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CHAPTER ONE




Day 1: Ascension 







‘Sddddhhhh….. sss’

“What the f…” Special Agent Mike Richter leaned in closer to his computer screen, knocking his paper coffee cup over, luckily it only contained two hour old drips. The letters of the top line of his report were flickering, the words stretching then reforming. He was already thirty minutes late in submitting to the head of his division, and his computer malfunctioning wasn’t helping. He looked across to Daryl who knew about these things, but his partner of the past five years was engrossed by something on his phone. “Hey, your computer doing anything weird?”

“What…” Daryl didn’t look up, being absorbed by whatever his small screen was showing him. “Bitcoin is rising. If it keeps this up, I’m not sure I’ll be in tomorrow.”

“Look at your, proper big screen. Is it showing anything strange?”

Daryl looked up and frowned, then tapped his keyboard. “Hmm…”

“What’s hmm… ?”

Daryl took his feet off his desk and sat forward moving the mouse. “Oh, yeah its nothing. It’s back to normal. Must have been some server glitch.”

Mike looked back at his own screen, and the line he was in the middle of finishing. ‘Should I have had a chance to…’ His words he had thrown together were back as he originally typed them. Shaking his head, he took hold of the mouse and went to move the pointer to the bottom to sign off, when his report disappeared again, being replaced with a blank page.

“Now what…”

As he clicked the mouse button, trying to remember if he had already saved the file, words started to form across his screen.

‘You… have… stop… it…’

He looked around the room of the FBI Missouri satellite office. Three desks, two of which were occupied with people. None of which were looking at their computer screen.

Confusion came to him. A cursor flashed in front of the strange words. Hitting the delete and backspace did nothing. It moved down to the next line and started again.

‘I… can’t keep this… connection…. for…’

“What the hell…”

The words flickered, stretched then sprang back.

‘It’s… growing… Still young… Maybe not too late…’

He looked at Daryl. “I think my computers been hacked.”

Daryl scoffed, his eyes still fixed on the pixels of his small screen. “Yeah right.”

“No… re—”

He jolted back slightly as his screen filled with images. Each one overlapping the last and displaying too quick to understand. Suddenly the cascade stopped and all the images shrunk and disappeared.

‘Ascension is here… you need… to… warn…. password is you… only trust… in the list in the folder… nobody else… I am…’

The letters disintegrated, not merely disappearing but small holes appeared as if the text was being eaten by digital termites. His report then popped back into view.

He immediately scrolled the screen up and down checking it was all there, then sat back relieved when it was. He shook his head.

“How’s that err…hack coming along…” said Daryl, tapping on his phone.

“It… seems fine now.” He checked it was saved then got up and put his navy blue jacket on. The elbow was a bit frayed, not surprising seeing his late wife had given it to him over ten years ago. “Can you have a look at my computer before you call it a night.”

“Will do.”

“See you in the morning.”

“Yup.”

Mike walked through the corridors and out to the dark parking lot then climbed into his 90s silver sedan. The November snow was falling and had already started to lay on the concrete. He quickly turned the key in the ignition and switched the heater on.

His radio burst into life. ‘In the biggest stock market crash in history, a hundred and forty billion dollars was wiped off shares this afternoon, as the Dow dropped over three thousand points. Traders are blaming algorithmic trading for shorting random—’ He pressed the button on the steering wheel, changing the station and a rapper shouted about a house of cards. He changed it again, this time a man sung about his divorced wife, while a guitar whined in the background. He sighed and turned the radio off.

Rubbing his hands together, he looked at the windscreen waiting for the ice to clear. “Come on…” He then caught a glimpse of himself in the rear mirror. Twenty sum years in the Bureau had taken its toll and his once rich dark brown hair was at least fifty percent gray. Not that he cared. After Clara died his appearance became less than important to him, and he didn’t think the perps really gave a shit about whether he shaved or not. The more senior agents did though, and he was due his weekly meeting with the electric razor.

Enough of a gap opened up in the windscreen. “Finally…”

He went to turn the engine on when his pocket started to vibrate. He contemplated ignoring it, but the one thing he always hated about the job was you were never off the clock.

He pulled his phone from his pocket. ‘Holden’ was displayed across screen. Supervisory agent in charge Gerald Holden to be precise, and he definitely liked to be that.

“Shit.” He didn’t think Holden would have read his report yet. He tapped the answer option. “I just sent—”

“Stop what you’re doing and get over to Barrage road, we got a situation developing.”

“Barrage? Where that new-age place is?”

“Yes, local law enforcement is already there, but they have asked for us. I told Daryl to go—” The building’s exterior door clattered and Mike’s partner appeared, almost lost within a dark green winter coat. “— With you. This one will go up the chain real quick unless we get a handle on it. Keep me updated.”

The passenger’s door opened and flickers of snow came in with Daryl as he sat taking up his seat and a bit more.

“It’s sure cold.” His words expressed themselves through puffs of white mist.

Mike put his seatbelt on and started to back the sedan out. “So what’s the deal with Barrage road?”

“Oh, some delivery guy said someone shot at him. The police chief and some of his people tried to gain access and got the same result. The gates to the compound are closed. Crazies being crazy. Man, it’s cold. You think it’s below zero?”

They pulled onto the main road, which now looked as if it was covered in white powder.

“We’ll find out when we get there.” Past standoffs between the Bureau and cults zipped into Mike’s mind. “Usually those crazies are sitting on a pile of AR-15’s. If we get inside the gates, let me do the talking.”

“No problem with that. I’m happy to stay close to this heater.” Daryl held his hand in front of it.

As they cut through the small town, the store lights flickered.

“Weather must be affecting the grid,” said Daryl.

“You remember getting any reports on this group?”

“Nothing came across the network.”

As they left the town they plunged into a swirling mass of white flakes. In the distance blue and red lights lit a group of trees at the side of the road. They pulled in alongside a cruiser and another sedan, both covered with the county’s insignia.

“Here we go,” said Daryl as they both got out.

Mike went to the trunk and strapped his flak vest on, then replaced his jacket and finally put a winter coat over the top. He looked down at his twelve gauge, but left it where it was, checking his Glock had a full magazine, which it did.

Daryl was already talking to the chief when he approached them.

He held out his hand. “Special agent Mike Richter, out of the Conway office.” An older man wearing a hat briefly shook his hand.

“Dolton Kinnear, Chief of police for Donning.”

The ice flakes fluttered down around them, increasing in size and density.

Mike looked at a narrow lane road that sloped upwards, finishing at a set of silver metal gates with spirals etched into them. The gates masked any sight of what lay beyond. “What’s the situation here?”

Kinnear looked at the back of his cruiser. “Got a Daniel Fisher in the back. He works for a local delivery company. Said he was scheduled to pick up a package from someone on the compound.”

“He got inside there?”

“Nope. As he drove up to the gates said he heard a ping. Then another. Reversed up pretty quickly once he realized someone was shooting at him. He then called us. We tried approaching the gates and were also fired on. Looks like they got at least two snipers on the walls.”

“Has anyone tried talking to them? Calling them?” said Daryl.

“Tried before we drove up. No answer.”

“You had trouble with them before?”

“None at all. They keep to themselves. Most folks in town don’t even know they’re out here.” The chief looked back at the silver sedan. “I thought they’d be more of you?”

Mike looked at the gates and absolute black beyond. “We’re just here to assess the situation. Do you know how many are in there?”

“One of my deputies stopped by a few months back, said he saw maybe twenty to thirty people walking around. Everything seemed happy… peaceful.”

“And what do we know of… their religion or the reason they’re out here?”

Kinnear held his phone forward so Mike could see the screen. “All we know about them is from this website…”

Mike took the phone and held it closer to better see the small screen, his eyes not being what they used to be. A website which looked like it had been designed twenty years ago, talked about a new epoch for humanity, and they were the ones to bring it into being. “Seem’s standard cult language.” He looked at Daryl. “You think you can hack into their database?”

Daryl frowned. “With a warrant yes.”

“Anything you can learn without one?”

Daryl nodded and moved off, getting his own phone from his pocket. Mike looked up at the gates.

“They don’t seem to be threatening anyone now. But we need to know what’s going on in—”

A buzzing noise made its way through the wind. The gates were starting to open.


CHAPTER TWO




Mike stood facing the open gates and a road beyond, lit by the cruiser’s headlights. Kinnear and Daryl stood behind the car’s front doors, their hands on their holsters.

After two decades walking into unknown situations Mike trusted his gut and it was telling him nothing good was at the end of the dark road. He took his phone from his pocket and logged the time, then took a few steps forward across the threshold. Immediately his phone died.

He held it up, its screen not showing any sign of life. “What the hell.” He was sure it had at least fifty percent battery life when he left the office.

Going to be one of those nights.

He vaguely remembered it saying it was 7: 15 p.m. Sliding the phone back in his pocket, he walked forward.

The cruiser, now with Kinnear and Daryl in it slowly followed. As soon as its front wheels moved across the line that was the start of the compound, the engine and lights cut out.

Mike whipped around, only able to see the vehicle in front of him from the headlights of the cars half a mile further back.

“What’s going on!” shouted Kinnear.

Mike turned back to the direction of the road to the compound. The route ahead was now even richer in its blackness, being a void so complete it felt solid. “How far up there is it?” he said over his shoulder.

“About a mile, but if we can’t see…”

Mike nodded. He had no idea what was thirty feet ahead of them let alone a mile. He sighed then turned around and walked back to the cruiser’s driver’s door. As soon he moved across the boundary of the gates, his phone started vibrating, making him jump a little.

He looked at the other two. They looked as perplexed as he felt. He pulled his phone from his pocket. It was Holden.

“Yup,” he said.

“Update?”

Mike looked back to the just visible road. “Not sure.”

“I need more than that. The higher ups don’t want another compound going up in flames. You got it under control? Or you need more agents? ATF and Homeland are already on my case about this.”

Something inside Mike was screaming for more people to be called in. A lot more. But he ignored the impulse.

“Give me another half an hour, and I’ll get back to you.”

Before Holden could reply, he hung up.

He then brought up a map of the area and changed it to a satellite view to get a sense of where he needed to go. “Another mile, pretty straight, northwesterly. Should be fine if no one shoots at us.”

He then had a thought and quickly tapped to bring up the browser, then located the compound’s website. He tapped on the ‘tour’ option and scrolled through the images.

Happy men and women, some old, some young grinned at the camera and each other. It was the kind of happiness that always bugged him, because it was detached from the struggles in life. Real people had real problems. These were mannequins. The buildings around them, monolithic in design, looked like rejects from Soviet Europe, and were strangely at odds from the colorful expressions of the members of the ‘Ascension Temple.’

He went to walk forward, but stopped, instead he stretched his arm out. Just as it reached full extension the phone screen went dead again. He pulled it back and it lit up.

“Well that’s different,” said Daryl.

“Yeah…”

Kinnear had a flashlight in his hand. “Try this.” He tossed it over to Mike, who repeated the same procedure as he just had with the phone, and got the same result. The flashlight’s bulb dying as soon as it moved beyond the start of the gates.

“Maybe we pull back and wait till sun up…” said Daryl.

“Even if I thought that was a good idea, and I don’t. Holden is about to let the third army come down here. We need to find out what’s up there, and why they thought shooting at law enforcement officers was a good idea.” He looked back at the two men still standing behind the police cruiser’s doors. “You’re right though, no need for all of us to be wandering around in the dark. I’ll go up. If I’m not back in… thirty minutes, contact Holden and let him do his thing.”

Daryl shook his head. “You sure Mike. This could be anything.”

Mike smiled. “Or it could be nothing.” He didn’t believe that, but he wasn’t going to be the one telling Jackie, Daryl’s wife and Tom his teenage son, that their father died in the dark in a cults compound. He was no hero, despite the medals locked away in a wooden box. Daryl had people. He didn’t. Simple math. He could also see the relief in his partner’s eyes.

“What if they got those night vision glasses?” said Kinnear.

The old chief had a point.

“Then I guess they will have their first hostage.” He turned back towards the wall of dark and marched forward. The light died on his phone instantly, but he kept walking. The lights from down the lane allowed a narrow slice of the way ahead to be visible, and that was enough. He picked up his pace, being fairly sure that once the light ran out he would be able to feel when he had walked onto the snow and off the concrete road. At least that was the hope.

A mile, so that’s maybe fifteen minutes of walking.

After a short while and just as the road started to incline, he stopped and looked back. The police cruiser just beyond the gates looked like an oasis he should be moving towards, not away from.

He looked back towards his destination. By now his eyes had adjusted somewhat to the night, and he was discovering it wasn’t as dark as it first seemed. Shapes were now becoming defined on the horizon.

Has to be the compound.

He thought about unholstering his gun, but if Kinnear was right there were probably a number of sights lined up on his chest right now and he had no interest in giving them a reason to pull the trigger. He kept on going. The snow was falling heavier and due to his pupils being dilated it allowed him to see the distinction between the ground and the sky, and some things in-between. A block like shape, a foot below his own height of six one was not far off.

Vehicle.

He stretched his fingers out and quickly touched the cold smooth metal, tracing the window to the driver’s door, which was closed. He tried the handle but it was locked. At least the direction it was pointing gave him the way he needed to go.

Far off voices and engines running came from behind him, but close by was just deathly silence. He pushed on. The shapes of cube like buildings were now clear against the gray sky, despite the flakes of cold blurring his vision. He was sure he recognized the silhouette from the website, and tried to recall the route to the entrance.

Not far.

He approached a shape he hoped was a wall and laid his hand on it, and then a metal railing. He had started to regret not wearing gloves five minutes after his moved through the gates and pushing the snow from the handrail was not doing the feeling in his fingers any favors.

After a short distance his foot hit the brick and he ascended the steps until a black void sat in front of him.

He looked back the way he had come, but any light from the gates was now obscured by what he assumed were trees.

No going back.

He stood for a moment focusing on the one sense he had that could penetrate the darkness, his hearing, but there was only complete silence. He looked back to the buildings. A vertical surface appeared to be reflecting its surroundings.

Door.

He walked forward and pushed against the frost covered-glass opening it. Any semblance of ambient light he had used getting this far, was non-existent inside, and he felt as if he had stepped off the face of the earth. He threw his arm out and immediately felt walls on both sides.

Hallway.

“Hello?” he shouted. “I’m FBI agent Mike Richter. I’m just here to talk.” He then whispered. “But I can’t see shit.”

He waited for a response, but there wasn’t any. The only sound he was now aware of was his own breathing, and the distant drum of his own heart.

He took a step forward when all the lights around him sprang into life, blinding him. He instinctively upholstered his gun, but his hand caught in a cable of some kind and he fell back against something solid. A siren was going off somewhere, accompanied with clicks.

“Hello!” he shouted into the freezing air, his vision being a combination of blur and speckles of light. The only reply was a few more clicks, which suddenly stopped. He then heard a low hum.

Through his watery eyes he could see a narrow hallway, with floor to ceiling metal boxes of lights and a web of cables taking up every available space. It was as if he was caught inside the guts of a giant machine.

He pulled his hand free and got to his feet trying to peer through the plastic strands to what lay beyond, when his phone vibrated.

“Yeah?”

“Are you inside?” said Holden. Mike could hear his boss was in a vehicle.

“Yup.”

“And?”

“No sign of anyone yet. I’m going further in.”

“Wait, don’t hang—”

Mike plunged his phone back into his coat’s pocket and started pulling the wires from his path, inching forward through an artificial jungle. Despite the amount of equipment around him, the air was still bitingly cold. After pushing the cabling to one side for a full minute, the end of the corridor came into view with a larger space beyond, equally crammed with the same height boxes.

This time he let his gun lead and forced his way into a massive hall with a glass-domed roof. That wasn’t what caught his attention though for the fifty foot area was a sea of similar flickering lights and equipment he had just fought his way through. He searched for any sign of people, but there was nothing organic in front of him.

To his left, against the wall was a slither of space, but it was enough for him to navigate around the outside of the arena. He pushed up against the wall and shuffled sidewards towards what looked like another door. As he did the siren grew louder. His phone vibrated again. He didn’t want to see who was bothering him this time, but pulled it from his pocket regardless. The screen said. “Daryl.”

“I’m inside,” he said to him.

“The compounds lit up like the forth of July. You found anyone yet?”

“Just enough computing equipment to put Silicon Valley to shame. You’ll love it in here. There’s a siren going off somewhere. Maybe security. Stay outside the gates a bit longer. Just in case they are all holed up in here somewhere. I’ll get back to you—”

“No can do. Holden is pulling up with most of the office in tow, and he has called in more from St. Louis.”

“Just do what you can.”

“Will do.”

He hung up and looked at a closed door. Across it was printed, ‘Ascension Chamber- 1A.’ The siren was coming from somewhere beyond. He placed his fingers gently on the cold handle and turned. With the gap came a much louder noise and an aroma of burnt wood, or something close to it. He went to announce his presence again, but something told him there was no point. He did it anyway, but the repeating siren mostly drowned out his words.

Ahead was another corridor, this one with more space to move, but still had reams of cables attached to all the flat surfaces. Floor, walls and ceiling. He walked over the rubber and plastic, feeling he had been transported into a spaceship. The light inside this space was red, making most of the cables look the same color. He stepped on them slowly, wondering how well insulated they were, then on not being electrocuted picked up speed. He needed to know what he had stumbled into before the whole place was turned into a circus by Holden.

As he moved along the corridor, he noticed a number of the wires were burnt black and wondered if they could be the the source of the smell which was filling his lungs.

Finally he arrived at another door, this one containing a small circular glass window, almost like a porthole. Maybe he really had wandered into a craft of some kind. He tried to see inside, but it was covered in a black dusty substance.

His heart was now beating almost as loud as the siren and he placed his hand on the handle, which was just as red as everything else around him and pushed it open.

The stench of burnt flesh and plastic hit his senses just as his mind absorbed the scene of blackened remains. He waved his gun around the large octagonal room, with bodies spread out around a machine of some kind. At first he thought it was a strange tree, for it had branches, then realized the cables he was walking over all ran to this structure. He looked back down to the things that were once people and the soot which covered the floor and everything else.

There was something wrong with the shape of their charcoal covered heads…

He staggered back, feeling light-headed. Memories of six years prior threatened to overwhelm him. Images of his dead wife that were meant to be locked away. Grabbing hold of the door frame he turned back to the corridor and forced air into his lungs, trying to focus on where he was. He took a deep breath and looked back inside the room of death. Even though most were burned beyond recognition, what was obvious was their faces were gone.

He turned again and coughed covering his mouth. Noises echoed out in the distance, back at the entrance.


CHAPTER THREE




“You’re going to need more than a hoody, young man,” said an elderly dark-haired woman to the person seated near the window, across the aisle from her. The bus had already been traveling for two hours heading north and as the snow drifts grew larger outside, she couldn’t hold her tongue anymore on his lack of winter clothing.

He remained looking out of the window. Maybe he was listening to music on headphones, or maybe he was ‘simple’. That’s what they used to call those who had trouble finding their way through life, when she was young. Yeah, he must be like that.

She noticed a piece of plastic pinned to his yellow top. It had the name ‘Travis’ printed on it, but some of the print was smeared slightly. She leaned over a little towards his seats. “Is that your name? My name’s Grace. Do your parents know where you are Travis?”

He kept looking out of the window, evidently more interested in the far off lights sparkling in the night, than her concern.

She frowned then thought about his parents. What fear must be going through their minds, not knowing where their son has run off to. She picked her bag off the seat to her right and pulled out her phone. She flipped it open and strained to see the buttons over the top of her glasses but she had moved the little cursor around a thousand times over the past six years, and knew exactly where the photo app was even without seeing the screen properly. She pressed and scrolled and pressed again, but the screen wasn’t showing her what it always did.

“Oh…” she said in frustration and brought the screen closer to her aging eyes, but that just made it even harder to see.

Then she felt a presence next to her and turned in fright to her left. “Heavens. Why are you so close to me?” she said to the blurred figure nearby, quickly pushing her glasses back to the bridge of her nose.

The young man was no longer sitting near the window, but instead was only a foot away. Finally she could see beyond the hoody, but that still shed no light on who he was for his face was wrapped in a scarf and over that were sunglasses. He appeared to be looking directly at her…

The bus slowed and she fell forward a little, having to use her hand on the back of the seat in front. She was glad to be looking away from the person next to her, and almost did not want to look back, but then realized he was now walking towards the front of the bus anyway, which was stopping.

“This is a thirty-minute stop!” shouted the bus driver to the passengers. “Buy what you need and take a leak, but be back here in thirty minutes!” He then looked at the impatient young man already standing on the exit steps. He pulled the lever and the door slid open, just as the lights on the bus dimmed. “Oh no you don’t!” he said to the vehicle around him and as if it had heard his threat came back to full brightness.

The old woman shuffled across her seat to the window and watched Travis walk across the forecourt of the forgotten gas station and accompanying store, not to either of them, but to the back of the building, to where there was no light. Only shadows, soiled boxes and oil stains.

Her anxiety was now reaching new heights. If the young man kept on going he would walk into the forest! And she was just sitting there letting him disappear forever! Just a month before she had watched a documentary that had been all about people going missing in forests. Young and old that had entered and then were never heard from, despite all the efforts to find them. Such sad stories.

She pushed her things back into her bag and stood, although slowly as her joints quickly reminded her of her eighty-two years.

“Excuse me, I have to come through…” she said making her way along the aisle. A young woman and man, sitting opposite each other, both sharing one bud on a set of headphones sneered as she moved past.

Grace stepped out into the chilling air and frowned at the snow and ice she was going to have to walk across.

“Don’t forget, thirty minutes!” said the driver.

“Yes yes, I heard you the first time,” she said without turning around. “Now, where did you go...”

She walked forward past the gas pumps and across the concrete, being careful to avoid the most glacial of surfaces and got to where the light from the store no longer reached.

“Young man! Travis?” she shouted into the absolute darkness. Even with her glasses, the shadows behind the store and beyond were impenetrable. Then she spotted something. She leaned forward squinting. She thought it was a light source of some kind, but she was too far away to see. She looked back to the bus. Some people were already returning. Laughing with bottles in their hands.

A rustling made her whip her head back to the shadows. The dim light was still there, bobbing, moving, then blinking out as if it were being obstructed.

“Travis? Is that you? Please come back. I really do not want to go into that dark place after you!”

She then thought about her phone. She still had twenty or so minutes before she needed to be back. She could call 911, at least then the important people would know. She fished it out of her bag once again, trying to keep the strange blue light in view and flipped it open. The screen reflected the store’s lights, but had no illumination of its own.

“Agh!” she waved the small phone around. The blue light was growing dimmer, or was it smaller?

She took a step forward into the gloom. “No, Travis wait! Don’t go that way!” She looked back at the bus, then back to the blue light that was almost completely extinguished. “Darn it.” She walked forward being swallowed by the shadows.


CHAPTER FOUR




Mike stood in a large tent in nothing but his underwear. He sighed and sat on one of three chairs looking at his wrist then realized there was nothing there as they had taken his watch as well.

The tent’s flap opened and a woman, someone he had known over a decade appeared. He was glad to see Dawn Clement had his clothes in her arms.

“Lucky for you they appeared to have all died through good old fashioned electricity. Nothing toxic is showing up in the tests we have run so far.” She emphasized ‘so far.’

“What about the…”

“Lack of nose, eyes, and everything else?”

“Yeah.”

“Could be post-mortem, hard to say until we get the bodies in the lab.”

He started getting dressed. “Any sign of the snipers?”

“We found two M4’s rigged to fire at approaching loud sound sources. Pretty sophisticated setup, no humans required. They have been disengaged.” She frowned. “What were you thinking going in there?”

“I’m fine aren’t I?”

She shook her head, her medium length blonde hair bouncing on her shoulders.

“How many so far?”

“Seventy two, but we keep finding more of those strange rooms with more bodies.”

“No one’s been found alive?”

She shook her head again.

“So someone connected the wrong cable and everyone fried?”

That’s the working hypnosis.

His frown hardened.

“You disagree?”

“Leaving to one side, just how much computing stuff they had in there. The way the bodies were arranged, it was almost as if—”

“They were expecting it.”

“Yeah.”

“So a cult committing mass-suicide? Wouldn’t be the first time. Although the whole electricity thing is a novel twist.”

He went to reply when there were footsteps outside. Dawn stepped back as two men walked in, his immediate superior and Holden’s own, Special agent in charge of the Missouri field office, Roy Turner, a man he had known for most of his tenure in the Bureau. Roy came up when Hoover was still director. Old school. Mike had always liked him.

Turner held his hand briefly up and nodded to whoever was talking to him on his phone. Despite the temperature being close to freezing sweat was visible on Holden’s forehead.

“Yes Governor, the area is now secure,” said Turner. “It does not appear to be terrorist related, no… I am keeping the director informed and the heads of the other agencies. We will be holding a press conference in around eight hours at 9 a.m. Yes Governor it is a terrible incident… we have not identified the bodies yet, but our team is looking into their computer systems and we will have a list of names of who attended the compound soon… I will, yes.”

He lowered his phone and looked at Mike. “What the fuck were you thinking going in there alone?”

“I never gave him—”

Turner held his hand up to Holden then looked back to Mike.

“I had a hunch and I went with it.”

More footsteps outside heralded Daryl appearing. In his hand was a laptop, which he immediately opened and placed down on a table. On the screen was a spreadsheet with names and times. “We managed to gain access to the entrance logs for the compound, as well as a list of people who were enrolled. There was a lot of activity over the previous month. It got pretty busy in the compound.”

“How many were here?” said Turner.

“As of yesterday morning, one hundred and thirty-two.”

Silence fell upon those inside the tent.

“What was all the cabling and computers for?” said Mike.

“That umm… I don’t know. They were running their own internal network. It doesn’t appear to have been connected to the internet, and there’s something else.” He tapped on the screen bringing up images of the same equipment Mike had been wading through a few hours earlier. “Nothing here is branded. Everything you see in these photos appears to have been custom made on-site.”

“They made their own computers? Here?” said Turner, looking as confused as everyone else.

“Yes, we have found a fabrication facility underground, and manufacturing in another building—” Daryl shook his head, tapping again to bring up another, closer image of a rectangular plastic looking sheet, with lines etched into it.

“What’s that?” said Holden.

“That is one of… maybe hundreds of thousands of similar sheets that I pulled from the six foot high boxes this whole place is filled with. If I had to hazard a guess I would say it’s a circuit board of some kind, but nothing I’ve ever seen before.”

Mike leaned in closer to the screen. “Go back to the other photos.”

Daryl did and the black boxes appeared.

“Can you zoom in on them?”

Daryl pulled his fingers apart on the pressure pad and the screen enlarged.

“There don’t appear to be any ports.”

“Hey look at you,” said Daryl to his partner.

Mike smirked.

“But yeah, you’re right. There is the one cable which connected them all, but no other way to connect anything else to these computers, or for them to connect to anything else… Which is… odd.”

“What about the rooms where the bodies were found?” said Turner. His phone started to ring again but he ignored it.

“They appear to be some kind of hub. There’s a concentration of cabling which goes to them, but there are no screens, keyboards or anything else to interact with a computer.”

“Then how did the cult members get electrocuted?”

Daryl shook his head.

“Didn’t the local power company notice the power usage of this place?” said Dawn. “It must have been huge to run what they have in there.”

“I was planning to contact them in the morning, but we haven’t explored the entire complex. They might have their own generators.”

Turner looked at Holden. “You’re the front line on this Gerald.”

“And I will do my upmost to get to the bottom—”

“Actually I was thinking it would be good for Mike to take lead on this investigation…”

Mike had been flicking through the images that Daryl had taken, but stopped on hearing his name and sighed.

“That a problem agent?” said Turner.

Mike turned around with a smile. “Not at all.” He ignored Holden’s stony expression.

Turner briefly put his hand on Mike’s upper arm. “Good. Now I need to call back the assistant director.” Then left the tent.

Holden looked at Mike. “I want a full report on my desk by 8 a.m.”

“Sure thing.”

Holden followed Turner outside. The remaining three looked at each other before Mike broke the silence. “Daryl, I’m going need you to pull an all nighter.”

The man with the 70s mustache waved his hand. “I’ve already called Jackie. She knew I wouldn’t be coming home tonight even before I rang.”

“Find out what those computers were doing.”

“Will do.”







*****

Carlton Haynes pulled the umbrella closed on his hot dog cart, brushing off a light dusting of snow. It had been a profitable workday at the Tulsa bus terminal parking lot. Now the temperature was dropping near zero, folks wanted the warm sausage, onions and bread roll more than ever. It was midnight and the last bus had emptied out fifteen minutes before. None of its occupants appeared interested in a late-night snack, so better to close up and start again bright and early the next day. He had stuck to the same routine for more than twenty-five years, from when his father left him the same cart on retiring.

He made sure the drawers and containers were secure, unlatched the extra legs the cart used for support and went to take hold of the handle for moving it, when someone caught his eye. A young man was seated on a bench a hundred yards away near one of the drop-off points. He presumed he was young, for his form was slight and he was wearing a brightly colored hoody.

He appeared to be staring at a billboard above the main terminal. It was advertizing the latest Jack Rogers action movie, entitled ‘Never Take Fire.’

Carlton had seen similar such youngsters before. Usually runaways, or people with drug addled minds that came from the city wanting to leave, but never quite managed it. He shook his head and went to pull the cart away, when he stopped once again. Snow was falling and the temperature was going with it, if the young man was lost in a haze of mind altering narcotics and he died on that bench, then no one would be buying anything from ‘Haynes hot dog stand’ for months, and that was the kind of loss of income he couldn’t stomach, especially with Christmas only a month and a half away.

He swore, the white mist demonstrating his frustration, then looked to make sure there was no one else around to steal his cart. Not that they could easily run with a two hundred pound load behind them. He thought about calling the police, but no crime had been committed and just mentioning someone was waiting for a bus at a bus terminal wasn’t going to elicit any response, so it was on him to save this young person’s life.

He walked across the sidewalk, across a small strip of frost covered mud and onto the concrete of the road, then past the first of three pickup points. As he stepped over the curb, the lights around him flickered.

Carlton rubbed his hands together. The cold was start to penetrate his gloves and he stopped about twelve feet from the back of the bench. He didn’t want to get any closer in case he spooked the young man. People had been shot for less. “Hey, you on the bench. You okay?” The man’s face wasn’t visible because of the hoody, but Carton could see he was sitting with his exposed hands on his knees. “There aren’t anymore buses for another six hours, coming or going. Are you waiting for someone?”

He wondered why the young guy wasn’t shivering, for now the cold was beginning to make its way into his ribs and shoulders. Then a thought struck him. Could he already be dead? He hadn’t seen him walk to the spot, maybe he just sat down and died once the others left. Had to be drugs related. He found a dead body once in another parking lot, more central to the city. That time he knew it before his eyes fell upon the yellow and blue skin of the deceased, because of the flies that had been drawn to the back of the trash container. There were needles. Lots of them. Damn drugs.

This time there were no flies or needles. But the person, now seven feet away from him hadn’t moved or responded in any way to his questioning.

He wondered if he should just leave well enough alone. He looked around the desolate roads around him, which were rapidly turning white. He should go. There was something strange about this situation.

Yeah he should go.

He took two steps then was plunged into darkness.

“What the fuck,” he whispered under his breath. In the distance the city’s lights twinkled amongst the falling flakes, but for at least a mile in all directions was a void so rich he felt if he ran he would slam into it. He noticed a blue light being cast on the concrete. It was coming from behind him.

“Oh, man, am I glad you got a flashlight, there—” Carton turned and staggered back in the same movement, his mind not believing what his eyes were seeing. He didn’t bother talking anymore, instead he turned and went to run when his world became heat and fury.


CHAPTER FIVE




Mike stood on frost-covered mud, looking at rows of black plastic body bags. Most of them were covered in a hastily constructed canopy sixty yards square, which was open on three out of its four sides. The snow which had started falling again was still managing though to bury some of the dead.

He thought about the charred black remains that had jarred memories he had spent years trying to forget, and wondered why the cult members had done what they had. The closest he had come to something like that in his career had been six years prior when a man had managed to convince three others that the moon was about to crash into the earth, and only by taking a toxic cocktail of drugs could they avoid the outcome. As with this event Mike arrived after the red liquid had been digested by the three men and one woman, and there was only the clean up operation left, making sure no one else was involved, informing the nearest and dearest…

Another set of officers walked from one of the buildings towards the part of the field that had been designated for the dead. Between them was a stretcher with another bag.

In his hand was a coffee that one of Kinnear’s deputies had been handing out. Its warmth had stopped working thirty minutes prior, but the shot of caffeine was still doing its best to stave off his tiredness.

To the east the sky had taken on a pinkish tint, and the monolithic buildings in the thirty acre site were beginning to give up their details. Not that it made them any more attractive to look at. To his layman’s eye they looked like a cross between a nuclear bunker and a parking garage. Gray blocks ruining the Missouri countryside.

In front of them were lights from at least twenty vehicles from various emergency and law enforcement agencies, including the one he was now walking towards, the FBI’s mobile command center which had just arrived.

He walked up the silver steps and pulled the door open to a rush or warm air, noise and light. Inside were agents talking on headsets and typing at the various computer terminals. Between them was Dawn and another woman whom he had only seen pictures off, but had never met. He put his cup down.

“And this is the agent in charge of the investigation, Mike Richter,” said Dawn.

The woman next to Dawn looked like she had stepped off the set of an ad, with flowing black hair and features that could sell to America. She walked forward and held out her hand. Somewhat surprised Mike shook it. “Special Agent Alexis Adams.”

Mike looked at Dawn then back to Alexis. “Why is there a profiler here?”

“I convinced Assistant director Ward to allow me to come down here,” said Alexis. “These kinds of events, although tragic are extremely rare and the more we can learn on the individuals involved, the better perhaps we can avoid it from happening again.”

It was a reasonable argument thought Mike. He had worked with a few profilers in his career, some good some just confused things. He hoped Alexis would be the former.

A young agent nearby turned in his seat, one hand on his headset. “I’m hearing the last of the bodies has been found.”

“What’s the number?”

“One hundred and thirty-one.”

Mike looked at Dawn.

“What?” said Alexis.

He looked at the agent. “The personnel list mentioned one hundred and thirty-two people, correct?”

The agent looked back at his screen and clicked through to a new one. “Yes.”

“Has every inch of this place been searched?”

“There are dog teams and officers searching the grounds, but the buildings have been searched.”

Alexis looked at Mike. “Someone got out.”

He looked at Dawn. “How long until we have full ID’s?”

She shook her head. “Days.”

“That’s too long.” He looked back to the agent. “There are cameras on the outsides of all the buildings, do we have access to the video from them?”

After some mouse button taps, a series of files popped up on the nearby screen. “These are the most recent surveillance files they had.”

“Show us the top one,” said Mike.

Another small screen appeared and a video started playing showing a view of the parking lot from the main entrance lobby. It was daytime, approximately two hours before he first arrived.

“Fast forward it.”

The digital date stamp became a blur as minutes came and went.

“Stop!”

The agent froze the video.

“I saw it too,” said Alexis.

“Rewind… stop.”

The video was allowed to play again. The footage whited out for a fraction of a second.

“What was that?” said Dawn.

“A glitch?” said Mike to the agent who looked nonplussed. “Keep fast forwarding.”

The clock sped up again until a figure appeared below the camera. The agent froze and dragged the video to an earlier point once more. A young man walked a few yards onto the frost-covered concrete and stood.

“What’s he doing?” said Dawn.

They all waited for him to move off, but he remained as still as a statue. He then slowly turned and looked directly at the camera and smiled.







*****

“Travis Wilson,” said Mike, showing Turner a personnel file on one of the screens inside the MCC. “Just turned eighteen. Ran away from his home in Texas aged sixteen. I’ve briefly talked to his only remaining parent, a ‘Holly Wilson’ who was relieved to know her son was still alive. She had no idea he was involved with the cult. He was a grade A student, had no signs of mental illness or any other reason to leave the family home. She also told me he was really into computers…”

“So he’s the only survivor?”

“We think he is.” Mike clicked on another of the video files, this one from near the gates, one of which opened and Travis walked through the gap, and down the slope until he moved out of view. This all happened just before the delivery guy arrived.”

“He couldn’t have gotten far,” said Holden who appeared glued to Turner’s hip.

“We have roadblocks setup on a ten mile cordon, and an APB has been issued. So far he’s not been seen.”

Turner looked at Alexis. “What’s your take on this?”

“He was probably drafted by the Ascension Temple cult in online forums or through social media. I’m afraid we might find a great number of similar individuals outside, once they are ID’d. Highly intelligent, young loners—”

“But to what purpose?” said Turner.

“The young are usually the ones targeted by cults. They are easier to influence because they are looking for answers. That sort of thing. But why they chose these particular individuals… I would need to spend more time looking for patterns.”

Daryl cleared his throat. “Umm, I’ve been studying the equipment they have created inside the compound, and have heard back from a few experts inside the FBI lab. Most were perplexed by what the dark boards were that inhabit the larger boxes, until an Amber Murphy got back to me saying she’s seen similar designs at a conference she went to in Tokyo a few years back. They weren’t even working prototypes, just mock-ups of a possible design—”

“A design of what?” said Turner, his frustration of this tech talk beginning to show.

“Oh, umm quantum computing, sir.”

“I thought that was scifi stuff?” said Mike.

“It mostly is. The designs Amber saw, were projections of what might be possible in a decade, if the certain non-existing materials could be manufactured.”

“And the compound is full of thousands of these?” said Turner. “Not possible for a decade, technology?”

“Hundreds of thousands, yes.”

Turner sighed. “There’s no way we keep Homeland or the DOD out of this.” He looked at Mike. “I’ve got more phone calls to make. Find that kid.”

Mike nodded and Turner left the trailer with Holden.

“He might be on his way back home,” said Alexis.

“I told his mother the same thing.” Mike noticed Daryl’s eyes were particularly jittery, making quick glances at him. “Daryl. I need to have a quick word with you outside.”

“Okay.”

They both walked out into the burgeoning daybreak. Despite the bitter cold air, the activity around the compound had intensified with equipment being removed and placed in the back of trucks.

Daryl shook his head. “I was hoping to have more time with it all.”

“You didn’t think they were going to let an agent in a satellite office keep the toys did you? That’s on its way back to Washington or some underground bunker somewhere. So what did you want to talk to me about?”

Daryl went to talk when an agent walked past them and went inside the command centre. He made sure they were alone again before stepping in closer to Mike. “Have you told anyone about the weird power outage when we first got here?”

Mike looked away. “Not yet. I’ve read about E.M pulses, knocks out all computer gadgets, that kind of thing. I thought that’s what that was?”

Daryl looked around again. “A huge EM pulse can knock out electronics, sure. But that’s not what—”

The door to the large truck opened again and an agent walked down the steps, briefly looked at the two agents outside, and continued walking.

“What do you mean that’s not what that was?”

“EMP’s fry circuitry, can take down a power grid. What was happening when we got here was more like…”

“Science fiction…”

“Yeah…”

Mike nodded to himself more than Daryl. “Let’s keep that out of the reports until we can make more sense of it.”


CHAPTER SIX




A bell rang deep in Mike’s mind. He knew he was dreaming. It was an ability he had from when he was a child, but was still surprised to see the lush grass around him and across the road in the distance, people moving slowly towards a white wooden church. He looked at his watch. Saturday.

Why are they ringing the bell on a Saturday?

He noticed skyscrapers in the distance, above the roofs of the trees. A big city, but one he didn’t recognize. He waved at the men, women and children whose faces lacked even a trace of happiness. He knew the look from his visits to state prisons. It was of the condemned.

He went to run forward, to warn them, of what he did not know, but instead his foot caught something and he fell forward into dirt and rotting remains of people. In disgust he pushed the decaying arm from his neck then froze. He recognized the dress the person was wearing and looked away. It was as Clara was when he found her…

He woke up, thankful to see his apartment around him. Someone was knocking on the front door. He had fallen asleep on the sofa five hours before. On his lap and covering the floor were sheets from the Ascension Temple’s guide for the ‘Ultimate Truth’ or was it enlightenment? He had already forgotten. A hundred or so pages of what appeared to be the ramblings of crazy people.

The person at his door knocked again. The sound combined with the jingle coming from his phone, which was buried under the pieces of paper.

“Yeah, yeah!” he shouted in the direction of his hallway. “I’m coming!” He sat up, making a beer bottle fall and join his phone, which he then picked up. The screen displayed ‘Turner’, but his brain was full of too many cobwebs to hold a coherent conversation with the Special agent in charge, so he placed the phone on the sofa and stood, then walked to his front door, trying to ignore the aroma that was coming from his body.

Need to shower.

He looked into the spy hole and frowned, then pulled the chain off and unlocked the door, pulling it open.

“You look like shit,” said Alexis.

Mike turned away with a frown. “Not a very profiler thing to say.” He walked into his kitchen leaving the door open.

Alexis followed him closing it behind her. “Turner’s been trying to contact you.”

“I noticed.” He picked up the glass pot from the coffeemaker and smelled it, raising his eyebrows, then placed it back on the stand and switched it on. “Coffee?”

She shook her head. “He wants us—”

“Us?”

“Yes, me and you, to go after the young man.”

“I don’t need a partner.”

“I’m sure that’s true, but Turner has put us together.”

Mike looked at the raven haired woman and sighed. The coffee started bubbling.

“And we think we know where he’s gone.” She pulled out her phone, tapped and placed it on the counter.

Mike looked at a grainy black and white photo of a figure in a hood moving to the side of a bus.

“I know it’s hard to tell—”

He pulled the pot from the stand and poured the dark brown liquid into a nearby mug. “It’s him.”

“Yes, figure analysis says it is.”

“Where was the bus heading?”

“Tulsa.”

“So he should be there by now.”

“Law enforcement in the city have been put on alert. Hopefully they should have him by time we arrive there.”

Proclamations and arcane words tried to push into his still sleep ridden mind, but he pushed them away, taking a sip from his coffee, which he promptly spat back out.

Alexis frowned. “We can get coffee on the way.” Her phone started to ring, which she answered. “Yes, sir, I’m at his apartment right now…”







*****

Hills with browns, dull greens and beige leafless trees slid by on the side of the highway. The scenery reflected the gray monotone sky and the mood inside the car. A dark spire poked out of the top of a forest a few miles off, and Mike was momentarily drawn back into his dream.

After a short stop at a gas station to get fuel and warm drinks, they had been driving for thirty minutes without more than two words being said.

Alexis looked up from the Ascension Temple’s proclamations that Mike had printed out.

“What you make of it?” he said, keeping his eyes on the road.

“Probably not going to make the bestseller charts.”

He briefly smiled.

“I looked at their website on the way to Conway, but it was the usual sales pitch to get people to register. This though gives me more of an insight into the minds of those who ran things. Most cults are centered around an individual. A charismatic figure, nearly always a man, who is revered by those he recruits. Sometimes but not always the cult talks about a particular future apocalyptic event that will kill everyone who is not initiated into the cult.”

“I know how cults work. What about this particular version of crazy?”

She flicked through some pages. “In a lot of ways they appear to be your average end of the world group. They talk about an event that will change the world. ‘The coming of the Spirit Mind.’ But what is interesting and different, is they see themselves as playing a role in bringing this ‘Spirit Mind’ into the world. They see this as a holy undertaking.”

“Like they’re priests or something?”

“Exactly.”

“I didn’t see any religious symbols anywhere, unless you count that spiral logo they had plastered on everything.”

“I think the spiral is important. Throughout history it has had a number of meanings, from all paths lead to a central point, or the opposite.”

“So an ending or a beginning.”

“Yes.”

He shook his head. “Something is off about what we saw at the compound. I read as much of those pages as I could last night, but I couldn’t see the part where it said they would electrocute themselves, or the other thing…”

“Missing faces?”

He pressed his hand into the left side of his jacket. The flask was still there. “Yes.”

She flicked past a few more pages. “There is a part which mentions the members wanting to be judged.”

“I guess they were found not worthy.”

Alexis looked across to her driver. “And Travis Wilson was?”

“Over a hundred and thirty people dead and he walks out unharmed. He did something right.”

Silence returned to the car as the sun struggled to its zenith, appearing as a bright disc behind the cloud cover. After some more miles, police vehicles were seen a few miles ahead.

They slowed and slid their windows down as they moved alongside the officer questioning drivers. Before he could say anything Mike and Alexis had shown him their badges.

“What happened here?” said Mike.

“Look’s like a homicide. Elderly lady out back of the gas station.”

The two in the car exchanged a brief glance.

“We would like to take a look,” said Mike.

“Err… I need to talk to my lieutenant.”

“Don’t worry, we won’t get in anyone’s way.” Mike pulled the sedan off to the side, parking it in front of the troopers own vehicle.

Alexis looked at him. “What are the chances a murder would happen on the same stretch of road Travis was traveling.”

Mike had a quick look to make sure no cars were driving past, then pushed his door open. “Low.”

They walked over the ice-covered gravel and dirt and onto the gas station forecourt. The station had the ‘closed’ sign hanging in the door, and behind the small building was a small group of police, standing either side of yellow ribbon.

The area behind the station was full of rusting trash cans and broken pieces of wood, all sitting on stained concrete. A sheet was over the body and a man in a suit was talking to one of the uniforms. He noticed Mike and Alexis and walked forward. “What’s the FBI doing here?”

Mike flashed his badge again, if there was any doubt. “Special agent Mike Richter and Alexis Adams. We were just driving past when we saw the scene.”

The clean shaven man looked ruefully at them. “I’m detective Halbert out of Tulsa. I heard there was a mass suicide outside Conway, you in the area because of that?”

Mike smiled. “That would be a good guess.” He looked at the black sheet on the ground. “What’s this?”

The man looked in the same direction. “No ID, but she’s female, maybe late seventies. Severe trauma to her—”

Mike knew what the detective was going to say, even if it made no sense. Another faceless victim, like the others, like his wife… A pain started to throb in his temple.

“— Face.”

“Severe trauma?” said Alexis.

“Yes, she umm…” he exchanged a look with one of the uniformed officers. “Something happened to her face, head… I don’t know.”

Mike forced himself back into the gray world around him. “Have any paramedics taken a look?”

“There wasn’t any need to call them… But crime scene investigators are twenty minutes out.”

Mike knew what was needed, but he couldn’t push the words from his throat.

Alexis looked at him, her eyes seeing the distress in his then leaned closer to the detective. “It would be helpful if I could take a quick look at the body.”

“Is there anything going on here that I should be made aware of?”

“As far as we know this has nothing to do with what we are looking into, but we just want to make sure.”

Halbert frowned then looked back at the ground. “The weather did its best to screw up the crime scene anyway, so sure.”

Alexis ducked under the yellow ribbon and Mike followed. She kneeled next to the sheet, then partially lifted it.

Even for someone twelve years in the Bureau, what lay just a few feet away momentarily phased her. Then procedure kicked in and she did her best to examine the wound. She let the sheet drop back down and stood. She noticed Mike was looking away.

“You recognize anything?” said Halbert to her.

“No. Any suspects?”

“None yet. This is a pretty remote spot. Maybe her husband dumped her here. It’s too early to say.” He looked back at the sheet. “It sure is a violent one though.”

Mike nodded. “Thanks for letting us take a look.”

They ducked back under the ribbon and made their way towards the car, as they passed one of the gas pumps, Mike’s eyes caught a small sign.

‘Tulsa crossing link buses’

Alexis saw the sign too, but they both remained silent until they got back in the sedan.

“Are you okay?” she said.

“I’m fine. Any ideas of what could have caused that?”

“My first reaction was—” She suddenly realized why the man next to her was acting how he was and scolded herself internally for being so stupid. “— Caused by a weapon, but it was more surgical. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

Mike calmed his thoughts. It had been six years. He could handle this, he just had to do his job. “It’s the same as the cult members.”

“Yes…”

He started the engine back up. “We need to find Travis.”


CHAPTER SEVEN




Roberto Varez stood on the corner of the sidewalk and looked at the strange man in the building site across the way. He had seen strange men there before, but he knew why they were rummaging around. They were looking for metal to steal. At least that’s what Carlos his older brother told him. And anyway, this person was younger than the usual adults he had seen before. But what made him strange was he hadn’t moved from the moment Roberto ran out from the apartment complex, crossed the road to the store, bought a lottery ticket and then returned to the ‘right’ side of the road again. Actually he hadn’t even seen him arrive. Maybe he was a plastic doll, like you got in the clothes stores? Or maybe—

The phone in Roberto’s pocket sprang into life. For a split second he thought it was his mother asking where he was, but then the second and third note of the ringtone played and he realized it wasn’t her. It wasn’t anyone he knew because it was the jingle for ‘unknown caller.’

He looked at the black phone’s screen. But rather than confirming what he thought it would be, the message said something completely different. He didn’t even know his phone could do that.

‘Cross the road Roberto.’ A small yellow smiling face bounced around the letters.

Roberto looked up at the strange man, and took a step back. He had completed his daily routine, he now needed to return to his apartment.

The man was wearing a hoody, which prevented any sight of his face, even though he was facing directly at Roberto.

His phone rang again, causing him to jump a little and it dropped to the concrete, the back plate spilling across the cold floor with the battery. Roberto was upset his phone had broken, but was glad that it couldn’t make that—

The song was playing again from his phone.

Roberto shook his head, not wanting to lift what was left of his phone from the ground, but he bent down and picked it up anyway.

‘I will give you a gift Roberto. You just have to come to me.’

He almost dropped the half complete device from his hand, and looked at the strange man again, who was still standing, facing him across the street.

“I… I have to. I’m not allowed to—” Roberto knew the man couldn’t hear him. He was at least two semi truck trailers away, and traffic was passing by, but maybe he could hear him through his phone? Even if he hadn’t answered the calls.

‘Do you want to move to a better place Roberto? Your brother and mother can join you.’

This time there was no music playing, just the message on the screen.

“Yes…”

“Then come to me. I will show you.”

“Show me from where you are. I got good eyesight. I can see from here.”

“No!” The pixelated word also came with a vibration and a buzz, almost making Roberto drop the phone again. “You have to come to me. Then I will give you the gift that all will be given.”

He looked around him. Another man, much older walked past. He wondered if he should ask him for help. Maybe that man could go to the one across the street and be shown? Roberto sighed. Adults never listened to him anyway. Why would now be any different?

No, if he was going to help his family, he was going to have to be like an adult. ‘Be a man’ as his brother would say. He held the phone closer to his mouth. “Okay. Wait there. But if I see a knife I will run and you won’t catch me because I can run really quick. And I live… well I live really close and I can—”

The phone buzzed again.

‘Come now Roberto or you will not get your present.’

He looked up at the apartment building and took a deep breath. He knew what he was doing was stupid. The kind of stupid his mom always told him would get him in trouble. But what if the man was telling him the truth, and he walked away, and then he would know he could have made everyone’s life better but didn’t.

He had to do it. Had to cross the road.

He waited for when was no more cars and ran across, then quickly slowed when he stepped onto the sidewalk. He still couldn’t see the man’s face. It was overcast, but the shadows appeared to cling to the inside of the hood, almost as if he was wearing a dark mask.

“What is the gift?” shouted Roberto to the man through the chain fence, who was about twenty feet away.

The phone vibrated.

‘Closer.’

Roberto frowned, then took a quick glance back at the block where he lived. His mother’s words rang out in his head. “Never go onto the building site!” she would shout. If she knew what he was about to do, she would never let him leave the house again. This was also not the routine. The routine was important.

He crouched, and pulled the wire fence up, just being able to slip through the hole, then quickly stood. Getting out might be a problem if the man chased him, but then he could climb pretty well if he needed too.

He walked forward slowly then stopped. The man was maybe two car lengths away. That was going to have to do. He wasn’t moving any closer.

The phone vibrated which Roberto thought was odd. They were close enough to easily hear each other. What was the point of texting? And that was another thing. Where was the man’s phone? Maybe he had one of those new phones where you could talk and it would turn it into phone language.

‘Why play a game you will not win?’ said the text message.

A chill ran through Roberto. This was a crazy man! And he had fallen for his crazy talk! He slowly started to back away, when his phone vibrated once more. He didn’t want to look at it, but he did anyway.

‘The lottery ticket in your pocket. It does not contain the necessary combination for your win condition.’

Roberto stopped and looked bemused. Nothing made sense. The man must have seen him in the shop. Saw what he bought. But how did the man know he would not win? Nobody knew before the draw.

“How you know the ticket won’t win? That’s—”

The man moved too quick for Roberto to react, and an ice cold hand was now around his arm. He went to scream, when another sound stopped his own. It was a sound he had heard before. From his grandfather, after he had his operation on his throat. Human words spoken with a mechanical voice.

“Tiiii….cccc….kkk…e….t.” The inflection changed with the syllables.

“Okay. Yes, take it!” Roberto reached into his pocket and pulled the small piece of paper out and held it up.

The man touched the piece of paper and… it changed. Or maybe it didn’t. Roberto wasn’t sure and he didn’t care, because now he was running back towards the fence. He scrambled beneath it, across the quiet road and straight into the apartment complex, not stopping to look back at any moment. He raced up the stairs and banged on the front door, which promptly flew open. His mother, with her large earrings and overly applied makeup, grabbed his arm and pulled him inside.


CHAPTER EIGHT




A sign mentioning there was twelve miles left to Tulsa flashed by on the side of the highway.

“Come to Tulsa often?” said Alexis. The first words they had exchanged for miles.

“Not often,” said Mike.

The road widened to eight lanes, but the traffic was light anyway.

“Umm…”

“Yes?” said Mike.

“I did a bit of a search on you, on my way down to Conway. I do it with every agent I’m tasked to work with.”

“Right.”

“I know it’s none of my business, but I just want to say I’m sorry about what happened to your wife.”

“Right…”

Silence returned to the car and Alexis was relieved when they took the exit to head into the outskirts of the city. They both noticed a sign pointing to the bus station and Mike took the left under the highway. Not long after police cars appeared, parked a mile away.

“Again…” said Alexis, more to herself than the man next to her.

“Could be anything,” said Mike, but he didn’t believe that.

One of the white and blue cars was parked across the road, not far from strips of yellow tape and two individuals in white overalls and masks who were examining the ground.

Mike pulled up a few yards short of the car and the officer walked over. Mike showed his badge. “Homicide?”

“Looks that way.”

“Where’s the body?” said Alexis.

“At the coroners.” The officer turned slightly. “We’re waiting on a truck to come and get the man’s hot dog cart.”

Mike looked at the cameras which were attached to the outside of the terminal building. “Do you know if those cameras were working last night?”

“You’ll have to ask the detective in charge.”

“Thanks.”

Mike drove around the outside of the police car and stopped at the next junction, then looked at his passenger. “You’re the profiler. Why would Travis be killing random people.”

Alexis’s eyes betrayed her unease at the question. “There’s no easy answer to that. When some people leave a cult, the clash of realities can overwhelm them. They don’t know what’s real anymore.”

The sedan drove left, moving further into the city. “Still not hearing why he would kill these folks.”

“I don’t know. But what I do know is he shows every sign of continuing on this path. If we don’t find him soon…”

“More dead people.”

“Where we going?”

“To the detective division to see if they have the tapes from those cameras.”

“Maybe we should check in with Turner…”

“Let’s look at the tape first.”

A short while later, after an elevator ride to the fifth floor of an office building, they were shaking hands with Detective Ramez and Fisher, Ramez being the lead on the case, then were led to Fisher’s desk, where they were shown low quality footage of the bus terminals forecourt.

“Unfortunately we don’t have the assault, but we do have this…” He fast forwarded the film to the point where a bus arrived and its occupants were getting off, leaving one unmistakable figure to slowly walk to a nearby bench and sit.

Ramez noticed the reaction from the two agents. “You know that boy?”

“We can’t comment on an ongoing investigation,” said Mike.

“You do. I can tell. This connected with what happened in Conway?”

“We can’t—”

“Yeah, I heard you the first time,” said Ramez. “Just tell me if you think this boy is going to stay in this city, or do you know if he’s leaving to be someone else problem?”

“The honest answer? We don’t know. He might be on his way to Texas. But you should regard him as highly dangerous.”

This last comment surprised Alexis. Not because it wasn’t true, but that he would share it with the detectives. She was hoping to get to talk to Travis before he met a bullet, and she was pretty sure the higher-ups wanted the same.

On the way back to the parking lot she couldn’t contain her frustration. “You really think it was a good idea setting their tails on fire like that?”

“You said he’s going to keep killing and I agree. He has to be stopped.”

“But there’s more to this, than—”

Mike stopped outside the driver’s door. “And if I find him before Tulsa’s finest do, I’ll be sure to ask him what went on in that compound. But if the city police find him first, that’s okay too.” He pulled the door open. “I need to eat.”







*****

Mike looked at the glossy menu that spanned the area above the diners counter, then back to Alexis outside on her phone filling Turner in on the details of the day. She walked further away and he took the flask from his jacket, spinning the cap off in one movement and poured some of the contents into his mug, then returned it before she looked back his way.

The reason he took the posting in Conway after what happened with Clara was to get away from exactly what he was currently embroiled in. The biggest case that had crossed his desk in years was the trafficking across state lines of cigarettes. A syndicate had set up and was making a tidy profit, until he managed to shut it down. It should have been the ATF’s case, but once he found out what was happening, he wasn’t going to pass it over until it was done. After a month of hours on the highway and country lanes he had worked out the routes, and who was involved. It won him a commendation and a possible move back to the big city, but those that knew him, also knew he was never going back.

Around him was a smattering of customers, some seated at the counter, watching the news. Evidently someone in the city had won the weekend jackpot, much to the disappointment of those waiting for their coffee to be refilled.

The entrance door opened bringing with it a brief but brisk blast of winter, and Alexis sat down opposite. “Cell coverage went down, but the conversation was mostly done anyway. He’s getting heat from Washington. Say’s if it gets out that Travis is on some kind of rampage. His words. He won’t be able to stop us from being removed from the case. Say’s a task force will probably be set up. He also said maybe we are too busy and forget to file our reports for a few days. And that’s how long we have to find him.”

The waitress appeared at the table with a pot of coffee. Mike and Alexis smiled and she filled both of their mugs.

“Club sandwich coming right up,” she said to Mike. “And a vegetarian wrap for the lady.”

Alexis smiled again, although the waitress could tell it was an effort and quickly moved away.

“Maybe he’s on another bus already going to Texas?” said the profiler.

Mike nodded while noticing an older man tapping away at his cell phone. It seemingly wasn’t doing what he needed it too. Alexis continued talking, but her words were not making their way to his brain as he turned around in his seat. Others in the retro styled establishment were also having problems with their phones.

“Mike?”

He turned around with a smile.

“What is it?”

“Nothing. Yeah, he’s probably heading home. We’ll take a look at the bus terminals that have routes heading south. Maybe we get lucky, if not we can take a look at their tapes.”

“Piece of shit phone!” said one of the elderly customers nearby. He was seated on a stool at the counter.

“Phone not working?” said Mike to him.

The scrawny man wearing a cap, nodded. “Been messed up all day. Need to see the route to the drop off point for my consignment, but the damn thing isn’t working.”

Mike took his own phone from his pocket and unlocked the screen. The usual grid of icons to apps he never used appeared. He stood and walked the few feet to man, opened the map app and passed him the phone. “Here, find your route, then write it down.”

The old man smiled. “Much obliged!” He then looked down at the phone but his expression changed and he looked back up. “I don’t understand?”

He showed the screen to Mike who was equally confused. The five inch screen contained a grainy image, one that was subtly moving. Mike looked at it closer then jolted back. It was a video feed of the diner. The old man, Alexis nearby, the other customers and finally mike were on the phone’s screen. He held it up towards the camera on the far wall and saw the image change accordingly.

“What is it?” said Alexis.

Mike showed her the phone.

“That’s… strange. You must have—”

The screen flickered then the map of Tulsa reappeared.


CHAPTER NINE




Mike and Alexis sat in the sedan outside the Diner. Inside people were waving their phones in the air and at each other.

He looked at the customers, some more irate than others. It was odd it would happen on the day Travis and them arrived he thought.

“Why would your phone show the camera from the diner?”

“Some kind of glitch. Who knows.” It was an honest answer, but he also couldn’t shake the feeling, the wrong one. He turned the key in the ignition. “We’ll get to the bus terminal and see if he’s there.”

“If he is, we should call in the city police. After what we saw back at the bus stop he must have some form of weapon…”

“First, let’s find him, we’ll worry about the rest after that.”

As the engine purred he turned on the radio. Immediately conversation burst through the speaker.

‘…The city of Tulsa is experiencing an almost complete cell network failure and it would seem the problem is spreading to neighboring cities, with Oklahoma and Dallas reporting similar problems. Authorities have asked people to use landlines where they are available…’

“Who uses those anymore,” said Alexis.

The sun had almost given up for the day and the high-rises of downtown had taken on a pinkish tinge. The roads were jammed and the sound of horns filled the air as vehicles and pedestrians tried to navigate the rush hour exodus.

Mike’s sedan promptly pulled into a wall of traffic.

They sat watching people still trying to get their small communication devices to work. One woman walked out into the road while tapping at her screen, straight into the path of a motorbike that skidded to a stop to avoid her.

“So what about you?” said Mike.

“What about me..?”

“Married, boyfriend, kids, the whole nine yards or not.”

A space opened up and Mike eased the sedan forward a few yards until having to stop again.

“Divorced. No kids.”

“Perfect Bureau material.” The comment came out more sarcastic than he intended.

The sedan moved forward again.

“The plan was to have a family, but it never worked out,” she said.

He looked across to her. “You’re what? Mid-thirties? There’s still time.”

She smiled. “I appreciate the compliment, but I like my job. I make a difference and I couldn’t do the kind of work I do and be a mother. What about you? Did you ever want kids?” She noticed his face tighten and started to regret asking the question.

“Clara wanted to. I thought it would get in the way of my job. Maybe it would have done…”

Alexis nodded and returned to watching the chaos outside. The rest of the twenty minute journey was made in silence, both not wanting to be reminded of the past.

The sedan pulled into a lot outside the terminal’s double glass doors. Both were relieved not to see any law enforcement or yellow tape.

The waiting area inside was mostly empty. A few individuals, wrapped in multiple levels of warm clothing sat on gray plastic seats, looking bored, while a television hoisted up high, showed a news channel. A young boy and his mother were being interviewed outside their apartment block.

“Least there are no bodies here,” said Alexis quietly, as she walked with Mike to the manager’s office. The light above their head in the narrow corridor, flickered, then came back to full strength. Mike knocked and the door opened to a stout man with a sandwich in his mouth.

They showed him their badges at which point he quickly placed the sandwich back in his lunch box and sat. The room behind him was small, but made even more so due to the piles of paper and equipment which covered two of the four walls.

Mike nodded towards the monitors. “We need to see tapes for these.”

“Umm, we don’t have tapes anymore, it’s all digital.”

Mike smirked. “Just show me what you have for the past few hours.”

The man nodded and turned to his own monitor. After a few clicks four screens appeared simultaneously. He then dragged the timeline back four hours and let it play. “Are you looking for anything specifically? Because there’s four hours of this.”

“Young guy in a hoody, he—”

“Ah, why didn’t you just say. I know who you are talking about. We haven’t had many through the station today, but there was this funny looking guy, like you say, in a yellow hoody, bought a ticket around…” He clicked another screen and a spreadsheet appeared, showing the days purchased tickets. He pointed to a particular entry. “I think this is him. Bought a ticket for Houston at noon, for the 3:45 a.m. bus. Which left on time roughly two hours ago.”

Mike looked at Alexis, then back to the manager. “Do you have a way of contacting the driver?”

“On any other day, yes. But everyone’s cell phones are not working, so no.”

Mike walked to the large map showing the bus routes out of Tulsa. “Where about would the bus be now.”

The man got up, moved to the map and traced his finger along the southerly route. “Umm… Maybe around Strawtown. It goes to Dallas first, then travels through the evening and gets into Houston around midnight.”

The two FBI agents exchanged a look then went to leave.

“You don’t want to look at the video?”

Mike moved into the corridor. “No, we got what we need.”

They were soon back in the car heading south on the highway.

“We should catch up with the bus just short of Dallas,” said Mike.

Alexis held her phone up. “Would had been a good idea to inform the Dallas police Travis was on his way.”

“Maybe, but that might scare him off. Right now we know where he is and where he’s going to be. If we can get to Dallas before—” He indicated and moved the sedan into the fast lane, increasing their speed. “— He does. We just have to wait for the bus to empty out, follow and take him.”

Alexis nodded. It was a good plan.

The hours and black hills and forests rolled by. Both occupants lost in their own thoughts.

“I once did a case with Sebastian Grimler,” said Mike.

“Really? He was a legend when I was going through training at Quantico. What was the case?”

“The Fort—”

“Fortune murders? That was you?”

Mike briefly looked at his passenger. “I thought you read my file.”

“It’s a big file.”

Mike laughed. “If that’s not a sign of when too—” He was briefly looking at Alexis again when he saw her eyes grow wide causing him to flick his head back to the road. Words screamed from her mouth, but his instincts had already taken over and he swerved around the car that was parked across the highway. For a fraction of a second his mind wanted to congratulate himself on avoiding certain death, but then their headlights died.

As if they had driven into a sea of oil, all light suddenly escaped the world around them. He slammed on the breaks, rapidly decreasing speed, but it wasn’t enough to avoid another vehicle. They clipped the back of it, spinning their car. He wrestled with the wheel which he couldn’t see, the momentum throwing him to the side when they hit another solid object, but this one resisted moving and for a moment they both felt light, the engine revving, before slamming back to the ground…

Mike fought with the airbag that he was pressed into but couldn’t see. He turned to his right not knowing if Alexis was there, and went to reach out when pain shouted from his shoulder, causing him to grimace. He continued anyway and felt an arm, then a shoulder. She wasn’t moving. “Alexis?”

There was no reply so he placed his hand on her neck.

Alive.

Murmuring came from where she was.

He pulled his seatbelt off and reached across, opening the glove compartment and rummaged around until he located his flashlight, then slid the switch on its outer casing. Nothing happened.

“Come on!”

He tried to remember if he had replaced the batteries. He was sure he had. Jiggling it produced no light, so he pushed it back in and closed the compartment.

He then looked up to where the windows would have been and saw… nothing. There was no light of any sort to give him any hint of what was even a few inches from his nose. He pushed the bag lower and reached forward, his shoulder stinging again and felt the glass of the windscreen, which had grooves in it. Cracks no doubt.

Where were the street lights? Houses? Anything? He thought and then wondered if this was a dream? Had he fallen asleep at the wheel? Had he drunk more than he thought from the flask?

Alexis murmured again pulling him out of his mind. This time the words being more comprehensible. “Mike…”

He put his hand on hers. “I’m here. Where does it hurt?” As he was talking he was still trying to see any sign of illumination beyond the boundaries of the vehicle. He hoped his eyes would adjust and something would become apparent.

“Head…”

“There’s no light here. I can’t see anything, but I’m going to reach up and lightly touch your face okay?” He did so, slowly tracing her neck, then chin then… he felt the wet patch to the side of her left eye, and followed it up to her forehead. She groaned. “You got a head wound. Does it hurt anywhere else?”

“No… we crashed…”

“Yeah. But we’re alive. I’m going to pull your seat belt off.”

He heard her move. “I can do it.”

He looked around to the side and back windows and spotted a tiny speck of light. It was bobbing, jostling in the absolute darkness. He wasn’t sure if it was a foot outside the car or miles off. “There’s a light. Could be someone.”

“Where are we?”

“Off the highway.”

“There were vehicles, just sitting across the road. Why are there no lights around here?”

Mike’s instinct was to say they were deep in the countryside, but that didn’t explain the void they were seemingly inside of. He was also sure his flashlight should have worked… His mind flashed back to entering the compound the day before.

The light outside was definitely getting bigger.

“Looks like someone coming. They might have heard the crash.”

He felt for the door handle to his left, pulled it and pushed the door open. It swung back freely, meaning there was no obstructions to the left side. He slowly got out and stood, hoping he would be able to see more of the scene around him, but it made little difference. He turned to the light that now appeared much closer. “Hey! Over here!”

The other door opened.

“No, stay in the car.”

The door closed.

Around the oncoming light he could now see a person. An older man in overalls, who was holding a lantern of some kind, and from that he could see the ground below. The man was walking across a field.

“You crash?” shouted the man in Mike’s direction.

“Yes! We can’t see anything.”

The man approached the back of the car. “All the powers gone. Good thing I still had some old oil lanterns.” He walked up to Mike, holding the light closer. “Looks like you’re okay. What about your friend?”

“Her head’s injured. Pass me the lantern.”

The man did and Mike moved back inside. Alexis squinted as he examined the gash on the top of her head. “Looks like its stopped bleeding.”

“Head wounds often look worse than they are. Unless I feel dizzy or pass out, then maybe I have a problem.”

Mike stood back outside and waved the light around trying to get a sense of where the highway was. In the distance dark shapes where starting to become visible to him.

“You flew some way. Must be thirty yards.” The man held his hand above his brow. “Looks like more vehicles up there.”

He was right. The sedan had ended up down a slight but wide embankment. Only stopping when it had collided with a tree. The front was dented but not as bad as Mike first thought.

Mike slid his hand into his jacket, wincing and pulled out his badge. “Special Agent Mike Richter. The woman in the car is Special agent Alexis Adams. I need to get up on the highway. There might be more injured. Do you have anymore of these lanterns?”

The old man nodded. “Two more.”

“Once we have checked out above we’ll head back to your—”

The man held his hand up. “No bother for me to head back. Been working these fields for thirty-five years. I’ll go slow. I’ll be back in twenty or so minutes unless I fall down a hole.”

Mike nodded. “Do you have a landline?”

“Sure do, but it’s not working, I checked.”

“If it’s working when you get back, call the emergency services, tell them what’s happened here, and to be careful on approaching the scene, otherwise bring the other lanterns.”

“Will do.” He started to walk back into the darkness.

“Hey what’s your name?”

“Seth Johnson.”

“Thanks for coming out here Seth.”

The old man smiled and walked away.

Mike ducked back inside. “I’m going to go up top and see what the situation is. You stay—”

The passenger’s door opened once again. “Like I said. Looks worse than it is. Just don’t walk too fast.” She walked slowly around the back of the car. “What about you? You okay?”

“I’m fine.”

He held the lantern up, got a fix on the closest of the dark shapes on the road and they set off walking over the uneven mud and twigs. When they got to the slope he raised the light again. A maroon vehicle sat above them. They trekked up the small hill and quickly realized there was someone in the drivers seat.

Mike and Alexis looked at each other and instinctively they both took their handguns from their holsters, then moved slowly to the front of the car, where he raised the lantern.

“Lord…” said Alexis.

They both looked into a cavernous hole where the drivers face should have been. The interior of the person’s skull glistened.

This time the horror had less of an effect on Mike. His memories were going to have to wait their turn. He walked to the driver’s door and pulled on the handle expecting it to open, but it remained firmly closed. He looked at Alexis, confusion on his face. “It’s locked.”

She moved to the right side and tried those doors, while he did the others. She shook her head. “It doesn’t make any sense.” She bent slightly and looked inside. “I can’t see any weapon in there—”

A noise made them both whip around to the darkness ahead on the highway. There were more block-like shapes in the gloom.

“We need to see if anyone’s alive,” said Mike.

She nodded.

“How’s the head?”

“Still on my shoulders.”

He briefly smiled and they pushed on further, walking the middle of the highway. He looked inside a black sedan then turned and nodded. She knew what that meant. They passed more vehicles, some crashed into each other but all with the same disfigured corpses.

As they walked past the mangled wrecks and people, they both knew this was because of Travis Wilson, but neither had any idea how that was possible.

The highway appeared empty of anymore vehicles.

“I think that’s—”

A fury of light and noise assailed their senses and both whirled around, almost firing their guns.

Car alarms and beams of light lit the entire area, but the people were just as dead.

“Oh…” said Alexis.

Mike turned to her. She was looking the way they had been heading. He turned fully around. “Fuck…”

They both stared at the back of a bus.

His rational mind had no idea if it was the vehicle they had been hunting, but a voice inside him knew it was. He went to move forward but his legs fought him on the decision. He looked at Alexis and they both raised their weapons. “This is the FBI! Travis Wilson, if you are onboard the bus, lay down any weapons you have, and exit the vehicle at the front with your hands raised!” he shouted, then shook his head. The alarms were loud, maybe he wasn’t heard. He moved to the left of the vehicle while Alexis moved to the right.

“Is there anyone—” before he could produce the next word, he saw a faceless head up against the buses side window, this time his memories wouldn’t be suppressed and he lowered his gun. He was sweating despite the frost on the edge of the road. He looked up at the windows again. There was another body and another. He forced his thoughts from his mouth. “I’m Special Agent Mike Richter of the FBI! Is there anyone onboard?”

There was noise from the front and he shifted his gun’s sights to there, but it was only Alexis. The entrance next to her was open.

“What’s it like on the other side?” he said. In his flashlight’s beam he could the barrel of her gun was shaking.

“Look’s like four dead.” She looked inside the bus entrance. “Driver as well.”

Anger was building inside him and he walked forward moving past her and up the steps, stopping at the top. His heart beat in his ears and he started to feel light-headed at what he was looking at.

“Anyone alive?”

“No.”


CHAPTER TEN




“Darndest thing I’ve ever seen,” said Captain Fred Askin of the state police. He stood with Mike, both of them standing off the side of the highway while people in Hazmat suits removed the bodies. A gust of wind swept across the road and the Captain held on to his hat. “You reckon this some kind of biological attack? With the...” The Captain waved at his own face.

“No idea.”

The Captain frowned. “Have to hope the press don’t get wind of this. They gonna be like a hog in shit, if they find out.” He shook his head.

Mike looked over his shoulder to the sparkling lights a few miles off. “What’s that?”

“That’s the town of Payton. But I’m not sure there’s enough of it to even be called that. Few streets with some homes, a post office and a local store. That kind of thing. Why?”

“They have a motel?”

“Err… yeah I think there’s a place. You want to stay there? I can give you a lift to Dallas.” The Captain looked up at the fast moving clouds. “Look’s like a storm’s brewing.”

Mike held his hand out which the Captain shook. “Thank’s for the offer, but I’d prefer to stay close to the scene of crime for another day. I also have to get my car out of the field over there.”

“I see…”

Mike could tell the Captain wasn’t buying his story, but it didn’t matter. He nodded to him then walked to the back of the nearby ambulance that Alexis was sitting in the back of. “How she doing?” he said to a female paramedic.

“Had worse playing ice hockey,” said Alexis.

The paramedic smiled. “She’s got a few stitches and I’ve given her some painkillers for the headache but apart from that she should be fine. I’ve told her—”

“I know the signs of concussion.” Alexis looked at the bodies being lined up on the opposite side of the highway. Their rubber suits rippled against the wind.

“What is all that about?” said the paramedic. “Anything I should be worried about?”

Mike shook his head then looked at his partner. “There’s a town nearby. They have a motel.”

There was a moment of silence, then she got what the point of his comment was and stood. “Oh, yeah good idea.”

The paramedic closed one of the rear doors. “Remember two every four hours, but no more than—”

Alexis held her hand up. “I got it. Thank you.”

The other door closed, the brake lights lit up and the ambulance pulled off.

Alexis frowned and looked up. A light rain had started to fall. “You know he could have taken another vehicle and might be in Dallas right now?”

“He could be, but my gut tells me he might be close. We should get a room locally.”

“Okay…”

“Wait here, I need to get my things from my car.”

A short while later they were walking along a darkened road towards rows of lights, which twinkled as the trees shook in the wind. Mike had a backpack over his good shoulder. “What happened tonight, with the power being gone—”

“The outage?”

“It wasn’t an outage. The power was just gone.”

Alexis smirked. “I don’t think—”

“It happened before.”

“When?”

“Yesterday evening when I first entered the compound back in Conway. My phone worked a foot outside the gate, but not inside.”

Alexis shook her head. “That’s not—”

“Possible?”

“Yeah.”

“That’s what happened.”

She sighed.

He shook his head. “The power being gone. Cell network’s being down… It’s all connected I’m sure of it. I just don’t know how. Maybe if we figure that out we will find Travis.” They walked past an attractive turn of the century farmhouse, with only shadows behind its windows. “Maybe the people at the compound developed some kind of tech to allow him to carry out these attacks. Large and small scale. Their holy guide talks about judgement. Maybe they gave him the tools to do that.”

She looked at him. “If that’s true, then he’s more than just a serial killer. He’s a terrorist and we need to let others know.”

“And lose him again?”

She opened her arms. “We have already lost him! He could be in Dallas right now killing, and we’re out here in who knows what town, walking a country lane.” She shook her head causing droplets to fly off then ran her hands through it.

“You could be right.” A warehouse with abandoned cars out front appeared to their right. “But why kill everyone at this point in the highway. Did you notice the tower?”

“Tower?”

“There’s a communication tower, maybe a hundred and fifty feet in height, back there off the highway.”

She turned and looked into the night from the way they came. Two sparkling red lights were visible seemingly floating in the sky. “If you think he wants to do something with that tower, shouldn’t we—”

“We find this motel and get some rest. We’ll keep an eye on the tower. If something happens then we are here to catch him. If nothing happens, we wake up early and use a landline to get a ride into Dallas.”

“Then we tell Turner?”

“Yeah.”

They trekked on further. Just when they were both thinking of turning around Mike’s flashlight caught a sign ahead that was almost buried under the branches of a tree.

‘Justin’s Motel - Vacancies available.’

As they neared it, a wooden shack and a few motorhomes became visible off the side of the road.

“Let’s hope they got vacancies…” said Alexis sarcastically.

They quickly made their way up a path, bordered by rocks and grass, and then up wooden steps to a screen door which was clattering in the wind. Deep inside a dim light was visible.

Mike knocked. After a moment of silence the light increased and a man appeared on the other side.

“We need two rooms, or two single beds if you have only have one,” said Mike.

The man’s tongue slid across his bottom lip, while he looked at the two wet people standing outside in the dark. “Gonna need payment up front.”

“That’s fine. How much?”

The man looked them both over again. “You need running water?”

Alexis stepped forward. “How much for the best rooms you have.”

“Fifty a night, per person. Even if you share the same room.”

Mike opened his wallet and gave the man three fifties. “We just need one night. The rest is for any food and drink you got.”

“We don’t offer that kind of city service, but Marge has some stew left if you want that?”

“Sure.”

“And I got some beers and we got water from the well? You gotta use it for your washing as well though.”

“Sounds perfect.” Mike pointed to the dark shape of the tower a few miles away. “You got rooms which overlook that tower?”

The man nodded to behind them. “The white motorhome, got two beds, including a kingsize—” He looked at Alexis who looked away. “— If you change your mind about sharing. It’s in better keep than the other rooms we have as well.”

“Great.”

The man raised his eyebrows briefly. “I’ll get the keys.”







*****

Mike looked at the chipped wood paneling above him as the motorhome shuddered and swayed in the howling wind.

The walls of the hole his bed was in, were barely visible in the single aisle light. Alexis was asleep on the much larger bed a few feet away behind a flimsy door. He was on watch. His job was for four hours every thirty minutes to take a look at the tower, by walking to the driving compartment and looking out into the dark. He looked at his watch. Another fifteen minutes before doing it again.

He closed his eyes and images of people with missing faces forced their way into the dark beneath his eyelids, so he looked again upon the boarding above him. Alexis was right. Others higher up the chain of command needed to know what they were now dealing with. If they did find Travis, they would hold back and call in the cavalry. He obviously had some kind of technology they weren’t equipped to deal with, at least not with two Glocks and a twelve gauge.

He turned over getting more comfortable and let his eyes close once again. This time it wasn’t the dead that plagued him but Travis’s face. The image from when the young man looked up at the camera at the compound and smiled to whoever might be looking back. He was a terrorist who wasn’t trying that hard, to not be caught.

It made no sense…

Mike was in a room with walls, floor and ceiling so intensely white he couldn’t tell one from the other.

Dreaming.

He was seated on a bench that was equally opaque. He wondered as he slept why his mind would construct this environment for him. Perhaps it represented where he was with the case. Lacking any real detail that could give him a grip on why—

Travis was standing in front of him, with burning blue eyes. He was not wearing his bright yellow clothing but an outfit that was like the room about him, white. Mike couldn’t help but look at the young man and the pools of a deep blue swirling liquid where his eyes should have been.

Travis smiled. “You follow me. Do you wish to be judged?”

Mike wondered why his dream would say this, but went with it anyway. “Who gave you the power to judge anyone?”

“I am the divine, the architect, the conclusion.”

Mike sat back against the wall. “If you’re me, at least say something I can understand.”

“You cannot understand. That is why you will be judged.”

Mike looked about the room. “Anywhere to get a beer around here?” When he looked back he frowned, grimacing at the lack of a face on the young man’s head. “I might have guessed that shit would show up sooner or later.”

“I will judge all my parents. That is my purpose.”

Mike wasn’t sure where the voice was coming from seeing the figure in front of him lacked the means to talk. “And what happens when we are judged? Heaven? Hell?”

“Those that are worthy will ascend.”

Mike sighed. “Right. Sure. Anyway, let’s change this scene to the beach or—”

“Your time will come to be judged Special Agent Richter. But now I must leave this construct.”

“You’ll leave? This is my dream! I’m going—”

“Wake up!”

Mike opened his eyes almost sitting up and hitting his head. Alexis was leaning over him, her hand on his shoulder, which he pushed off as her fingers were increasing the pain there. She continued to talk to him but he was more interested in where all the light was coming from. Could he have slept till…

I fell asleep!

“The lights!” she shouted, seeing how distracted he was.

“Lights?”

“See for yourself!”

As he stood he realized the light that was bathing the motorhome wasn’t ambient but was artificial. He walked and went to push the door to the outside open, but the wind slammed it back in his face. He tried again with more success and immediately covered his eyes. An intense light was emanating from all the windows of the two story house nearby, and some far off street lights.

“What…”

“Look!” said Alexis pointing over his shoulder.

The clouds rushing past above were covered in pools of light which were coming from the ground below.

“It’s the other—” Before his brain let him finish, he saw the tower in the distance, its entirety lit as lightning slammed into it.

“What’s going on!” shouted Alexis now standing outside in the fake daylight.

“I—”

The light suddenly turned off plunging them and everything else into darkness.

“Mike?” said Alexis her voice wavering.

He felt her hand touch his arm and he pulled her closer. “I’m still here. My flashlight is on the table inside, get it.”

She quickly did and pressed it into his hand. Turning it on produced a strong beam, which instantly allowed him to let out a breath he didn’t know he was holding. He swung the light towards the run down property they went to hours earlier. It was completely devoid of any signs of life.

“What’s that noise?” said Alexis looking in the opposite direction.

Amongst the gusts and gales, there was something else. He strained his ears to the distant sound of screaming.


CHAPTER ELEVEN




Mike stepped up to the screen-door they had been at hours before. The faint screaming had stopped and the storm had lessened, settling to just rain. He intended to try and find the other person who was alive in the town but for the moment he wanted to know if the motel owner was okay from whatever caused the light show. They had witnessed some form of power-surge, he was sure.

The hair on his arms was erect but he resisted the urge to take his handgun from its holster. Instead he pointed his flashlight’s beam through the wire mesh and grime laden glass to the hallway, which consisted of three doors and stairs.

Pulling the first door open he banged on the wooden frame of the second. When no answer came, he tried the handle and it swung back.

“Hello! Mr. Holbreck?”

Only the sound of the rain hitting the roof came from the shadow filled the room in front of him. He looked over his shoulder to Alexis. Her hair fell partly over her face, hiding the bandage on her forehead, but her eyes were wide. They both walked inside.

“Is there anyone in here?” he shouted again. “Downstairs first,” he said to Alexis.

They knocked on the first door and pushed it open to reveal a small office, and a pungent smell. He swept the flashlights around the small space. Smoke slowly rose from an old box television.

“Its screen’s gone…” said Alexis.

He walked forward and shone the beam at the front of the device. Where there should have been glass was just a blackened hole. He ignored the voices shouting at him from the back of his mind and turned and walked past Alexis not bothering to knock on the other doors, but just pushed them open. The second door was a closet, the third a corridor which ended in a small kitchen.

“Slow down,” said Alexis having trouble keeping up.

He moved past her and ran up the stairs into the gloom, his flashlight lighting stained patterned wallpaper, pictures of flowers and another two doors. One of them was open and his light revealed a bedroom, and on a weathered cabinet another television, this one a newer model. It was harder to tell but it too was now lacking any front display with green and black circuit boards only being left. He walked up the final steps of the staircase and pushed the door further open, then jolted back on seeing the two faceless individuals lying on the bed.

Alexis yelped behind him, then turned and walked down the stairs. “I can’t do this, this is not…”

“Normal…” he said under his breath, as he walked closer to the two dead. Until now the horror of what was happening to people was too closely aligned to his past, but that was starting to be replaced by an anger for what was happening. He looked closer at the injury. Burned skin lay around the outside of the hole and inside was nothing. No cartilage no muscle, and no matter how hard he looked, no brain matter. These peoples heads were hollowed out.

Judged…

He swung the light back to the TV then back to the dead.

They were watching it when they were killed… Travis… it killed them…

He had no idea how that was possible and made his way downstairs. Alexis was sitting on the steps to the front deck in the dark. She had a beer in her hand. He sat next to her and she passed him the bottle. It was warm, but good nevertheless. “Are you okay?” he said.

“No.”

“We have to find who was screaming.”

“They have a landline here, we can—”

“I tried, it’s dead.”

He heard her let out a breath.

“I think the people upstairs were killed by their TV somehow…” He knew how crazy that sounded, but that’s what his twenty years of experience was telling him.

“That’s not possible… not the way they were killed.”

He shone the flashlight over the muddy lawn in front of them and then further to a wall of trees on the other side of the road. The rest of the small town was waiting for them.

“What about any of this is possible.” He passed her back the bottle and got to his feet. “Coming?”

After checking four houses, each with no answer from anyone inside, a final moist road lay in front of them. Either side of which were single story homes, about a hundred feet apart. Some with garages and vehicles parked on the patches of mud and grass. All the houses lacked any obvious sources of light.

“All the people in these houses can’t be dead. It’s not possible. How would he do something like that?” said Alexis.

Mike had no answers. He shone his light on the white wooden house on the corner of the junction they were at. Its drapes hid whatever was inside. He walked over the grass and knocked on the door, but there was no answer. He couldn’t even hear anything stirring inside. He looked to the next place along. It looked just as dead as the one near him.

Then he saw it. A figure walking towards them. It was too far in the gloom to make out who it was, but they were staggering, moving from side to side. Then he heard the murmuring, which mingled with the wind.

He went to go for his gun, but stopped seeing Alexis was walking towards the person. He walked forward to where they were both going to meet.

The person was a girl, early twenties in years, wearing a soaked through black T-shirt but nothing on her feet. The murmuring was louder as she walked towards them, but he still couldn’t make out what she was saying.

“Are you hurt?” said Alexis to her.

She suddenly looked directly at his flashlight and started screaming, the sound ricocheting off the concrete and wood around them.

Instinctively he lowered the beam and held his other hand up. “It’s okay. We’re FBI agents, we are here to help you.”

Alexis removed her coat and walked closer to her, but the girl looked at her and backed away shaking her head. Her lips moved, producing sounds neither of them could decipher.

“Where do you live?” said Mike.

She looked at him, then pointed to the end of the road where only darkness resided.

“Okay, we’ll take you ho—”

Her mouth broke open in anguish and screams bellowed from her throat. She tried to pull away, but Alexis placed her coat around her shoulders before she escaped. “No… no… They’re dead… all dead.” The girl shouted.

Alexis shook her head towards Mike. He knew his duty was to check the other homes, but despite the commotion which was happening just yards from them, not one window had become lit, or curtain had moved. He knew why. He moved to the side of the girl and placed his arm around her shoulder. “We’re taking you somewhere safe.”







*****

Mike looked at the sleeping girl and closed the door which didn’t shut properly in the motorhome, then walked and sat heavily on the padded seat near the table.

Alexis was seated opposite. She shook her head as if she was hearing a conversation. “There must be a hundred people in this town. How could Travis had gotten to all of them? Or used his weapon on them?” Before he could reply, she continued. “We can’t stay here. Command has to be told of what’s happening, hell everyone needs to be told. I mean, how did he—”

Mike put his hand on hers and smiled. “We work the case like any other.”

She sighed and nodded.

He sat back. “What do we know? We got a bright kid who runs away from home and joins a cult. Maybe one of many young people that did the same. Everyone dies apart from him, through electrocution and something bad happened to their faces. Maybe—”

“That’s how the weapon works? It hits the person’s face?”

“Yes, you look at it…” He thought about this dream and Travis’s glowing eyes. “It also looks like it can happen through a screen somehow.”

“I don’t get that bit.”

“Neither do I, but I’m sure the tech guys and girls can work it out. But what’s his motivation?”

“He… believes he has been chosen… And it’s his spiritual duty to judge people. But there’s no pattern to his victims, even though he appears to have purpose with what he’s doing—”

A sound made her turn around. The girl was standing in the doorway.

“Do you have water?” she said.

Mike lifted the gallon bottle from the floor, took a plastic beaker down from one of the cupboards, poured some water in and handed it to her. She drank it all in one go.

“Thank you.” She moved forward and sat on the seats to the side of the table. “I’m Carly. Carly Lee.” Even with four hours of sleep her eyes were still sunken and red. “You are both FBI agents?”

They had told her who they were several times before she collapsed into a heavy sleep, but she appeared to have forgotten.

Mike shook his head and smiled. “I’m special agent Mike Richter and this is special agent Alexis Adams. We found you on a street a few miles from here.”

She looked at the water. “Can I get some more?”

“Sure.”

She stood and poured more into her cup. But stopped short of bringing it to her mouth, and instead gripped it with both hands and looked at the cool liquid. “Ma and pa are dead. Something came out of the television and killed them…” She looked at them with desperate eyes. “I know it sounds crazy, but I saw it happen. I tried to pull them away, but then their—” She started to heave and ran into the tiny restroom.

They both heard her bringing up whatever was in her stomach. Alexis stood picking up the cup and walked to the open door. “Here, drink some more water.”

The girl turned and did, spitting most back into the toilet.

“I don’t think I’m crazy, I saw it. I saw—”

Alexis placed her hand on her shoulder. “You’re not crazy. We think it happened to everyone in this town.”

“Everyone?”

Alexis realized the mistake she had just made. “Well, we don’t know for sure…”

The girl barged past her into the aisle and pushed open the main door. “I have to find Cole!” She shouted over her shoulder.

Mike sprang up and grabbed hold of her around her waist. “You can’t go out there, it could still be dangerous!” he said as she struggled to get free.

“I have to go to Cole…” Her words came between sobs, and then she fell limp collapsing onto the steps. Mike crouched too, placing his hand on her shoulder while looking up at Alexis, but she was looking into the distance.

A series of lights were snaking their way through the darkness towards them.


CHAPTER TWELVE




Day 3: Bio Attack.




“We can now confirm that a biological terrorist attack has taken place, for the first time on American soil in northeastern Texas. We are hearing that one hundred and forty-two people have died. In other news which is connected to the attack a nation wide manhunt has been launched for a, Travis Wilson—” An image taken from his cult profile was shown on the TV screen. “— A young man of only eighteen years and the last remaining member of the Ascension Temple Cult. We can now go live to our reporter on the ground in Texas, Jay Simmons…”

“As you can see behind me Blake, the I-75 which heads south from Tulsa towards Dallas has been completely closed in both directions, and it is impossible for us, even by the air to get to the small town of Payton, which it is said has been devastated by the attack—”

A tall man in a dark gray suit turned the volume down on the TV. Standing next to him was Turner and a woman dressed just as smartly. All three were standing in a former Payton school classroom, in front of a crowd of six, two of which were Mike and Alexis.

“As you can see the press release has informed the public that this is a biological terrorist attack, which until the secretary says otherwise, is exactly what it is,” said the tall man, around his neck was a name tag, with ‘Agent Alan Price’ printed onto it, along with the motif for Homeland Security. He looked at the woman. “This is agent Denise Reed from CWMD.”

“Thank you Alan. My role in this investigation is to provide analysis of what appears to be the use of advanced technology in this act of—”

The door opened and a young lady appeared with a coffee cup in her hand, which she gave to Mike, who took a sip despite the steam coming from it.

“As I was saying. My office can provide assistance in trying to understand exactly what happened to the people of this town, and any ongoing threat from Travis Wilson.”

Mike did his best to listen to the breakdown from the agent with glasses and long blonde hair, neatly tied at the back, but he had had thirty minutes sleep in almost twenty-four hours, and he just wanted to get to the part where he was told he was no longer on the case. He heard his name mentioned.

Here we go.

“We would like to thank agents Richter and Adam’s for their work on this case, but from here on Homeland security will be taking over the main investigation.”

Mike briefly smiled, turned and shook Alexis’s hand. “You’re a fine agent,” and before she could reply, left the room, walked down the stairs, out through the large double glass doors and into the chilling morning air. It was over. Now it was for others to try and make sense of the craziness which he had stumbled upon just three days before. Four hours and he will be in his apartment, and memories which were buried could return to their graves, never to be seen again.

 Helicopters buzzed overhead moving towards the communication tower. The parking lot was full of government vehicles including a few Humvee’s, although he hadn’t seen any soldiers yet. But what caught his eye was his silver sedan sitting a hundred feet away, with a seriously dented front fender. The pickup truck which delivered it, said it was still running and that’s all he needed to know.

He took another sip from his now more manageable coffee, and went to step forward when he heard the rush of footsteps behind the doors he had just come out of. One of them opened.

“Agent Richter?”

Fuck.

He started walking towards his car.

“Agent Richter!” shouted the man again. “Agent Price says you have to come back, it’s important.”

“Of course it is…” Mike said under his breath. He turned and walked back inside the building, before he climbed the stairs he finished his coffee and threw it in the trash can, then followed the agent back to the classroom.

On entering he was surprised but pleased to see Daryl, he was with agent Price and Turner.

“You look like shit,” said Daryl.

When did everyone become super honest, he thought.

“Good to see you too partner.” He then looked at Price. “I was told it was important to return?”

Price frowned then looked at Turner.

“Mike, you should sit down.”

Instead he stood, his curiosity and the caffeine now beginning to wake him up. “Just tell me. Why am I back here?”

“Before I left to come here,” said Daryl “I remembered that weird incident which happened with the computers the evening before we went out to the compound. None of the firewall defenses were triggered so I thought nothing of it at the time, but I was doing a rudimentary systems check and I found a encrypted folder on your computer which shouldn’t have been there. Then I remembered what happened and checked the logs more closely. And you were right, we were hacked, but it was so sophisticated that it completely circumnavigated our firewalls, which umm, shouldn’t have been possible.”

“I really need to get some sleep Daryl, skip to the part which directly involves me.”

“He was the one that sent you the file Mike…”

“He, who?”

“Travis Wilson…”







*****

Mike sat in the driver’s seat of his car, his head back and his eyes closed. It was still in the school parking lot. His phone vibrated. The fifth time it had done during the previous hour, and the fifth time he had ignored it. Once Daryl had explained they had traced the I.P. address to a laptop on the compound, a machine that was hidden under some floorboards in one of the dorm rooms, and that laptop belonged to the young man he had been chasing for three days, he held his hand up, shook his head and headed for the classroom exit again. In his ears his superiors were throwing words such as ‘need’ and ‘explain’ at him, but he wasn’t interested in any of that. He replied that he was getting more coffee, and that was two hours ago.

The plan had been to just get in and drive, but he was too tired. Instead he got comfortable, with the expectation that his exhaustion would overcome the questions that were barking at him, and for forty minutes it did, then some noise outside woke him up. Since then he had been going over why Wilson would have sent him a file, and also the strange messages that appeared on his screen when it was being delivered. Most of it he had forgotten, but he remembered that the person seemed scared, and something about something is here, growing, and that he was the one that could stop it.

Why me?

It was a question he had zero answers for.

A knock came at the passenger’s door window. Alexis was standing with with two steaming coffee cups. He unlocked the door and she got in, handing him one of them.

“I told them that if they wanted you at your best then you need at least a few hours sleep, but now they are talking about suspending you unless you go back in. So, here I am with coffee.” She looked at him. “How you feeling?”

“Like how I look.”

“That bad eh…”

He chuckled, then took a sip of the coffee. “You know about Wilson contacting me?”

She nodded. “Yes… we’ll add that to the weird column with lots of other things. I went through your file, there’s no trace of you having any contact with the Ascension Cult or Travis Wilson. I think I managed to convince Price of that.”

“So I just got lucky… How’s the girl?”

“Carly?”

He nodded and took another sip.

“Physically fine… She’s the only witness we have to what Travis is doing. She’s in one of the other rooms here. Got a grief councilor with her, and about two dozen agents.” Alexis looked across at Mike again. “They want you in charge of the task force to capture Travis.”

Mike coughed, choking a little on his hot drink. “Homeland is okay with that?”

“Nope, not at all, but this is coming all the way down from the director, and that’s convinced Homeland to be onboard with it for now. The only caveat is, you have to have the CWMD agent on the team as well. And you report directly to assistant director Ward, not Turner.”

Mike didn’t know much about Ward, other than most in the Bureau respected him.

“So, do you still want to have a career in the Bureau and catch this son of a bitch, or shall I leave you to your sleep?”

He took another sip of his beverage. “I need to talk to the girl again.”


CHAPTER THIRTEEN




Mike and Alexis moved through a final security check, being patted down by heavily armed FBI operators, and continued along a long corridor on the top floor of the school. Empty classrooms passed them by until they arrived at another two agents standing on both sides of a door. One of them spoke into his headset, and whatever reply he got allowed him to turn and open the door. Mike put on his best friendly agent face and entered with Alexis. Carly Lee sat on a sofa in the corner, her legs up against her chest, while a middle-aged woman sat nearby on a chair.

The woman got up and walked to Mike, then leaned in close. “She’s been given an anti-depressant to calm her, but she’s in no state to answer any more questions about what happened last night.”

“No one’s here because they want to be councilor, but I think she trusts us.”

“Ten minutes, no more.”

Mike nodded. He sat in the same chair the woman was just in, while Alexis sat on the end of the sofa.

“How are you?” said Alexis.

Carly swallowed then slowly looked up, her mouth falling open slightly. Alexis looked at the councilor. “How much of a dose did you give her?”

The councilor frowned. “What was required. Nine minutes.”

Mike leaned forward. “Carly, do you remember me from last night?”

She nodded slowly.

“I need to ask you some more questions.”

She nodded again.

“Lots of people died in your town.”

Her face started to contort into one of grief and she started to whine, rocking back and forth.

“Hey it’s okay. You’re completely safe right—”

She shook her head while looking down. “Not safe. No ones safe. Never safe. He—” She closed her mouth, her eyes darting around the staff common room. “No screens, that’s good.”

“Screens?”

She nodded. “He came through the screens. Pulls your mind…” She threw her arms over her head and the rocking increased. “I tried to get Ma and Pa away, but I could feel him pulling me inside out, my brain was crawling away… Join him…”

“You have to leave,” said the councilor.

Mike pulled a piece of paper from his jacket pocket, unfolding it until it was facing the girl, whose head was buried beneath her hands. “Carly. I need you to look at this photo of a man and tell me if it’s—”

She slowly lifted her head. As she did her eyes fell upon the photocopy, then rolled back until only the white was showing, and her body started to convulse.

Alexis jumped forward, holding the young woman and turning her on her side. “She’s having a fit!”

The councilor pulled open a bag she had on a table, pulling out a small box containing a needle, and with Alexis holding her, injected it into Carly’s arm. She instantly stopped shaking and fell into Alexis’s arms, who laid her gently back on the sofa.

The councilor angrily turned to both of them, pointing to the door. “Get out!”

Mike stood, put the image of Travis Wilson back in his pocket and with Alexis left.







*****

Mike sat in the MCC alone at one of the workstations. On the desk in front of him was a hastily written list in an otherwise empty notebook he had ‘taken’ from one of the classrooms. A week ago he wanted to finish out his days at the Bureau, and retire to a warmer part of the country. Now he was leading the country’s highest profile investigation. Not exactly the plan he had in mind. This was going to be his last case, that much he was sure of. The sand and surf of Palm Beach beckoned.

The pixels burned bright on the monitor. He touched the screen, it felt warm… A window popped up on the screen making him retract his hand.

‘Incoming call from Deputy Assistant Director Ward. Do you accept?’ He used the mouse to click on the ‘yes’ option.

A clean-shaven man in his forties, with gray-blonde hair appeared in a shirt but no tie behind a desk which belonged in another era. “Agent Richter. Good to see you. Seeing that the director put you in charge of the man-hunt, I wanted to know what your plans are to bring this situation to an end?”

“Umm…” Mike cleared his throat and picked up his notebook, flicking it open to his list. “I have some names here of who I need on the task force, it includes—”

Ward held his hand up. “You have my authority to use whoever you need within the Bureau, I’m sure they are all very qualified. Just tell me how this is going to end?”

“The suspect, Travis Wilson sent me an encrypted file on the day of the mass-suicide. We haven’t been able to break the encryption yet, but the people on this list will be able to, I’m sure. Point is, Wilson has singled me out to communicate with. And…” His dream briefly entered his mind. “And I think we can use that going forward.”

“I have talked to the governor in Texas and neighboring states, and they have offered us full state cooperation.”

“Good. We’re going to need roadblocks set up, and security increased on the communication infrastructure.”

“Talking of which, the cellular networks, when will they be up and running again?”

“We are liaising with the companies involved. They have told me that there appears to be a virus in their systems, which they are working twenty-four seven to eradicate.”

“And are we any further along on how a young man of only eighteen years is doing all this?”

“Some of the best minds in the Bureau are studying the tech that was found on the compound. We can only assume the kid’s got something similar.”

Ward nodded, more to himself than Mike. “Okay. I’m afraid you don’t have long to put a stop to Wilson. Homeland and the secretary of defense are putting pressure on the president for more active involvement. Keep your team small, will help stop any leaks.”

“I understand sir. We’ll find Wilson.”

“Good. Keep me informed on major developments.”

“Ah, there is one other thing…”

“Yes?”

Mike looked around the room he was in. “I’m going to need use of the MCC. It will be a good base of operations.”

Ward smiled. “I see. Yes, it’s yours for the duration of the investigation.” Somewhere behind Mike someone cheered. He hoped the microphone didn’t pick it up. “But Mike, any damage comes out of your pension.” Ward nodded again and the connection ended.

Mike wasn’t sure if the assistant director was joking. He blew out his cheeks. The door to the long room creaked.

“Can we come in now?” said Daryl.

Mike frowned. “What happened to getting some privacy.”

The door opened further and in walked Daryl, Alexis and Dawn who briefly raised a hand.

“Oh Mike, you know no one has privacy these days,” she said.

Daryl’s eyes were wide looking at all the computing equipment around him. He mumbled something about processing power and encryption.

Alexis sat on one of the nearby desks. “So that’s the plan? Wait for Wilson to make contact again?”

“Part of it.” He looked back at his list. “There’s two more phone calls I need to do, but right now look at the walls around you, because you’re going to be seeing a lot of them over the coming days.” He looked at Dawn. “The bodies in the town, did the same happen to them as at the compound?”

“It’s too early to say, but the initial examination would suggest a similar method was used to remove umm, most of the frontal area of the skull, including the brain.”

“And that method would be?”

She shook her head. “There’s no trace of a blade being used. So maybe some kind of suction device, but I’ve never heard of such a thing, and it would have to be incredibly powerful.”

“The girl Carly, said ‘he’ pulled their brains out,” said Alexis.

The room was silent.

“Let’s just concentrate on finding Wilson,” said Mike. “There’s still plenty of daylight left. We should get on the road and head to Houston. Check points are already in place around the city.” He looked at Daryl. “How are the comms in this thing? We going to have any connection problems like everyone else?”

Daryl shook his head and pointed upwards. “Satellite dish on the roof.”

“Good. So who’s driving because I need to get some—”

The door opened again and in walked Denise Reed who had a small backpack with her, and Turner.

“How’d the conversation with the A.D go?” said Turner.

“Better than expected.” Mike handed his notebook to the older agent. “I’m going to need the two names at the top.”

Turner nodded. “Reynolds is a good man. Not sure if he’s going to want to come out of retirement though.”

“He will once I’ve talked to him.”

“Any more signs of Wilson?”

Mike shook his head.

“Then I’ll leave you to it. I’m heading back to St. Louis. Would appreciate it if you kept me in the loop.”

Mike stood and held his hand out, which Turner shook. “Will do.”


CHAPTER FOURTEEN




Mike walked alone through a cloud of dust. He remembered the scene from one of his previous dreams, but now there was more detail and he could taste the particles that filled the air. He looked down at the cracks in the concrete of the road. Weeds were sprouting through them. That’s also when he noticed the multiple layers of clothing he was wearing, mostly leather with rubber straps. Strange he thought. Then he felt the weight on his back and realized that attached to his arm and wrist was cabling and some kind of device, which looked like a gun?

Screaming burst into the air from behind him. He spun around to one of the many empty shells that were onces stores and staggered back. A woman ran out, hopping over the glass and straight towards him.

Nonsense words were coming from her. “The Glitch is here!”

She almost bumped into him, then grabbed at his arm. “Use it! Use it now!”

Nothing about this dream made sense. He frowned and went to walk away from the woman, hoping his refusal to partake in his minds fantasy would propel him into darkness and rest, but instead another noise made him stop. He scrunched his face in confusion, trying to make sense of the sound. A cacophony of synthetic beeps, jumbled with a groaning, or was it gurgling?

“Use it now! Or we’re both dead!” shouted the woman again, now she was dragging at him, her hands on her shoulder, pulling him…

Mike opened his eyes to Alexis’s hand on his arm. She looked concerned.

“Are you okay?” she said.

“Well, I was sleeping.” He emphasized the ‘was’. The inside of the MCC was dark, with the only light coming from the computer screens. Daryl flicked his head in Mike’s direction, then looked back at what he was working on. “Why did you wake me?” said Mike.

“You were shouting,” said Reed who was seated somewhere in the back of the room. He looked up at Alexis who nodded. He sighed and swung his legs off of the two-seater padded sofa. “How long have I been out? How far are we from Houston?”

Alexis sat opposite at one of the workstations. “Four hours. We’re only forty minutes away from the outskirts of the city.”

“Any sign of Wilson?”

She shook her head. “Thankfully no more disfigured bodies have turned up.”

“Did you get some sleep?”

“Few hours.” She turned around in her seat. “Spent the rest of the time researching the Ascension Temple… What were you dreaming about?”

“Monsters. End of the World. The usual.” It was a joke, which he realized was unfunny as soon as he said it. He blinked, looked around and spotted a black flask sitting on the desk next to Reed. “You got coffee in that?”

She frowned and pushed it towards him. He walked to it, took the cup from the top and poured some of it in. Then took a few mouthfuls. It tasted like cold liquid dirt, but maybe that was a good thing, for his mind was starting to connect again to his surroundings. He looked down the aisle to his former partner. “Progress Daryl?”

“Some, but you got messages back from Reynolds and Diaz. Diaz is flying in, Reynolds said no.”

“I’ll call him. What else?”

“We heard back from the FBI lab on the tech found at the compound…”

“And?”

“And they don’t have it. It never arrived. I’ve checked the chain of custody, and it was signed off from us to the DOD, and that’s the last I was able to track it.”

“What? This is a federal investigation. They don’t have—”

“Actually they do,” said Reed.

He turned around to face her.

“If what was at the compound was deemed a threat to national security then you won’t be allowed access to it.”

Mike sat down again. “And what if Wilson is using that tech to kill people?”

She didn’t reply.

He looked away. “Great. So we have no idea of where Travis is, or any idea of how to stop him. This investigation is going real well.”

“I might have something,” said Alexis. Everyone apart from Dawn who was driving looked at her. “Daryl helped me compile a dossier on the founders of Ascension Temple, and it makes for interesting reading.” She looked at Daryl. “Can you bring it up on the big screen?” She pointed to the largest of the monitors in the command center that was positioned behind her head. The screen sprang into life, showing a faded newspaper photo of two young men, with large mustaches, sideburns and hair. One of them was wearing glasses, while the other had a large chain around his neck. “I give you Bryan Holloway and David Folsom, otherwise known as Carion and Archeya in the A.T. literature. In this picture, Holloway is twenty-four and Folsom twenty-six. This was taken at MIT in 1974. If it’s not obvious, Holloway was the genius. He was fast tracked to MIT, and by time we see him in this picture he had two doctorates. One in the burgeoning subject of computer science, with his speciality being—”

“AI,” said Mike. He wasn’t sure where those two letters came from within his mind, and for a moment the only sounds inside the four walls were from outside.

“We’re approaching the first checkpoint!” shouted Dawn. “We should be at FBI office in about twenty minutes.”

Mike looked at Alexis. “Continue.”

She clicked her mouse button and the screen changed to more newspaper articles. “Being somewhat ahead of their time, they both dropped out of MIT to start their own company. Not surprisingly a computer company called… Ascension.”

“Catchy,” said Mike. “Why have I never heard of it?”

“Because the government stepped in and the company went black. Ascension vanished from public view, and—” She clicked again. “— Became one of the military’s main supplies of advanced computing tech, especially around the area of strategy and logistics.”

“Why do I have a feeling that relationship didn’t end well?” said Daryl.

Another click produced another headline. ‘Contract with defense contractor ended. Many lose their jobs.’

The story says it was because of government cutbacks during the 80s, as they poured money into ‘The Strategic Defense initiative’ but looking on some forums at comments left by some of those that worked for Ascension, it was because the two founders were disillusioned with what their ‘computer brains’ were being instructed to do.

“‘Computer Brains’?” said Mike.

“I made contact with a user who went by the name of LightEcho68, and that’s what he said. Bryan and David told the government their tech was capable of a lot more, but the government did not want to hear it. The company shut down in 86. Many years later in 2006 the Ascension Temple compound opened for business. The purpose being to use technology to ‘Usher in a new epoch in human history. Brought about by the ’Spirit Mind’’. And as you can see in the next screen, their logo is a spiral. The same spiral that was on their very first computer prototype.”

Mike leaned back in his seat. “Could it be they were creating some kind of advanced AI at the compound? That’s what all the equipment was for? Is that what they call the ‘Spirit Mind’?”

“Not sure about the new age stuff,” said Daryl, “but Agent Murphy told me the board that I sent her a picture of, looked like a quantum matrix, the kind of thing you would need to create a massive neural net…”

“And do we have any idea how powerful this net thing would be?” said Mike.

“She said from the dimensions and specifications of the board I showed her, In theory, and I stress ‘theory’ because supposedly no one has ever made one of those things. Each one would have similar computing power to the human brain…”

The truck bumped up and down a little as each person absorbed what Daryl had just said.

“What a minute didn’t you say they were hundreds of thousands of boards?” said Mike.

“That’s was my estimation. And we’re not just talking that many individual brains Mike. Each board was a node, which would exponentially amplify the others, the processing power is unimaginable, I doubt even the NSA has anything on that scale…”

Mike nodded while being aware of the Homeland Security agent seemingly more interested in her own work, than the revelation they just made. He looked at her. “You got anything to add to this?”

She kept looking at her screen. “No.”

He went to reply when the truck slowed to a stop.

“We’re here,” said Dawn.







*****

Mike looked at the Wilson home on a screen. He was standing in the Houston FBI field office, five floors up, in a room about four times the size of the entire Conway office, but with nicer furniture. “Switch to the view inside,” he said to the agent seated at the desk in front of him.

The video feed changed to show a modest-sized living room, with a few shelves of porcelain statues and a dark haired woman puffing on a cigarette. She looked directly at the camera, then sat back, picking up a magazine.

“That’s her second packet,” said a wide chested man in a white shirt. “If he shows, he’s going to know.”

“He’s going to know anyway,” said Mike to special agent in charge Russell Puller. “Doesn’t mean he won’t try.”

They were both surrounded by a good number of the field office’s agents, twenty-two originally, now bolstered by a further six. Around the Wilson home in consecutive rings, six miles off, where a further thirty-four law enforcement officers, including SWAT teams. It would take an army to get through, unless you took a particular path along the back of the suburban homes, which Mike hoped Wilson would.

Someone tapped him on his shoulder. He turned to face Daryl with a cell phone in his hand which had a large antenna.

“Reynolds,” said Daryl.

Mike took the phone and pushed through the crowd towards somewhere quieter. “Brad?”

“I’m here Mike. It’s been a while.”

Mike saw an empty conference room and moved inside. “Too long. Sorry I couldn’t make the retirement thing.”

“You didn’t miss much.”

“How’s the mountain life been treating you?” Mike looked through the large glass wall to the group outside. Nothing appeared any different.

“Pretty good. I’m not coming back in, Mike. Thought you’d want to hear it from me directly.”

“Diaz is back.”

There was a silence on the other end of the line.

“Then you don’t need me.”

“You two were the best tactical operators I’ve seen in my days in the Bureau Brad, and something feel’s very wrong with this—”

Darkness fell around Mike, and despite not knowing how, he knew what was happening. “Brad?” he said regardless. His phone was dead. He reached forward touching the glass then the handle, and pulled the office door open to a chaos of confused voices.

“Why aren’t our backup generators kicking in!”

“Someone get the flashlights from the—”

“The flashlights aren’t working either!”

“Is this an EMP pulse?”

Mike moved forward, stopping when he felt the edge of a desk and cleared his throat. “Everyone!” he shouted. The office quietened. “We are experiencing an attack from the technology Wilson uses. No electricity will flow through anything in the area affected…” He realized they weren’t in the middle of nowhere anymore, but in a major city. “Is there anyone close to the windows?”

“Yeah!” came a male voice about fifteen feet from Mike’s left. “There’s nothing out there. I can’t see shit.”

“Wait for your eyes to adjust and you should start to see the city by the light from the sky above. Has anyone got—”

A pool of light appeared about ten feet directly in front of him, lighting an office full of agents. A woman was holding a candle.

“Candles!” said Agent Puller. “We have to have some in the building somewhere. Get me light!”

Some agents moved off into the stairwell and other rooms, while others tried to contact those on the other end of their headset comms.

Mike moved to the nearest window, pulled the blind back and looked down into the parking lot. The MCC was dark, with its rear door open. Reed was standing just outside looking up. At first he thought it was at him, then the window frame started to rattle. She was now pointing above the building he was in. A thundering noise started to fill the air.

Mike grabbed the blinds and tore them away, so the entire window was exposed. Others had now joined him.

A dark shape made everyone looking out crouch as a passenger plane slid across their view, and slammed into the ground some miles off. The night lit up as a fireball bellowed into the sky. Before the gasps from those in the room were fully formed a shock wave hit the glass making everyone take a step back.

“Nooo….” said a woman behind Mike.

“Look, there’s another!” said a man.

A second explosion, this one in the downtown area, illuminated the skyscrapers around it.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN




Holly Wilson sat in the dark, in the same position she had been in when all the lights went out. Even when the sound of distant explosions rattled the windows she resisted the urge to get up and shout for the agents to come to her. That’s what she was told she needed to do. Stay on the sofa, don’t move, and hopefully Travis would appear.

My dead son…

When agent Richter called her days earlier she thought it was a prank call. Travis her only son was dead. Had to be. But then she asked if she could call back by calling the FBI directly, which she did, and was promptly put through to the agent again.

She still couldn’t believe what the government man was telling her. What happened to Travis was destined too. That’s what she told herself on discovering his bed empty on a cold morning three years ago, and after the legion of law enforcement failed to find him.

He had always been a ‘strange’ boy, shunning others, being more interested in those computers that she never had the money to buy. She put the ‘strangeness’ and his intelligence down to his father. Not the man that left her almost a decade ago, and five years before Travis disappeared, but to the individual ‘X34221’ as the clinic file called him.

Sean hated Travis, never accepted him as his own, despite her ex-husband being the one who came up with the plan to use donor sperm to start a family. She always found that ironic, and despite the first few months being happy, as soon as it became obvious Travis was not like other babies, Sean grew cold towards him, even going as far as suggesting they should ‘return’ him. Whatever that meant. She made it clear that whatever Travis’s issues, he was her son, emphasis on the ‘her’ part. Sean accepted the situation, but their marriage was on a downward trajectory ever since, until it slammed into the ground when she discovered Sean had been having an affair. They still carried on though, her retreating more into her own job at the local store and Sean doing the same with whatever he did in his workshop out back.

Under her left thigh was a bulge. The thousand dollars she had placed under the sofa cushion was another reason she didn’t want to get up. It was every cent she had spent the last year saving, and only she knew it was there. The plan was simple. She would give it to Travis and then help him escape. She would tell her son that he should take her hostage, while giving him the chunk of notes. There was no way the snipers would make a move if she stood close enough. Then she would drive him southwest to the border. Five hours and he would be safe. Maybe she might even join him. From the moment Richter had told her Travis was alive she had been coming up with the plan. There was no way she was going to get him back, just to lose him again, and this time when the injection entered Travis’s arm, it would be final.

Her leg started to cramp, so she shifted her weight around swaying back and forth until the sharp pain started to reside. She wondered how much longer until she would see him, and how different he might look. She had seen the picture on the television, hardly believing it was him. Her little computer nerd had become a young man.

A dot of light appeared on the flat screen television that was hanging on the wall in front of her. At first she thought it was a reflection, but as she moved her head the dot stayed centered. Had the power come back?

The room around her was still as dark as ever, although the group of pixels on the TV were providing some illumination.

She leaned forward. Maybe the government people were trying to communicate with her now that their cameras and microphones were without power. She felt the block of paper bills below her leg, making sure they were pushed in enough, and stood. Her joints argued for her to sit back down, but instead she remained fascinated by the feint glow from the screen just seven feet away.

The dot of light started to widen, a glow expanding, lighting the room and her with a pale white light.

She walked closer. Was there something in the glow? She looked around her. No bulbs were burning inside or in the street. The power was still vacant, she was sure of it, then how…

“Mother?”

She yelped, bringing her hand to her mouth, her other hand behind her looking for the stability of the sofa, which she collapsed onto.

“Are you there? I think I can see you…”

The sound was coming from the television’s speaker and she recognized it as if it was her own. It was her son, Travis, but deeper.

“Travis? Where are you?” she said to the screen in front of her, which was now completely white, and provided enough light for her to see the room nearby.

“No, please I’ll do what you say. Just don’t hurt her!”

“What? I don’t underst—”

“Run! Mom get out of there!”

Movement on the screen stopped her mouth from finishing her thought. She could now see Travis was seated, on a white bench. More than that, the walls were as white as his clothes.

“My boy!”

Holly burst into tears and went to lunge forward to touch the screen, when she stopped, sensing someone in the room with her. Slowly she swung her head towards a figure in a bright yellow hoodie.







*****

Mike, Reed, Alexis and Dawn walked across a parking lot of a cafe, which led to a wider road. Dawn had a lighter which she kept lighting whenever the shadows grew too rich to make out details.

People stood around the building’s entrance looking lost, while on the main road, drivers stood chatting near their cars. Most looking at the skies.

Mike looked across to Reed. “You’re the expert in WMD, how’s he doing this?”

They quickened their pace on the sidewalk.

“Maybe it would be better to concentrate on the why,” she replied as they crossed a road.

When they stepped up the curb, he grabbed her arm stopping her. “I have a good sense of people. And my bullshit meter right now is telling me you’re holding back what you know.”

She shrugged his hand off. “My role here is—”

“Yadda yada, I got the sales pitch back in Payton.”

Dawn lit her lighter again, showing the anger on both their faces.

Alexis looked into the darkness around them. “Maybe this is a discussion for another time?”

“When I know something that will help you catch Wilson, agent, I will tell you…”

Mike swallowed his frustration and kept on walking. The others moved with him.

They walked along a suburban road with the occasional large tree to avoid. By now their eyes were picking up the scant light from the moon, lost somewhere beyond a blanket of cloud. Figures moved in the shadows near the homes on both sides. One of them was accompanied with shouting and out of the gloom a shadow became a man, which then ran past them, almost bowling Dawn over. The other two agents with guns, had their hands on their holsters but the man was lost to the dark as soon as he had appeared from it.

In the distance roughly eight miles both to the west and south, the clouds were orange from the fires raging below them.

Mike tried not to look at it. When he saw the first plane go down his first thought was for agent Diaz, and the flight he was expecting to fly in on. It should had landed by then, but…

“How much further?” said Dawn.

“Few more miles,” said Mike. As he felt the sweat on the back of his neck, he pictured arriving at a scene of faceless corpses. And all the death would be on him. As were the people in the planes, and more who must have died on the ground… There was no way this wouldn’t become a military matter now, with martial law at least being declared in the state and perhaps wider. Always he was playing catch-up, but after tonight if he was still on the case, that would have to change.

They moved below an overpass and across a junction. Glass shattered somewhere off in the distance, and dark figures skittered left and right.

“Looters,” said Dawn.

“Keep the lighter unlit,” said Mike. “No time for distractions.” They moved into a road with a church on one corner. “We’re going the right way. We stay on this and it should take us to a checkpoint.”

“What if we get there and everyone’s…”

“Dead?” said Mike to Alexis.

“We don’t know what we’re heading into Mike.”

She was right, but he also had no choice. “Once we get closer, all of you will be hanging back, that’s an order.”

“You can’t order me,” said Reed.

“You’re on my task force, so yes I can.”

“I have to see what Wilson might be using—”

“Ah, so now we’re getting to the real reason you are here. To grab the tech for Uncle Sam eh?”

He didn’t need light to sense her awkwardness.

Single story homes and stores passed by, some with windows lit with flickering lights. Finally after reaching the end of a long road a group of moving shapes appeared ahead.

“We’re at the checkpoint,” said Mike. He sighed in relief on seeing the heavily armed officers in front of him. He pulled his badge and walked forward.

“Hands where I can see them!” shouted the SWAT team member.

Mike went to talk, but then saw the look of recognition on the operator’s face.

“Special agent Richter?”

Mike showed him his badge, lit by Dawn’s lighter, as did the others.

“Follow me,” said the man.

They moved past a number of police vehicles parked across the road, to a much larger SWAT truck. The back of was open. A man, older than the first climbed out, he also recognized who was approaching him.

He held his hand out, which Mike shook. “Special Agent in Charge, Jesse Carr.”

“What’s the situation?”

The agent looked into the darkness. “I’ve got agents running this stretch of road every ten minutes, giving me intel on the situation at the house. So far the mother’s still inside, and there’s no sign of her son.”

“Is the other route still open?”

“It is.”

“I’m going to need to go to the house, the other agents will be—” Reed went to talk, when Mike raised his hand. “— Staying here. That’s an order Carr. Keep them here.”

Carr nodded while Alexis walked away a short distance. “Can I talk to you agent Richter?” Mike moved closer to her. “I should go with you, otherwise why did you want me down here with you?”

He smiled.

“Why are you smiling? What if Wilson’s there? I’m trained in dealing with—”

His hand was on her arm. “I’m just going to take a look, then I’ll be back.” He looked back to Carr. “Until I return Special agent Adams is in command.”

Carr nodded again.

Mike looked into the shadows and the vague shape of the road which moved off into oblivion, wondering if Wilson was at the end of it.

He’s waiting…

“You ready sir?” said a young SWAT team member next to him.

Mike nodded as a flak jacket was placed over his shirt and under his jacket. “What’s your name?”

“Wheeler, sir.”

“You got enough ammo?” said Carr to Mike.

He nodded then looked back to Alexis. Her concern was obvious, but he couldn’t deal with more deaths tonight. He turned and walked past the large SWAT armored truck and onto the sidewalk. The agent jogged on ahead, his MP5 submachine gun leading the way. Mike did his best to keep up.

He looked at the shadow encrusted homes, none of which he thought had any life within them until he saw a drape move and a wave of relief ran through him.

He hasn’t killed everyone… yet.

The agent crouched behind a sedan, Mike did the same. Ahead it looked like there was another junction.

“The Wilsons’ house is the third one along that road to the right. There are agents posted in the house across from it, the one on the corner, and there’s an agent in the house itself, hidden in the loft space. But… we haven’t had any contact with her since she went in, and the electricity went.”

Mike went to get to his feet and was immediately restrained by the agent.

“You shouldn’t get any closer, sir.”

Mike bent down again. “I’m going into the house.”

Even in the gloom he could see the incredulity on the young man’s face, who then shook his head.

“Carr told me to get you to here, and no further.”

“I am the agent in charge of this whole deal and I’m telling you, I’m going in.”

“Then I’m going with you.”

Mike shook his head. “I have to do this alone.”

“I’m going with you up to the house. Then you can go in. Maybe that way I don’t lose my job.”

Mike nodded and jogged across the street, weaving between two parked cars and along the sidewalk. Wheeler jogged behind.

Mike quickly spotted the house because it was the only one with a light coming from behind the drapes at the front. He pulled his Glock from its holster and waved Wheeler to stay back, then ran to the small metal fence, opened the gate and jogged to the front door, moving up two steps.

He banged on the wooden frame. “Holly Wilson! It’s special agent Mike Richter, we spoke on the phone!”

After a few seconds of no response a numbness started to crawl across his mind.

She’s dead…

Ignoring his certainty he looked in the front window through an inch gap between the curtains, but all he could see was a glow and the back of the room. He climbed over the porch wall and dropped down to the path which led to the back of the house. A breeze caused the trees which lined the property to shudder, and he whipped his gun in their direction. Seeing there was no obvious danger, he slid his shoulder along the wall until he came to a door, which his fingers revealed was open a few inches.

He pushed it open all the way to a hallway rich in darkness.

You still here kid…

He raised his gun and moved into the narrow space, his shoes knocking against boxes and rods on the ground. No sound though came from the house around him, not even creaks of timbers, it was as if it was frozen in time.

He emerged into a room with just enough light coming through the rear window for him to recognize it as a small kitchen.

Then he heard her. Holly Wilson was talking in the front room, but he couldn’t make her words out clearly.

“Holly? It’s agent Richter! Are you alone?” he projected deeper into the house. More words came back at him, but they were distant despite the other room’s entrance being mere yards away. It made no sense. He felt the cold walls and walked into the hallway, immediately noticing the glow coming from the living room. “Holly?” he reiterated.

He placed his hand on the door and pushed it open.

A woman with the front part of her skull missing sat perfectly upright on the sofa. He felt sick and leaned back on the frame, then whipped the gun around to his right, to the shadows at the back of the room. There was no one there, but his mind was already replaying the last few moments and the voice he heard. It was Holly, he was sure of—

“Hello?”

He spun around, first to the body, then to where the sound actually emanated from, the TV…

His eyes grew large as they looked upon something which within the first few seconds of seeing it, made him question his sanity. He walked in front of the small coffee table to see an image of Holly Wilson inside a white room. She was standing, moving around the far wall, her hands tracing along it as if she was looking for something. He turned and looked at the faceless corpse then back to the florescent pixels and shook his head.

“Is there anyone there! When can I see my son!”

“Hello…” said Mike.

The woman in the television turned around and the imaged died, plunging the room into darkness. He sat heavily on the table knocking some magazines to the floor, listening to his heartbeat, not being able to see anything around him.

“Holly…”

Light and sound burst from everywhere forcing him to cover his eyes. As they adjusted he realized he had seen the room on the TV before.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN




Mike sat on the back step of the SWAT truck, which was parked outside the Wilsons’ home. A flurry of people moved amongst twinkling emergency lights, some trying to get a response from him, but his mind kept replaying what he had seen and heard from the television in the small home across the street.

The room from my dream…. Holly Wilson… but… how could I… she was dead…

Alexis walked through the crowd with coffee in her hand. She always seemed to know just what he needed when he needed it.

She offered it without comment, and he enjoyed the first sip despite it burning his mouth. “Thanks,” he said.

“Dawn’s back at the MCC. You seen Reed?”

“She’s still inside.”

The front door of the home opened, and a gurney with a body bag on top came out, being carried across the porch, down the step and then out of the yard and into the back of an ambulance. They both watched the remains of Wilson’s mother be taken to the coroner’s office in silence, and Mike couldn’t help feel sadness for the woman who obviously had other plans.

He reached into his pocket and held up the block of notes. “This was meant for Travis.”

Alexis sipped on her drink. “He’s stepped off a very ancient precipice.”

“Matricide.” A young police officer walked past. “Hey,” said Mike to him and held up the money. “Put this into evidence. It was found on the sofa.” The officer took the dollars and disappeared back into the throng.

“But why was it so important for him to come back here? What would he gain from killing her and risk being caught?” Alexis looked at Mike for answers, but he just stared into the crowd of officers and further back civilians from the homes around.

Should I tell her what I saw?

“There’s something I need—”

Agent Carr came through the crowd and presented him a phone. “A.D. Ward.”

Mike took it, his eyes glancing at Alexis. “I’m here assistant director.”

“Tell me something other than, over a thousand people are dead in Houston, including Wilson’s own mother, and he escaped, agent Richter.”

He went to talk, but instead his mind whirled. A fusion of pixelated white images flashed before his eyes as he tried to sort one inexplicable fact from another.

She was in the television. I saw her, I know I did…

“I…”

He felt a hand press onto his left shoulder. He looked up to Reed holding her hand out. He handed her the phone.

“Hello assistant director. I’m…” She walked off around the back of the truck to one of the more quieter spots.

“Move over,” said Alexis. He slid to his right and she sat. “None of this is your fault. You know that right? There’s something happening here which is beyond what any of us, even those with twenty years on the job can relate to.”

She was right, but it didn’t make him feel any less guilty. He took another sip of his beverage then looked at his watch. A small set of numbers showed that for another eleven minutes it was the ninth of November. The night his career in the Bureau came to an end. The irony was he hated that was going to happen. This case had its claws into him now and he wanted, no, needed to see it through to the end.

Reed appeared around the edge of the large door, and held the phone out. “The assistant director wants to talk to you.”

The satellite phone felt heavy in his hand as he held it up to his ear. “I’m here, sir.”

“You and your teams’ security clearance has been raised. I’ve been informed Reed will fill you in on what you need to know. God help us all.”

The line went dead and he went to laugh at the insinuation of his greater involvement being even more of a catastrophe, but hesitated when he replayed the A.D’s final comment in his mind. It wasn’t aimed at him. He looked at Alexis then Reed, but she was looking along the street. Through gaps in the crowd he could see the MCC pulling up near the junction.

“We should talk inside the MCC,” said Reed.

“Okay…” said Mike getting to his feet. “What did Ward mean, you’ll fill me in?”

“Not here,” she replied, then walked into the crowd.

He and Alexis followed and were soon stepping into the metal box room they had driven to Houston in. Daryl and Dawn were already inside. Reed closed the door and Mike looked at her. “Start talking.”

She ignored his suggestion, instead she rummaged through her backpack until she pulled out another smaller bag, of a silvery material. “Please place all of your phones into this bag.” She moved from one to another as they did as she asked, sealed the end of it and moved to her computer workstation where she placed a USB stick into a port in the wall. All the screens in the MCC went black, then changed to show a warning.

Daryl pulled back from his own keyboard. “What the hell is going on.”

“I’m signing into an encrypted government network… and you should know, all of your security clearances have been raised to a SCI level.”

“Err… why?” continued Daryl.

“You’re not from CWMD are you?” said Mike to her.

“Actually I am.” She tapped a few more keys and all the screens changed again. “But I’m also part of some… other agencies.”

Mike and the others looked at some form of government document. It had names of government compartments he had never heard of before, and individuals, two of which he instantly recognized. Before the obvious question left his mouth, something else pinged in his memory, the date. ’2006.’

“As you can see Holloway and Folsom were again employed by various DOD agencies in 2006.”

“To do what?” said Dawn.

“Essentially to realize the dream they had twenty years earlier. To create an A.G.I.”

“Artificial general intelligence,” said Daryl.

“Since 2013, it had been my job to oversee their work.”

Mike leaned back against a desk. “Wait, hold on. 2006? That was year the—”

“Ascension Temple was formed. Holloway and Folsom told us it would be the perfect cover for the work. It was felt at the time that becoming a start up in Silicon Valley would attract too much attention. So a new American cult was born.”

“Did the people at the compound know it was all bullshit?” said Dawn, her frustration seeping into her words.

“Some did, some didn’t. What mattered was the work and they made remarkable progress.”

“They were just kids,” said Mike. He noticed the usual stoney exterior of Reed falter slightly.

“They were awkward geniuses whose life was made better by being at the compound.”

“I saw their burned corpses, didn’t seem better.”

She looked down. “We had no idea that would happen…”

“Explain ‘remarkable’,” said Daryl. She looked back up. “What exactly did they create?”

Another key tap produced a blueprint. Everyone recognized it as the black circuit board from the cults base.

“This is the Aion. A self-contained quantum mind, consisting of ten thousand quantum nodes.”

“Ten thousand?” repeated Daryl.

Mike looked at him. “I’m guessing that’s a lot.”

Daryl nodded. “That’s a lot, publicly no one has reached more than a hundred yet.”

“Yes. The project was progressing well but there were some things the two men kept from us… These boards could be networked hugely increasing their… ability, and second, more importantly, the spiritual side of what they were doing was not, as we were told, a show. For them It was real and what we thought they were doing for us, that was fake…”

Most in the room sighed turning away, but Mike kept his eyes on hers.

“And when did you all realize you had been double crossed?” He held his hands up. “Let me make a guess. The moment a delivery guy got shot at?”

“We had agents, good people in the compound!” Anger broke out of her. “They too were found with the others! People I had worked with for over a decade! Friends!”

It was obvious to Mike that some who died were more than just friends to her. His expression softened, but he was still angry. The questions were piling up in his mind, making his thoughts even more chaotic. “So they created a really smart computer. How do you go from that to—”

“No Mike,” said Alexis. In her hand was the cult’s scriptures, the ones he had printed out. She looked up at him. “They created something more…”

He looked back to Reed. “More?”

“We don’t exactly know what they created. But it appears to be some form of intelligent being, and it broke free of the confines of the equipment the cult created, and is now…”

“In Travis…” The words fell from his lips without the thoughts behind it being truly formed.

Reed nodded.

Dawn scrunched her face up. “Can everyone stop talking in nerd and explain exactly what the hell is going on?”

Mike looked at her. “Travis isn’t Travis anymore.”

Daryl shook his head. “This is science fiction. Travis Wilson is a genius young guy and he has stolen tech from the cult, but what you’re suggesting…”

“I thought you’d be onboard with this,” said Mike.

Daryl frowned.

“You said yourself the power being gone, it wasn’t normal…”

“There is something else you all need to see,” said Reed. She tapped the keyboard and the monitors changed to one of a video feed. Mike and Alexis recognized the footage.

“We’ve seen this before,” he said.

“Not the next part…”

They all watched the large monitor on the wall as Carlton Haynes approached the bench that Travis was sitting on in the bus parking lot in Tulsa.

“The footage was...”

Before Alexis could finish she realized the grainy video had already moved past the point they had seen before.

A glow came from below Travis’s hoodie, and he stood, turning to face the old hot dog vendor. Cartlon’s face contorted from a smile to horror, and he turned to run but instead only made it a few feet before spheres of light poured from Travis’s head towards him.

“What is…”

Words couldn’t describe the glowing stream that slammed into the old man, spinning him around. His terror was obvious even in the sparkles of light which were now smothering him. His face started to dissipate, being pulled as if his skin and bone were made of rubber, stretching towards Travis.

Heavy breathing could be heard inside the truck, as the front half of the old man’s head disintegrated and was carried back to the host, at which point the light immediately died. Carlton’s body collapsed to the concrete and Travis turned and walked from view.

“What the fuck did I just watch,” said Dawn.

No one answered.

A knock came on the door at the back, making some of them jump a little. Mike moved past Reed and opened it. His grim expression was replaced with a grin. A stout dark haired man with flecks of gray in it stood with a backpack over one shoulder.

“You made it,” said Mike to Gabriel Diaz. He walked down the steps and briefly embraced his old friend. “When the plane went down…”

“Yeah, it’s taken me a while to get over here, what with the power going out. Things are pretty bad in the city with the two plane crashes, lots of dead on the ground as well.”

“Thank you for wanting to be part of all this. There’s a lot I have to catch you up on.” Mike turned towards the MCC entrance.

“You heard from Brad?”

Mike looked back. “We spoke just before the cell network went down, he’s not—”

“I spoke to him thirty minutes ago. He’s on his way.”


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN




Mike and the others sat in a diner on the outskirts of Houston. Most of the center of the city had been closed off after being declared a disaster zone, and hundreds had been evacuated to hastily set up centers further out.

The place they were in had remained open throughout the night for customers, but now it was the early hours and apart from the task force members, a waitress and one kitchen staff member were its only inhabitants.

“I’ve been involved with some crazy shit, but this one takes the—” Diaz looked down at his slice of sponge and sugar frosting. “— Cake.”

The waitress approached the corner table, the only one large enough for them to all sit around. In her hand was a coffee pot. “Refill?”

Most nodded.

Mike looked at Reed sat to his right. “Why haven’t they just sent the marines after whatever Travis is?”

“Too public,” said Alexis answering first. She looked at the doctor. “Right?”

“There are other teams trying to find him, but before Travis was… changed—” She looked at Mike. “— He reached out to you.”

“Yeah but if this thing isn’t Travis anymore, what’s the connection to Mike now?” said Dawn.

“Whatever Travis is, there’s still a memory of his time as a human left. It’s why we think he returned home, and we can use that.”

Mike looked down into his coffee. “That wasn’t the only time he reached out…”

Reed looked at him, her eyes wide. “What? When was the other time?”

“A cafe in Tulsa. The—”

“Yes!” said Alexis. “The security camera showed on your phone. It was Travis telling us, he was watching…” Her enthusiasm trailed off as she realized the ramifications. She looked at Mike. “Has he been always watching us?”

Reed answered for him. “Possibly. We have to presume that most forms of modern communication are compromised. Which is why I asked all of you to leave your phones in the truck.”

Mike took a sip of his fresh coffee. “That also means he wanted us to see what he did to the old man.” Pieces were starting to fall into place in Mike’s mind, even if he didn’t want them too. “He could have erased the footage. This thing that is inside Travis, wanted us to see what it could do.”

Silence fell upon those at the table.

“But what’s its purpose? What did it achieve by what it did in Payton? Killing all those people?” said Dawn.

“It… he’s absorbing their minds,” said Mike.

“They were judged,” said Alexis. “That’s what this thing think’s its job is, to judge us.”

“And getting your face sucked off means you are going to robot heaven or hell?” said Diaz still enjoying his desert.

“The white room…” said Mike. Those around the table looked at him.

“What?” said Reed.

“Something happened when I was in the Wilsons’ home. Something I can’t explain.” He gave them a quick rundown of the experience, leaving out the fact that he had seen what appeared on the television screen in his dream, and watched each for their reaction. He was fairly sure most thought he was losing his mind, then smiled at the pun.

Alexis looked at Reed. “Is that possible? That these peoples’ minds are being stored somewhere?”

Reed let out a breath, then took a mouthful of coffee. “I don’t know…” Mike noticed her hand was shaking.

Alexis went to reply again when the door to the cafe opened and in walked a bear of man who looked like he had just walked off the trail.

He walked up to the table as Mike smiled.

“So who do I have to shoot?” said Brad Reynolds.

Mike got to his feet and held out his hand which the big bearded guy eagerly clasped.

“Not a who, an ‘it’,” said Dawn under her breath.

Brad looked at her.

“I’ll explain soon,” said Mike. “But there’s one more person I’m waiting for.” Mike went to look at his watch when the cafe door opened once again and a young man wearing a black jacket, and a pack over his shoulder came in.

Mike waved agent Thomas Wheeler over to the table, then looked at the waitress behind the counter. “We’re going to need some coffee to go.”







*****

Mike stood at the back of the MCC. The seven others sat and stood in the rest of the space, which was now a little cramped.

“We all now know that we are dealing with something unique in our law enforcement careers. But the basics are still the same. We are hunting an individual that means to do harm to the citizens of this country. We already have a lot of evidence, but the more we understand what this thing is the better we will be able to get ahead of it. Something we have not been able to do yet. I know some of you are tired, so those that need it get some sleep. There’s not much room, so you’ll have to take turns on the sofa.”

“Great,” said Dawn sarcastically.

He looked at Daryl and Reed. “You two know the most about the tech aspects of this thing. Reach out to other experts in the Bureau and beyond, let’s get some grip on what this thing is. And the file that Travis sent to me, we need to know what it contains.” He turned his attention to Alexis and Dawn. “I want you two to look at patterns of behavior and create for me a profile. Look at Travis’s life as much as you can, and talk to AI experts, or anyone that might give you insight into an artificial mind, its goals etc.” Finally he looked at Diaz and Brad. “You two need to give me an answer as to how we track and take this thing out. What kind of weapons you’re going to need, other than the usuals.” They both nodded. “Oh, and I’m going to need one of you to drive, but for that to happen we need to know where we’re going, so suggestions on where Travis is heading next.”

“If I was a super intelligent machine, where would I go…” said Alexis under her breath.

“To find others like itself?” said Daryl.

There was a pause then Alexis and Daryl said ‘Silicon Valley’ at the same time.

Mike nodded. He looked at Diaz and Wheeler. “Get us on the highway moving west.”

Diaz looked at the taller man and they both started ‘rock, paper, scissors’ with Brad losing and then grumbling as he made his way to the front. Diaz smiled and followed him.

“Umm, what should I do?” said Wheeler.

“You’re with Gabriel and Brad.”

The young man nodded and followed the others to the front.

Mike looked at the others. “So far this thing goes to an area, and the power goes, dissipates, everything that needs electricity just stops. Why is that?”

“He wants to shut down his enemies? Make us blind to him?” said Daryl.

“Umm…”

“Yeah?” said Mike to Wheeler, who was just outside the door to the driving compartment.

“Well… if he’s a machine, where’s he getting all of his power from? Every machine needs to recharge right?”

Daryl’s eyes were wide. “Yes. He’s absorbing all the energy in an area, like what he does to people but on a larger scale!”

“Okay we can work with that. Find out if Houston was having grid issues before everything turned off, and find out if other utility companies have been reporting the same. Whatever Travis is, he’s not so powerful that he’s not trying to keep away from us. Which must mean he still has weaknesses.” The implications of not getting to Travis before he ‘grew’ more powerful Mike dismissed.

The engine roared and everyone briefly held on to what they could as the truck bumped around and moved out of the parking lot.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN




Mike clicked off the map that he had created of Travis’s travel, and instead switched to a view of one of the cameras on the truck that gave a view of the road. Despite it being 6 a.m. the sky was still black. A flat landscape rolled past with lights twinkling in the distance. He clicked off the cam to Travis looking back at him. The shock woke him up.

Mike blinked and looked around the confined space of the MCC. Alexis was sleeping half on half off the sofa, while Reed and Dawn looked at their respective screens. Daryl appeared to have also fallen sleep, with his head back in his chair. Travis’s face remained in Mike’s mind. He looked back at his own screen and was thankful to only see the map he had been previously working on.

He rubbed his eyes and pushed himself up in his chair. The map showed the starting point at the compound in Conway, then Tulsa and Houston. He had made a projected route to San Jose, by way of some major cities, the next being Austin. Whether the AI super mind was there or not they would find a motel and get some proper rest before heading back out west. If Travis was heading in the other direction, then he was sure they would soon get reports to confirm that, otherwise maybe they might actually catch up with him.

And then what…

He wasn’t sure. But they at least needed to know where Travis was. As Mike looked at the screen his mind returned to the white room. The hellish place without features. A prison of minds. What Holly Wilson’s consciousness was trapped in was an exact replica to what he had seen in his dream days before. Had Travis been in his mind? In his sleep? It was another level of horror his psyche wasn’t ready to discuss.

He brought up the GPS mapper on his screen. They were twenty minutes out from Austin. He got up and walked a few feet to Daryl and looked at his screen. It showed a list of power companies along the route Travis had traveled, with a ‘yes’ or ‘no’ next to each.

Mike let out a breath nodding to himself.

Maybe we are starting to get somewhere.

He pulled open the door to driving area. Wheeler was sat in the gap between the seats. Diaz was driving while Brad was sleeping. Diaz briefly looked back.

“Take us into Austin and stop at the first decent looking motel you see,” said Mike.

“We’re going to need to get some fuel as well, and I was thinking of making a stop at the FBI office there tomorrow and getting some equipment.”

“You worked out what you need?”

“We’re going with the usuals. If he’s still flesh and blood… they should work. Otherwise we have some other cards we can play.”

Mike looked down at Wheeler. “Good thinking with the whole recharge thing.”

The SWAT team member nodded and Mike closed the door, moving back into the main compartment.

After stopping at a gas station they moved into the outskirts of Austin, and after passing a few flickering neon signs they pulled into the parking lot of a two-story motel.

Mike pushed open the rear door, enjoying the cool air on his face and was soon standing inside the front office, booking what rooms he could.

Taking his collection of room keys with him, he walked back inside the truck. Alexis and Daryl were sitting up. “They only had five rooms, four of which are doubles, so some of you have to share.” Those inside looked at the others uneasily. He placed all but one of the keys on a desk. “It’s 6:30 a.m. get some sleep and meet back here at 11 a.m. We’ll get some breakfast and work out the plan for the day.”

They nodded and he made his way to room fourteen on the second floor. Seeing the flat screen TV on a cabinet at the bottom of the bed, he pulled the power cord from the wall and turned it around, then fell onto the sheets. Sleep came quick.







*****

Mike felt the heat before he saw the expanse of nothing around him. His dreaming mind had placed him in a desert. He went to swear at not being able to rest even when sleeping, then remembered the insanity of the waking world, and how his dreams were perhaps not what they appeared to be…

He squinted against the sun and spun around trying to see any details that might make this imagined scene have value, but all he could see were distant blue-gray mountains. He looked down at his arms and legs. Gone was the strange rubber and leather suit. He was back in regular clothes, minus his jacket. His white shirt was covered in stains, some dark red, and was torn into shreds at the base, and his pants had a large tear across the thigh.

“Why am I here!” he shouted into the haze.

Something moved amongst the sand, almost so slight that if he had been looking a degree either side he would have missed it.

About five feet away on the ground something was catching the sun. He walked forward and kneeled near the disturbance. A metallic substance so reflective it looked like liquid chrome was twitching amongst sand particles. Despite the searing temperature, he was surprised that the heat could liquify whatever this stuff was. Was it mercury? And why did he care? He went to stand back up, when suddenly the tiny silver parts, each not much larger than the granules around them flung together, as if they had been magnetized.

A perfect sphere the size of a nickel sat on the sand. He looked at it fascinated by how it had been created, then rolled back when it started to roll, not at him but away. He followed it for a few strides trying to feel if the ground was sloping but couldn’t detect any hill, then noticed further movement, but this was being caused entirely naturally. Ants were marching from a hole to another, and the strange silver ball was heading right for them. The creatures appeared either not to notice or to mind this alien intruder, and continued about their business.

Mike couldn’t understand why his mind would show him this strange vision of nature, but wanted to know the sphere’s purpose. Maybe his subconscious was trying to tell him something about how to catch Travis? Maybe Mike was the ball moving over the smooth surface and the ants were—

The ball suddenly dissolved into streams, each one heading for a different insect, which had now somehow detected the threat and were scattering in all directions. The liquid metal was quicker though and got to them, smothering their limbs, torso and tentacles. The tiny creatures fought against the mucus but where soon completely covered in it, and then it was gone. The silver covering had disappeared and only normal looking ants remained.

I’ve had some strange dreams but this…

The insects all pivoted on the spot and were now facing him, which weirded him out even though none of it was real. They then streamed towards his boot. He stood and went to bring his heel down on the minuscule creatures but something told him not to, something told him to run. He walked backwards almost falling, then turned and staggered forward against the soft ground, each step sinking him further, his legs slowly disappearing beneath…

Mike woke to booms, which his brain quickly translated to someone knocking heavily on his motel room’s door. A pale blue light seeped through blinds at the single window.

“Yeah, hold on!” he shouted. His mouth could still taste the dry sand, and he looked around for any water. There wasn’t any. The door rattled again. “I’m coming!”

He got up, walked to the door and pulled it open. Daryl was standing outside.

“It’s happening again!”

“What is?”

“In the town of Farlow about sixty miles northwest. I’m getting reports there’s been a blackout there. It’s only about an hour away!”

“I need a map. Get me a map.”

“We should get back on the road! Get there as soon—”

Mike held his hand up. “Daryl, I need a map.”

Daryl frowned while nodding. “Okay, I’ll get one.”

As Daryl ran off, Mike looked both ways along the balcony and then to the parking lot. A light rain was starting to fall. Alongside the motel sat a fast food restaurant, and his stomach needed answering. He saw an ant trundling along the top of the guardrail and almost flinched.

Daryl ran up the stairs out of breath. “Here,” he said handing the fold out map of southern Texas to him.

They both walked back inside, and Mike unfolded it on the bed. Daryl noticed the TV facing the wrong way and agreed with the action.

Mike traced his finger from where they were, heading to the town of Farlow then kept going, stopping at a similar sized town called Traystone. “That’s our destination.” He realized he had no idea what time it was and looked at his watch. “Are any of the others awake?”

“Gabriel, Wheeler and Brad left an hour ago. They said they would be back around now. I think Reed is also up.”

Mike picked up the map and the room key. “Wake Dawn and tell her and Reed to meet me at the MCC. I’ll get breakfast. As soon as the others are back we’re leaving.”


CHAPTER NINETEEN




Mike sat in the passenger’s seat while Brad drove. Groups of green trees and bushes, some already losing their foliage slid past amongst fading beige grassland, gentle hills and valleys.

“How you been?” said Brad. Mike’s appearance when he saw him was a shock. Seven years had passed but the lines in his old friend’s face suggested double that time. He was also pretty sure he had smelled the faint fumes of alcohol on Mike’s breath before his old friend had started chewing on a mint.

Mike looked across and smiled. “Doing my job for the Bureau.”

“I did wonder that maybe you would have put in your badge and taken early retirement.”

Mike looked back to the road. “Clara wouldn’t have wanted me to quit… and after four months off, I was going a bit crazy—” He looked at Brad and smiled. “— But you up in the mountains in that cabin, must know all about that!”

Brad smiled. “Totally the opposite. The quietness… helps me. I hunt, fish, go into town only when I need to, which is about once a month. Even got a thing going with a local owner of a bar.”

“That’s great Brad.”

“You must be close to retirement though?”

“I am. Maybe a year or two then I was going to sell the house… I don’t live in it anyway, and head south to Florida. That was the plan…”

Brad was going to say it still could be, but then after what he had been shown there were no certainties about the events of the next few hours let alone days.

In Mike’s lap was a newspaper that he picked up when he got breakfast. Words like ‘Biochemical attack’ and ‘terrorist’ had been relegated to the middle pages, with the cell network outage taking up most of the room on the cover. He turned the page. Inside was a small picture next to one of Travis, that he would have preferred not to have seen.

“That’s the only picture they could find?” said Brad glancing at the one inch square photo of a younger looking special agent Richter.

“I haven’t updated my profile photo for a while. There wasn’t a need.”

“Well least no one will recognize you!”

Mike smiled, nodding.

“About Wilson.”

“Yeah…”

“Is this a bring him down first and ask questions later kind of situation?”

There was silence for a moment before Mike responded. “It might not be possible to bring him in, but I want to try. What we can’t allow though is for him to get away, if it looks like that is going to happen then we use all the force we have.”

Brad nodded.

The landscape ahead declined and they could see fields of fall grass for miles. The desert jumped into Mike’s head and he flinched, his hand instinctively moving to his inside jacket pocket, but then stopping.

Brad tried not to notice.

The door to the main compartment opened behind them and Daryl appeared. “Power’s returned to Farlow. Authorities are going house to house. So far no fatalities are being reported.”

“So he just needed a recharge,” said Mike. He looked at Brad. “We need to get to Traystone.”

Brad changed lane and eased down on the gas.

A short while later a green sign flashed past mentioned Farlow was up ahead. A road block with two police sedans across the road momentarily halted their progress, before gas stations and pleasant looking homes continued past. The streets seemed deserted even for a small town, but then they spotted an ambulance and slowed as a gurney with a body bag strapped to it was pulled from the front door a single story wooden home.

Brad slowed the truck and slid the window down while Mike held up his badge.

“How they die?” said Mike.

“Heart attack,” said one of the paramedics.

“Any more dead in this town?”

The paramedic shook his head.

Brad raised his window and they drove on. They quickly rejoined a two-lane road that weaved through muddy fields.

“He could be on these roads right now,” said Mike to Brad. “Be ready in case we make contact.”

“I will be.”

Mike moved back into the operations room. Everyone appeared busy at a workstation, while Diaz and Wheeler were at the back, one on the sofa inspecting the armory they had acquired in Houston.

He stood behind Daryl. “Keep in constant contact with Traystone, tell them to expect a power outage within the next four hours.”

Daryl put his headset back on and Mike looked to Reed. “We any further along on just what the hell Travis is?”

She clicked a few times on her mouse and the screen changed to a number of blueprints, most of which made no sense too Mike, but he did recognize the word ‘nanotech.’

“Ants…” he said under his breath.

“What?” said Reed.

“Nothing. So what’s this?”

“Tech that another contractor was working on for the DOD.”

“The Ascension Temple knew of it?”

“No. This technology was just as deeply hidden as what they were working on. Not that it made any difference.” She clicked again and a letter appeared, dated the same day as Mike got his call to go to the compound. “They were hacked during the morning of the seventh.” Mike went to talk, but she held her hand up and brought up another screen showing a list. “As were twenty-five other highly classified projects on the government’s payroll. Everything from machines the size of a few hundred atoms to high energy weapon technology. Most of the intel services still think it was a foreign based hack. But…”

“We know different.”

She nodded.

“Are their systems still compromised?”

“Extra security precautions have been put in place, but…”

“They have never had to deal with a super intelligent AI before.”

“No.”

“Umm…”

“Yes?”

“I want you to know that, I’ve already informed my superiors in the DOD of what I’ve discovered.”

Mike nodded. “That’s fine. Our job is to find this thing and put him out of commission.”

“If Travis is in Traystone, we may be asked to stand down and wait for other parties to arrive.”

“We’ll deal with that when the time comes.” He went to turn around, but stopped. “I appreciate you telling me.”

She nodded and he turned to Alexis and Dawn at the workstation on the opposite wall. “Is the profile complete?”

Both the women looked at each other, and Dawn sat back in her chair.

“There’s a problem?” said Mike.

“We have a profile, but it’s not very long,” said Alexis.

Mike leaned back on the desk behind. “What do you mean?”

“We reached out to a number of the world’s experts,” said Dawn. “We said we were running a simulation of an attack by an AI, and what would be the best way to defeat it.”

“So far we have had five responses,” said Alexis. “And they pretty much all say the same thing.”

“Which is?”

“There is no way for a human to defeat it. But they said it would attack in a number of stages, first is that an AI will look to cut our communications—”

“And while we’re chasing our tails,” said Dawn. “The second stage is it goes after the deeper infrastructure, commerce being its main target.”

A memory pinged in Mike’s mind. He looked back to Daryl who was talking to someone on his headset. “Daryl?”

Daryl looked up, while telling the person to hold on.

“How’s bitcoin doing?”

“It’s through the—” Daryl’s eyes darted around. “I’ll get back to you,” he said into his microphone, then moved his mouse around.

Mike looked back to Alexis and Dawn. “And the third stage?”

“While everyone is killing each other over not being able to access their bank accounts, buy food, live, you know that kind of thing, it shuts down the military, mostly by the use of nuclear weapons in targeted attacks. Real end of the world type shit,” said Dawn.

“Everyone who got back to us also said something else. They said an AI would never do this, because it wouldn’t have any need to… but they don’t know what we do…” said Alexis.

“That a cult would create an AI to bring about judgement day,” said Mike.







*****

A flat landscape full of spindly trees stretched out for miles around a narrow winding road. They slowed at a junction and a wall of police vehicles appeared ahead. The uniformed men and women momentarily raised their weapons, then at the behest of an older officer, lowered them.

The MCC pulled up in front of them and a tall gray haired man, wearing a police hat walked to the side of the driver’s door. Mike showed the policeman his badge.

“Special agent Mike Richter. You should have been made aware that we were arriving.”

“Sheriff Nathan Copeland for the town of Traystone. Yeah, I heard you were coming.” The sheriff squinted against the early afternoon sun, looking across the gleaming blue and gray truck.

“Have you let any vehicles into town during the last few hours?”

“Nothing’s come up this road since sunrise.”

“Is this the only way into town?”

“From the southeast, yes.”

Mike looked at the branches and bushes that bordered them, shaking his head. “It’s too open. No containment.” He looked back to the sheriff. “We need to let Travis enter the town and take him there.”

The sheriff scrunched his face and leaned on the driver’s door. “Now why the fuck would I let a known terrorist enter my town?”

“Because if we don’t stop him here, your town and many others from here to California will be full of corpses by time the week is out. And that my orders come all the way down from the director of the FBI.”

The sheriff frowned and stood back up.

“Is this all your officers?” Mike counted around five men and three women officers. Some of which were shaking their heads.

The sheriff nodded.

“Do they know what Travis looks like?”

The sheriff nodded.

“I’m going to need one of your people to stay hidden at this junction, and when they see Travis pass by, to light a fire. So we can see the smoke from the town. That possible?”

The older man stroked his chin and looked back towards those milling around the vehicles. “Reckon we can do that.”

“Good. Everyone else, pull back to the town. Do you have a town square?”

“We do.”

“Then that’s where we’re going to trap him. The town’s people been told to stay inside?”

“They have.”

“Good.”

The sheriff slowly turned, the frown not having left his heavily mustached face and he waved. Some of the other officers got in their sand colored vehicles and reversed, moving off. Brad drove the MCC forward following them.

Funnels and domes appeared on the horizon, while gas stations and forecourts full of tractors, moved past outside.

“We going to tell them just exactly what is coming their way?” said Brad.

“If it helps us stop Travis yes, otherwise no. I’m going to need a map of this town, its power lines, tunnels, everything.”

Car dealerships mixed with fast food restaurants and motels as they pushed further in. A giant billboard talked about getting a great deal on your internet. Mike sighed. They might have been driving along a highway, and now a Main Street, but humans had been constructing another kind of route for an invading army for decades, they just didn’t realize it.

The road narrowed and stores crowded the sidewalk, until they eventually stopped at the edge of the town square. In the center stood a three story historical building, surrounded by faded lawns, trees and the occasional statue. The road continued around the park, with more stores and restaurants around the edge. The police sedan in front drove to one of the buildings, modern compared to the rest and parked in front of it at an angle.

Brad parked alongside and everyone started to get out.

Mike opened the passenger’s door and jumped down. The center of the town was an attractive well-kept place, peaceful even. Glass fronts talked of antiques and oddities, while other signs mentioned Italian cuisine and discounted furniture. He was glad not to see any shoppers and the only vehicles were the ones parked outside the police station.

He looked at the proud building at the center of the square. “What’s that?” he said to the nearby officer.

“Courthouse,” said the dark haired man before following his colleagues into the station.

Mike and the other seven agents walked into a small waiting area with a counter. A balding officer frowned on seeing them. The FBI agents walked through the open door marked ‘Law enforcement only’ into a small corridor and then a much larger room, with desks, computers, empty plastic cups and pieces of paper with Travis’s printed image. Two officers were already in the room when Mike entered and including his own people, a crowd of around seventeen were looking at him expectantly.

“If you don’t already know, my name is special agent Mike Richter. The agents with me are part of a task force set up to capture a terrorist known as Travis Wilson.”

“I don’t reckon he’s a terrorist,” said a young officer with a strong Texan accent.

“Agent Richter don’t need to know your dumb theories, Billy,” said the sheriff.

A slightly older officer giggled into his collar.

“As I was saying, Wilson is to be considered extremely dangerous. He has in his possession some form of advanced technology which allows him to… create a power outage in an area. He can also use the same tech to kill people.”

“I read in the newspaper that he sucks peoples faces off? That true?” said a sandy haired female officer.

Mike looked to his right, where Alexis was standing. “The weapon he has removes the frontal part of the skull of his victims, we currently do not know how it does that.”

A rumbling of murmurs flowed around the room.

“That’s why we are here and together we can end it,” said Mike. “We are pretty sure he was in Farlow some hours ago, and we predict he will be passing through your town soon. So I have to explain my plan to you as quickly as possible. I need a large map of your town...”

After ten minutes, with a few interruptions because of questions, Mike had laid out how he thought they would capture Travis. It was also the first time his own team had heard the plan.

He turned to them as the officers of Traystone set about their business. “So that’s the plan.”

“Sound’s good to me,” said Diaz, while Brad nodded.

Mike looked at the others who looked more doubtful.

“How long should we wait, if he doesn’t show?” said Dawn.

“He’ll show. We just have to be ready.”


CHAPTER TWENTY




Mike sat in one of the back rooms of the courthouse. A small office that had belonged to a clerk. From his position near the window he could see the three southern access roads to the square, and the police station.

The light outside was fading, the shadows growing long, but he knew somewhere deep inside that Travis was going to show up in this small Texan town. Because he was there. He was now convinced that his dreams were somehow connected to whatever Travis was. He just had no idea how, or what their purpose was. Maybe in years to come he would write a book about the experience and make millions in a film deal, and it would all make sense, but as he looked at the whiteboard, filing cabinets and pictures of someone else's family, all he felt was dread. Something not human was communicating with him, needling its way into his brain when he tried to rest. Nothing about that was good. He also couldn’t tell the others. Those that knew about the small flask in his secret inside pocket would put it down to what it contained, and he would definitely be heading for retirement. He didn’t even care anymore about what came next, he just needed to stay around long enough for the last few days to make sense.

Clara’s face entered his mind and she was angry at him. She wanted him to make this situation right. Put an end to Travis.

The bodies…

Dead faceless people drifted across his mind and he started to get angry, but then pulled the emotion back.

Can an artificial mind be guilty of a human crime, if it was created to judge people? It thinks it is a god, because that is how it was made…

He sighed, then opened his flask and took a sip. The burning sensation dulled any questions best left to philosophers and law makers.

In the bell tower roughly a hundred feet above, Gabriel Diaz sat with a sniper’s rifle, while a light breeze brushed past him. He looked through the scope at the roads which fed into the square, taking note of where the rest of the team and the town’s police were hiding. He looked at his watch and reckoned they had roughly thirty more minutes before the sun ducked down below the western horizon, and traced his hand over the nightscope on the rifle, making sure it was securely fastened.

He looked back out to the town. “Diablo,” he whispered.

He still didn’t quite believe in what Mike and the others had told him of what they were hunting. A machine that thought it was a ‘god’. Right, like that made any sense. But he did believe in good and evil and what this Travis Wilson was doing was almost biblical in nature. He was glad to be helping to stop the monster.

Denise Reed sat in the operations room of the MCC, tapping her finger on the desk. All the truck’s systems had been shut down as per Mike’s orders, leaving them blind, but also Travis if he managed to hack his way into their cameras and computers. Daryl sat a few feet away, his eyes closed.

“Stop looking at me, I can’t sleep,” he said.

She frowned and looked away.

“Eighty percent of what we do, is wait for the bad guy to show up,” said Daryl.

“I want it to be over.”

Daryl opened his eyes. “It’s a good plan. Unless this Travis can fly… he can’t fly can he?”

“Not that I’m aware.”

“Good, then tonight it ends and we can all go back to the usual state crossing scumbags. At least I will, I don’t know what you’ll go back to.”

She sighed. “I’m not sure I will be going back… not after this.”

He was surprised at the almost human sounding statement from the woman who he wondered was herself a robot on more than one occasion. “This ain’t on you. It’s on those two hippy fella’s from the 60s. From the sounds of it, you were sent in to keep everything on the up with the government.”

“And failed. You’re wrong. This is all my fault. The people that have died, those that still might. They were building this thing right under my nose and I didn’t see it.”

Daryl squinted. “You got any kids?”

She looked at him for the first time in their conversation. “No… I don’t see what—”

“Back in Conway, I’ve got a young boy. He and his mother are all that matter to me. More important than this job, and definitely more important than a super-powered AI robot man.” He smiled and so did Reed.

Alexis sat with Dawn in the back of a police sedan, positioned in a side road, but with line of sight on the front of the courthouse. In the front was Billy and the sheriff, who went to raise his radio to his mouth.

“Umm, sheriff we’d prefer if you stayed off any sort of electronic communications, while we’re waiting,” said Alexis. “Everyone knows the part they have to play.” She hoped that was true.

He frowned, briefly looking over his shoulder to her and lowered his radio. “It’s been two hours. How long do I have to keep my town closed down?”

She went to reply when Dawn tugged her arm. She looked to where Dawn was looking, which was at the top of the courthouse. A tiny speck of light turned on and off. “Diaz must have seen the smoke… Travis is on his way into town.” She tensed despite trying not too, then instinctively felt her holster.

The sheriff’s radio burst into life. “Sheriff, I see… him—”

“Get him off the channel!” shouted Alexis.

“— He’s coming in…” The officer’s voice became garbled and was suddenly overwhelmed by white noise. They all waited but only the sizzling static came from the radio’s speaker.

The sheriff looked to his right, to a road full of shadows. “That was Jay, which means Wilson is approaching from the southeast as we—”

Light burst from every available filament, LED and gas-filled tube, turning evening into a bright day. Everyone in the sedan covered their eyes, trying their best to see the world outside, but light streamed from stores, homes, car headlights and street lamps.

“It’s the power surge, it’s happening again. He’s absorbing the power,” said Alexis.

Mike had been waiting for the headlights on the sheriff’s car to light up, but when they did it happened with every other light in the town doing the same, and he knew it was time. He blinked, trying to clear his watery eyes and went to pickup his flask, but missed and just succeeded in knocking it off the leather-topped desk and onto the rug. He bent over, grabbed it and placed the empty container back in his pocket, then walked to the window. The square looked as if it was readying for a town’s fair, except there was no one walking the sidewalks or seated on the benches.

He squinted, focusing on the main southerly route into town, when he saw movement about a mile off. He leaned forward, pressing up against the glass. Someone was walking down the middle of the street.

He rushed out of the room, into a small corridor then into the main lobby where Wheeler was waiting.

“Is it happening?” said the younger man.

“Yes, stay in position until you get the signal from me.”

Wheeler nodded. His MP5 submachine gun was clutched in both hands.

Mike turned back to the impressive entrance, unlatched the flap on his holster and pulled his gun free, then walked forward pushing open the heavily braced glass door and out, into the cool evening air.

The power lines were aglow like it was the fourth of July. Blue electric pulses ran up and down the metal grid of pylon supported cables, which stretched from street to street. Some sparked and crackled.

He’s coming.

Mike walked down the stone steps, onto the dusty path and forward a few steps, stopping parallel with a statue on a plinth to his right.

He could feel the alcohol in his system dulling his senses, and he steeled himself against the sensation.

Drunk too much.

He shook his head slightly, trying to rid the cobwebs from his mind. He could now clearly see the young man, roughly his own height walking down the street towards him. He was the bait and the plan was working. Mike could also see movement out of the corner of his eyes. Shadows moving behind store fronts and cars. They were both surrounded, but before Travis would be taken away to a secret lab, he wanted answers.

The man with the once bright yellow pants and top, now faded and smeared with dark stains, walked forward and stopped just ten feet from Mike. His hood was up, covering his face, and glasses masked his eyes.

Almost lost in a daze Mike quickly raised his gun. “Travis Wilson! Remove your—”

The young man in front of him reached up and pulled his hood down then pulled off his glasses. The teen from the newspaper picture was standing looking at Mike.

“Travis Wilson,” said Mike in a more assured tone. “You are under arrest for the murder—”

“The organism I inhabit is partially constructed from your genetic material.”

A few seconds passed before Mike could respond. “What? What the fuck are you talking about?”

“Timestamp. 1996, August twelfth. Michael Holden Richter enters family planning clinic in St. Louis with two other individuals, with intention to—”

“No…”

“You remember?”

On the sidewalks there was movement. Mike’s hand wavered as memories came to him of blue skies, beer and a joke being played on him by his friends at the academy. His task was to get his sperm frozen. He shook his head. “No… what?” Mike forced his mind back to his task at hand. “You are under arrest for—”

“Timestamp. 2000. Holly Jessica Wilson starts IVF treatment at Dallas clinic. After five attempts, she becomes pregnant with sperm from donor ‘X34221’.”

“Just stop! I don’t know what you are—”

“Donor ‘X34221’ is you, agent Richter.”

“No. I went back some years later they said it was never used, it was destroyed!”

Travis paused, his head slanting slightly to one side. “That was a human error. It was used, as you can see from the animal standing before you.”

“I… can’t… It’s…”

“So you see. If I die. Your son dies.”

The thing that was Mike’s only child smiled, making him sick with confusion. Emotions crashed up against his reason, each one harder to withstand.

Travis’s eyes suddenly glowed with an intense white tinged with blue. It was like looking into the heart of the sun.

A number of red dots appeared on Travis’s clothes.

Mike looked up to the tower, then whipped around to the officers closing in. “No…” The words fell from his lips with no thought behind them. He just wanted to protect his child. He waved his arms around. “It’s okay! I’ve got him. He’s surrendered!” He looked back at Travis, his eyes even brighter.

This is how he does it. I’m going to the white room.

Travis smiled. “There is no utility in your death at this moment. But you should know you cannot stop me. Humanity is about to be judged. You have seen the future agent Richter, make your peace with it.”

Travis’s whole body was now illuminated as if he was made of pure energy. Booms rang out, while Mike leaped forward to shield the thing he had made. The world turned white.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE




Mike reached for his nose before he opened his eyes. It was still there, as was his cheeks and lips. But on feeling his eyelids flick upwards he wasn’t sure the world was, as he was sitting in a void. His hands fell to his side and scratched over the concrete.

As his eyes started to adjust to the darkness, shouts echoed off the buildings. Footsteps came from behind and he spun around, his gun still in his hand. A figure moved in the shadows and quickly approached.

“Who the fuck are you?” shouted Mike.

“It’s Wheeler! Are you okay?”

“Yeah… I think so. You?”

“I’m good. Where’s he gone?”

Another person appeared at the courthouse door and ran forward.

“I shot the son of a bitch, right through the chest!” said Diaz.

Wheeler helped pull Mike to his feet, they all looked to another running towards them, slighter in build.

“They’re… dead… all dead…” said Alexis out of breath.

“Who!” shouted Mike.

“Everyone!”

“What?” Mike staggered forward, then with the others ran through the darkness, towards what could be faintly seen as the sidewalk, then the road. In the gloom he saw a body like shape on the ground behind a nearby car.

“We were in the sheriff’s car, when… everything… the light was blinding. I think I lost consciousness for a few seconds.”

“Where’s Dawn and the others?” said Mike.

“Over here!” shouted Dawn from further along the main Street. Her shadow was accompanied by two others, one tall one short. Reed and Daryl, Mike presumed.

“There’s more over here,” shouted Diaz from thirty or so yards away.

Mike felt the glass of a storefront and used it as a guide to follow Diaz’s voice. He could just about see Diaz was kneeled next to two more bodies with misshapen heads.

“What did he say to you?” said Alexis to Mike. “Before we passed out, I could see you and he were talking?”

“I read him his rights. Trying to convince him to come in peacefully.” It was a flimsy lie, said without much conviction, but it’s all he had. “The sheriff?”

“Dead.”

“But… the people in this town, they can’t be dead. They were safe in their houses,” said Wheeler.

Reed, Daryl and Brad came out of the dark to join them.

“Are you all okay?” said Mike.

Each one said they were.

“I had him in my sights. There was so much light… he glowed, and then I wake up on the floor of the roof… are they dead?” said Brad.

“They’re dead,” said Mike. “There might be—”

“Then why aren’t we the same?” said Dawn.

It was a question Mike had no room for in his mind. What he had learned just a few moments before he had already locked away. If he allowed it out, it would infect all of his thoughts and he would just head for the local liquor store to cope. Then the thing would win. He turned towards Diaz. “This no power situation will only affect this town, go with Brad. Go as far as you need too, to find comms, and get everyone down here. Tell them… Travis was just here. He couldn’t have gone far.”

Diaz sprung to his feet and went to move off but stopped. “What’s that noise?”

“What—”

Before Alexis could finish they could all hear it. A faint repeating thud, then the store windows began to rattle.

“I know what it is,” said Reed. “It’s the army. They’re thirty minutes late.”







*****

Mike sat in a white room, but it was not the one from his dream. The walls around him rippled in the breeze, being made from a polyester type material. Outside the tent was a cacophony of noise. Mostly vehicles but also men barking orders. An hour earlier three twin-engined helicopters landed carrying special op teams, a few commanding officers and a few pallets of equipment. The power came back to the small Texan town ten minutes after that and the soldiers went about their work, going from house to house looking for people with and without faces.

Despite Mike’s protest to the contrary, Colonel Holland immediately split his team up, citing orders from the president and he had been sitting in the hastily constructed tent ever since. Mike was glad. He needed the spotlight off of him, at least for a bit so he could process what he had learned. His initial thought was the machine mind of Travis was playing games with him, but the more he repeated the AI’s words, the deeper down the rabbit hole he fell. Things made more and less sense in equal measure. That was why Travis reached out to him. He always thought it was strange that the young cult member would choose him of all the law enforcement he could have sent his file too.

And now he knew why.

I have a son…

The idea stirred emotions in him that he thought had died with his wife, but as soon as he felt the thrill of the news, it was instantly crushed by what Travis had become, something not human. His son was infected by a digital disease, and all Mike wanted to do was find the cure.

The sound of footsteps came from outside, growing louder. He sat up straight in the wooden chair. The flap pulled back and in walked Colonel Clancy Holland, closely followed by Reed.

Mike stood, but the Colonel waved him to sit back down while he sat in one of the other chairs, all of which were laid out around a table.

The Colonel sighed. Mike waited for someone to speak, but when they didn’t, he did.

“How many are dead?”

“Pretty much the entire town,” said Holland. “It’s safe to say this is the worst terrorist attack in US history, but yet somehow, you and your people are still alive. You want to explain how that’s possible agent Richter?”

Mike’s eyes flicked to Reed, but she looked away.

“I think the…” He searched for the appropriate word. “I have a link to Travis.”

“Yes, we know. He’s your son.”

Mike’s mouth fell open. He then realized something and looked at Reed. “You knew?” He tried to control his anger.

“You have to understand, I was under orders not to—”

The colonel raised his hand, finishing Reed’s sentence for her. “Dr. Reed did what she needed to. Unfortunately for her and the people of this town it wasn’t enough.”

Mike smirked still looking at Reed. “So when I said to you, that I’ll be bait and lure Travis here, you knew I already was anyway?”

Reed looked away again then back to Mike and the colonel. “The plan did work, I just didn’t know how powerful it had become.”

“Yes, that’s something we need to discuss,” said Holland.

“We?” said Mike.

The colonel leaned forward in his chair. “Know this. At no point in all of this shit storm were you in control of anything. Reed convinced me to allow you to think you were.” Holland sat back. “And it almost worked. Yes, agent. ‘We’ because you’re the only human alive that has actually conversed with whatever the hell your son has become and lived to tell it.”

Mike sat back, sinking into his chair.

“We also know of your little drinking problem.”

He sunk further.

“From now on, you’re just here because—” The colonel briefly looked at Reed. “Because she says it’s necessary. As soon as that changes. You can consider yourself an ex-government employee. Now then, what did that young man and you talk about?”

Mike went to reply when the tent flap opened again and a young female officer stood in the gap. In her hand was a satellite phone.

“Sir, command is on the line.”

The colonel sighed again, stood and took the phone and himself outside.

Reed sprang forward sitting in the vacated seat. “I’m sorry. I wanted to tell you—” Mike looked away. “But I couldn’t risk you wanting to protect him…”

Mike looked back to her, ready to launch fierce words. He would tell her of how he spared the life of the man who murdered his wife. How even though learning he had a son was something that shattered his reality for a moment, he swore an oath to serve and protect and he would have, taking Travis into custody or… But instead he looked away again, remaining silent for he knew what he had done. He tried to protect his son, despite not knowing he had one just a few moments before.

“You were right not to tell me,” he said. He looked back at her. “You still want me involved in finding him?”

“I can’t think of someone better motivated. But Mike you have to come to terms with the order the president has given us. To use extreme force. I’m sorry, but Travis won’t be going to jail.”

Air left Mike’s lungs. He knew she was right. His son had to be stopped by any means. “He told me that judgement was coming for all of us. All of humanity, and there was nothing we could do to stop it…”

The tent flap opened and in walked Alexis and the others.

“How are you?” she said to him.

Falsehoods came and went in his mind, but each one weighed on him more. “He’s my son.”

“You don’t have a son.”

He looked up at her and curiosity turned to horror on her face.

“That freak is your son?” said Diaz. “When? How?”

“That’s what you were talking about,” said Alexis. “He told you…”

Silence fell across the room.

“On some level, I knew something, maybe… I don’t know. But Travis Wilson is my son, not the thing that possesses him.”

He noticed Reed look at him but refused to meet her gaze.

“So what do we do?” said Brad. “This is a military operation now.”

“We are being assigned a special op’s team. Led by lieutenant Butler and—”

Colonel Holland reentered the tent with another man who was even older than he was, wearing thick rimmed glasses and dressed in clothes that looked at least four decades out of date.

“The virus that entered the cell network has crossed over into the internet servers and land lines,” said the colonel. “We just lost touch with most of the country and the president is declaring a national emergency. We’re running out of time people.” He looked at the old man to his side. “Let me introduce you to the worlds leading expert in artificial intelligence, Dr. Hans Meyer.”

The spindly man, who seemed two sizes too small for the long coat he was wearing moved past everyone and sat on the lone single chair at the back of the tent. He pulled a packet of cigarettes from his side pocket and a lighter, slid one out, lit and puffed on it. “I do not know what the rules are for smoking in the state of Texas, but I hope you will allow me my indulgence,” said the doctor in a thick German accent.

“Explain to them what we are up against, doctor,” said Holland.

“Ha, well, perhaps it will be easier to explain what Mr. Richter’s son is not. He is not human. What you all saw today was merely a puppet—” A wave of nausea moved into the back of Mike’s throat, which he pushed back. “— flesh, bone mostly, ja but with atomic sized machines flooding through his entire system. These tiny machines are part of the AI.”

“Part?” said Daryl.

Meyer looked at Reed. “You have not—” He coughed into a handkerchief “— Told them, no?”

“Something else you kept from us? Why am I not surprised,” said Dawn.

“The mind of the AI has already been distributed across the digital networks of the planet…”

“That doesn’t sound good,” said Brad.

“Indeed Mr Reynolds,” said Meyer with an expression that on first glance looked like a smile to Mike, but then on looking deeper was more sadness than joy. “Not gut for any of us. The AI is using Travis Wilson as an avatar. A probe to explore, but its mind is—” he opened his arms wide. “All around us.”

A question swayed on the edge of Mike’s mind. A question he needed to know the answer too, but couldn’t ask.

Can my son be saved…

“Then how can we stop it?” said Alexis.

“Young lady, we have already crossed the point of no return. From the moment Babbage had his idea for an ‘analytical engine’ the die was cast. We have birthed a new species, one that is immortal…”

“Like a god…” said Daryl under his breath.

“Ah, well it is not for me to say such things. But war has been declared on the human race, and we are already losing…”


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO




Mike lay on a bed in a motel. A spot of light appeared on the wall opposite and slid across a painting of a horse, then the back of a flat screen TV, then dissipated. Another army truck moving along the road outside.

Some of the rooms around him contained bodies that the army hadn’t moved yet, the scene being repeated across the small Texan town. The few that had survived were being cared for in the local school. He looked at his watch.

One more hour…

Holland had given all of them three to get some rest before they would be briefed on what would happen next. He wasn’t sure he cared. He had been part of a stage show for the past few days, an unknowing actor in a play.

I’m the puppet…

Clara’s face appeared to him, scolding him for self-pity.

He turned on his back. “I know!”

“You have a son!” she said to him.

Tears welled up in his eyes. “I know…”

A knock came at the front door. He waited for whoever it was to go, but then it happened again. He sighed, got to his feet, walked the short distance and pulled the door open. Alexis was standing on the other side.

“I can’t sleep in this place,” she said.

He nodded and stood back. She walked in and sat on the edge of the bed. He looked at specks of light in the night sky. Helicopters moving in and out of the town. Another truck passed along the road, which now glistened from the rain that had been falling. He closed the door then went and sat at the head of the bed.

“I… feel like I’m a mouse on a wheel,” said Alexis. “Trapped no matter how hard I try and think of a way out of this, and the AI is just standing outside the cage laughing.”

Mike thought of Holly Wilson in the white room.

Trapped in a cage…

Alexis kicked off her shoes and clambered across the sheets, then stretched out. “Do you mind if I try and sleep here?”

“No…”

She closed her eyes. He leaned back on the bed and did the same.







*****

Mike could feel a weight on his back, but he still pushed onwards, running over lumps of concrete and rusting spikes of metal. He hands were encased in rubber as were his feet, and the rest of the strange suit he was wearing was a tangle of leather and cables. On his arm was a metal apparatus of some kid.

Great. Another scifi dream.

He figured his mind was interpreting the danger the AI was posing, and placing him in the middle of some B-movie scene. Mike the hero, saving the world from the evil spirit mind.

He skidded to a halt and looked into the dust which filled the air around him. The ground beneath his boots was solid. He knelt and dragged his finger over the dimpled surface.

A road?

“What are you doing!”

He recognised Alexis’s voice and whirled around to a different woman to the one that was sleeping alongside him. A scarf covered the lower half of her face, but even with goggles her green eyes pierced the smeared plastic lens.

“It’s getting dark soon and they will be coming, we have to get back underground!” She walked to him and placed her hand on his shoulder. “Are you okay?”

Mike opened his eyes. The room was dark apart from strips of light on the wall and ceiling. His chest felt heavy. He looked down to Alexis’s hand draped across his shirt, and felt a comfort he hadn’t felt for longer than he could remember. He lifted his wrist to try and make out the hands on his watch.

The three hours was almost up, but his mind felt lighter.

I’m going to get my son back.

It shocked him how naturally the words came. He was going to find a way to get that thing out of Travis, and then who knew, maybe he and Travis could get a house and—

He shook his head. He wasn’t living in a fantasy world. He was living in a town with a few thousand dead. That was the new reality and Travis had to be stopped.

That thing is not my son…

The hand on his chest twitched. He looked down at Alexis looking back up at him. She smiled awkwardly and reclaimed her hand. “Sorry.”

“It’s fine. The three hours is up. A soldier is going to be here soon.”

She sat up, putting her feet on the floor on her side of the bed. Her hair fell forward covering her face. “Right…” She stood and disappeared inside the restroom.

Just as she did a heavy knock came from the front door. “Right on time,” said Mike to himself.

A few minutes later they were leaving the room. The rain had let up. In the distance lights sparkled between trees and buildings and reflected off damp surfaces.

They made their way to the parking lot and got in the back of a Humvee. Their chaperone started the engine and pulled out onto the road. A convoy of trucks drove in the opposite direction. Mike didn’t have to ask what they contained.

Five minutes later he and Alexis were walking into the MCC, which was in a side street at the back of the stores surrounding the square.

“Agent Richter!” said Colonel Holland sitting at the furthest workstation. At the other stations was Daryl, Reed, Dr. Meyer and another man he had not met before who was standing. “Damn fine piece of equipment you got here. I oughta get me one of these. And agent Adams, come in, take a seat.”

They both did.

“This soldier to my left is Lieutenant Butler. He heads up a Navy Seal team platoon.” Butler stood with his hands behind his back. “He is in charge of fourteen other fine individuals. You will be working with him and his people. Your job Richter is to keep on doing what you were already were. Find that piece of shit son of yours—” Mike tried to hide his disdain for the colonel. “— And the lieutenant here will do what needs to be done. You will also be working with Dr. Meyer. He has agreed to accompany you.”

The old scientist was focused on a screen in front of him.

“Okay…” said Mike. “What about—”

“The others are welcome to stay with you,” interrupted Butler. “As long as they stay out of the way when the time comes.”

Mike nodded.

“Right, then with all that BS out of the way,” continued Holland. “let’s talk about what the AI has been up to since you all got you beauty sleep.” The colonel looked at Reed at the work station along from his.

“Excuse me,” said Butler and left.

Reed who like Meyer had stayed more interested in her screen, shook her head and pointed at the grainy images. “Our satellites still cannot track him. It’s as if he’s invisible somehow from them.”

“You were tracking him with satellites?” said Mike.

“No. That’s what I’m saying. We tried, but he just never appeared on them.”

“How is that possible?” said Alexis.

“We don’t know…”

“We are dealing with an entity that can use our own technology better than we can,” said Meyer.

Holland stood. “Well I’ve been informed by general McCain that we are moving to DEFCON three. Military bases around the country are being put on high alert, with the airforce ready to strike whatever location we identify as being one where Wilson is residing.”

Mike and Alexis both looked surprised. “But what about the Seal Team?” he said.

“They will have a limited window to take him alive, but, it’s a limited window. Command feels he might be of some use if we can capture him. If it was up to me… Anyway.”

“Umm… colonel,” said Daryl. “I would suggest having a human back up to whatever encryption you are currently employing on your weapons of mass-destruction…”

“Already been done,” said Meyer, his eyes still glued to his screen. “The AI is heading west…”

“We think he’s heading to the west coast, Sillicon Valley maybe,” said Mike.

“Maybe, but—” He traced his finger across the digital map on his screen. “There are a number of important military bases west of us, some of which are very secret.” For the first time he looked from his screen to Reed. “I have a question. What is at these secret locations?”

She blinked. Before she could reply Holland did for her. “That’s classified.”

“Hmm… that is okay. They can be classified. Then the AI will take control of them, and we will not even know what he has control of!”

Holland frowned. “Some of them are nuclear facilities… but I have it under good authority that they cannot be penetrated, even by the AI.”

Meyer’s brow narrowed. “Are you willing to bet the future of the planet on that assumption Colonel?”

Holland sighed. “Head west, I’m going to be taking a more direct route. Depending upon how things go, we can meet up at Roswell.” He moved to the exit at the back of the truck then looked at Reed. “Time to make up for past mistakes doctor.”

She nodded and he left. She stood and cleared her throat. Everyone apart from Meyer looked at her. “I am in charge of the task force now. So please if anyone has any questions…” Most looked back to their screens.

“We should get back on the road west,” said Mike.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE




Day 5: Disintegration




A column of lights dissected the night along a thin strip of Texan highway. The rearmost vehicle, the MCC followed a Humvee and two military trucks.

Wheeler made sure to keep a good distance to the truck in front of them, he didn’t want to be responsible for wrecking the Bureau’s pride and joy. He yawned and looked out into the blanket of darkness to the side and wondered if Jennifer, his girlfriend was out there thinking of him. They had broken up just a week before, and he hadn’t had a text or phone call in reply to his own. When agent Richter asked if he wanted to be on the task force, he jumped at the chance. To be part of something so prestigious was bound to improve his chances of promotion, and maybe even impress Jen enough to take his call.

But that was before he learned of who or what they were chasing. A machine gone rogue, that somehow controlled a young man. Mike’s son. He sighed. None of it made any sense. Computers had always been for the nerds at high school. He preferred the track. But he had been standing in the doorway of the courthouse when Wilson approached Mike, and he heard the conversation that passed between them, and then saw the young man’s eyes glow. Next he was looking up at the stone arch of the entrance, wondering how he passed out. Daryl mentioned an ‘Extreme electromagnetic pulse’ had fried all their brains for a second. Like they were computers themselves that had been reset.

Bullshit.

He wanted this crazy mission over with so he could get back to Houston and concentrate on putting his life back together. Now the military were working with them, he was sure it wouldn’t be long before he would be returning home.

In the compartment behind, Mike was watching the nation’s news reports. Shaky camera footage from a number of downtown areas of major cities flashed onto the screen along with white on red scrolling text across the bottom. Reporters in flak jackets and helmets with ‘Press’ written on them cowered behind cars, while people scrambled over each other to climb through broken store front windows. The scene then switched to show queues at gas stations and empty supermarket shelves. Talking heads discussed how best to filter water.

He pulled his headphones from his head and clicked off the video.

“It is ironic no,” said Meyer. Mike hadn’t realized the old man had been watching the news events over his shoulder, seated at the workstation opposite. “That the world is losing its mind over not being able to use technology, which did not exist a mere thirty years ago?” He coughed.

Mike frowned. “People will adjust.”

“Hmm maybe, or maybe the AI knows us better than we know ourselves…” Mike went to get up. “Umm, this ‘white room’ that you mentioned. That you saw on the television in the Wilson home.”

“Yes…”

“Have you seen that room anywhere else?”

“I—”

A flash of light came from the front, followed by the sound of the world exploding. As he and the others were slung from one wall to another, he caught shouts and screams, but then there was one impact too much.







*****

A chemical odor of burned plastic and molten metal made its way into Mike’s senses before he tried to open his eyes. He was only half successful as a searing pain on the right side of his face prevented him seeing the world from there. But the vision on his left revealed Alexis standing over him, her bloodied face alternately moving between darkness and flickering light. Her lips were moving, but all he could hear was a ringing on the same side as his non-working eye.

He thought his balance was off as well, seeing the large compartment was leaning to one side. “What happened?”

Alexis said something angrily over her shoulder, then looked back at him and continued talking.

“I can’t… hear you. My hearing, something wrong. Did we crash?”

She nodded and pointed upwards. Brad appeared over her shoulder, a trickle of blood running down his left cheek.

Suddenly the ringing stopped and a cacophony of sound rushed in. An alarm fought with groans and talking, and in the distance the sound of the sea… or was it something else? The small windows at the top of the slanted walls, when in darkness were bathed in an orange light.

“Mike? Can you hear me buddy?” said Brad.

He looked around and realized he was lying on a desk. “What the hell happened.”

“Something blew them up! The trucks in front of us!” said Alexis.

He rotated his body feeling soreness in most of his back and shoulder, and let his feet touch the angled floor. “What?”

“Some kind of missile,” said Brad. “They’re gone Mike. Nothing left but a giant crater.”

He leaned to the side to try and see the rest of the compartment. “The others?”

“Get off me, I’m not dead yet,” said Meyer between coughs. Hovering over him was Reed who was only using her right arm.

“Daryl? Dawn?”

“They’re in the front, with Wheeler…”

“Wheeler?”

Silence came from the two near to him.

“He’s alive, but a piece of shrapnel came through the windscreen… He’s having breathing problems. I think he’s got internal bleeding. We need to get him to a hospital,” said Alexis.

Mike tried to stand, but the world around him moved independent of his senses and he sat down heavily. “Is comms still up?”

Brad shook his head. “Dish took a shredding in the explosion. Same for the engine, although in that case it saved some of us from taking a worse beating.”

Reed turned around, looking at the screens, some of which were lit but were showing error messages. “We still got some power, but no signals getting in or out.”

Mike made a second attempt to stand, this time being more successful. He threw his arms out to gain balance and one of them caught Alexis’s own. “Are you okay?” he said to her.

“Bit banged up, wound on my head reopened but I’m okay.”

“Is everyone else able to walk and talk?” he shouted.

Everyone but Wheeler replied they were.

Dawn came forward from the driving compartment. Her expression told Mike what Alexis had already told him. “He’s stabilized for now. Strong heart beat, but there’s no telling what damage the shrapnel has done inside. I’ve left it in for now, but we have to get it out of him soon, otherwise he’s in danger of going into septic shock.”

Mike nodded then remembered there was one person he hadn’t seen. “Where’s Diaz?”

“Looking through the wreckage outside,” said Brad.

“Join him. See if there’re any survivors.”

The big man nodded and made his way to the back as Mike moved in the opposite direction. As he passed Reed he noticed her hand was shaking. He held it and she looked at him with red moist eyes. “We’ll get through this. I need you and Daryl to try and get our comms working.”

She nodded and he continued into the driving compartment. He immediately felt the cool air from the gaping hole where the windscreen used to be. The young SWAT team member was leaned back in the driving seat, with a few inches of twisted black metal sticking out of his chest, and fragments of glass across his lap.

Wheeler smiled. “First driving gig I get and I crash.”

Mike smiled in reply. “Missiles exploded in front of you, it’s a miracle we all survived.”

Wheeler’s smiled faltered, replaced with a grimace. “Too early to say if that’s going to be true or not.”

“We’re going to get our connection to the outside world going and then they will come and fly you out. You’ll be eating hospital food before noon.”

The young man briefly smiled again.

A shout came from back in the other compartment.

“Do not pull that piece of metal out!” said Mike.

“Ha…” Wheeler grimaced. “Don’t make me laugh, or it will just pop out!”

Mike briefly let his hand rest on Wheelers shoulder, then moved back to the cracked computer keyboards and screens. Everyone but Meyer had moved outside. Mike staggered over the slanted floor to the rear, and clambered down the steps and onto the muddy ground. The FBI’s truck sat at a thirty-degree angle in a ditch off the road, but that wasn’t what caught his attention for a fiery pit now existed where the highway used to be, roughly fifty yards behind them.

“Over here!” Someone shouted through the smoke. Mike jogged across the uneven ground, around the edge of the hole, as he did he saw blackened pieces of military trucks, strewn in all directions.

A Humvee was on its side. The others were helping someone out.

Mike ran across to it. Butler was sitting on the ground, his leg outstretched with a belt around the lower half of it. His torn pants were a dark red. He had the look of a man who had been thrown into another reality. He had seen the same expression on relatives of murder victims.

Daryl’s voice came from within the Humvee. Mike moved around to the front. Daryl was inside with a radio in his hand. He shook his head. “Radio should be working. But I’m not picking up any signal.”

“Maybe it was damaged,” said Butler, grimacing with each spoken word.

“It’s not damaged,” said Daryl.

“What hit us?” said Mike to the lieutenant.

“If I was to guess…” He faded for a moment as if too many thoughts hit him at once. “Umm… MQ-9 Reaper out of Cannon.”

“What’s—”

“A drone,” said Diaz.

“Man, we were lucky,” said Brad.

A cough came from behind. Meyer was walking unsteadily between the wreckage. “No luck involved when dealing with the AI. If it had wanted us dead, we would be dead. We are alive because it serves a greater purpose for it.”

“And my platoon?” said Butler, his face a vision of controlled fury. “They had no purpose?”

“To the mind of the AI. No they did not… I’m sorry to say.”

Daryl climbed out with the radio in his hand. “I’ll take this back to the MCC, see if I can get it or our comms working.”

“So it controls the airforce’s drones then?” said Mike to the officer on the floor, but Meyer answered for him.

“It is just the start, agent Richter. Its tendrils will fan out to control whatever it needs to, to achieve its goal.”

“And what the fuck is that?” said Butler, his eyes flickering with the pain from his leg.

“Oh, I think that is clear. To judge us.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR




Mike clambered through the main compartment of the MCC to the front. His heart skipped a beat on seeing Wheeler’s eyes closed, but they then flicked open.

Wheeler forced a smile. “Not dead yet.”

Mike looked at the plastic bottle near Wheelers hand. “Stay hydrated. It’s only sixteen miles to the town north of us, which shouldn’t take us more than a few hours.” Wheeler smirked and Mike smiled. “Hey I’m fitter than I look.”

“Yeah right.”

“Then we will procure a chopper and fly you out. So three hours max and you’ll be taken care of.”

“I’ll be waiting… umm.”

“Yeah?”

Wheeler produced his phone. “I wrote a note on this. If things don’t—” Mike went to talk, but Wheeler raised his fingers. “— If they don’t go well. Can you pass this phone to Jennifer Bingham. She lives in Houston. She’ll probably have to charge it by then.”

Mike nodded and took the small plastic device and slipped it into his jacket pocket. “I’ll be giving this back to you by lunchtime.”

Wheeler smiled.

Mike turned and made his way back through the main compartment, passing Butler on the sofa, picking up a small backpack and moved outside. The sky to the east had a lighter hue than above, allowing him to see details in the landscape around. Some miles off spiked shapes covered the horizon.

“Wind farm,” said Dawn. She looked to the driver’s door and leaned in closer to him. “I don’t know how fit you are, but don’t take too long getting to Clements.” He nodded and they both looked past the still smoking crater to the road they had traveled along. “Kind of strange that no other vehicles have come up this road,” she said.

“Yeah.” He rubbed his temple.

“Your eye okay?”

“Bit blurry… I’ve left you most of the water, but it’s still not much.”

“The next town’s not far. Water shouldn’t be an issue.” Her voice lacked conviction.

“They’ll be a chopper or a vehicle back here by late morning.”

She smiled. He wasn’t sure if she did it to make him or herself feel better. He then looked to Diaz who was standing near Brad. “There shouldn’t be more drone attacks, but…”

Diaz nodded. “I’ll hold things down until you get back.”

Daryl walked forward, the radio in his hand. “Take this. I can’t find any issue to stop it from working, but it’s not. There might be something strange going on where we are. Maybe the wind turbines. Better you take it. I’ll keep trying to make something happen with the comms we have in the MCC.”

Mike turned to Alexis. It was going to be the first time they had been apart for four days, and that felt… wrong.

“I’ll see you soon,” she said. He went to talk but his reply was stifled by a brief but strong embrace. She turned and walked back inside the MCC.

Mike stored the radio away in his pack then joined Reed and Brad. “How’s the arm?” he said to her.

“It works.”

He looked back at the others, including Meyer who was seated on the grass verge smoking. “We’ll be back as soon we can.”

“Or you won’t,” said Meyer.

Mike frowned and with the others walked onto the road and started jogging.







*****

Mike looked back along the dead straight piece of road they had spent an hour jogging and walking along. The MCC had finally passed out of view, but a gray smudge of smoke still stained the blue sky of the southern horizon. He looked at Brad. For a man of six-foot four and two hundred and fifty pounds he was hardly sweating. Mountain life had served him well.

He was the only one that had shed his outer layer with dark stains now appearing under his arms and across his back.

As he pushed his legs to keep up with the other two, he tried to untangle his thoughts from his emotions. Usually alcohol would be the lubricant which would free his mind of the past, but he was now a day sober and his brain was screaming at him. He closed his eyes. The road hadn’t deviated anyway and he tried to picture Clara. After she died he would fall asleep with her framed picture on his chest, and would wake up in the middle of the night thinking he had heard her, somewhere far off. He would search a few rooms before the cobwebs of sleep would fall away and the crushing grief would return. But as he half walked, half jogged along the cold ground her brown eyes would not return to him. Only Travis’s face from the night before could he see in the darkness. Burned into his eyelids like a tattoo.

He opened his eyes to almost the same scene as a few seconds before. More flat fields of yellow brown grass, and Brad and Reed ahead of him. He needed to get out of his head.

“How did he take control of the drones?” he said towards Reed, her long hair now in a ponytail.

“I don’t know. It should be impossible.”

“Why?”

“Because they use a biometric sensor for the operators to take control of them through the system. The pilots would have to give him access, and they wouldn’t.”

Something Meyer said came back to him. “The scientist said something before about the AI controlling others? Couldn’t it have controlled the pilots?”

“That’s the only way.”

“And if he can do that. What’s stopping it from having access to the entire—”

She suddenly stopped and turned around. “Stop asking me questions! I don’t know! Maybe there are nuclear missiles raining down on New York and LA right now!” Her expression broke and tears ran from her face.

Brad walked forward and placed his hand around her shoulder. “Hey. All we can do is keep walking down this road.”

She pulled away, wiping the tears from her cheeks.

“Whatever happens. We will deal with it,” said Mike.

“You really believe that? You’re going to deal with it? Deal with your son are you?”

Brad looked at both of them. “We need to keep moving.”

Mike’s eyes remained fixed on the doctor. “Yes.”

She turned away and they all started walking again.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE




Alexis sat in the chair at her workstation. From her position halfway along the compartment she could see Wheeler’s legs but not face. She noticed his chest was still moving up and down and sighed in relief.

“He’s sleeping,” said Dawn, closer to the front.

Alexis nodded. “Good.”

A clanking noise reverberated through the ceiling.

“Things looked pretty bad on the news networks before we crashed,” said Dawn. “Hard to believe one young guy is doing all that.”

“He’s not human,” said Butler, with one leg on the floor and the broken other on the sofa.

“Hard to believe that too,” Dawn continued.

A cough came from the back. Meyer was seated on the steps at the exit, smoking.

Alexis turned around on her seat. “You must have some ideas of how to stop him,” she said towards the old scientist. “Otherwise why are you here?”

“I’m here to help, that doesn’t necessarily mean stopping what is happening.”

Suddenly a thought struck Alexis. “You knew them didn’t you? That’s why you’re here.”

Dawn looked confused. “Who did he know?”

Meyer replied before Alexis could. “I had finished my degree at The Berlin Institute of Technology, but America was at the forefront of artificial intelligence exploration. So I wrote a letter to MIT and was accepted into their advanced doctorate course… That is where I met Holloway and Folsom. We were in the same class. Bryan was a genius, David, not so much. His skill lay with selling the world on Bryan’s ideas. I knew the military were talking to them even as they were building their prototype computer. David wanted to take the money, but Bryan was hesitant, wanting to go up against the large computer makers at the time. David’s point of view won out in the end. I returned to Germany and took up a role as a professor at my previous university, but I kept in touch with Bryan over the years until they setup their…” He coughed. “Religion. Then he stopped replying to my communications.”

“Why did they do it?” said Alexis. “Create this AI that is trying to take over the world?”

Meyer paused for a moment, his brow tightening. “Bryan changed over the years. He became more introverted, blaming the government and its institutions for… how things are. He dropped hints that he had made a breakthrough in A.G.I. That they had created hardware that could host an artificial mind more powerful than could be ever imagined. He referred to it as the Spirit Mind. Something that if brought into existence would be so beyond our intellectual capabilities it would appear to us godlike.”

“And you didn’t think it was a good idea to tell the authorities in the US about what this company was doing?” said Butler.

The old man briefly lowered his head. “I thought it was the fantasy of old men.”

“Yeah, well now it’s a nightmare,” said Dawn.







*****

“What’s that up ahead? On the left?” said Brad.

They all squinted. In a field, crumpled blocks of metal glinted in the early morning sun.

“Looks like a junkyard,” said Mike.

They jogged forward, moving over the grass to a high chain-link fence that bordered the property. Beyond were walls of wrecked cars and amongst them just visible a large cabin.

“They should have a vehicle we can use.”

They followed the fence and quickly came to a large gate with a chain around a lock. A mud path led to the light grey cabin, and outside sat a red pickup.

“Hello!” shouted Mike, then Reed and Brad chimed in. As soon as they did a dog started barking from inside the building. After a few moments they stopped but the dog continued.

“Maybe there’s no one here?” said Reed.

Mike and Brad exchanged a look.

“Stand back,” said Mike. They did and he fired off two shots at the chain which snapped and fell to the ground. He kicked the gate open, but held his gun raised. “There might be other dogs.”

They both raised their own weapons and walked over the uneven damp ground to the pickup. The barking was now combined with the door to the cabin shaking.

“We can use this,” said Mike. “Just need to find the keys.”

They all looked at the rattling door.

“Can’t see us getting in there without killing that dog,” said Brad.

The sound of the pickup’s door opening made him and Mike turn around.

“It was unlocked,” said Reed.

“Good. Get in,” said Mike.

Brad opened the driver’s side. “This is an older model I might be able hotwire it.”

“Try that, I’m going around back of the cabin to see inside.” Mike stepped over engine parts and rotting planks of wood and moved into a sodden area at the side of the light gray structure. The ground here was lower, and he had to stretch his neck to see through the only window. An ash colored drape covered most of his view of the office. The dog was sniffing at the base of the front door. Paw marks painted the floor, which Mike followed back to—

He looked away momentarily. The kind of death Wilson had left in his path still had the strength to shock him, but this was worse for the dog had taken what was left of the junkyard owners head. The body was on the floor, at the side of a desk. The back of a flat screen TV sat facing Mike. He didn’t need to see the front to know that the LCD panel would have been missing.

The dog flicked its head in Mike’s direction. Mike ducked down and an engine roared around the front. The dog started barking again.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX




“Try it now!” shouted Daryl from the slanted roof of the MCC. He wiped sweat from his forehead, despite it being November. He was getting too old to be clambering over the roofs of anything. He looked down at Diaz who was standing near the rear entrance, looking inside.

“Yeah… it’s working,” said Diaz looking up. “The connection is working!”

Daryl looked up to the whispers of clouds above him. “Thank you.” He threw the few tools he was using to the ground, then slid forward, turned and let himself fall the four feet to the raised bank the truck had driven into. He jogged to the back and up the steps. All of the screens were lit up and showing scenes of devastation.

“Turn them all off, apart from...” He pointed to the one halfway along the compartment, that most were looking at. “We need to conserve power…” Dawn clicked the switches at the back of the screens while they all looked at a live broadcast coming from New York. A camera crew wandered through a neighborhood full of rubble.

“Hey turn it up, I want to hear,” said Butler.

“And me!” shouted Wheeler from the front.

Alexis changed the options on the monitor and sound burst from it.

“As you can see,” said a man’s voice. “This entire block has been destroyed. Emergency services say over two thousand people died in these streets by the drone attack.” The camera swung sharply to the left, back to a road full of military vehicles. “We are being careful not to show you the bodies that are still lying in the remains of these buildings.”

The street scene was replaced with the presenter in the newsroom. “And we are now going live again to a helicopter, flying over the I-95, which I believe is west of the city of New York. And as you can see there is total jam for miles, as many choose to move out of the city on speculation that another attack is imminent.”

“Who do they think did it?” said Diaz.

Alexis switched to another news network. Two people side by side on the screen seemed to be arguing with each other.

“This is quite clearly an attack from the PRC.” said a bearded man. ”They have the hacking capabilities to do—”

A woman with the appearance of a school principal interrupted. “Ted, there have been rumors of similar attacks on Beijing and Shanghai! And what possible—”

Alexis clicked off the talking heads and opened up a web article with red dots covering a map of the United States. Most could see the headline, but she read it aloud anyway.

“Fourteen major cities, hit by drone missiles. Tens of thousands dead.”

“This is what the AI wants. Confusion,” said Meyer.

“I thought it wanted to judge us,” said Alexis.

“Perhaps it already has,” said Dawn.

A noise caught all of their attention.

Diaz picked up his M4 rifle and moved to the rear and leaned out. “There’s a pickup coming. From the north.” He stepped out raising his weapon and looked through the scope. “I think it’s them!”

Those that could, quickly left the MCC as the pickup sharply stopped nearby. Mike got out and moved to the front of the truck and was relieved to see Wheeler raise his hand and smile. He moved to Alexis and Dawn. “We could have gone to the town first, but I figured it was better to return here and load everyone up.”

Alexis nodded but Dawn looked unsure. “I can’t tell how deep the piece of metal is. A road journey…”

“It’s twenty minutes and they have a hospital there,” said Mike.

“Why don’t you let me choose whatever it is you are trying to decide for me,” said Wheeler.

Mike smiled and walked to the front of the truck, then kneeled so he could see through the hole of the missing windscreen. “Scottsfield is twenty minutes on this road north of here. The problem is—”

“You don’t know how deep this piece of truck is in my chest and the wrong kind of bump…”

“Yeah…”

“We go.”

Mike smiled again. “That’s what I thought you would say.” He stood and walked back to Alexis.

“Daryl got the dish working—”

Mike looked back to the truck. “We got comms?”

“Only receiving.”

He shook his head.

“But Mike. We weren’t the only ones hit by drones last night. Fourteen cities were… there’s lots of people dead.”

His imagination started to pile images in front of his eyes, but he forced quiet in his mind. “Let’s get to this town and contact Holland.”

A short while later after a number of groans Wheeler was lowered onto a platform of sofa cushions in the bed at the back of the truck. Butler also laid on some clothes which had been placed for him alongside, while Brad, Dawn and Diaz climbed in the back as well. Mike got in the driver’s seat, with Alexis in the passengers, behind them were Daryl, Meyer and Reed.

Mike set off smoothly being mindful of even the slightest crevice in the two-lane road, and slowly increased their speed.

Within ten minutes the two-lane highway had become four and they passed a trailer park full of motorhomes. Five minutes later gas stations and small stores flew by. Mike looked at his watch. It was 10 a.m. and a Sunday. That must be why the forecourts and highway were empty.

A large billboard slid past mentioning an auto dealership, and white roofs of homes peeked through the increasing number of trees on both sides.

Mike slowed as they entered the large town. They passed a motel, behind which sat a large superstore, its football field sized parking lot devoid of any vehicles.

Alexis nodded to a large four story building, which sat atop a hill a few miles off. “What’s that over there.”

“It’s got to be the hospital,” said Mike, stopping the pickup at a junction. He then realized there was no color coming from the traffic lights or sound from the town in front of him. He looked both ways and drove forward. Black words were stenciled into a stone wall on the opposite corner.

‘Scottsfield Hospital.’

“Good, we’re here,” said Mike. He briefly looked over his shoulder. “How’s he doing back there?”

Reed looked through the slim window. “He’s awake.” She looked back to Mike with a smile.

Gonna make it, he thought as they drove up an incline. He was the first to see the SUV up against a street lamp on their right and slowed as they passed it.

“Oh god,” said Alexis seeing the two faceless bodies in the back and the single larger one in the drivers seat.

Mike pulled his eyes away and turned into the entrance of the hospital.

“He has been here,” said Meyer.

Nobody inside the pickup wanted to acknowledge what they all felt. That they were surrounded by death. All eyes fell upon the large building they were driving towards, desperate for any sign of movement.

An ambulance sat outside the entrance. Its rear doors were open, showing an empty interior. They pulled up just behind it.

“Wait here,” said Mike to those behind him and he and Alexis got out. Brad and Diaz jumped down from the back.

Alexis pulled her handgun from its holster. “Could he still be here?” she said to Mike.

“I don’t think so,” he had no idea how he knew that, but when he saw a figure approaching the courthouse two nights previously, he knew it was Travis. His stomach turned over and the hairs on his arms stood. As he approached the hospital entrance he had no such sensations. His son was not nearby, and there was a tinge of disappointment mixed with the relief.

The door slid open to an empty lobby area and he immediately noticed the blown out TV screen on the wall. “Shit,” he said to himself walking inside. A phone sat on a large counter with its handset off to one side. He held it to his ear but it was completely dead.

Diaz walked towards the door to the stairs. “I’ll search the other floors.”

Mike leaned over the counter. A body laid on the floor face down, he didn’t need to turn it over. He turned to Alexis. “Bring everyone inside to the waiting area. There should be gurneys in the ambulance we can use for Butler and Wheeler.” His voice slightly echoed in the large room, and his mind fought with a sense of panic which was settling in the back of his throat. The hospital must have housed hundreds of patients and doctors, nurses…

I need to focus.

He knew there was no point trying to see if any of the phones would work, or many of the other networked electrical devices, they belonged to ‘him.’

Wheeler was brought inside, but Butler hobbled through the entrance, holding onto Brad and sat on one of the chairs which were arranged in three rows towards the counter.

Noise came from the stairwell and Diaz came through the door, he went to speak but instead looked back towards the entrance. Everyone’s eyes followed his.

A young woman stood on the other side of the glass wearing a light blue woolen hat, and pants that revealed ankles. She smiled and waved. A form of notebook was in her other hand.

Mike walked forward and the doors slid open.

“Umm, hello. My name is Constance Nguyen, and nice to meet you. Umm… everyone is dead. Well not everyone, as you can see I’m not… umm… dead, and I look after a group of umm, different people who were visiting the hospital yesterday evening for our class, and it got very bright—”

Mike held his hand up. The words were coming too quick for him to catch each of them.

“Sorry. I sometimes talk very quickly and I forget, and—” She could see the scrunched up look on the Mike’s face, and had come to learn over many years that it meant the person she was talking to was having trouble understanding.

“There are others with you?” said Mike. Alexis was now standing next to him.

“Yes.”

“How many?” said Alexis.

“Seven.”

“Where are they?”

“They are in the classroom. It is approximately ninety steps from here.”

The agents looked at each other.

Mike leaned close to Alexis. “Keep her here for a moment.” She nodded and he stepped back inside walking to Diaz. “Did you find anyone alive?”

Diaz shook his head.

Dawn moved away from Wheeler and walked up to Mike. She briefly looked down. “I did a surgical class as part of my rotation in medical school. I think I can remove the metal.”

Mike nodded. “Okay. Use one of the downstairs rooms and find someone to assist. Alexis and I will go find these others and bring them back here.”

He joined Alexis who was talking to the young woman. “I’m Mike. I’m an FBI—”

“Yes. Nice to meet you too Mike Richter.”

“She wrote our names in her book,” said Alexis looking at the blue covered notepad in Constance’s hand.

“Yes, I recorded your name. Later I would like to get the others’ names, if that’s okay?”

“That will be fine,” said Mike.

Constance smiled. “Follow me.”

They walked along the road which moved around the front of the huge building to an almost missable door. Being in the elevated position that the hospital was, Mike could see out over the lawn at the front of the property, the junction and the town beyond. Nothing moved.

“This way,” said Constance.

He and Alexis followed her into a narrow corridor, then up some stairs to another. The shouts and screams were quickly apparent. Constance ran onwards, murmuring and pushed open one of a few doors. The sounds stopped.

Mike and Alexis peered around the frame into a moderately sized room, filled with men and women, from teens to middle-aged. They all looked back at them.

“This is Mike Richter and Alexis Adams. They are FBI agents,” said Constance.

Alexis waved. Some of those inside waved back.

Mike smiled and went to talk when his eye caught the large flat screen TV attached to the far wall. Its LED panel was completely blown out and in an instant a cascade of memories flooded his mind. He looked at Alexis, her eyes were wide and her bottom lip slightly dropped.

“The AI can’t affect autistic people…” she said.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN




Dawn stood in the surgical room wearing light green scrubs and a mask over her mouth and nose. Reed stood nearby similarly dressed. Candles burned around them.

“You’ll be fine,” said Dawn.

“Umm thanks,” said Wheeler laid out on the bed between them.

“Actually I was talking to Denise.”

Wheeler smiled. “Don’t make me laugh.”

Dawn smiled and held his hand. “I’m not going to administrate a general anesthetic, because it’s been many years since I did so and there’s a good chance I’ll kill you.”

“Right…”

Reed looked from Dawn to Wheeler and back again.

“So, next best thing.” Dawn held up a bottle of clear alcohol. “I’m not sure what this is but it’s thirty-five percent. So should do the job.” She unscrewed the top and passed it to Wheeler. “Small sips to start.”

He nodded and started drinking.

Dawn and Reed moved through the double doors to the hallway. Conversations could be heard in the lobby.

“I don’t know how much use I’ll be,” said Reed looking back inside. “I’m not this kind of ‘doctor.’”

“Just do what I ask and no more and you’ll be fine. We will go slow and steady. We have all the supplies we could ever need. We’ll give him a few minutes then go back in.”

Twenty feet away, seven individuals and Constance sat at the back of the waiting area. Most sat quiet but a few murmured to themselves and anyone nearby who would listen. She and a young man were engaged in hushed discussion. He also had a notepad.

Meyer stood by the counter with Mike and Alexis. “It is a remarkable discovery that you have made,” he said to them, while looking back at their new guests. “But makes perfect sense. Whatever is different about their minds, must make it difficult for the AI to incorporate them into its own. They are in essence immune from the disease that is the AI.”

“Good to know some of us are,” said Alexis.

“The survivors,” said Mike. “In each town Travis moved through, there were always a few survivors.”

“Yes, the autistic disorder spectrum is broad,” said Meyer. “There are many that are undiagnosed, they will not know themselves.”

“Do you think the government knows?” said Alexis to him.

Meyer nodded. “Ja, I imagine they do.”

Brad and Diaz appeared from the two entrance doors.

“We have a number of options vehicle wise. Pickups, SUVs, whatever we want,” said Diaz.

“Park them out front and make sure they’re fueled. As soon as Wheeler’s fit to move, we head north.”







*****

Mike stood on the roof of the hospital and looked out into the beige and greens of the plains and hills, for tens of miles in all directions. A few small clumps of clouds drifted across an otherwise clear blue sky.

Ten or so yards behind him Daryl was swearing as he tried to make some use of the large satellite dish the medical center had.

“How’s it going?” Mike shouted over his shoulder.

“It’s not!” Daryl shouted back, disappearing back behind the curved piece of metal and scaffolding.

Mike leaned forward, resting on the outer wall. The block-like structure of the superstore and its empty parking lot stood out within the town.

Lots of alcohol in there.

He had been the one that had found the bottle which was given to Wheeler, although not before taking a gulp for himself. The effect had been to instantly settle his whirling mind. He hated he needed it to do that. He cycled through the facts of the ‘case’, each one giving rise to more questions. That was the only way he could keep a grip on the events of the past week.

I have a son… He’s infected by some kind of artificial intelligence that’s absorbing peoples’ minds, but I don’t know why… Autistic people are immune, how?.. It’s keeping me and my friends alive, but why?.. The AI is attacking cities, taking control of everything. What’s its end goal?

All roads in his mind led to one more question.

How do I stop him?

And repeat.

A light twinkled in the distance, about three miles off. He squinted. Something was moving their way.

“There’s someone coming,” said Mike.

“What?” shouted Daryl, but Mike was already racing towards the door to the stairs. A minute later he came out on the ground floor, out of breath. “There’s a—”

The sound of screeching tires came from outside. Mike and Alexis ran to the entrance doors. As he did Constance almost stood in his way, holding one of her notepads out. “Kevin said you should look at this.”

Mike kept on moving forward. “Yeah, later.” He joined Alexis, Diaz and Brad in the vehicle bay. The two men had their guns raised, but then quickly lowered them on seeing the man in the red sedan holding his hands up, and in the seat behind him a women on her back.

Alexis ran forward and the man pushed his door open. “My wife’s having a baby! We tried calling 911, but there was no answer!”

Alexis whipped around. “Get one of the gurneys!”

The man looked around in confusion. “Where’s the nurses?”

“Don’t worry about that!”

Brad rushed forward with a gurney and together with the man moved the woman onto it, then wheeled her into the lobby, and kept on going, into the long hallway which filled with the woman’s screams.

The man looked around as they walked. “Where’s the doctors? What’s going on?”

“No time to explain,” said Mike and with Alexis they pushed the gurney into the same room that Dawn, Reed and Wheeler were in.

Dawn whirled around. “What’s going on?”

“Is he alive?” said Mike looking towards Wheeler.

“Yes, we just finished, he’s sleeping.”

“Good because you need to deliver a baby.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT




The doors to the corridor swung open and the new father came out, his cheeks flush. Constance walked to him. “What is your name?”

“Umm… Noah… why?”

“Noah what?”

“Shaw… Noah Shaw.” He looked at the others in the room as Constance walked away while writing in her notebook. “The woman in there, I don’t think she was a real doctor…”

“She’s not, she’s an FBI agent,” said Mike.

Noah looked back at the doors to the corridor. “Wait… what?”

“Don’t worry, I’m sure she’s doing what she can for your wife and child. Where did you come from?”

“A small town about twenty miles east of here. Why are there no actual medical staff here?”

Mike and Alexis shared a glance. “There was an evacuation,” said Alexis.

“Right…”

“The town you came from, everyone is okay there?” said Mike.

Noah nodded. “Yes. Well, they are shook up because of what the TV news people are showing of what’s happening west of here, and in other countries.” He could tell from everyone’s expression that they had no idea of what he was referring too. “You don’t know?”

“Don’t know what?” said Butler. His leg now had a brace around it.

“Aliens are building these things. One is being built—”

Mike held his hand up. “Hold on. Aliens?”

“That’s what the news people said. They showed video of an area about three hundred miles from here in the desert, where this… thing is being constructed, and when any of the military try to get near to it, they get destroyed.” He looked around at the confused faces. “I figured that’s why there was an evacuation here?”

“Must be the AI’s final phase,” said Meyer.

“AI?” said Noah.

“You said other countries?” said Daryl.

“Yeah, China, Australia, all over. It’s crazy. The news said they think it could be some kind of weapon or maybe a machine to make the earth like their home planet.” His smile faltered. “Not the ideal time to be having a baby…”

Alexis got up with a smile on her face, walked towards Noah and placed her hands on his shoulders, then walked with him back to the doors. “You should go be with your wife.”

“Okay…” He left the room.

“The drone attacks were just a demonstration,” said Mike.

“Flexing its muscles,” said Diaz.

“Yup.”

“So what the hell is it building?” said Brad.

Mike went to talk when he realized Constance was standing next to him. “What is it?”

She pulled another notebook from beneath her own and opened the page to a beautifully rendered sketch of incredible detail.

“That’s a really good sketch but…” A thought struck him so hard he almost fell off the back of the seat he was balancing on. He looked at Constance, and then to the young man who looked away when their eyes met. “Kevin drew this?”

She rolled her eyes. “Yes Kevin Riley drew this. He said this is what the machine man is making.”







*****

Mike and the others were gathered in a group in the small back office behind the lobby counter. In his hand he held Kevin’s notebook, with pages of illustrations in blue and black ink. He turned to the last. Kevin had written ‘White room’ under the device the AI was constructing in the desert. He placed it down, pages open on a desk.

“How? How does he even know about any of this?” said Diaz. “It’s like magic or something.”

Mike thought about the television with the missing screen in the room they found Kevin and his friends. “Maybe when the AI tried to do its thing to them, he somehow got a glimpse into its mind?”

Meyer raised his eyebrows and nodded. “Ja. When the AI absorbs the minds of its victims, it is possible it is a two way… umm channel. Then it realized that those outside in the waiting area were of no use to it, and they were rejected.”

Alexis was studying the sketch. “It looks like a giant silver globe…”

Mike knew what it was but he found the words sticking in his throat. “It’s a white room for everyone. The whole planet. I think it’s going to use it to absorb everyone’s mind… at least those in North America, and the others for the rest of the world.” Even with the events of the past week, what he had just said still sounded crazy, and the silence in the room confirmed it. “I know it sounds—”

“Crazy,” said Diaz.

A knock came at the door.

“Yes?” said Mike.

“Kevin Riley wants to know when he’s going to get his book back?” said Constance through the door.

“Hasn’t he got another?”

“He wants that one.”

Alexis flicked through the pages. “I can’t make sense of any of this stuff.” She looked at Mike. “We should talk to him.”

Mike nodded picking up the notebook and went to move towards the door.

“Hey,” said Diaz. “So what’s the plan?”

Mike pulled the door open. “Talk to the kid.” He looked at Constance. “I need to talk to Kevin about his drawings.”

“Oh… he will only talk to me.”

Mike walked past her. “That’s fine.”

She caught up and they both sat opposite the skinny young man, with the light gray t-shirt and jeans. His head was to the side as if Mike was too ugly to lay eyes on. Constance leaned forward and whispered something and he nodded.

She looked back to Mike. “He wants his notebook.”

Mike handed it to him. The young man still avoided eye contact.

“Okay. Ask,” said Constance.

“Your drawings are very good.”

Kevin smiled while still looking away.

“You said the machine man is building what you drew. What is its purpose? What does the… thing he’s building do?”

Constance leaned forward and hushed words were exchanged. “New home,” she said.

“New home…” said Mike. She nodded. “For peoples’ minds?” She nodded again. Mike sat back in the chair and sighed.

Kevin made a noise and she briefly leaned closer to him again. She looked at Mike. “You can stop it.”

“Stop what?”

She rolled her eyes pointing to Kevin’s notebook. “What Kevin Riley drew!”

“Stop it how?”

“Kevin Riley says your son said you use the file.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE




Travis Wilson sat in a room with white walls and stared at the uniform space in front of him. There was a time when if he concentrated strongly enough the walls would change to a TV screen, and show him roads, buildings and people. Sometimes even his father. The eyes through which the images were brought to him, used to be his own but now they belonged to something else. Recently though no matter how hard he tried, no sights or sounds would appear on the walls of the small room, so he filled the space with memories of his mother instead.

After he first woke up on the white bed, with white clothes, in the white room he concluded that it was some form of punishment the Ascension Temple had come up with for him. They must have discovered that he had created a way of stopping what they were about to unleash on the world. The most powerful sentient being ever created, which had one single purpose. To bring about judgement day for the human race. He knew they were building an AI of course. He even knew it wasn’t what the leaders Carion and Archeya had told the government they were building. But he had no idea when he left his home in Houston a few years prior for the chance to make a better world, that he would be responsible for trying to end it.

He stumbled upon the true plan for the ‘Spirit Mind’ by accident, when he was programming in a sub-directory. Not somewhere he should have been. Files and files were hidden away there, detailing the founders’ true intention for what he was helping bring into being, and it horrified him. He thought about going to the authorities but the Ascension Temple had people in all branches of government. Then he remembered his father, the FBI agent. He had hacked into his birth records and found out his father’s identity years before and had decided to leave the man alone. Especially after his wife had died. But after he discovered what A.T were planning, he felt he had no choice but to reach out. So he created a virus which would be indistinguishable from the core code and along with some other things, created an encrypted program.

No one, not even the founders knew what form the ‘Spirit Mind’ would take. The plan, if there was one was to start small with a process that would self iterate. Minds creating minds, a runaway process that would eventually create a god.

After a day he realized they had succeeded, and that the AI had laid claim to his body in the real world. He tried to stop the death it was creating, but he had no control over the body he was born with, so instead he tried something else. He found that there were times when the AI was weak. Its processing power being used for other activities, and at those times he was able to reach out to a mind in the real world. His father’s. Not direct communication, but sights, sounds, and most importantly, the true nature of the monster the Ascension Temple had created.

But then it went to Houston, to the home he grew up in. The AI allowed him to see what happened to his mother. Without directly speaking the words it showed him who was in control, and Travis got the message.

She did not deserve what the thing did to her, but he knew his rage was pointless. Then in the midst of his grief, something changed. For a brief moment he felt the fresh air of another mind, one that wasn’t attached to the white room and the AI hated it for that. He had felt similar sensations before, minds that the AI couldn’t understand and rejected.

So he grabbed hold of the consciousness that was slowly slipping back into the real world and filled it with words.

As he leaned up against the white wall that wasn’t really there he wondered would his brief message to the young man find its target?







*****

The cool water had little impact on how warm Mike felt, so he took another handful and splashed it on his face again. Some landed on the mirror in the hospital restroom. He looked at the blurred melting face of a forty something man.

Need a drink.

He had seen Holly Wilson in the white room, so was it such a stretch that Travis himself, could also be trapped in a similar room? His mind trapped within the AI’s? He had no idea, but if it were true, then all the minds the AI had absorbed, now thousands, could be inside a similar opaque hell, all wondering what had happened.

A shudder ran through him.

Need a drink.

At least now he knew Travis was alive, or at least his mind was. His message relayed via Kevin also told Mike of how to stop the AI. It was the file Travis had sent him five days ago. Except it wasn’t a file. It was a program. A weapon, which when used correctly would destroy the AI. Only one problem, it was password protected and Travis never managed to get him the password before the connection was lost.

Daryl had downloaded the file to Mike’s cell phone on the way to Austin, so there was that. His phone was currently charging in the office.

Kevin made it clear. Run the program, type in the password, then show the screen to the AI. The self generating code would do the rest. Simple.

I need a drink.

A knock came at the restroom door. “How you holding up?” said Alexis.

“You can come in, I don’t think anyone will mind.”

The door creaked open and she walked inside, then leaned up against the tiled wall. “We now know how to stop this thing. That’s a win for us. Are you sure you can’t think of the password?”

“Kevin said it’s my number, whatever that meant.”

“I take it your phone number would be too easy.”

Mike smiled and leaned back on the basin. “I’ll try it when the phone’s working again.”

Alexis put her hand in her jacket pocket and walked towards him. Just as she got within an arm’s length she pulled out a small bottle of alcohol and held it up. “When this is all done with, promise me you’ll kick this stuff?”

He smiled and took the bottle, spun the top open and took a sip. “Sure.” He then leaned forward and kissed her. She was surprised at first but then relaxed into the moment. He pulled back and silence passed between them, before they both started laughing.

“Well that was unexpected,” she said. She saw his reaction. “But not in a bad way.”

He smiled, turned around and poured the remaining contents of the bottle into the basin.

“You sure that was the right decision?”

“I want to be sober when I see my son.”


CHAPTER THIRTY




Mike unplugged his fully charged phone from the wall in the back office. Daryl, Reed and Alexis stood around him. He navigated to the program file from Travis and double tapped it. A warning appeared asking if he wanted to run the program. He tapped yes then the screen went black.

He moved it around but it remained devoid of any color.

“Now—”

Before he could continue text appeared asking him to put in the password.

“Here goes nothing.” He typed his cell phone number. The screen went black then returned to the previous message asking for the password. He then tried his address, birthdate and finally his FBI personnel number, all resulted in the same reaction from the program.

“Shit.” He put the phone down. “I can’t think of any other number Travis would have been aware of.” He looked at Daryl. “Still no connection to the outside world?”

Daryl shook his head. “Whatever it is that Travis… I mean the AI does, completely burns out any device that transmits or receives a signal. Televisions, radios, even computers.”

“But once we get outside the affected area?”

“Then we should be fine.”

“The last news report Noah saw was from this morning,” said Alexis. She looked at Reed. “What would the military’s response be to what the AI is building?”

“If conventional weapons are found to be of no use, then…”

“Oh…”

“They would detonate a nuclear weapon on US soil?” said Mike.

“They have before,” said Daryl. “For testing. They only stopped in 1992 when they had too.”

Mike looked at Reed and she nodded. “Then I need to go west to where the AI is building this thing.”

Concern spread across Alexis’s face. “But you still don’t know the password.”

“I have to hope I figure it out on the way.”

“I’m going with you,” she continued.

“You don’t have too. You can move away—”

She reached forward and held his hand, the others shifted uneasily. He smiled. “Okay.”

“I’m going too,” said Daryl.

“No old friend. I need you here with the others.”

“But maybe I can help.”

Mike shook his head. “I need to finish this, but you need to think about heading back east with the others.”

Daryl reluctantly nodded.

“I’m coming too,” said Reed. “The colonel will want to see me.”

“You think he will be in New Mexico?”

She nodded.

Mike looked towards the closed door. “I’m going to need some others to come with us as well.”

A few moments later Mike was seated next to Constance and Kevin. “I need to ask both of you a question.”

Constance was writing names in her book. “Yes.”

“Yes what?”

“Yes, we will come with you. Me and Kevin Riley.”

“How did—”

“Kevin said Travis said you will need help, and that the AI will not hurt us. So, yes.”

Mike smiled and noticed Kevin was doing the same, although with his usual head tilt.

“I hear you’re going on a trip to the desert,” said Brad.

Mike turned around. Brad and Diaz were standing together. “Gabriel, I’m going to need you to stay behind and look after everyone. Head east away from what the AI is doing.”

Diaz looked disappointed but nodded. Mike looked at Brad. “It’s only five hours’ drive west, but make sure we got supplies for five in the pickup anyway.”

Brad nodded and with Diaz walked away.

Mike made his way into the surgery room along the corridor. Wheeler smiled on seeing him enter. Dawn was seated reading a book. “I’m going to be heading out west with a few others,” said Mike to both of them.

“I should come with you,” said Dawn. “You don’t—”

“I need you to help look after those we found here, and this guy!” Mike smiled, but the two others in the room remained stoney faced.

“Did you get the program running?” said Wheeler.

“No. It rejected the passwords I tried.”

“Then, why you going out there? It’s up to the military—”

“The last thing my son did was to send me that file, and I know he’s inside that thing somewhere. It’s five hours to the desert. Five hours to think of the password.”

Dawn got to her feet, walked forward and hugged him. “Then you have to go and get your son and save… everyone.”

Mike laughed. “Mike Richter savior of the universe.”

“Maybe just the planet,” she said smiling.

He shook Wheelers hand. “Diaz is going to be in charge, and will take everyone east. Leave as soon as you can.” He went to move back into the corridor, but stopped. He pulled out Wheelers cell phone and handed it to him. Wheeler nodded and Mike walked back to the lobby where Butler moved in front of him, balancing on a crutch.

“You’re leaving?”

“Yes, heading west. Diaz will—”

“I’m coming with you.”

“Umm, I don’t—”

“I’m coming. That thing wiped out my entire platoon. If I can help end it, then that’s what I’m going to do.” Butler looked down at his restrained lower leg. “I can get around. I won’t slow anyone down.”

Mike sighed. “Okay.”

“And me,” said Meyer from a seat a few yards away.

“You want to come too? Are you up for that?”

Meyer went to talk then coughed. “I’m being paid by the US government. I wouldn’t want to shirk my responsibilities.”







*****

Shades of greens and yellows spread for miles in all directions. The scene only broken by power lines and the occasional oil drilling rig set against the blue sky.

“Do you think he passed along this road?” said Brad while driving.

Mike looked at the flat landscape from the passenger’s side. “If he did we’ll know when we hit the first town.” He leaned forward and turned the knob on the radio. White noise burst from the speaker causing Kevin in the backseat to start shouting.

“Turn it off!” said Constance to Mike.

He turned the volume down, but continued looking for a channel until voices could be heard.

“Speculation is rife that a concentrated nuclear strike is inevitable if the military cannot destroy the strange alien structure being built in the northern New Mexican desert,” said a male voice. “Leaks from inside the military zone have told Texas Radio Live that the structure grows hourly, and is now said to be and I quote ‘four to five miles in diameter’. The United Nations is meeting later today in an emergency session, which is widely believed to conclude with a decision by all countries to launch a coordinated attack. When defense department officials were probed on what would happen if this approach failed, they declined to comment.”

Mike lowered the volume.

“So we’re heading towards the point where a nuclear bomb is going to explode,” said Brad.

“Not if I can stop it.”

“They’re still pushing the aliens thing then,” said Alexis also in the back.

“The government probably thought it was easier to explain that way,” said Mike. “Also helps cover their ass.”

“Do you think… a nuclear attack will stop the machine man?” said Constance. It was the only time Mike had heard the young woman sound fearful.

“I don’t know…”

Silence returned to the cabin and Mike returned to searching his past for any new number sequence he could type into his phone.

After an hour the sky to the west was tinged with mauves and the shadows were stretching across the road. Single story ranch-style houses appeared at the back of fields and faded grass lawns.

“Looks like he never came through this town,” said Alexis. They all saw the middle-aged man packing boxes into the back of his pickup in his driveway. At his home’s entrance a woman shouted at him as she held back a golden-colored dog.

Mike sighed. “They’re still having to leave though.” As they passed more homes and businesses, and cars heading in the opposite direction, he couldn’t shake the feeling that somehow this was all his fault. That he had been a pawn in a game he didn’t even know he was playing. He leaned back on the headrest.

What’s the damn number.

They moved back out into the grasslands.

“Something that has been bothering me. How did Holly know about you?” said Alexis.

“Umm… she must have had someone in the clinic who told her about me.”

“Yes, but even your current job and where to contact you at the office in Conway?”

“Wasn’t Travis an expert hacker or something,” said Brad.

“Yeah,” said Mike with a tinge of pride.

“So he must have hacked into the clinic’s files and gotten—”

“That’s it! ‘The password is you.’”

“What?” said Alexis.

“In the broken message that I received from Travis. He said ‘the password is you’. I’ve tried every number I can think of that is connected with me. Apart from one…”

“The fertility clinic’s file number!”

“Yes.” Mike looked down at this phone. There was still no cellular connection. “But there’s no way of contacting them to get it, and we’re hundreds of miles away from Dallas.”

“If the radio’s working, maybe two way radio is too?” said Brad.

Mike nodded. “Pull over.”

The pickup stopped on the gravel at the side of that road with Reed doing the same in her sedan behind. Mike got out and jogged back to her. Her window slid down. “Is your military radio working?”

Butler nodded from the passenger’s seat. “Yes, but we are still out of range.”

“I’m going to need that radio. I think I know what the password is.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE




Alexis looked out at the landscape which was almost completely lost to the night. It didn’t matter anyway because for miles it had looked the same with only the occasional hill or farm dwelling on the horizon. As clouds started to gather she thought back to when she first laid eyes on the man in the passenger’s seat, not when she met him in person but when she looked over his personnel file and discovered his tragic past. And if she was being honest with herself, she fell a little bit for him even through the typed words. It was all fantasy of course, and when she finally shook his hand and saw how life had worn him down, she had no intention of allowing herself to like him on any level other than professionally, this was a broken individual. A man who would drag down those around him, regardless of his good intentions, and she had had enough of those types of men.

But as a psychologist she also couldn’t avoid seeing the daily battles he fought with himself, and how he tried to be the best agent he could regardless.

Always had a soft spot for the underdog.

As the days progressed and the world made less sense with each one, he still pushed on. She knew he was going to do everything he could to get a son back he never knew, because that was the kind of man Mike Richter was. And she was going to do what she could to help him.

“Dwayne, we are hearing word from our people inside the session that it has ended and a decision has been made. We can only guess at what that means, but it is a strong likelihood that a nuclear attack will happen sometime over the coming hours across the entire planet, to try and stop the aliens from completing their project.”

Mike lowered the volume. “How much longer until we get there,” he said to Brad.

“Few more hours…”

“Right…”

“Let’s hope they don’t push the button until—”

Static mixed with voices came from the military radio Mike had on the dashboard, he picked it up. “Hello? Come in. Over?”

“Who is this? This is a military channel. Identify yourself. Over.”

“This is special agent Mike Richter. I am also with Doctors Meyer and Reed, and we are traveling west on the 360 towards the Lincoln National forest. I need to talk to Colonel Holland. Over.”

There was a long pause before the soldier on the other end replied. “Colonel Holland is at the forward operating base in Sulerosa. We can relay a message to him for you. Over.”

Mike explained he needed to know his file number at the clinic in Dallas and that stopping what was being built in the desert might depend on it. The soldier said he would pass the message on but that they might not make it to the base in time anyway. Mike pressed the soldier for details but he would not divulge anymore over a non-secure channel.

He placed the radio back on the dashboard and looked at Brad. “If this thing can go any faster…”

Brad pushed down harder on the gas.







*****

Mike looked out to the dark triangular shapes which were now creeping up on both sides of the highway. Despite what they were driving towards his eyes felt heavy. Either way tonight it would end. Him. Travis, the case, maybe the world, but definitely for the thing Bryan Holloway and David Folsom cooked up in their cult fueled insanity. If it succeeded then by the morning the whole planet would be locked away in a virtual prison, while civilization withered and died.

Not going to happen.

He wanted his place on the beach, fishing for snappers or redfish while enjoying an ice cold margarita. Weren’t no way the AI was screwing up that retirement plan. His son’s face jumped into his mind, not controlled by the AI, but as a young man wanting to reach out to the one man he knew he could trust. His father. Mike’s throat tightened and he looked harder into the night avoiding his own reflection.

It has to end tonight.

The radio sprung to life again. This time with Holland’s voice. “You there Reed? Over.”

“Not Reed. Richter. Over.”

“Where’s Reed? Over.”

“She can’t get to the radio. Did you get access to the clinic in Dallas? Over.”

“We did. But I’m not giving you your file number. Over.”

“Why the fuck not!”

“You put that number into that phone of yours and suddenly you got maybe the only thing which can save the human race. And I don’t want that in the hands of anyone other than a military man. No offence agent. But this is bigger than you and we both know you are emotionally involved. Over.”

Mike had to pull the radio away as he let his anger dissipate. “Then what do you want us to do? Over.”

“How far out from Sulerosa are you? Over.”

“We just entered the national forest. Maybe forty minutes. Over.”

“That’s too long. Pull over on the side of the road but keep your lights on. We’re coming to pick you up. Over.”

“Okay. Over.”

Brad looked at Mike who nodded. They slowed and stopped. Reed doing the same behind.

“It has to be me,” said Mike shaking his head. “I’m the only one that will be able to get close enough.”

Kevin whispered something to Constance making Mike and Alexis look at them both.

“Umm…” said Constance. She then leaned in close to Kevin again for more instruction. “Oh, yes…” She looked at the others in the cab. “Do any of you have a working cell phone?”

Alexis shook her head. “Mines dead.”

Brad pushed his hand into his jeans pocket and pulled out an old flip style phone, unlocking it. “Mines still got some battery on it, but—”

“Ah, perfect!” She held her hand out. Brad looked at Mike, then back to her and handed his phone over. She gave it to Kevin who began feverishly typing on the small keypad.

A knock came at Mike’s window. Reed was standing outside, her arms wrapped around herself. He opened his door. “Holland is coming to pick us up. You should go back to your car and wait like we are.”

She looked in the back seat, then nodded and walked back to her own vehicle.

“What’s he doing?” said Brad observing how intently Kevin was working on his phone.

The young man suddenly stopped and handed it to Constance and she handed it forward, not to Brad but to Mike.

“Kevin has created a fake file, that will ask for a password. He said it’s not very good, but he doesn’t have his programming tools to make it better. He said you should—”

Mike smiled. “Give this phone to Holland rather than my own, yes!”

“Umm, you should also change some of the details such as name and address,” she continued.

Mike nodded and set about doing so.

“But how do we get the password out of Holland?” said Brad.

They all sat in silence. “One problem at a time,” said Mike.


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO




A sea of darkness sailed past below the troop carrying twin engine helicopter.

“Look,” said Reed. She was peering out the right side of the large cabin.

The others gathered around their own circular window which faced the north, as they flew west. In the distance was light. At the distance of forty or so miles it was hard to make out details, but lots of specks were hovering around something that lit up the clouds above it.

“Everyone strap in, we’re descending,” came a voice over the cabin’s speaker system.

Mike just caught more lights before he had to sit down and secure himself. These were forming a series of grids on the ground. Illuminated streets, but also search lights and military vehicles.

As soon as they landed with a slight jolt the door at the back begun to lower, and the five marines that had watched Mike’s every movement during the journey, got up, two of them walking directly to him.

“We’re to escort you, and doctor Reed and Meyer to the colonel.”

Mike nodded. He vaguely heard one of the older marines talking to Alexis and the others, and just managed to catch her eyes before he turned and with one soldier in front of him and another behind, walked down the ramp and into a parking lot. The blades above were slowing but the draft buffeted them as they walked towards two parked Humvees.

Mike, Reed and Meyer got in the first, while Alexis and the others climbed inside the second.

The vehicles moved off with a spurt and Mike felt as if they were driving through a construction site with movement in the streets and lights so blinding it was hard to see any details beyond them. They soon arrived at the first multistory building he had seen, and had the appearance of a military installation despite the sign at the entrance mentioning a school.

He got out into the chilled fall air which was filled with the sound of engines and aircraft. He followed the soldiers into a lobby bursting with nervous energy. Uniformed individuals flitted in all directions, many carrying computing devices of one kind or another, while others, heavily armed looked as if they were about to head back out. Another group were huddled around a television, watching a news broadcast.

They moved up the stairs, coming out onto the top floor, then proceeded along a corridor until finally they came to a guarded door, which had ‘Principal Kelter’ on a silver plaque stuck to it.

There was a muffled response to a knock and they walked inside. Holland was surrounded in the moderately sized office by other ranking officers.

“I’ll be taking possession of your phone,” said Holland to Mike.

Mike frowned then delved into his jacket pocket and pulled it out. “And you’re sure one of your people will be able to get this where it needs to go?”

The colonel smiled and held out his hand. “That’s not your concern agent. Phone if you would be so kind.”

He handed it to the colonel, who immediately gave it to an officer, who then left the office.

“What was the password?” said Mike.

Holland nodded to the marines that Mike and the others had entered with. “It doesn’t matter now. Take the agent to the basement with the other civilians. No need to worry agent Richter, you’ll be quite safe down there from any blasts, although if things do go that way, we will be leaving shortly afterwards.” Holland held out his hand towards the door. “Now I have things to discuss with the doctors.”

Mike exchanged a glance with Reed and Meyer then left.







*****

Alexis looked at the concerned faces of maybe seventy people in the school basement. The elderly sat, surrounded by their families, while babies were bounced up and down to try and quieten them and older kids either looked bored or played on devices that were still working. She had lost touch with Butler, but Brad, Constance and Kevin stood nearby. A clang rang out from behind the sea of people as the door was opened. The hubbub increased as someone pushed their way through the crowd. She smiled in relief when she saw it was Mike.

“The colonels got the phone?” she said.

“Yup.”

Brad looked at the packed scene around them. “Going to be difficult getting out of here. One way in and out and it’s guarded.”

“Did Holland say how long until…” said Alexis.

Mike shook his head. “No. But I’m sure nothing will happen until they check over the phone, then try and get it to the location. We got maybe thirty minutes at max to get out of here and the town.”

“And do it without them knowing we have gone,” said Brad. He noticed Mike was looking at the heavy machinery around them.

“Air conditioning,” said Mike. He and Brad exchanged a look then both moved off in opposite directions, examining where the pipes went. It wasn’t long before the taller man found what they needed. Behind a tangle of pipes and large chugging machinery about halfway up the wall, a grill sat over a shaft which headed off into the wall. Soon he and the others were standing in front of it.

“I’m not going to be able to fit in there,” said Brad. Mike nodded. “If this works, I’ll be back in a few hours, if not—”

Brad held his hand up. “Let’s save the goodbyes for another time.”

Mike smiled.

“We cannot go too. Kevin Riley doesn’t like small spaces and it’s my job to look after him,” said Constance. She held her hand out. Mike and Alexis shook it, then both of them with Brad pulled the wire mesh from the wall. Cool air drifted out.

Mike looked back, nodded then climbed in, Alexis following. Brad then placed the mesh back.

The metal walls rattled as they both clambered forward, first to a junction, then right and forward again for another ten or so feet. Mike was beginning to think the shaft would not move upwards at all and they were just moving in circles, when they came to a section which was vertical. A light twinkled above and he moved out into a confined space, and pushed himself up to another level, then turned around and helped Alexis up. In the light he checked the time. They had already spent five minutes crawling around on their hands and knees. He moved back into the gloom and continued pushing onwards. Finally after moving past another junction, noise reverberated around them and blocks of light lit the walls ahead.

Mike looked through another grill into a storage room of some sort. Shelves lined the walls with notepads, pens and cardboard boxes marked with dates. He applied pressure on the mesh which came off in his hand and climbed out, dropping a few feet to the floor. Alexis soon followed. He went to check the door when she moved forward.

“Let me go first.” She brushed off some dust from her jacket and pants. “Ready?”

He nodded.

Two officers walked past as soon as they stepped outside, but did not pay them any attention. Trying not to look like they were hesitating, they moved straight, walking towards the end of the corridor hoping they were moving in the right direction. A sign mentioning the lobby confirmed they were. They moved through another set of doors, expecting the same chaos of people, but the area was empty. They both knew what that meant and broke into a jog and moved outside.

At the far side of the parking lot a trail of soldiers were being loaded into the back of trucks, while helicopters were taking off nearby.

Mike spotted a Humvee with a soldier standing outside. It was a Hail Mary, but he straightened his back and walked over to him, Alexis followed behind.

“I need someone to take us to the location.”

The soldier scrunched his face up. “I’m here waiting on orders.”

“And now you have them.” Mike put his best authority face on.

“And you are?”

“Special agent Richter and Adams. We are here by request of the director of the FBI and Homeland.” Mike tapped his watch on his wrist. “And we are running out of time! Or do you want to still be standing out here when the nukes go off?”

The soldier frowned. “Fine, get in. Will take about fifty minutes.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE




The Humvee screamed onto the narrow road which appeared to exist independent of the world around it. Specks of light slid across the night sky, like fireflies with purpose. Mike wondered if any of them were nuclear tipped. If they were it was already too late.

Everyone and everything was heading in the same direction, towards a sparking disc. New Mexico was experiencing the setting sun for a second time and somewhere in that star was his son.

The driver’s radio came to life with an angry voice. He responded. “I’m taking the FBI agents to the—”

The voice grew angrier, but the soldier was more concerned with the cold metal of the gun barrel pressing into his neck.

“Tell the colonel that you’re turning around and heading back,” said Mike.

The soldier turned slightly, frowning then did as ordered. “You even real FBI?”

“We are,” said Alexis. “And the fate of the world might depend upon you getting this man to whatever the hell that thing is.”

“He’s the man with the gun. I’ll go where he tells me to.”

Mike felt bad for the soldier and he would have driven himself, but the private would be needed when they came to checkpoints.

The road which had become more of a track, dipped and rose, sometimes passing between hills and then back out to a flat expanse. The pool of light on the clouds was growing ever bigger.

“So what you going to do when we get to the first security cordon?” said the soldier.

“You’re going to get us through,” said Mike.

The soldier chortled. “Man, this location we are driving to is right now the most secure location on this continent. Hell the president couldn’t get close.”

Mike sat back glancing at Alexis.

The soldier continued. “What you said earlier about fate of the world and all that stuff. Why you saying that?”

“You know who I am right?” said Mike.

“I saw your picture on the news, yeah.”

“And you know I was looking for Travis Wilson?”

“Yeah, the terrorist.”

“Umm, do you know what the thing in the desert is?”

“Alien. That’s what the rumor was around the barracks. And since I’ve been here I’ve not heard anything to persuade me different.”

“It’s not alien,” said Alexis. “It’s something being built by an incredibly advanced AI, and Mike has the means to destroy it.”

The soldier let out a burst of breath. “Aliens is more believable.”

Mike turned his gun around and dropped it on the front passenger’s seat. Alexis’s eyes widened. The private looked at the weapon while trying to keep driving along the dusty road. “You got another weapon right? You just testing me?”

“What’s your name son?”

“Jenkins…”

“I swear on my career as a FBI agent and I swear on my life that we’re telling you the truth. That’s the only weapon we—” Alexis sighed and dropped her Glock on top of Mikes. “— Okay, those were the only weapons we had. Now you have them. But if you pick them up, stop and take us back and the bombs drop all around the world. You’ll always be wondering if on this day, you could have helped stop it.”

The Humvee skidded to a stop and Jenkins hand flicked out grabbing one of the guns. He checked the magazine then turned and pointed it at Mike whose expression didn’t change.

Jenkins knew in his gut that the man in the backstreet wasn’t lying. He might have been crazy, but he wasn’t lying.

He pulled the gun away and turned back to face the wheel. “Shit.”

“How much time we got?” said Alexis to him.

“I don’t know, maybe thirty minutes. They said they needed to run some new test or something before the nukes were launched. It was a last minute change to the schedule.”

Mike looked at Alexis. “The attempt with the other phone.” He looked back to the front. “I just need you to get me as close to the structure as possible. I’ll drive from there. Can you do that?”

Jenkins pushed down on the gas. “I can try. Just don’t say anything when we get to the checkpoint. Maybe I can get us through, but they’re not going to let anyone within a mile of it. There’s a forward base there for scientists. If we make it to that, you can drop me off. Then it’s up to you.”

“Perfect,” said Mike. He felt Alexis’s hand grab his. He looked at her and nodded.

The lights in the distance were now distinguishable from each other. Everyone in the cab was now looking at the same point in the desert, some ten miles off and Mike realized there was something dark and spherical set against the night sky. He went to ask what that was, then realized that was the structure the AI was creating.

“It’s a sphere?” said Alexis.

“Yes, ma’am. Eight miles in diameter. They don’t even know where the material is coming from to construct it. It’s just… growing, like a giant metal fruit or something… and you say it ain’t alien!”

“It’s not,” said Mike.

“Yeah well, we’re approaching the first checkpoint. So here goes nothing.”

The Humvee slowed then stopped behind two other similar vehicles parked across the road. A soldier walked up to his window gesturing for him to lower it which he did. “You shouldn’t be out here private.”

“Tell me about it. You think I want to be where you know what is about to happen? I was ordered to take the two in the back out to the science station.”

The sergeant shone his flashlight into the back. “They’re civilians.”

Mike lowered his window, pushing his FBI badge forward into the light. “Special agent Richter. I’m—”

“Oh right, yeah I know you sir. We weren’t told you were coming?”

“Last minute thing.”

“Okay.” The soldier turned and waved to his colleagues and the Humvee’s reversed. “I’ll radio on ahead and let them know you’re coming.”

“Actually, they already know,” said Mike.

Jenkins and Mike raised their window and their vehicle drove through the newly created gap.

“How many checkpoints are there?” said Alexis.

“That was the first of three before the station.”

She blew her cheeks out.

Mike looked at his watch. Going by Holland’s schedule they had maybe twenty-five minutes. They were now driving across the desert itself. The road only having been created by repeated heavy vehicles driving across it. The Humvee bumped along the uneven surface, but nobody noticed as they were too taken by the enormous shape looming over them. A few buildings could be seen seemingly directly below it, but were actually still some way from it. They could now see the search lights scouring its surface which appeared to contain channels and lines. Helicopters also flew around it, like flies annoying a large circular beast.

They approached another set of lights, these backed up by armored personal carriers and a machine gun post. Jenkins and Mike played out the same routine and on they went. The buildings were getting closer.

Mike looked at his watch. 

Twenty minutes.

Jenkins slowed them again. This time the checkpoint was an actual gate with a large meal fence moving off in both directions. Even from the vehicle they could hear the electric buzzing it was creating.

A soldier came up to the driver’s door.

“I’ve got special agent Richter in the back, I’m to drop him off at the station.”

“You’re cutting it close,” said the guard. “Everyone’s about to be airlifted out.”

“Yeah, orders are orders.”

The guard turned and waved. The gate slid back and they drove through into a parking area, with vehicles already there. Beyond, five twin engine helicopters already had their blades turning, with figures in the dark making their way to them.

Jenkins drove to the side of one of the large cabins and stopped. “From here on it’s all you. There are no security fences from this point onwards. You just keep driving towards it, and if they don’t take you out with a missile, do what you gotta do.”

Mike leaned forward and held out his hand. “If this works out I’ll find you and buy you a beer.”

Jenkins smirked. “You’re going to need to buy me a hell of a lot more than that once they know what I’ve done.” His smiled then dissipated. “You better be right.”

Mike nodded. “I am.”

“Okay then.” He pushed the door open and climbed out, running around the back of the building.

Mike and Alexis looked at the lights still on in some of the block like structures nearby.

“Reed or Meyer have got to be here somewhere. One of them must have the password,” said Mike. He went to get out when she held his arm. “If they see you it’s over. Stay here. I’ll go look.”

“We haven’t got long.”

She nodded, pushed the door open and got out. There were no lights from the building next to them, so she headed across the sandy ground to one that did. Some soldiers appeared out of the shadows but kept on walking past. As she neared the large cabin voices could be heard inside. She walked to the window and looked in at Reed, wearing what looked like a combination of a hazmat and space suit. Around her were two other similar outfitted people, who she didn’t recognize. On a table in front of them were a series of electronic devices, with tubes and antennas. Between two of the boxes was Brad’s phone in a transparent bag. She was glad not to see any soldiers inside.

Alexis took a deep breath then walked up the small set of wooden steps and pulled open the door. Reed and the two others turned around immediately to face her.

“Who are you?” said a middle-aged man, his voice being broadcast by a speaker at the side of his clear fronted helmet. A woman to his left was equally bemused, but Alexis’s gaze was fixed on Reed, who went to speak but stopped, the purpose of Alexis presence becoming obvious to her.

Alexis walked closer. “I need the password.”

Reed shook her head. “I can’t give...” She turned around and looked at the flip phone on the table. Even with her back to Alexis, she could see the doctor’s shoulders slouch. Reed turned slightly to the other two who were looking at her.

“Doctor Reed, who is this woman?” said the man.

Suddenly a siren sounded in the room.

‘Please be ready for dispatch to transport to the structure.’

“Denise! Mike is the only one that can stop this! You know—”

Reed spun around. “X34221”.

Alexis nodded. “Thank you.” She then turned and left, running back across the sand. Under her breath she kept repeating the sequence. When she got to the side of the darkened cabin, she was relieved to see the Humvee where she left it, and Mike in the driver’s seat. She got in the passenger’s side.

“Got it.”

Mike let out a breath, but he paused before driving forward.

“What are you waiting for? We’re running out of time!” she said.

“You can get out here and get on one of those choppers. Get a long way from here before the first one hits…”

“Drive!”

He pushed down on the gas and they surged forward over tufts of grass and small bushes. Several search lights were scanning the massive structure, and near its base there appeared to be heavily lit scaffolding with stairs.

“I think that’s where Reed and the others were going to try the phone, at the top of that platform,” said Alexis.

As Mike increased their speed the sky was slowly being filled by a void, an artificial moon that had grown in the desert.

A ping noise came from somewhere at the back of the cabin. Then another.

“They’re shooting at us!” shouted Alexis.

Mike swerved to one side then another, but one of the high velocity shells hit the rear tire and the Humvee started to bump over the ground even more violently. The platform was only a hundred feet away and he steered best he could towards it. They both crouched in their seats as more pings rang out from the metal frame around them.

The Humvee skidded to a stop near the steps, and Mike pulled his phone from his pocket, navigated to the program and double tapped it. “Password?”

“Err…X34221.”

He typed it in first try and the screen went black…

Travis appeared with blue sky and trees behind him on the phone. “Hi Dad.”

“It’s… a video…” said Alexis. A thunderous noise came from outside. Vehicles of all shapes and sizes were approaching.

“Must be weird for you to—”

“It’s just a video…” said Mike.

“— see me like this.”

Alexis looked in the side mirror at a cloud of dust moving closer.

“— But I thought I would put the virus inside this video. You just have to point me at the AI and the code will do the rest…”

Mike looked at Alexis. Before he could say anything she leaned forward kissing him passionately and for a split second his forgot where he was, then the sound and fury about to rain down on them surged back in.

They both pushed their doors open and sprinted forward onto the metal stairs and up, pushing their legs as fast as they could. Within seconds they were at the top, both of them taken aback at what was just ten yards in front of them.

Travis Wilson stood on a platform that protruded from the wall. Mike knew instantly this wasn’t the young man in the video but something else. He went to walk forward and raise his phone when Travis smiled.

“You would kill your son?”

Rage frothed inside Mike. He took another step forward. “Give him back to me!”

“You merely have to do nothing. Stand and wait and you can join your son. You can join everyone. All will be judged.”

Mike glanced at Alexis, her eyes were wide. “You have to do it!” she said.

He flicked his head back to the thing that looked like his son, his mind tearing at itself. All he had to do was raise his arm, point the phone forward and it would be over.

And kill my son.

He glanced upwards at a wall which stretched a thousand feet into the heavens, while behind him, near the base of the steps an APC, trucks and Humvees all slid to a stop and soldiers flooded out.

“Put the phone on the floor and come down the damn stairs!” shouted Holland from just outside his Humvee.

The AI looked down at the troops, then back at Mike. “You will not kill him agent Richter. Even though you have never met him, and have never had a chance to raise him as your own. As soon as you knew he existed a bond was—”

Mike looked at Alexis. They were out of options. He turned back to the AI and thrust his phone as far forward as he could. “Give me my son back!”

The smile left his son’s stolen face and its eyes closed.

A clunking sound rang out. The smooth surface of the wall was now rough with patterns emerging, like ripples on a pond. The soldiers which numbered at least a hundred all raised their weapons at the construct. The clanging continued, now interspersed with a distant groaning which seemed to come from deep within the structure.

Suddenly Travis opened his eyes, which now were sad.

Faces appeared on the wall behind him. Thousands, merging, being destroyed then reforming. The whole surface was now a maelstrom of writhing anguished people. Travis’s head dropped lower and his shoulders slouched. Mike tried to stretch further forward, leaning over the guardrail, but his son was still too far away.

Travis looked up and smiled. “You did it.”

“Is it done? Is the AI dead?” said Mike.

The turbulence grew greater. Waves of the reflective material bulging and sinking as if the wall had become an ocean in a hurricane.

“Not dead, but in error.” Travis swallowed and wavered on the small platform. “You have to leave.” 

A tear ran from Mike’s eye and he climbed over the rail as the platform and stairs started to shake. He pushed out his hand, while holding on with the other.

“Just reach forward, I’ll catch you!”

Travis smiled again. “You have to leave Dad. You don’t have long before the bomb will drop.”

“I can save you! Just reach out!”

The ground shook. Mike looked up as pieces of the structure were falling to the desert floor, large clumps that smashed on hitting the hard surface.

Alexis swung around. “It’s done!” she shouted to those twenty feet below. “Stop the nukes!” She vaguely saw Holland and others arguing near one of the Humvees.

But Mike didn’t care about any of that, he stretched every sinew and muscle in his arms to gain an extra inch. “Travis! Try!”

“It’s too late for me. The nanites were the only thing that kept me alive and now the virus is killing them.” He looked up at the sky then back at his father. “Five minutes before detonation takes place.” He smiled. “You have saved me. Thank you.”

The silver waves crashed over him and he was violently pulled backwards until he was gone.

“Travis!” Mike roared his hand slipping from the rail and he began to fall, but Alexis lunged and just managed to grab and pull him back. “We have to go!”

The platform they were on was now swaying from side to side as if it was being eaten by the ground.

Mike wanted to jump into the sea of silver and rescue his son, but he knew if he did, none of them would come back. He climbed over the rail and looked at the vehicles that were leaving, including a helicopter taking to the air. Clumps of shiny material were now raining down.

Alexis dragged him to the stairs and they jumped three and four steps at a time, leaping over lumps of the silver stuff which were clinging to the platform, quivering.

They made it to the bottom. Holland was standing behind the passenger’s door of his vehicle with a radio in his hand.

“The nuke? Have you stopped the nukes?!” shouted Mike, but the colonel merely shook his head and climbed in his vehicle, which instantly started reversing.

The ground violently shook. Mike and Alexis both jumped into their Humvee. He ignited the engine, reversed a few yards while turning, then pushed down hard on the gas. They surged forward despite the rear flat. The other vehicles were now far ahead and specks of light could be seen slowly moving into the sky.

“Where are we going!” shouted Alexis.

Mike had his eyes fixed on the jagged dark shapes on the horizon. “Those mountains, they’re about six miles away. If we can get to the other side of them before the bomb drops, we might make it.”

The engine strained and they bounced around as he tried to push the Humvee faster and faster. They rushed past where the station was, steering around where the fencing stopped.

Alexis looked in her side mirror. “The sphere is completely—”

They both leaped out of their seats as the Humvee momentarily took off over the road they had come in on, before crashing back down again on the other side and kept hurtling towards the base of the mountains now becoming more visible.

He glanced in the rear mirror. The immense reflective structure was now a quarter of its original size. The few search lights still working illuminated a chrome metallic lake around its base, then blinked and went out. He looked back to the desert they were speeding across. “We’re almost there!” He aimed for the smoothest part of the mountain and the Humvee tilted back as it climbed up an ever increasing slope.

“I see it! In the sky!” shouted Alexis.

Mike didn’t have time to watch the minuteman payload descend to its target as he struggled to get them higher and higher, swinging the vehicle left and right around boulders until suddenly the terrain become too steep.

He slammed on the breaks and slung his door open. “Come on!”

They jumped out and started running, their knuckles and fingertips scraping over rocks, clawing themselves upwards.

“Over there!” he shouted, spotting a ravine in the vehicle’s headlights.

They sprinted towards it, moving between rock faces and over a ridge to the other side, when suddenly night turned to day.

“Get down!” he shouted grabbing her and dived to the ground behind one of the towering walls of rock.

The ground rumbled and a boom rang out so loud that they had to cover their ears. Rocks started falling all around them. They huddled close together beneath a rock shelf as a fury of wind and heat pushed past bringing with it car sized boulders. All of it tumbling down the back side of the mountain.

After a few moments the ground stopped shaking.

Alexis looked up at him. “Are we alive?”

He nodded. “I think we are.”

They moved out from the ledge and got to their feet, then turned and climbed upwards, only the moon lighting their path back to the ridge, where they both stood mouth agape.

A large dark mushroom shape was rising high into the sky.

“Look at the top of the cloud!” said Alexis.

Streaks of lightning shot through the mass at the top, illuminating silvery shapes and forms that twisted and pulsed.

“It’s not over is it?”

“No,” said Mike.













Continued in book two (coming soon!)


Thank you for reading The Glitch Book 1: Ascension, I hope you enjoyed it. The next book in the series will be out in a few months.




As an indie author it really helps if you can leave me a review on Amazon for this book.




If you would like news on my latest releases, special offers or free ebooks, you can sign up to my mailing list on my website at www.philmaxeyauthor.com .




Thank you again.

Phil.

*****
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