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Jack Donnelly grunted as the helicopter touched down on the pad.  The door slid open, and the harsh sun burst into the passenger cabin of the huge chopper.  Donnelly looked down through squinted eyelids at the crew tech in sunglasses that waved enthusiastically for him to get out.

Over the roar of the chopper blades, the tech shouted, “Out!”

Donnelly frowned, grabbed his briefcase, and stepped out into the desert sun.  It was a dry heat, and the helicopter was blowing dust across the tarmac, and right into his face.  He coughed, unprepared for the onslaught.

“Let’s go!” the tech said, pointing toward a low building nearby.

Donnelly started toward it, and paused to look back at the chopper halfway.  Other people in the cabin were getting out and jogging in the same direction he was.  They hadn’t spoken much on the flight over; before they’d gotten on the chopper, they were forced to sign a gag order, telling them they couldn’t discuss where they were from, or what they did for a living.

Donnelly was used to filling out forms like that, working for the CIA, but never one quite so early on, and never one that involved personal information like where a person lived.

Inside the building was a simple lobby, with non-descript floors and a single desk at one end.  To his right was a row of couches, with end-tables with piles of slightly out of date magazines on them.  To his left, a bank of elevators covered by armed guards.

“Whoa,” he muttered, coming in out of the sun.  Four others filed in behind him, all dressed relatively casually.  He was the only one wearing a business suit.  No one had told him how to dress, and he hoped no one had told anyone else something they didn’t tell him, either.

The young woman at the desk waved him forward.  He went up to her.

“Good morning,” she said, smiling.  “Please place your palm on the pad.”  There was a black touch-screen recessed into the desk.  It lit up around the edges, and he put his right palm flat on it, fingers spread.  The computer made a noise, and a green light came on next to the screen.

“Thank you, Dr. Donnelly,” the desk attendant said.  “Please step aside.”

“Uh,” he replied, “OK.”  He stepped aside and waited as the other four people pressed their palms down on the screen.  Each one of them had the same sort of confused look he did.  The last one, a young man with a backpack instead of a briefcase, smiled suggestively at the desk attendant.  She didn’t respond in the slightest.

“Please,” the attendant said finally, “proceed to elevator number one.”

The elevator was surprisingly large, and they all fit in easily.

Someone coughed on the way down.

Donnelly stared at the numbers.  

The doors opened, and a young woman waited for them, unsmiling.  “Welcome,” she said, as though she were in a hurry.  “Follow me, please.”

The group got out, and followed the woman into a nearby lounge.  “Please,” she said, “take a seat.”  They all sat.  Donnelly placed his briefcase on the table in front of him.  The woman stood at the head of the table, and opened a laptop.

“OK, good day,” she said quickly.  “I’m Dr. Nichelle Reese, a scientist at this facility.”

“Yeah, what exactly is ‘this facility,’ by the way?” the kid with the backpack asked.

Reese looked annoyed that she’d been interrupted.  “This facility is a high-security scientific research station,” she explained.  “We run a range of research and experiments from energy to weaponry and advanced quantum sciences.”

Donnelly looked at the impressed expressions around the room.

“We’ve brought you here,” Reese said, “because we have a problem.  And we want you to solve it.”

“What kind of problem?” Donnelly asked.

Reese bit her lip.  “Well, we’re not entirely certain… yet.”

“How can you not be certain what kind of problem it is?” someone else asked.

“I’ll explain that.  But I think you should all introduce yourselves, now.  Tell us all what you do.”

“But, the gag order…?” Donnelly trailed off.

Reese shook her head.  “Out of effect.  It was only for the ride over.  Why don’t you go first, Dr. Donnelly?”

Donnelly looked around.  “Uh, OK.”  He stood up, slowly.  “I’m Jack Donnelly.  I’m a cryptologist.”

“For whom?”

Donnelly looked Reese in the eye.  She nodded, almost imperceptibly.  Staring right at her, Donnelly continued, “For the CIA.  I break codes.”

The kid with the backpack said, “Cool.”

The next person to stand up was a heavyset man in khakis and a t-shirt.  “I’m Bill Paisley, and I work with metallurgy and chemical analysis.”  Bill sat.

Next was Sharon Gerrold, a particle physicist.  After her was Ron Dickens, who worked with abstract mathematical theory.  Last was the kid, Tom Keenan, who was, as Donnelly suspected, one of those spoiled brat prodigies.  He was 22, and already had some three or four degrees.  Donnelly didn’t listen too hard, just rolled his eyes and waited for Keenan to stop yammering.  

“Now that we’re all introduced,” Reese said, “I can tell you why you’re here.”

She tapped a few keys on her laptop, and the lights in the room dimmed.  On the wall, a flat-panel screen lit up, and the group was looking at what seemed to be security camera footage.  The date was for three days prior.  Donnelly noted it, and then took in the rest of the details.

They were looking at a simple, undecorated room with two identical pedestals in the center.  The four walls went up about three feet, and then became large windows looking out into an advanced control room of some kind.  Scientists in white coats moved about frantically, adjusting controls on the computer panels that lined the walls.

“Three days ago,” Reese said, “we ran an experiment involving particle teleportation.  As some of you may know, certain private sector companies have had some recent success moving a single atom instantaneously from one point to another.  We used that as a stepping-off point, and we were going to teleport a block of material from one pedestal to the other.”  On the screen, a scientist in a containment suit entered the room through an airlock, and placed a small block of metal on one of the pedestals.

“What is it?” Donnelly asked.

“The item we were trying to teleport is a block of iron,” she said.

Keenan spoke up, “You didn’t want to try something lighter for the first time out?”

“No,” Reese said.  “We needed something simple, atomically, but sturdy.”

Keenan nodded.

The scientist went back out through the airlock, and the activity outside began to fall off.  People started looking through the windows at the block of iron.  The camera started to shake, slightly, and people in the windows were grabbing things from falling.

“That’s our generators firing up.  In a moment, you’ll see the effect.”

On the pedestal, the block of iron began to distort, as though they were watching it through a tank of water.  It shifted subtly, and then, on the other pedestal, something began to appear.  The camera was shaking more, now, and it was hard to focus on it.  Donnelly and the other strained their eyes, trying to put the new object into focus as it solidified on the other pedestal.

Suddenly, there was a jolt!

In the control room, something exploded.  A man was thrown up against the window, shattering it.  Blood and shards showered into the experiment room.  Everyone in the control room reacted, rushing for the door, but they didn’t make it.  There was another jolt, and a flash, and they were gone.

“What the hell was that?” Bill Paisley asked, standing quickly.

“Some kind of radiation surge,” Reese said heavily.  “It killed everyone in the room, instantly.”

Sharon whispered, “Jesus.”

Donnelly looked again at the screen.  “What in the hell is that?”  He pointed.

Reese took in a breath.  “That’s our problem.  The one we want you guys to solve.”  On the screen, the pedestal with the iron block was empty.  But the other one had something on it.  Donnelly got up and moved toward the screen.

It was a box, at least four times the size of the iron block. There were markings all over it, and what appeared to be a latch of some kind on the top.

“Where did it come from?”

“That’s what we want you to figure out.”

Donnelly turned to Reese.  “Are you serious?”

She stared him right in the eye.  “Deadly.”

Reese led them all into a laboratory, where the box was sitting on a table in the center.  Everyone kept their distance.

“It’s OK,” Reese said.  “We’ve tested it.  It’s not toxic or radioactive.  You can be in the room with it, handle it if you want.”

Donnelly sat down at the table, and stared at the box.  It was a cube, roughly seven inches on each side.  The entire thing was covered in a series of strange markings, cut about half a centimeter into the box.  It looked strangely familiar to him.  He reached out slowly, and carefully laid his fingertips on the top of the box.  It was metallic, and a bit cold.  He turned the box slightly, his eyes following a line of markings from one side to the next. 

“Anything?”

He turned, and saw Reese sitting on the edge of the table next to him.

Donnelly looked back down at the box, rubbing the edge of one of the markings with his finger.  “Um, these, I dunno, seem like mathematical symbols.  They don’t look like letters.”

“How can you tell?” Paisley asked.

Donnelly paused.  “Well, I don’t really know.  It’s just a first impression, but these look more like mathematical structures than alphabetic or grammatical ones.  See how some of the symbols are on top of each other, sort of like how we write division problems.”  Everyone leaned in to look closer.

Reese smiled at him.  “Well, that’s our first breakthrough.”

Donnelly frowned.  “I don’t know if I’d call it that.  I mean, I haven’t examined it at all, it’s just a first impression.”

She leaned down closer to him.  “Dr. Donnelly, twelve of my friends and colleagues were vaporized by this thing three days ago,” she whispered, coldly.  “Forgive me if I strain for optimism here.”

Donnelly tried to say something, but Reese rushed out of the room.

“What’d she say?” Keenan asked.

Donnelly just looked at him.

“Let’s get to work.”

They sat around the table, staring at the box.  

“So,” the kid said, “anyone wanna just hit it?”

Everyone turned to look at him.

“What?”  He looked defensive.  “I’m serious.  Hit it, find out how sturdy it is.”

Bill, the metallurgist, leaned forward.  “Why don’t we just get a sample and start running spectral analyses?”

“Sounds good to me,” Donnelly said.  “Try not to take anything from these markings, OK?”

“OK.”  Bill stood up, and moved to the lab stations on the other side of the room.

Reese entered the room holding a DVD disc.  She handed it to Sharon, saying, “This is all our data on the teleportation apparatus.  You should review it.”

“Thanks,” Sharon said.  She opened up her own laptop, and slid the disc into the drive.  

Reese turned away from Sharon and looked over at Keenan.  “So which of your degrees are you going to put to good use first?” she asked.  Keenan smiled as he stood up.

“Probably particle physics.  Got another copy of that data?”

She returned his smile and produced a second disc from her pocket.  He took it and went off.  Reese looked down at Ron and Donnelly, who were still staring at the box on the table.  Donnelly pulled a digital camera out of his briefcase, and took pictures of all six sides of the cube.  When he was done, he looked around the room.

“I need a printer,” he said to Reese.

“Any particular needs?”

“Preferably one that could print banners.”

“We’ve got something like that,” Reese said.  “Follow me.”

Out in the hallway, Donnelly struggled to keep up as Reese moved quickly.  The hallway was austere, at best.  The lighting was harsh and bright, and there were no decorations to speak of.  Every so often they passed someone in lab garb, and one fellow even had a containment suit on, but the whole place seemed fairly devoid of people.  Donnelly wondered if it was as lonely as it seemed.

“Hey,” he said, putting his hand on Reese’s shoulder.  “I’m sorry about before, uh, in there.  I didn’t mean anything, y’know?”

  “Thanks,” she said.  “I should apologize, too.  We’ve been running ragged the last couple of days.  I mean, we just have no idea what happened, what that damn box is…  Everyone around here’s a little on edge.”

“There doesn’t seem to be a lot of ‘everyone’ around here,” Donnelly said.  “How many people work at this place?”

Reese sighed.  “I’m really not supposed to say.”

“Sorry.”

“No, it’s OK.  We never had a particularly large staff.  Those people that died… they were a big chunk.  And an important one.”

“Uh, how many times can I say sorry before it gets on your nerves?”

Reese stopped.  “Are you hitting on me?”

“Honestly, no,” Donnelly said quickly.  “I swear.  I just… I don’t like confrontation that much.  I guess that’s why I work with numbers instead of customers.”

She smiled and started walking again.  “That’s legitimate, I suppose.  I like people, myself.  I’ve always thought that our work here was for their benefit.  That’s my justification for some of the more dangerous things we do here.”

“Are you, uh, re-evaluating that, in light of what happened?”

Reese stopped again.

“What did I say?” Donnelly asked.

“Nothing,” she replied.  “This is the printing room.”

“Oh.”  They stepped into a room with a number of computer stations with standard home or office printers, a bank of photocopiers, two fax machines, and on one side, a large-scale printer.

“We usually use it for blueprints and satellite imagery,” Reese explained, holding her hand out for the camera.  Donnelly gave it to her, and she hooked it into a USB port on a nearby computer.  They used a photo editor to put all the pictures together, and within minutes, Donnelly held in his hands a poster-sized color printout of the box’s markings.

“Whatever it is,” Bill sighed, tossing down a short stack of printouts, “it’s not made of anything on our periodic table.”  Sharon picked up the printouts, and flipped through them quickly.

“That corroborates my theory,” she said.

Everyone looked to her.

“Well, I’ve been going over the theories and schematics for this teleportation machine,” she began.  “It’s not like any of the previous teleportation experiments that I’ve heard of.  It works on a completely different principal.  How they came up with it, I don’t know, but that’s not the point.”

“What is the point?” Donnelly asked.

“Well, it works—“

“Do me a favor,” Donnelly interjected, “make sure whatever’s about to come out of your mouth is in English.  Thanks.”

Sharon paused a moment, thinking.  “Well, OK, what happens is that this thing shoots out an energy beam.  You point it at an object, the object you want to be teleported, and the beam opens a small hole into a kind of dimensional ether.  And because of the gravitational properties of that ether, the object is sucked into the hole.”  Everyone nodded, clearly following along easily.  “So then, you have this second, nearly identical device, and you point it at the destination at the same time, and that opens another hole into the ether.”

“OK.”

“So this ether is like a vacuum,” she said, looking around at them all, seeing the expressions of realization on their faces.  “The object you push through into it is immediately thrown out the other side.  Teleportation.”

Donnelly looked confused.  “So… what’s your theory?”

“I think this box, whatever it is, was already in the dimensional ether when the portals were opened.  The machine pushed the block of iron in, and this came out the other side instead.”

“If it’s an ether,” Reese said, “how could it already be there?”

Sharon shrugged.  “If you pushed it in without making a second destination portal, then it would stay in the ether.”

Keenan shook his head.  “But then you’ve added mass to a universe that didn’t have it before.  By all our theories, that dimension would have collapsed from the extra strain.”

Donnelly looked over at Bill, who returned his confused expression.  Donnelly looked back down at his printout.

“What have you got?” Reese asked, coming over to him.

“Uh, well,” he stammered, shifting the printout so she could see it more clearly.  “The inscriptions begin here.”  He pointed at one of the sides of the box.

“How can you tell?”

“Because on all the other corners, the inscription doesn’t break.  Here, there’s a space between the corner and the first markings.  So this is where it starts, and then it wraps all the way around the entire thing, see?”  He spun the box around, letting his finger run across the lines of inscriptions on each side.  Then he sat back and sighed.  “But I’ve got no idea what it all means, other than I still think it’s a mathematical sequence, rather than an actual message of any kind.”

The next morning, Donnelly entered the room, rubbing his eyes.  He was the first one there, but there was a platter on the table with a large Thermos full of coffee and several cups.  Donnelly poured himself a cup, and stretched out.  He’d spent the night on a cot in an empty office, tossing and turning the entire time.  His mind just wouldn’t let go of this box, and its extraordinary origins.

He sipped the coffee, shook his head slowly, and said, “What are you?”

He sat down and stared at the box again.  “What are you trying to say?”  He shook his head, and rubbed his eyes again.  He wondered where to even start attempting to translate a totally alien mathematical system.  “Alien?” he muttered.  It was the first time the idea had occurred to him, even though he’d pretty bluntly been told the day before that the box was not of this earth.

Donnelly frowned.

Across the table was the disc with the teleportation schematics and theories on it.  Could he have overlooked something so seriously simple?  Hoping for a break, he reached across the table and grabbed the disc.  He loaded it up into his laptop, and started scrolling through the abstracts down to the mathematics.  

“Crap…”

The mathematics were lining up!

He rushed down the hall to the printer room, and printed up copies of the math, and then went back to the lab.  Everyone else had arrived by the time he got back. Donnelly put all the printouts on the table, and then grabbed his large banner of the inscriptions.

“Look here,” he said.  “The math lines up!”

“What?” Sharon asked, grabbing at the printouts.  She read them quickly as everyone came over.  “I’ll be damned.  It’s the same math, alright.  It’s a simplification, too.  The math has been incredibly streamlined, but a lot of the same principles are here.”

Reese clapped Donnelly on the back.  “Looks like we got our money’s worth on you.”

“What about this part on the top?” Bill asked, pointing.  “It’s a separate inscription.”

Donnelly looked at it.  “I don’t know,” he said, a bit sheepishly.

“Don’t worry,” Reese told him.  “You’ll get it.”

Donnelly smiled at her, feeling slightly less than confident.

Donnelly sat alone, staring at the printout of the markings.  He’d separated the inscription on the top, and was looking through the mathematical translations he and Sharon had done, hoping to find some kind of clue to breaking it.  His eyes hurt from glancing quickly between paper and the laptop screen for so long.

Rubbing the bridge of his nose, Donnelly leaned back in his chair.

“Ugh,” he grunted, and cracked his neck.

There was a knock at the door.

“Come in.”

Reese entered, holding two cups of coffee.  “Want some?” she asked.  Donnelly nodded, and she set the mug on the desk next to him.  He grabbed it, and took a long sip.

“Thirsty, or tired?”

“Bit of both, I’m afraid…”  Donnelly cracked his neck the other way, and Reese grimaced.

“How can you do that?”

“What?”

“Crack so loud.  Doesn’t it hurt?”

Donnelly shook his head.  “No.  Feels good.”

“It’s probably bad for you.”

“I don’t doubt that,” Donnelly said, taking another sip of coffee.  “This is pretty good.”

Reese shrugged.  “It comes out of a can.”

“Oh.”

A moment of silence passed between them.

“Anything?”  Reese pointed her cup toward the printouts.

Donnelly shook his head, leaning back again.  “Nope.  I don’t have a point of reference, nothing to start with.  I’ve been looking through the math for any repeated symbols, maybe one of the letters Sharon translated, but I haven’t found anything yet.”

“Maybe I can help with that,” Reese said.

Donnelly gave her a look.

“Come with me,” she invited, moving toward the door.  Tiredly, Donnelly stood and followed.

Down the hall, they entered a large room lined with computer stations.  Each station was equipped with large 25-inch plasma monitors.  Roughly half of the stations were occupied by various technicians working on, well, something.  Donnelly couldn’t tell what.  Reese led him to an empty station, and called up the scans of the box they’d made over the network.

“This is an image recognition program,” she explained, tapping away at the slick-looking keyboard.  The keys were virtually silent under her fingers.  “It will scan through all the markings, and report any repetitions.”

“How long will that take?” Donnelly asked, looking suitably impressed.

“About five minutes.”

Confused, Donnelly asked, “Why didn’t you tell me about this earlier?”

Reese stopped typing and looked down at her hands.  “I’ve been a little preoccupied.”  She slipped out of the chair and let Donnelly sit down.  He did, and looked up at her before she had a chance to walk away.

“Look, uh, I know that you’re upset about… everything,” he said softly.  “And… I know that I just met you, and we don’t really know each other all that well, or, at all.  But if you need, um, anything, just let me know.”

She smiled.  “Thanks.”

“I may not be good at confrontation,” he said, looking back down at the keyboard, “but I’m pretty good at listening.”  When he looked back up, she was gone.  The door was closing slowly.

“…Or not.”  He frowned, and then looked back down at the computer to work.  He muddled his way through the program, and ten minutes later, had nothing.  He slowly stood up from the station, logging out of it, and went back to the lab.  Everyone else was looking equally despondent, sitting around the table, and staring at the box.  

“Is it weird to be pissed at it?” Keenan asked.  Donnelly smiled at the kid as he sat.  “I mean, it just sits there.”

“Like it’s mocking us,” Sharon said quietly.  “I hate it.”

“We could blow it up,” Bill said.  “I could get some dynamite, strap it on…”

“Yeah, and a nifty little digital timer that ticks down would be real cool,” Keenan joked.  “I’m so sick of this crap.  We should just open it.”

Sharon sat forward.  “What?”

“Open it,” Keenan repeated, standing up and pointing at the top of the box.  “It’s got a handle, or something.  Let’s just pop it open and see what’s inside.”

“We probably shouldn’t,” Donnelly said.  “It killed all those people…”

“We don’t know what killed them,” Keenan said.  “There was a radiation spike, and then they’re gone.  How do we know it came from the box?”

Sharon nodded slowly.  “It might have come from the teleportation device itself.  We never could trace the source of it, neither to the box or the device.  But that’s just it, we have no idea where it came from.  We shouldn’t take the risk.”

“We’re getting nowhere with everything else,” Bill said.  “Wouldn’t opening it be the next logical step?”

Donnelly shook his head.  “I can’t believe this.  We’re at it for a couple of days, and now you just want to jump right ahead and open it?  Without considering all of the danger involved?”

“What danger?  It’s a box.”  Keenan leaned close to the box, and gave it a shove.  It slid across the table, and stopped, precariously perched on the edge.  Everyone held their breath, waiting to see if it would tip over.  Quietly, carefully, Donnelly picked it up, and set it back down in the center of the table.

Keenan stared at him.  “You got something to say?”

Donnelly backed down.  “No.”

“Then we open it.”

Sharon put her hands on the box.  “No.  We can’t.  Not yet.”

“It’s defied every kind of definition we’ve tried to put to it,” Bill said.  “We don’t know what it’s made of, what’s inside, where it comes from.  And we’re not going to figure it out.”

“He’s right.  We’re just not smart enough,” Keenan added, with a touch of resentment.  Donnelly realized that the kid was actually angry.  He’d finally come up against an intellectual challenge he couldn’t beat, and that set him on fire.  He was probably the one that had gotten Bill on his side.  Donnelly was suddenly thankful that Sharon agreed about not opening the box.

An uncomfortable silence filled the room, an unspoken argument that continued to rage between them with looks and mild, nearly imperceptible gestures.  Suddenly, Ron entered, and cut right through it all, downing a mug of coffee large enough to raise the dead.  Donnelly had seen so little of him over the last couple of days that he’d forgotten that Ron had even been part of the group.

Everyone turned to stare at Ron.

“Hey all,” he said.  “Sorry I haven’t been around much, but these numbers, whew, are they big.”  He gave them all a smile, which disappeared rather quickly.  “What’s goin’ on?”

Donnelly nodded toward Bill and Keenan.  “They want to open the box.”

“Cool.”

Sharon’s eyebrows shot up.  “You’re okay with that?”

“Why not?  How else are you gonna figure out what’s inside?”

Keenan shot Donnelly an “I told you so” kind of look.  Donnelly wanted to smack the smugness right out of him.  Instead, he sat and fumed, staring at the box.  It sat there, completely lifeless, without a personality of its own, and yet, taunting them all.

“Alright,” he said quietly.  Everyone looked at him, waiting.  “If we open it, we do it ridiculously carefully, okay?”  Nods all around.  

Sharon rubbed the bridge of her nose.  After a moment, she said, “Whatever.  You people are all nuts.”

The test chamber had a robotic arm that folded down from the ceiling.  It moved with a strange fluidity, an unexpected grace that gave everyone in the control room Goosebumps.  The box was on a pedestal, identical the ones in the video, the only thing inside the room except for the arm.  The group stood in a control room that was fortified with armored glass.  

Keenan manipulated the controls, and the arm moved down toward the handle on the top of the box.  The nimble fingers reached under and around it, and pulled upward.  The box lifted off the pedestal.

“Uh,” Keenan muttered, frowning.  “Okay.”

He put the box back down, and a second, smaller, arm came down out of the ceiling.  The smaller arm grabbed hold of the box and held it steady while the first arm tried lifting on the handle again.

“Try lifting and pulling,” Bill said.

“I know how to open a box,” Keenan replied.

“Not this one.”

The arm followed his commands, lifting and pulling.  The box would not open.

“Something’s not right about this,” Donnelly said.  “Why won’t it open?”

Keenan pulled on the box again, straining the arm to its physical stress limits.  “It’s strong,” he said.  “That grip would have bent steel.”

“Let it go,” Sharon said.  “We’ll have to try something else.”

“Like what?”

“I don’t know, but this clearly isn’t working.”

Keenan sighed, and sat back.  “Okay.”  He reached forward, and called the arms back up to the ceiling.  The bigger arm let go of the handle, which fell into position, but on the opposite side that it had been.  A line around the top edge of the box began to glow yellow.

“Oh, shit,” Keenan said.

“What is that?”

The glow intensified.  The electronics in the control room began to malfunction.  Screens and lights flickered, microphones and speakers began emitting strange feedback noises.

“It wasn’t a handle!” Donnelly said, staring at the light.  “It was a lever…”

Keenan looked up at him.  “Oh, shi—“

There was a flash.  Everyone screamed.

And then it was over.

Donnelly blinked, and staggered a little bit.  “Ouch,” he muttered, rubbing his eyes.  His vision slowly came back, and he saw that he was still in the control room, with the others.  It was dark, very dark.  The lights were out, except for low auxiliary lights that cast everything in a sickly dull yellow glow.  Everyone else was slowly reorienting themselves.

“What in the hell…?” Bill asked, looking around.  “What happened?”

“I don’t know,” Donnelly said.  He looked into the test chamber.  “The box is gone!”  Everyone stared into the dim test chamber.  Sharon leaned forward, trying to see the floor in front of the control room, to see if the box had fallen off the pedestal and was simply out of view.

“It’s not in there,” she said.  “Maybe flipping the handle activates its own internal teleportation machinery.  Maybe that’s what the box was.”

“Maybe,” Donnelly said, “it’s a teacher.  Someone sent it out into that nether, and whoever finds it, gets to improve their mathematics, and then send it on its way.”

Ron frowned.  “You’re saying some alien intelligence from a parallel world or something sent this thing out there to teach us how to make a teleporter?  That’s a big maybe.”

“Maybe.”

Keenan chuckled.

Donnelly tapped the key to open the containment door, to let them into the test chamber.  Nothing happened.  Not even a negative beep to tell him that the system was powered at all.

“No power,” he said.

“To anything,” Keenan added, flipping switches and hitting keys.  “Nothing works.”

Sharon shuddered.  “Let’s get out of here.”

Donnelly was closest to the door.  He shoved it open, and stepped into the hallway.  The lights here were out, too, but something else bothered him about it.  He sneezed, and a thick layer of dust came up from the walls and floor.  He frowned at it, and then squinted down into the dim hallway, picking out details.  There was trash on the floor, old trash.  Papers that had long since yellowed, a couple of molded cardboard boxes, and lots of dirt and dust.

“What the hell?”

Everyone followed him out into the hallway, just as confused as he was.

“This… this is bad,” Keenan said, eyes wide.  Everyone was staring out at the open desert.  The sand was a deep, blood red, swirling about in patterns made by winds that whistled with deadly intent.  The rusted door banged shut behind them, and everyone jumped, startled.  

“’Bad’ is probably the most understated thing I have ever heard anyone say, ever,” Sharon said quietly.  

The winds continued to whistle.

In the distance, something roared.  Everyone turned in frantic circles, trying to spot the source.  It roared again, closer.  The ground began to tremble.  The sands began to swirl more and more violently.

Donnelly looked right at Sharon, and said, “Shit.”

Reese’s lip quivered as she stared at the empty test chamber.  The box was gone.  The people were gone.  Everything was gone.  For her.

She walked into the control room, and plopped heavily down into the chair.

“Gone…”

All gone.

All alone.

