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I’ve always thought it’s nice around these parts.  The air is sharp and brisk in the lungs, a revitalizing rush of pre-winter chill that focuses the mind and the spirit, and the readings from my geiger counter are so low I don’t even need to wear my exposure badge.  It’s a particularly lovely day, morning dew frozen and glittering to blades of grass and the leaves of trees, the dirt road firm beneath my feet, and the sky overhead a clear blue, shining between the branches overhead like light through lace.  I can even hear birds, a fluttering and chirping presence from the upper branches.  I hope the people of Grannan know what they have - here, it’s like the Laughing War never happened. 
But the illusion breaks, before long.  Four hours north on foot, the trees part, and before me stands a towering chain link fence, steel thread woven between concrete posts, and peaked with the thorny cruelty of razorwire.  It’s rotted, in places, left battered and sagging by decades of neglect, and a sign hangs, its print large and clear, despite the places it’s rusted through:
‘Private property.  Perimeter is patrolled.  Trespassers will be shot on sight.  Families have no right to recompense under wartime regulatory code 104-B.’
There’s a haunting air to how its tattered metal flaps and rattles against the fence when the wind picks up, like the last living remnant of ancient sins, still here, still clinging, and gasping to be remembered.  I have to admit that I’m unsettled as I study it; that, for a moment, I consider turning back, and leaving sleeping dogs where they lie.  But I have a job to do.  Food doesn’t pay for itself.  So I loosen my boltcutters where they hang from my pack, and with a grunt, I hop onto the fence, before starting to scale it, thick steel cable bowing subtly under the tread of my boots as it carries me higher.  Soon, the loops of razorwire are within reach.  I clip a carabiner to the uppermost cable, and I lean back, letting it catch my weight, so I can withdraw my boltcutters, and with a few deft snips, a section tumbles free, plummeting past me to tangle on the grass below with a hollow rattle.  My path is clear.  I release the carabiner and vault the fence’s peak.
The earth is just as frozen on the far side, and I land hard, the sort of jarring impact that rattles joints in their sockets and knocks the breath from your lungs, but still, I’m past.  I cast a glance back to the fence, and the fresh gap I’ve left in its cap, and there’s one, last rush of hesitation - but then I turn my back, and I hook my thumbs in the straps of my pack, and I keep walking.  Beyond the fence is a vast stretch of clear-cut, nothing but grass and dirt and scrub underfoot, a field that races off toward the horizon until it meets the fog rising ahead, as the weather starts to turn.  The only things I can see for kilometers are the occasional guard tower, slender and looming like the branchless husk of a long-dead tree.
…a quick check.  Just in case.  I withdraw and uncap my binoculars, raising them to my eyes as I peer at the nearest tower’s distant peak; servos in the casing whine as lenses are automatically trimmed, and the image comes into focus.  Sure enough, the little crow’s nest is empty, and looks like it has been for some time, rusted and rotted just like the fence.  They’d said it was abandoned when we negotiated the contract, but still.  Caution behooves a survivor.
I go over the agreement in my head, as I put my binoculars away, and keep moving toward the fog.  ‘Half up front.  Half when the job is done.  Abandoned facility.  Some kind of array.  People have been vanishing after heading north since the end of the war.  The facility might be involved.  We don’t care what it is or what it does, just shut it down.’  Hopefully the job is as simple as it sounds, all I need to do is figure out where the power’s coming in and kill the flow, right?  ‘What if you disappear too though, spoooooky,’ a voice whispers in the back of my head, and a sharp little snort of a laugh escapes me at the thought.  People vanished during the Laughing War all the time, secret programs scooping up whoever they figured wouldn’t be missed to feed the machine, but after?  Nah.  Without the desperation of the war there’s no need.  If the facility is as abandoned as Grannan leadership insist, then it’s more likely they’ve just had a spate of people leaving for greener pastures.  It’s what I did, when the place I was born started smothering me.  Small towns aren’t exactly conducive to a life rich with choice.
But a paycheck’s a paycheck and a girl’s gotta live, not gonna complain if the people here want to cover my meals.  I just hope there aren’t any automated defenses to give me trouble on the way in.  ‘If I get shot at’, I told them, ‘I’m out.’  They seemed to get it, but they weren’t so sympathetic that they’ll be willing to give me the back half of my pay if I get chased off.   Still fuming about that just a little but them’s the breaks, I suppose.
I can feel the mist on my skin as I pass the guard tower I’d checked out earlier.  The wind has gone still, leaving the air dead and uncannily silent, no noise left to mask the creaking and groaning of the tower as it sways, ever so subtly, in the loosening grip of its worn supports.  I stop for a moment, eyeing the ladder, and I consider climbing it to get a better lay of the land.  But then I realize I can see the thing physically moving, drifting back and forth in a gap where one of the anchoring struts has pulled away from its flank, old bolts subsumed and sheared off at the heart of a mass of rust.  No.  No, I think I’d rather not.  So I keep moving, deeper and deeper into the fog.
It’s not all that thick, not the sort of weather where you can’t see your hand in front of your face, but it’s just enough to disorient.  I haven’t gone all that far by the time the guard tower has vanished behind me.  Don’t like that.  I check my compass, to be safe, and make a note of my facing before I continue - I’d rather not get turned around and wind up stuck out here after dark.  Not that I particularly mind the thought of overnighting here, it wouldn’t be my first time caught out somewhere creepy, I just want to find some shelter first.  Gods only know how many wild animals wriggle in and out through that old fence every night.
But then, a change.  I hear it before I see it.  A bass thrum, deep, so deep it’s like it’s in the pit of my chest and the soles of my feet, like it’s coming from everywhere at once, but rationally I know it must be something up ahead, so I slow, my pace lowering to a cautious walk.  It gets louder, the closer I get.  Oppressive.  All-consuming.  It starts to drown out my thoughts and prickle on my skin, as I feel static electricity gathering in my hair.  
I’m starting to wonder how much louder it’s going to get, and how much more of this I can take, when I see it, looming from the fog ahead: an antenna tower, stretching upward so high it seems impossible, dozens of slender arms reaching out to the left so their ragged tips may claw at the grey-smothered sky, their lengths bristling with strange little oblong capsules that hang like fruit, and seem to tremble with the force of whatever it is they’re screaming to the air all around.  There’s a pattern to their position, a mathematical precision to their irregular spacing from one another and from the arm supporting them, but it’s drawing upon some principle I don’t understand and never will; a logic just barely comprehensible enough for me to glimpse its presence, and nothing more.
Lights wink every so often, mounted far overhead to warn passing aircraft it’s there, and they catch the fog around them like the flash of a camera.  I cast a glance around, hoping to see others, and sure enough, there, some distance to the left and right, in alignment with the tower’s arms, I can see accompanying lights, flashing in rhythm, there then gone.  Seems like I’ve found the array.  I wonder if it’s a wall, or a ring, before realizing it doesn’t matter, and pressing on, deeper and deeper into the mounting hum.  The tower gets larger and larger in my sight, its scale seeming to grow to ever more incomprehensible heights, and the burdened arms start to come into alignment overhead-
Agony.  A violent spark, a wall of pain, a flicker of orange and violet-blue where my hand comes into contact with something I can’t see.  I stagger back, not sure whether I cried out or not, but, as instantly as it came, the pain is gone, and as I tentatively examine the skin of my hand, I see nothing, no burn, no scar.  I cast a nervous, reproachful look up at the tower, but it has no answer for me, where it hangs, humming, cutting into the sky like a knife.  I wonder if it was a fluke, looking back to the empty air where my hand had met… something, but as I consider testing it again, panic rises from the depths of my chest.  I can’t bring myself to.
“…SHIT!!” I shout to the air.  The money being held in Grannan is just enough to keep me from turning back, but not quite enough that I’m ready throw myself into the invisible wall a second time, so I just… linger, pacing in impotent frustration.  I must be trapped there at least an hour, starting to turn back, then stopping myself, a dozen times over.  …dammit I need that money.  More than I could make in six months scavenging the war’s dregs, that’s food, that’s rent, that’s equipment, that’s nice dinners out and other little things that make life worth living, I need that money.
Maybe I don’t need to touch it here.  Maybe the hum correlates to the intensity of the barrier, maybe if I just follow it, find where it’s weakest, between two of the towers, maybe… maybe I can just slip through.  That’s a plan.  Come on Val, you can make this happen, imagine actually taking a few weeks off for once in your damn life!  No more hawking decade-old ammunition and expired anesthetic, this could set me up!  Yeah.  Yeah, I can do this.  So I square my shoulders, and I cast my gaze up, seeing where the antenna’s arms point like a finger leveled in baleful scorn, and I walk.
The hum does lessen, with time, as the tower fades into the fog behind me, and for a while, I’m guided only by the diffuse flicker of the altitude lights on the tower ahead, wherever it is, looming just out of sight.  I can just about make it out, a blurry shadow rising ominously ahead, when the hum starts to mount again.  Here.  This is my place.  I check my compass, face north, take a long, deep breath, and I sprint.
I feel it wash over me.  A prickling tide.  Sparks and fire.  A crackle in the air that rushes to meet me, and I feel it reach deep, the thrum arcing and buzzing between my heart and my lungs, a sensation that sends a thrill of panic up my spine, and I stumble… but then, I’m through, and it fades just as quickly as it came, though it leaves something behind.  Something deep and difficult to quantify, a pain, but not quite.  A lingering strange.  No time to worry about it, it’s getting dark, the fog isn’t letting up, and trying to sleep out in the open is how people die in places like this.  The wolves have not been eating well since war’s end.
The light fades, slowly, as the outer ring vanishes behind me.  It’s another stretch of nothing for a while, the fog becoming rime on my clothes and scrubby plants crunching underfoot - but then, something lurches from the gloom ahead, another ring of some sort, but different, the antennae here shorter, more slender, more tightly packed, and like the posts of a fence, razor-thin wires stretch between them, the first about fifteen feet up, but they couldn’t be more than an inch apart after that, and the wind whistles as it passes between them.  Some sensory grille?  Why am I pondering, I don’t know this shit, and I doubt anyone still living really does.  This is not the place to tempt my curiosity, I’m not going to get what I’m looking for.  What matters to me is that there’s some kind of control box nearby, a little trailer propped up on stilts so its wheels are kept off the ground, cables spilling from ports in its flank and winding through the scrub to meet the nearest of the fencepost towers.  Looks like this is me.
The door is locked, but of course it is.  I cram a prybar in just above the latch, and with a little elbow grease, something shears through with a hollow ‘pop’.  The thin, cheaply-made door rattles as it swings wide.  Bingo.  The space beyond is cramped, stuffed with a dozen arcanely-winking boxes that hum in the gloom, and a spread of displays at a cramped desk, serviced by a little wheeled chair that takes up what little free space there is left in here, all watched by a camera whose lens glints dully from one of the corners.  I throw the chair outside, and close the door behind me, stuffing a spare scarf between the door and the frame so it doesn’t swing open during the night.  But as I turn back to the glow of the displays, and contemplate how to shut the damn things down so I can sleep, I realize two things: first, there’s what looks like a security passcard peeking out from where it’s wedged beneath the keyboard.  I pry that out and slip it into a pocket.  Second: this terminal is not secured.  One display is projecting scrolling readouts, some incomprehensible statistics tracked over time, a second is bright red with the text ‘FAULT: STORAGE EXCEEDED’, but the third… it looks like a personal machine, a mouse, a keyboard, and a spread of icons.
That old curiosity rushes from somewhere deep inside, and before I quite realize I’m doing it, the part of me that has accepted not knowing is gone, and I’m hunched over the desk, picking through the machine’s file structure as I look for any interesting tidbits that might hint at the array’s function.  To my frustration, it looks like most of it has been purged, folders where things clearly once were, now left empty, a skeleton of the system’s former glory, and I’m about to give it up and lay out my sleeping bag, when I find it: personal logs, tucked in a private little corner that the scrubbing algorithm wasn’t programmed to wipe.  The majority are locked away in a little folder marked ‘archive’, leaving only the most recent accessible, but I’ll take what I can get, and I open the file, my eyes wide with anticipation as a man’s voice starts to echo from a tinny speaker, built into the display.
“I hate this fucking post,” he sighs, “It’s reaching a point where I’m seeing things, y’know?  And I mean… I know where I work, I remember the briefings, but it’s more than that now, I think, like it’s gotten inside my head and I keep seeing human shapes out of the corner of my eye when I know they aren’t there.”
I hear him take a long, breath, and the now-evicted chair creaks in the recording as his posture shifts.
“I wish I could go to therapy or something but… regs!  I keep saying we should have someone in-house with the right clearance, I actually tried asking again this week, if we could get somebody, not even somebody on-site but somebody accessible, and Havannam just looked at me like I had two heads.  ‘You going crazy?’ he asks me, right to my fucking face!  Just like that!  And so what if I am?  He thinks he isn’t?  Everyone’s seen them, milling around, losing themselves, everyone hears the things they… say, I don’t believe for a second anyone who sees that shit isn’t at least a little fucked in the head.  And the new ones, the ones that can still touch, they’ve started gathering around the trailer, banging on the walls… anyone would be losing their fucking mind!”
There’s a lengthy silence.  I think, for a moment, that he’s done, but then he starts talking again, in a voice that’s small and resigned.  
“Sometimes,” he murmurs, “I start to wonder if I’m… dead.  And I just don’t know it yet.  Or maybe I’m going to die, soon, some… predestined fate shit.  Maybe that’s why it gets to me so much, maybe that’s why I see so many of them.  I attract them, or something.  Like they know their own.  …Black Reeds take me I need a transfer.  Maybe I’ll go over Havannam’s head, plead my case with the Lieutenant, I don’t know how much more of this I can take.”
And the log cuts to silence, the words settling among the dust around me.  I don’t know what he was talking about, and I don’t know if I dare question it.  Not right before sleep.  The moment I consider lying down, I realize that I feel like death, I’m exhausted, been hiking nearly since sunup, and it’s like a weight is dragging me to the floor, demanding I rest.  Answers can wait until morning.  I don’t even manage to get my sleeping bag laid out, I just curl up on the dusty floor, fully dressed, and, nearly instantly, a deep, dreamless sleep overcomes me.

-SOMETHING INTANGIBLE IS TERRIBLY STOLEN-

A noise jolts me from sleep’s lethargic grip.  A heavy, rhythmic ‘thud’, hammered against the wall of the trailer like a marching drumbeat.  I’m on my feet and awake in an instant as adrenaline floods my veins, and my eyes linger on the wall, where it shudders and rattles under the assault.  I can hear words.  Faint, shouted words, too muffled to make out.  My gaze flicks to the door.  Do I dare?  Or do I wait it out?  I reach for the handle, but at the last second, hesitation catches it - all that fear in the log, what if this is something better let alone?  I stand in indecision for a while, but once again, curiosity overcomes my better sense, and I take the handle, forcing my way past the scarf and slipping out into the morning chill.
And there, in the fog, hammering against the trailer’s corrugated flank with feverish desperation, stands a human figure.  A woman pounds the wall, hair bound back in a tangled braid and wearing hiking gear not dissimilar from mine, roaring in barely-comprehensible panic.
“YOU CAN’T KEEP ME HERE!” she screams, “I KNOW MY RIGHTS, LET ME OUT, LET ME OUT!!”
“Hey!” I blurt, and I rush over, reaching out, hoping to take her by the shoulder, shake her free of her panic… but my fingers pass through her, as if she isn’t there.  I blink, and try to touch her again, perhaps my fingers fell short in my freshly-awakened daze, but this time, I know what to look for, and this time, I see my hand pass through her body.  Like smoke.  I lurch back in horror, as she continues to make shouted demands, refusing to acknowledge me, or, perhaps, unaware of my presence.  She’s there, right there, tangibly present… but at the same time, not.  I don’t understand what it is I’m looking at.  A projection?  Some old security recording I tripped by digging through the computers?  Maybe a hallucination, there could be something in the air, here.  The fog is still here, today, maybe there’s a reason for that, maybe it isn’t natural and I’ve been breathing poison since arriving here.  
‘Or,’ whispers a voice, the same imagining I might disappear here too, ‘A spirit, or ghost?’
A chill rushes through me, and I take another step back, entertaining, just for a moment, the possibility.  Some lingering shade, an echo of a life already ended, somehow murdered here, without realizing it’s already too late, that nothing can be done for her…
No.  That’s fucking ridiculous.  I tighten my straps, and I push on, before I can waste more time dreaming up conspiracy theories.  I stiffen every time I hear her panicked voice, fading slowly behind me.  I just need to find that switch.  That’s all.  Find the power, kill the power, go home, get paid.  Nothing else matters.
It gets hard to tell how long I’ve been walking, the further I go.  I can’t tell if the fog is thickening, or if it’s always been this difficult to see the sun, its light scattered into a diffuse glow that fills the sky, spread so wide that it becomes meaningless.  I pass a second one of the strange ‘fence’ rings, then another.  I can see the curvature in this one.  Maybe I’m getting closer to the center?  If the fog is going to stick around, there’s no way I’m finding whatever junction box powers the place, but whatever building stands at the center of the array must have some kind of power management, right?  A breaker to trip, or a fuse to pull.  Something.  And Gods only know searching a building would be easier than staggering around blindly in the fog for days.
I’ve reached a fourth ring when I see something in the fog ahead; a shadow, human size, human shape.  Murmuring.  I come to a halt, and listen - they don’t seem to have noticed me, and maybe that’s a good thing.
“…illegal treatment…” a voice echoes, just loud enough to understand, “Prisoners of war… the press will hear…”
I’m not sure if I’m losing words, or if the way he’s talking is just… scattered.  Slowly, carefully, I pick my way closer, and the figure resolves, detail slowly growing clearer as the fog thins between us.  He stands, swaying in place, clad in a military uniform I think I recognize from school.  Vantal officer corps?  The war’s been over for a decade, what the hell is a hostile soldier doing here, in uniform?
But then I look down.
And I see how his legs fade out, thinning to nothing before they reach the earth.  I see how I can make out the scrubby plants through his fingertips.  And I realize I can see two more, uniformed, like him, swaying in place and muttering to themselves, insensate.  My heart is in my throat.  What am I seeing?  What is this place?  
“Hey,” I force out, but the word is barely a squeak, as the fear smothers it in my throat.  I try again.
“Hey!  Can you hear me!?”
A call, this time, loud enough to echo, loud enough that the three should be able to hear it clearly.  Nothing.  If they can hear me, or understand me, there’s no indication.  No reply.  No movement.  They just keep swaying, and talking to themselves.  My heart beats faster.  Faster.  Pounding a marching rhythm down my veins.
“LISTEN TO ME!!” I roar, letting a lurch of frustration mask my panic, for an instant.  Once more, nothing.  Maybe this place really is full of corpses.  Before the mounting terror can compel me to turn back, I start to run, weaving inelegantly through the trio as I make for the array’s heart at a sprint.  I see more of them as I go.  More and more and more, loose groups becoming packs becoming crowds, and before long, the fog is thick with them, swaying in place, staggering to and fro, passing through each other as if they don’t exist, as if they can’t even see, and a little chill arcs through me every time I feel myself pass through one, but soon, there’s no way to progress without it, so I bite down, and I push past it, and I run.
And there, at last, I see it, rising like a cliff face from the fog: a structure, vast and looming, a slender spire jutting upwards from its heart, before vanishing swiftly into the milky thickness of the fog, where its presence is only ever betrayed by the winking altitude lights, reaching up to heaven as if in supplicant yearning.  There’s a door.  Unmarked, and unlocked.  I’m praying to whoever’s listening as I reach for the handle, pleading, whatever happens, I need, I need this building to be free of ghosts - and as I shoulder through, and stumble into the stale coolness beyond, there’s a spark of agony, a rush of electric fire surging through me, like when I had passed through the outermost ring, but I am free.  I am alone.
I slam the doors closed behind me and bolt them, and I stand there, for long, agonizing minutes, catching my panting breath as I watch in vigilant silence, waiting to see a spectral hand slip through solid steel, or countless fingers claw from between the seams… but nothing comes.  And, slowly, the panic subsides.  Whatever shields this building, the ghosts can’t penetrate it.  A shrill laugh of relief escapes me, but even as I start deeper inside, I don’t feel quite safe enough to show the door my back.  So I pad away, backwards, in clumsy, stumbling steps, until I find a corner to separate me from it.  Only then, do I turn, and take in the array’s heart.
It’s built like a submarine, in oval halls that twist and wind, whose inner walls are lined with cables and coils that hum with electricity, and strangely forking emitters that bristle from the coils in turn.  I can see them trembling subtly as they work.  An elevated catwalk separates my boots from the delicate machinery all around, preventing me from wounding the great machine I’ve found myself inside - is this what it takes to keep the ghosts out?  Or is something else at play here?  No way of knowing.  Nothing for it but to wander I suppose, explore until I know the lay of the land, or find something I can use.
And so I wander.  Back and forth and back and forth, around and around, I see the strangely sterile places the people who worked here once inhabited - lounges, supply closets, bunks, restrooms, all of them bereft of anything resembling individual personality.  The lounge I poke my head into strikes me in particular.  Water cooler, empty.  Two couches, facing each other.  Coffee table.  Not so much as a dart board or magazines.  Everything bolted directly to the floor.  Sterile.  I wonder if it was always like this, or if it was just scrubbed of life when the owners packed up shop.  Eventually, I manage to find more than depressing accommodation: a room that looks like a little security booth, an array of screens on the wall feeding from an inactive desktop computer, lurking beneath an empty desk.  Even if it doesn’t sate my curiosity, it might give me a better lay of the land.  I wake up the machines.
Fans spool up, dust goes airborne in flurries, and ancient hard drives whir and click as the screens come alight, one by one, before flashing to startling red: ‘Present credentials to continue.  Unauthorized use of misappropriated credentials is a class nine martial offense.’  Credentials.  I wonder…  I pull the card I’d found in the trailer out of my pocket, and, tentatively, swipe it through the card reader built into the keyboard.  There’s a moment of weighty silence, then a chattering flurry of hard drive activity… and the displays snap to security camera footage.  Yes.  All the cameras are peering out into the fog along the outer perimeter, watching from those empty security towers, and with a little experimentation, I figure out how to cycle through batches of cameras.
Fog.  Fog.  Fog.  A field loosely scattered with skeletons, birds and wolves and deer, and the occasional rotting corpse, more freshly killed.  Fog.  Fog.  Interior!  I start to scour the cameras, looking for landmarks, but I quickly realize I’m not looking into the right building; I’m seeing inside those trailers, like the one I spent the night in.  Most are cold, dark, empty.  But one of them… the door is standing open, letting the grey, diffuse light inside.  That must be the one I used, I never closed up behind me, my head wasn’t present enough to.
…is there something in there?
I lean in a little closer, squinting at the screen.  It’s hard to tell, between the shitty light and the grainy image compression, but I think I see… a shape.  An outline in the dark, something large, lumpy and roughly human-sized, left on the floor.  Shit, did I leave my sleeping bag behind?  I reach around to my back, instinctively pawing at my pack to verify it’s missing.
But then my fingers find it, stroking at the cool softness of the synthetic fibre, and I can feel the hair on the back of my neck start to prickle.  If that’s not my sleeping bag…
The feed cuts to static.  A handful of others have gone dark at the same time, maybe some line just came down.  It’s probably a good thing, I’m sure, wondering at the nature of the thing in the trailer isn’t going to be good for my mental health with all the shit I’ve seen today.  But still.  The chilled feeling remains, a lingering disquiet, as my brain worries away at the logical disconnect.  
I need to keep moving, dwelling on this does nobody any good.
So I keep cycling through the cameras, and, eventually, I come across what I’m looking for.  It takes me a pen, a paper pad, some frustrated scribbling, and about forty minutes, but I’m able to put together a map of the first floor - and in doing so, I’m able to confirm that what I’m looking for is not here.  Not answers, and not the damn power.  Even the spire can’t be accessed from this level, there’s a big hole in the center of the map.  So I cycle to the next set of cameras, but instead of clarity, I’m greeted with red.  ‘B1 CLASSIFIED.’
“So I’m looking for the basement, huh?” I murmur to myself, giving my map a cursory once-over to find the stairs as I do - sure enough, there they are, my passage downward.  I retrieve my card, pray it’ll get me past whatever security is waiting for me, and off I go.  As I make my way to the stairs, I can’t shake the feeling that the claustrophobic machinery smothering my path is watching me whenever my back is turned, but to my relief, the stairwell is just a plain concrete shaft.  Perhaps the basement will be more welcoming?  The thought almost gets a laugh out of me.  I start down.
Down, the shaft plummets, down, down, spearing into the bowels of the earth, flight after flight after flight, a descent that takes so long it starts to numb.  I start out curious, wondering what the hell they’ve built down here that needs all this space, but that feeling quickly fades before breathless impatience.  I’m in pretty good shape but this is not the sort of thing I knew to train for.  It’s an unimaginable relief when I finally reach the bottom, staggering and gasping - the armoured door and its key reader are staring me in the face, cold steel sunk deep into damp concrete and activity lights glittering like eyes, but I need a moment to catch my breath, so I slump to the bottom step, and I stare right back.
I linger there longer than I need to.  Longer than I should.  My head is running wild, filling the void behind the door with ghosts and monsters and forgotten war machines, and the longer I sit, the longer I wait, the more intense, more visceral, more real the fears become.  But it’s far too late to turn back, I know that now.  Whatever this thing is, this array, this machine, it’s keeping the ghosts here, it has to be, and if I want to leave without facing them again, that means shutting it down.  So I rise to my feet, I take a long, deep breath, and I swipe the card.  There’s a moment of breathless anticipation as the red light turns yellow, blinking once, twice as it thinks… then it snaps to green, and with a shrill beep, a locking bolt retracts, and the door creaks ajar.  This is it.  I open the door, and I step into the sealed basement.
It’s immediately clear that something is wrong.  Emergency lights flash along the walls to bathe the hall beyond in brief moments of startling crimson, and an alarm wails out its eerie tone in short and rhythmic blasts, the familiarity of sterile concrete prefab made alien, as I fail to find any clear explanation for what, exactly, I need to fear.  Mechanical anxiety.  Panic without clear purpose.  Another door waits, sealed at the far end, and so I swallow, and I try to ignore the hammering of my heart, as I press on.
Another key reader waits at the far side, and, hurriedly, I swipe my card, eager to get out of here - but then the door behind me slams closed, and bolts.  I whirl in place as my heart leaps into my throat, a wild glance cast between one door, then the other, my gut disbelieving somehow that I might actually be trapped here… but then the inner door beeps, and unlocks.  A shrill, breathless laugh escapes me, as my pulse starts to slow from its fever pitch, and I hurry out of the airlock hall.
The alarms persist in the hall beyond, but here, at least, there’s signage to focus on.  ‘Control’.  ‘Engineering’.  ‘…Containment Core’?  My nerves still raw, I hurry for Engineering at a run, the rhythm of my footsteps lost in the screaming din of the alarms - at least, there, I should find out if that goddamn breaker even exists.  At least, there, I’ll finally have my keys to getting the fuck out of here… or at minimum, I should learn if my mission is futile.  The door to engineering isn’t locked, it just slides open when it detects my presence, and beyond…
…bodies.  Human corpses, skeletal and dessicated, Hesh Military Science Corps uniforms slack around too-thin remains slumped in chairs, against walls, crumpled on the floor, dozens of them… what the fuck happened here?  Warnings flash in crimson on large screens.  
‘CONTAINMENT SHIELDING FAILED’  
‘K-WAVE INTENSITY AT 306.2% KNOWN SAFE LEVELS’  
‘ATMOSPHERIC RESONANCE PULSE EVENT DETECTED’  
‘CONTACT YOUR SUPERIORS IMMEDIATELY OR FACE PROSECUTION FOR NEGLIGENCE IN THE FACE OF URGENT DUTY’
I do everything I can to ignore the corpses, and the musty smell of old death, I turn every shred of focus I have left to the consoles - lights, dials, switches, levers, all of it labeled with abbreviations, acronyms, numbers, or just technical terminology I don’t understand… but then, I see it.  Lurking in the corner, dust-coated and disused, a big, heavy switch, marked in red, and with bold, angry text, reading, simply, ‘Release’.  Below in tightly packed fine print is a warning, couched in several layers of legal threat, that pulling this lever will shut the facility down, irreversibly.  This is it.  This is it.
I reach to the switch, gloved palms resting heavily on its cool metal, I wrap my fingers around, and tighten my grip… but then, my gaze is drawn, to the corpses in the corner of my eye, to the warnings on my screen, and my mind wanders to the memory of the signs in the hall.  Containment core.  If I kill it, now, I will never know.  I will be sacrificing my last, my only chance to understand this place.  I hesitate.  Can I really justify delaying?  Gods on high do I ever want to go home, leave this place behind, get paid, eat well, sleep in a soft bed… but then, a damnable little voice whispers:
‘These answers could be closure for the mourning families of Grannan.’
And I groan out loud as I let the switch go.  Okay.  Fine.  One last push, for them, and for me.  And so I turn back, and I start for ‘Control’ at a run.  If there are clear answers anywhere, I bet it’s there.  The halls here are curved, wrapping around some unknown heart, perhaps the same void that lingers at the heart of my map of the upper level, but I try not to think about it too hard, I’ll understand it or I won’t.  What awaits me at control is a surprisingly humble office, with a nameplate marked ‘J. Havannam’ on the simple wooden door that stands open, revealing a desk and a computer beyond, the walls largely barren, save for a decades-old calendar and a clock that has long since gone silent.
“Here we go,” I murmur to myself, and I take a seat at the computer, and boot it up.  Once again, the file structure is surprisingly barren, I’m starting to suspect the site was subjected to some kind of remote network scrubbing, but once again personal logs have been spared, with only the most recent remaining accessible outside the ‘archive’.  One last shot at understanding this.  I open the log, and the screen is filled by an image of a tired-looking man in a military uniform as he settles back in his seat with a sigh.
“I blew up at Sarvan today,” he says, “He was asking about therapy, again, and I just snapped.  I think I’m starting to feel the strain.  I think we all are.  I do what I can to keep bad news from filtering down to the men but they’re starting to put it together: what we are doing here is not working.”
He takes a moment to turn to one side, and I hear the sound of liquid pouring.  My eyes follow his facing, and sure enough, there’s a half-empty bottle of whiskey on the desk, next to an empty glass, both covered in a thick layer of dust.  A few moments later, he settles back in his seat, and takes a sip from the very same glass, and I’m hit with a sense of vertigo at the weight of time between me and him.
“Demands from command are increasingly failing to line up with what’s actually possible for us on-site.  …not to say I don’t understand why they’re so desperate.  Related story, they played some combat footage on the news, contact with one of those new ‘Striga’ units Vantal are fielding.  It was more censor patch than video.  But you could see one.  Just for a few seconds, but a few seconds was enough.  It was this… maelstrom of bullets and teeth, saw it take round after round until its clothes were drenched red but it just kept coming, so fast I could barely tell what I was looking at.  We spent a while, afterward.  Debating.  ‘Is it human, or is it worse?’”
He shifts uncomfortably in his seat.  
“In a world with Striga on the battlefield, yes, I appreciate the desire for a weapon like this.  Something that can kill, so effortlessly, so cleanly, that the target doesn’t even realize they’re dead.  But it doesn’t change the fact that it simply is not workable.  The principle is there, maybe, but the science isn’t, not without another… decade of study, and the process of that study is far too risky.  But despite seeing the same reports I am, command is getting after me about ‘range’ and ‘precision’, like the possibility of us being able to effectively target the front lines from this site is still in the cards.  I don’t think they’re reading what I send them anymore, or maybe the appearance of working on this is more important than the truth.  The facts are that we haven’t been able to successfully direct the K-Waves at all.  Hell, it’s all we can do to keep the amplitude low enough that employees don’t start dropping dead.  This facility will not become a gun, not for another… fifty years, maybe.”
He takes another sip, then seems to hesitate, and downs the rest of the glass, before pouring himself another.
“Our… guest is getting restless.  I keep getting reports from engineering that it’s… squirming.  I hate the phrasing, but apparently, it’s accurate.  The increasing motion is creating problems for containment, the more the thing thrashes, the more often the systems need to be recalibrated, and somewhere in that process we’re losing quality.  Shielding and amplitude control are both faltering - it’s only a matter of time before something goes seriously wrong.  We’re even starting to get ghosts in the upper levels, coming straight through the walls.  Animals.  The human ones, the ones that think they’re still alive, they tend to stay out because they recognize the walls as walls, but the animals are so dumb and so afraid that they just run into them and phase straight through.  This site is turning into torture for the people working here.”
Another heavy gulp of whiskey.
“…at least it’s only the fresh ones that can get inside, so they all get evicted before too long, but… man.  There’s only so many times I can reassure the men with talk about dissipation thresholds and ‘getting used to the reality of the unusual working conditions at this site’ before someone sees another dead deer frantically scrambling through the halls, and snaps, badly.  Knowing that the ghost you’re looking at doesn’t have long before it’s too immaterial to stay doesn’t help, because you’re still looking at a ghost.”
He sighs, and for a moment, his eyes drift closed, and he runs a gloved hand through his hair, pushing it back and out of his face.
“But what do I know, I only run the operation,” he sighs, “Command wants a doomsday weapon that can kill Vantal’s soldiers from a thousand kilometers out, and they believe this array can become that.  Not much I can do.  They say we keep working on this ridiculous time bomb, I listen for the ticking.  All there is to it, until someone up the chain listens to reason and shuts us down.”
He finishes his whiskey, reaches for the keyboard, and the log ends, but with the silence, instead of the satisfaction of an answer found, comes a deep, unshakable chill.  A kill so clean, you don’t even know you’re dead… for how long?  Hours?  Days?  Years?  What happens when you do realize?  Can you?  What would it be like, locked in that purgatory?  Is there any way out for the souls trapped here?  As I contemplate the question, my mind wanders back to the breaker in engineering, and, increasingly, I think the answer is ‘no’.  The ghosts are still here, I’ve seen them, and if they linger, at all, then that means something is preventing them from escaping to where the black reeds sway.  Why would it stop holding them prisoner without some kind of system interruption or failure?
I rise to my feet, determination renewed to shut this miserable place down.  Perhaps it’s murder, what I’m about to do, a sort of second death, more final for these forlorn creatures than the first, but I don’t see reason to hesitate.  I would want to be set free, if it were me.  Wouldn’t I?  What’s preferable, oblivion, or an eternity, in the damp and the fog?
I leave the office behind, back into the din of the alarms and the rhythm of the lights, and I’m on my way back to engineering, when my eyes find the signs on the wall, and once again, I hesitate.  ‘Containment Core’.  That insatiable curiosity lurches from somewhere deep inside, yet again.  The breaker said ‘release’ - should I go meet what I’m setting free, and look it in the eye?  …one, last concession.  One, last delay.  I follow the signs to the containment core, down a shallow ramp that coils around the station’s heart like a resting serpent until I reach it: one, final door, a broad, armoured thing, built like it’s expecting to have to stop a tank.  One last card reader.  One last swipe.  And the great steel jaws groan as they start to part.
A new and altogether more alarming siren echoes from between the doors, louder, more hostile, demanding my acknowledgment as if in pain.  Actively suffering.  The noise echoes, filling some great void, not yet visible as the gap between the doors gradually widens, but it does reveal something.  A control room, or observatory, banks of controls and server racks bathed in crimson, one wall entirely absent, a single massive window to something I can’t yet see.  The curiosity mounts to smother my fear.  I wriggle between the parting doors, momentarily vulnerable to those jaws should they choose to bite, and through the window, I see.
Within a hollow cylinder of concrete stands a prison, a twelve-sided polyhedron so big I struggle to wrap my head around its scale, machinery tangled around it like the trap around the rabbit, or a fishing net, in which something is tangled, flailing.  And, indeed, something is thrashing.  Every few moments, there’s an impact against the prison’s inner walls, a ‘BANG’ like a sledgehammer on steel plate, and the tangled machinery seems to recoil, steam rushing from valves and rods leaping from their seatings, before slowly re-inserting themselves, driven by servo motors and faltering systems that struggle to maintain equilibrium.  I can see the roots of the tower, here, a cluster of large-gauge copper cables descending from above in a carefully-spaced ring, before splaying outward and coiling strangely around the prison, never touching it nor each other.
I can see motion, in a display, set into the control board.  Something inside is squirming, writhing, an inarticulate tangle of motion too complex and swift for the camera to resolve without the image disintegrating to grain and compression artifacts.  It wants to leave.  Badly.  I wonder if it has always been so… enraged, or if the people here had some method of keeping it docile that failed too.
“Okay buddy, don’t worry, I’m gonna get you out!” I shout, looking up to the prison - but as I do, I see a display hanging overhead, above the window, flashing with red text that demands you look.  And so I look.
‘SHIELDING FAILED - SURVIVAL-RATE WITHIN PERIMETER: 0%
THE EMPIRE OF HESH THANKS YOU FOR YOUR SERVICE’
I feel my heart skip a beat, as hairs stand on end.  What does that mean?  What does it-…
Then, all at once, the pieces align.
The corpses in Engineering.
The corpses outside.
The ghosts in the field, yearning to be free.
‘They can get past the shielding when they’re fresh, before they realize they’re dead.’
…the thing in the trailer, shaped like a corpse.
I’m dead.  
I have been for hours, since I died in my sleep.  That burn, as I passed the outer ring… that was it, wasn’t it?  That was the moment I was never coming home.  This gods-damned thing has killed me just like it killed everyone who worked here and everyone who came this way, just like it was supposed to kill Vantalan officers while the brass patted themselves on the back from the comfort of the home front.
A ragged sound of misery escapes from the pit of my throat, and I look down at my hands as tears blur my eyes - they seem solid, don’t they?  They seem real, just like the heat of the saltwater spilling down my cheeks, just like the weight of my pack, even that card, real enough to be read and accepted by the slots, but that won’t last, will it?  Like the others, I’ll dissipate.  My form will fade until it’s no more material than smoke, and the shielding will eject me, out into the cold and the damp, where I will wander, until some other soul comes here to set me free, but unknowingly damns themself in the process.
But then I remember.  The breaker switch.  ‘Release’.  One last chance.  My hands are still material enough to touch, to feel, I can trip it myself, I can escape, I can free myself and everyone else still here, I just have to be quick enough - and so I turn, and I run, I run until the air sears my lungs like molten metal and my legs go numb, around and around, scrambling up the coiled hall, fuck, I can feel it happening, I swear I can, a prickling sensation in my extremities as my time runs out…
Then I see it, the door.  I skid to a halt and stumble inside, the breaker waiting where I left it on the wall, and I pick my way past the scattered corpses and I take the switch in both hands, grip firm and tight…
And I hesitate.
Am I ready to die?  Am I really?  Maybe I’m already dead, technically, but I’m still experiencing, I still have some life left to live, a limited half-life yes, but life, am I willing to cut that short, not just for me, but for everyone else trapped here?
I linger, sweating, staring through the wall, as my mind races.  …fuck how I wish there was someone else to do it for me, so I could just close my eyes and roll over and pass quietly and peacefully, without ever knowing it was happening, but no, here I am, my finger on the trigger, with no other options… no.  No, I can’t succumb to cowardice now, I have to.  I have to, not just for me, not just for the countless souls trapped here, but for anyone else who might come out this way, and, naively, let their curiosity carry them within the perimeter.  How many lives will I save?  Dozens?  Hundreds?  And in exchange for what?  An afterlife trapped in the endless fog?
No.  I’ll do it.
I bite down, squeeze my eyes shut, put my back into it, and heave downward with everything I have…
And my hands pass through.
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