“Not bad. By the way, I’m starving. I could eat a horse.”

			“Well, an old friend once told me animal hunting was good up here, but so far, fish will have to do.”

			Soon, Sam was serving the catch he caught from the outdoor grill, stopping to gulp some whiskey.

			“I could help at the shop during the summer.”

			“What do you know about cars?”

			“I could do the bookkeeping.”

			“That’d be nice, except it’s too far to travel.”

			“Not if I lived with you...”

			Sam raised his brows and gave her a big hug. “What about Mom?”

			“I’m half yours; she’ll just have to understand.”

			That touched Sam more than Carla would ever know; he hugged her.

			Sam thought again of being away to war, re-upping repeatedly, which led to his divorce. He admitted to himself, his wife, and a psychiatrist that getting into firefights brought him a tremendous “rush.” Now, in civilian life, he realized how many people became hooked on drugs, heroin, and cocaine. But for Sam, the best, most pleasurable high he could ever get was a natural adrenaline rush—somebody trying to kill him. There became nothing that would ever come to that rush.

			──────

			Behind a thick pine tree came a slight rustle of bushes and heavy breathing, studying the fire stove-lit lodge. The creature leaned a razor-sharp sickle claw against the tree, bark falling from the trunk. Its silhouette retreated into darkness, footsteps crunching on the pine needles. 

			──────

			Early in the morning, Carla was bundled in blankets in the bunk while Sam added logs to the fire.

			“Mornin’,” he said. “I came up with the first line to your story. ‘As I stumbled out of our winter lodge into the cold air to relieve myself, I remembered a strange dream I had about indoor plumbing.’“

			Carla rolled her eyes, yawned, and returned under the covers’ warmth. “Which reminds me, I hope you’re taking the constipation pills I sent you?”

			“Yep. Call me Mister Regular.” He took out the vial from his pocket and popped one.

			“Good,” she said with a giggle. “Don’t want you in a crappy mood while I’m here.”

			Soon, Sam was packed up and ready to try again for an elk, but if he waffled, then fishing. “Again, don’t go wandering off. There are lots of black bears and mountain lions in these parts. Do your writing until I get back late afternoon.”

			Carla used a little girl’s voice. “Yes, Daddy.”

			

			“Your cell’s charged up, so so we can commo throughout the day.”

			Carla mock saluted her military-bent dad. “Yes, sir. I got it, sir. Watch out for Big Foot, sir.”

			Sam gave her a peck on the cheek before leaving to drive off.

			Eventually, Carla awakened fully, set up her makeshift desk, and got to work on her writing project. By afternoon, she was writing feverishly when her cell rang. “Everything’s fine, Dad. And you?”

			“How about a fresh, juicy trout dinner tonight?”

			“Sounds great.”

			Later in the day, towards dusk, inside the cabin, Sam’s only child rummaged through her bag for a box of sanitary napkins, but it was empty. “Damn, what did the Indian gals do?”

			Carla drove towards Dulce, headlights on and music blasting from the radio. Just before she left the pine tree track for a paved road, her motor suddenly died, as did the radio and the running lights.

			“What now…?”

			She glided the car beside a thicket of pines and tried to start it again, but it wouldn’t turn over. No lights, no power. She got out, trying to figure out what the problem
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