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	CONCLUSION. THE TURNING POINT


Аннотация
The Big Island of Hawaii is a place of exotic beauty, serene landscapes and timeless culture. It is also a place filled with secrets — both ancient and modern.
Photographer, Tom Bennett, while scouting the island of Hawaii for an upcoming big-budget film, stumbles across a bizarre, panther-like creature in the forest. As Bennett and his adventurous wildlife biologist friend, Kelly Adler, dig deeper into the origins of the creature, they find themselves uncovering a clandestine military experiment fronted by a brilliant inventor and a psychopathic engineer spiraling out of control. The photographer and his lovely colleague are thrust into the middle of a daring investigation which finds them swimming through the Pacific, evading deadly automatons in an elaborate government facility and navigating through the dense, tropical jungle of Hawaii in order to escape the secret they uncovered.


Taylor Buck
The Island Project

Machines will follow a path that mirrors the evolution of humans. Ultimately, however, self-aware, self-improving machines will evolve beyond humans’ ability to control or even understand them.
— RAY KURZWEIL, 2010

The U.S. leads the world in nearly all aspects of AI technology, largely due to the years of patronage by the Department of Defense.
— U.S. DEPARTMENT OF DEFENSE, Public Document


PROLOGUE

OKOLE VALLEY FARM
14 OCTOBER, 6:55 A.M.
Ed ducked under a few overgrown palm trees as he walked along the narrow pathway leading out to his fields. An old fence lined the path, bending in and out, straining to hold back the dense bamboo forest behind it. It was early morning and a white mist blanket covered the valley below, stretching from end to end. A few tall trees poked their branches through the fog canopy, sticking out like ancient figures along the horizon. The sun was beginning to rise. It slowly crept over the hillside and set the valley aglow.
The island had awakened.

The walk from Ed’s house to his pineapple fields was about a quarter mile. He faithfully made the walk every morning. The land he managed had been in his family for hundreds of years, and he had tended to it for the past sixty. He enjoyed greeting his crops as soon as morning broke. His ritualistic inspection had become second nature. He enjoyed watching the crops grow, and he took it upon himself to make sure everything was properly nurtured and cultivated. Ed relied on his crops to provide for him. He sold pineapples, papaya, bananas and mangos at the local market. Like other local farmers on the Big Island, he was content on keeping things small and manageable.
He swung open the gate at the end of the pathway and closed it behind him. He made his way over to the rows of fruit planted evenly across the surface. The pineapple groves stuck up roughly two and a half feet into the air, amazingly symmetrical from row to row. Their broad, pointy leaves spread outward in all directions.
The white mist gently hung over the long rows of pineapple plants. Ed walked along the rows slowly, inspecting the leaves. He checked them thoroughly to make sure unwanted insects weren’t invading the roots or leaves.
Seeing everything in good order, he made his way over to the banana plants. As he turned the corner at the west end of the field, his peripheral vision caught some movement in the mist between one of the rows. Somewhere in the middle of the field, there was a quick flicker, appearing then disappearing as quickly as it came. Ed cast his gaze across the mist, but saw nothing…no further movement. Making nothing of it, he continued along the western edge of the grove checking the progress of the banana blossoms. A few birds scattered from a tree as he approached a group of plants. They chirped playfully then fluttered off into the sky in formation. He reached out and grabbed a small bunch of green bananas, inspecting them in his hands. He felt the rubbery texture of the fruit, giving it a gentle squeeze.
A twig snapped behind him, grabbing his attention.
Ed quickly turned around and faced the pineapple field. He squinted his eyes to focus in the soft morning light. In the mist, about twenty yards in front of him, a dark figure was standing in the pineapple grove, staring at him.
As his eyes adjusted, he began to make out the figure. It was an animal, so he thought, roughly the size of a boar. At first, he thought it to be exactly that: a wild boar. Common to this island, Ed had accidentally hit a wild boar with his truck a week earlier while driving home. But upon further examination, he wrote off the possibility of a boar.
This animal was too muscular, and far too quiet.
Ed stood there staring into the mist, eyes fixed on the creature in front of him. It remained motionless, crouching among the pineapple leaves, staring straight back at him. A white layer of fog curled up around the body of the animal, hiding some of its features. It stood completely still, hovering in the fog — like a ghost.
Ed’s curiosity soon slipped away as the realization of the situation soon crept over him. He didn’t know what this thing was. The animal was sizable, and Ed wasn’t a big man. It was standing quite close, and he had nowhere to go if it pursued him.
Ed had a small pair of garden shears in his pocket. He fumbled them out and clenched them tightly in his right hand. His hand trembled as he gripped the plastic handle. It brought little comfort. He knew they would pose no serious threat to the beast before him.
As Ed contemplated what to do, he sidestepped a few paces to the left, eyes still fixed on the animal. It responded with an eerie movement of its own. As if looking into a reflection, the animal mirrored Ed’s movements, moving swiftly to its right. Ed stopped dead in his tracks. The creature stopped too. He could see it more clearly now. It was definitely not a boar, although roughly the same size. It was closer to a panther or some kind of a large cat. It moved gracefully with its head down low — moving along a straight line as it glided sideways.
Ed took another step, backwards this time. The animal followed suit, stepping forward, pausing only when Ed did.
“This thing is…hunting me,” Ed thought to himself.
The animal continued forward slowly. It was now walking straight toward him. Ed stayed still. He couldn’t think fast enough to do anything other than stare back. He felt his body become heavy. Perspiration formed around his temples and his back became hot.
It was getting close.
He noticed the movements of the animal. It moved fluidly, like a cat. There was something else, though, something unnatural about its movements. It was almost as if…
The animal stopped.
Ed stared straight into its black, glassy eyes. It cocked its head to the side. He noticed the animal had a slight rhythmic sway to its body, side to side. He looked closer at the fur, which seemed to be changing texture and pattern. In fact it seemed to blend in with the leaves around it in a fascinating way.
As the animal started forward again Ed couldn’t stop staring at its fur. The pattern; changing — constantly moving. Blending in, then changing again.
Run.
Ed finally snapped out of the trance. He couldn’t believe how close it was now. He stumbled backward. He put his left arm down and barely caught himself. Pivoting his body around, he started running back toward the bamboo path.
He didn’t dare look back. He broke into a sprint, moving his limbs as fast as he could. The muddy earth beneath him made it difficult to keep from sliding as he ran. His movements felt sluggish — dreamlike. He hoped this was a dream. The reality of the moment, however, came crashing down on him — forcefully. Brutally. It was a heavy, crushing blow.
It happened quickly.
Then it was dark.

Jug•ger•naut
A large lorry for transporting goods by road.
A large, destructive force or object of war.
Something that demands blind devotion or merciless sacrifice

PART 1
MARVEL


CHAPTER 1

DOWNTOWN HILO, HI
14 OCTOBER, 8:55 A.M.
Downtown Hilo was calm for a Friday. It was nice outside, a perfect 76 degrees. With a gentle breeze blowing through the streets, coming in from the shore. It was a good day for surfing, which was why it was quiet downtown. Many of the locals were out catching waves.
Detective Jim Lee walked up to a taco stand nestled in an alleyway off the main strip downtown. He ordered three fish tacos and a bottle of water. Pulling up a chair at an empty table, he sat down under a giant orange umbrella to eat. He looked out over the shoreline watching the waves break perfectly on the sand. It was mornings like this that made life on the island an easy choice.
Detective Jim Lee was forty-two years old and in solid shape. He attributed this to his daily runs on the beach. Lee was well built with a brick-shaped chin and short hair, giving him a jarhead appearance. Lee hadn’t served in the military, but everyone figured him for it. He carried himself like a soldier — stoic and honorable. He was hard-wired for life in law enforcement and had an impeccable track record to back it up. Despite his Chinese ancestry, Lee was kamaʻaina — which meant he grew up on the island and was accustomed to Hawaiian traditions. He was well educated too. Lee went to college and graduated from UCLA on the mainland then earned his stripes at the Hawaii Police Academy. He had been serving as a detective on the Big Island for the past eight years.
Lee finished his tacos and sat under the umbrella sipping on his water. He noticed his reflection in the side of the taco stand; blue polo shirt, chino shorts and cross-trainers.
His phone rang.
Lee pulled his phone out of his pocket and answered.
“This is Lee.”
“Hey Jimmy.” Lee knew right away it was his chief, Terry Sullivan.
“Where are you?” Sullivan inquired. Lee knew something was up. Terry was getting straight to the point.
“I’m downtown catching lunch before I drive down to Keaukaha Park. I was going to follow up on the Keawe lead.”
“Ok. Change of plans. I need you on something else. Over on the north end of the Hakalau Refuge…someone reported a possible homicide. Apparently a farmer was found dead a few miles away.”
“Homicide? Did I hear you right, Ter?” Lee was genuinely shocked to hear it.
“I don’t know the details yet, I just need you to go take a look. I want to get you there first before the other boys show up.”
“You got it, I’m leaving now. I should be there in thirty,” Lee said.
“Good. I’ll forward the brief to you.”
Lee hung up his phone and slid it into his pocket. He got up from his table and made his way along the waterfront toward his jeep. Lee wasn’t accustomed to getting calls like this. Not homicide calls. The Big Island didn’t have much crime at all; in fact it is one of the safest places to live anywhere.
Lee stepped into his jeep, made his way out of downtown and sped along the Hawaii beltline toward the farm.

CHAPTER 2

HAWAII BELT
14 OCTOBER, 9:15 A.M.
An expanse of black lava rock flashed past Detective Lee from the windows on both sides as he drove up the belt. White coral rock peppered the landscape along the highway and provided a sharp contrast from the blanket of black along the road. The locals use the white coral pieces as a means of temporary graffiti — lining their names and the names of their special someone along the road.
Joe + Malia, was written inside a large coral heart shape. ALOHA K + W, done neatly in large letters.
Lee pulled off the highway and drove inland another ten miles along a jeep access road. The bumpy path bordered the northern perimeter of the Hilo Forest Reserve and ended at Mana Rd. Lee turned right on Mana and followed it a few miles until he spotted a gated entryway snaking back into farmland.
He pulled onto the dirt driveway and parked his jeep next to an ambulance in front of the house. He stepped out and looked around. No press vans had arrived yet, just the ambulance and a few other cars — most likely family members. Lee noticed a heavily trafficked trail of footprints, freshly pressed into the mud. It led down a winding path. He followed the path down until it opened into some fruit fields. As he approached the bottom of the path he came across what was the obvious scene of the crime. There was a large taped-off area on the ground, zoned by the medics who had arrived first. A man’s body lay facedown in the mud, arms out to the side, and legs slightly bent outward. It appeared to be an older man. The first thing Lee noticed was how far the body was pressed into the ground — deep enough to create large folds of displaced mud around the entire body, similar to how a crater forms a mountainous range along its perimeter. Whatever had compressed the body into the ground had to have been heavy.
Lee snapped some photos making sure to detail the scene as it was. He laid out a small platform, which acted as a bridge to the body. It was a raised, foldable walkway with legs that reached down into the mud, stabilizing the bridge and suspending it above the ground. This contraption allowed for the body to be inspected without disturbing the surrounding terrain. Lee walked out and bent down to get a closer look.
The body was half submerged into the ground. Mud curled up around all sides of the body obstructing any view of the man’s face. It looked as if he had fallen from a high distance and embedded himself into the soft earth. A moment later Lee spotted a young paramedic walking by and flagged him over.
“Was this body moved?” Lee asked.
“No, we didn’t touch him. He was dead when we got here. We called it at ten thirty. Looks to have happened early morning, though,” the medic responded.
Lee moved in closer to the man’s mud-caked face. “And he was facedown when you found him? Just like this?” he asked.
The young medic nodded.
Lee snapped more photos — a close-up of the face plus some detailed shots of the positioning of the man’s limbs. Lee pulled out a ballpoint pen from his pocket and gently pulled back the collar of the man’s shirt. The skin revealed a round bruise between the man’s shoulders, along the spine. He lifted the shirt further and saw additional bruising.
“That’s an odd bruising pattern,” the medic observed.
Lee used his pen to pull up the backside of the man’s muddy shirt. The dark skin beneath the shirt revealed four round bruises — roughly three inches in diameter, about the size of silver dollars. The bruising was concentrated to the areas of impact but each one was accompanied by a dark ring, spreading outward. The pattern was fairly symmetrical leading Lee to believe that the impact happened all at once as opposed to resulting from multiple blows. His spine appeared to be crushed as well.
Lee scanned the body, his mind running through possible scenarios as to what could’ve caused the scene before him. The bruises indicated that he had received topical trauma, which had pressed him into the ground. That likely ruled out him falling from the sky. It was clear that forced impact had killed him. There were no signs of a struggle — which meant he was likely dead as soon as he hit the ground, if not before.
What could cause that kind of impact, though? It looked as if he had been run over by a car. However, Lee saw no visible tire tread marks of any kind around the body.
Lee stood up and began to look around. He scanned along the tree line and out over the rows of plants in the field. He walked along the direction from which the man had come, being careful to stay outside of the scene. The man’s footprints were still visible in the mud. The spacing between the footprints indicated long strides.
He was running — the man was chased.
Lee bent over close to the ground to get a better look at the prints. That’s when it stood out to him — right in front of his eyes. Clearly displayed in the mud along the man’s footprints was another set of prints. An arrangement of holes in a repeating configuration accompanied the man’s footprints, leading up from the pineapple fields.
Holes — about the same size as the bruises on the man’s back.
Something that ran on all fours had chased the man.
Lee studied the oval-shaped prints. He couldn’t immediately identify them. He wasn’t an expert on animal tracks but he could point out the difference between the obvious ones. The first thing that came to mind was a boar. Boar hooves made holes. However each track was typically split into two distinct ovals, making up the hoof shape. This was a single oval. Like the shape a staff or post would make in the earth.
Something else didn’t add up. The stride was far too long and the pattern of holes didn’t match a boar’s step.
Cause of death was becoming clear, though. This man was chased, attacked and killed by a predator of some sort.
Lee knew he needed to call it in. He snatched his phone from his pocket and dialed Chief Sullivan’s number. He heard the receiver pick up on the other end.
“What have we got?” Sullivan’s voice came through the line.
“You were right. Looks like we’ve got ourselves a murder.”
“Oh yeah? How so?” Sullivan asked.
“Still working that out, but this guy was chased by something.”
“Some—thing? You mean it wasn’t done by a human?” Sullivan’s tone seemed intrigued, almost excited.
“It doesn’t appear that way. I don’t want to make too many assumptions yet, and I know it sounds crazy, but I believe we are on the hunt for an animal,” Lee said.
Sullivan was quiet on the other line.
“A mauling? How about the wound? Can you make out what kind of animal from the wounds? Bites, rips or tears — that kind of thing?
“That’s the thing, Terry. There are no bite marks. The guy was crushed. Something really heavy or extremely powerful pancaked him.”
There was a brief pause on the line.
“What kind of animal on this island could kill a grown man, especially like that?” Sullivan thought as he asked the question. “A boar?”
“Not a boar. Whatever this thing is, it’s fast — faster than a boar, and longer. You should see the prints.”
Lee continued. “Terry, this thing, whatever it is — it runs like a cheetah. Of course…the prints don’t match any kind of cat, though.”
There was a quick pause on the line. They were both thinking.
“What in the world kind of animal would be on this island that fits that description?” asked Sullivan, clearly perplexed.
“Maybe what we’re looking for isn’t from here — maybe it was brought here.”
“Domesticated pets? You think someone brought in an animal from the port?
“Well, It’s clearly not domesticated yet,” answered Lee sarcastically.
“Far from it, but it could be a possibility. Even as a pet, what would do this though?
“I don’t know. You hear of celebrities owning tigers and exotic pets. We’ve got a handful of celebs living here on the island,” Lee said.
“Well at this point, we should explore any option we have. Not likely, but check it out.”
“Whatever it is, I’ll figure it out. I’m on it.” Lee replied in a confident voice.
Lee finished up the conversation with Chief Sullivan and continued to survey the scene. He was on to something big here. Lee had the feeling that he was scratching the surface of something much deeper. It was certainly unlike anything he had come across before.
Distant sounds of tires crackling on a dirt road signaled the approach of the oncoming legion of press vans. This was going to be big news for the island, and the crime scene was about to get overrun very quickly.
Lee had a lot of work to do. He couldn’t waste time.

CHAPTER 3

HAKALAU FOREST NATIONAL WILDLIFE REFUGE
14 OCTOBER, 11:30 A.M.
Tom Bennett hiked beneath a dense canopy of green foliage spreading out for miles, protecting the endangered wildlife living below. The place was an untouched Eden. It was like stepping back in time and roaming among the animals — living among them.
They were everywhere.
The name of the protected Eden was the Hakalau Forest National Wildlife Refuge and Bennett was up to his ankles in mud at the moment. He walked north along a stream. Large, wet ferns along the bank forced him to walk in the water. He was thankful for his field boots at the moment, doing their job and keeping his feet dry. Bennett ducked under a downed tree, cleared it and found his footing on some mossy rocks on the other side. He continued moving steadily up the stream.
The sunlight filtered in through the dense tree canopy. White beams of light shone down through the thick, damp atmosphere. It was a climate exuding living things — amazingly scenic all around him. The colors of the plants, mixed with the wild coloring of the birds were a sight to behold. Rich greenery spread as far as the eye could see. Red, yellow, blue and orange birds danced in the branches above. It was nothing less than enchanting.
Bennett jumped to a bed of small pebbles lining the stream and stopped immediately. He froze. Staring straight ahead, he steadied himself and listened intently on the sounds all around him.
There it was again. He heard it — at least he thought he had.
Bennett wasn’t necessarily accustomed to tracking his subjects like this. It was a hunt, and he was the hunter. He caught himself reverting to tactics in his mind ingrained there from military training years ago. Instinctively, he moved close to the bed of palms to his right, covering him from line of sight. The palm leaves provided adequate camouflage for him and he could still comfortably see through the opening between some bamboo shoots. This was as good a place as any.
He ducked down and waited.
There. His eyes caught a flash of movement between the trees.
Bennett quietly reached into his case trying intently to avoid any noise from the components inside. He gripped the dark metal and began fitting the pieces together, snapping them carefully into place. He steadied his arms. His left elbow was braced against a mossy, fallen tree and the other arm was steadied with his finger gently caressing the trigger.
He focused the object in his cross hairs, making sure his shot was perfectly lined up. He took a deep breath in and exhaled slowly.
Click.
Three more.
Click…click, click.
He looked down at the LCD screen to make sure the shots were in focus. They were. Bennett adjusted the aperture down one f-stop. He fired off five more shots. The camera lens purred softly as he adjusted his position and fired off a few more frames. “Perfect.” Bennett thought to himself. The shots were exactly what he needed.
The crimson red feathers were coming through amazingly vibrant. The long, curved pink bill and distinctive black plumage on the feathers confirmed this was the right bird too.
It was an ‘I’iwi.
This bird, now endangered, was once a plentiful species that lived freely on all islands in Hawaii. Today, however, it was a rare occurrence to come across one of these brightly colored creatures anywhere. Bennett had successfully captured that rare occurrence.
Proof for the day, he thought.
For the past five days, Bennett had been photographing various locations all over the island. He had been sent to Hawaii for work — if you could call hiking around a tropical playground “work”. Certainly, Hawaii was an ideal location. Bennett was enjoying his time there. It also helped that his expenses were fully funded.
Bennett was currently working as the Director of Photography for an upcoming nature film. A film backed by the largest commercial media company in the world and Bennett had landed the gig due to his extensive background in photography. He had been sent there to scout locations. Today’s findings had proven fruitful, and Bennett felt very confident about the location.

Tom Bennett was a professional. He was a photographer, and he was also a philanthropist of sorts. His work really allowed him to be both. Bennett had always been drawn to photography, however he developed his skill for shooting his subjects outside of any formal schooling.
He honed his skills on the battlefield.
Bennett joined the military when he was nineteen and chose the path of photography. He learned to document warfare in a highly visualized sense. He was able to capture the visceral grittiness of the battlefield, and his photos unfailingly exposed the heavy emotion that was ever-present in combat. It was this ability that set him apart from other photographers. He won multiple awards and experienced actual combat on many occasions. His work covering the invasion of Iraq in 2003, specifically his “Shock and Awe” photographs earned him Military Photographer of the Year, a highly respected title among the field. It was an amazing accomplishment for a twenty year old.
His time in the military provided many opportunities for him to see the world. He had been stationed in Iraq, Afghanistan, Israel, Uganda, Egypt and China. His time stationed in these places allowed him to study the people affected by regional warfare. After four years, he left the military and focused his photography in a commercial mode. A native of Southern California, Bennett opened a studio in Los Angeles and managed to work closely with some big Hollywood names. He worked hard and made a name for himself, eventually collecting a stable earning from his photography. Bennett himself became somewhat of a poster child for the industry, too, with his athletic build and natural, Cali-surfer good looks. He was featured on the cover of Professional Photographer Magazine in 2009 posed in a mock military battle scene. They had him sporting his military buffs and all. Bennett’s short military-length hair dripped with sweat and his strong jaw clenched as he clutched his camera in one hand and strong-armed an enemy soldier with the other. It was a ridiculously romanticized version of real warfare. Bennett later regretted doing it.
After a few years, he soon became tired with commercial life and yearned for adventure again. He missed the journeys brought by travel and decided to invest in expeditions of his own. He knew he wanted to help people; he knew that was his passion. When Bennett turned thirty, he made the life decision to return to the places he had seen through his military travels and go back to help rebuild the lives affected.
Bennett had been doing this for a few years now — travelling around, landing where he was needed. Spending time with a civilization, learning, helping — moving on. He found it hard staying in one place for too long. Because of this, he wasn’t able to cultivate much of a relationship with anyone either. He had had girlfriends — even a few serious ones. But none of them could keep up with his spontaneous nature. He liked to work alone, anyway — one with nature, and one with his work.

The ‘I’iwi flew off. The flash of scarlet now a fleeting encounter. However, Bennett had collected solid proof of the bird’s existence in the reserve. He had also shot some other rare creatures today. The Pueo Owl, the Indian Mongoose and what he thought was a Coqui Frog.
Bennett was confident that this was a prime location for filming. Due to the lean camera crew that would be on-site, they wouldn’t disturb the habitat either. They had made an agreement with the State of Hawaii Wildlife Preserve not to disturb any of the natural environment. Bennett was adamant about keeping this agreement.
Bennett screwed the lens cap back on his camera and placed it back into its case. He swung the bag across his shoulder and cinched the buckle tight against his chest. He checked the GPS on his phone. A blue dot popped up, showing Bennett exactly where he was — about three miles from the entrance to the reserve.
He still had a lot to cover today. In order to get it all in he would have to keep moving. Bennett started back down the stream, hopping over moss rocks when he remembered the waterfall he had seen on his hike in. If he left now he could swing by to scout it quickly on his way out…could be a great location for an opening scene.
Thump, thump, thump, thump…
A steady, thundering reverberation quickly began to close in — distant, then at once directly overhead.
Bennett looked up.
A white helicopter flew by. It was close enough to rustle the large branches in the trees overhead.
Hovering a bit close to the tree line, Bennett thought.
The chopper continued on and eventually ducked out of site behind the tree canopy.
Bennett reached down and soaked his handkerchief in the stream. He tied it behind his neck and then started his hike out through the reserve.
* * *
One mile away, at a large research facility, a helicopter touched down on a landing pad. A tall man in a suit exited the helicopter and entered an access door leading inside a building.

CHAPTER 4

CERTA HEADQUARTERS, LABORATORY
14 OCTOBER, 11:55 A.M.
“Get Danner down here immediately! I want a full explanation for this and it had better be convincing.”
Dr. Rupert Perry entered the room from the roof access stairwell barking orders to the first lab technician he came in contact with. The roar of the helicopter faded as the door closed behind him. The lab tech responded with an unintelligible reply and scurried away, noticeably frightened. The other lab techs stopped what they were doing upon the entry of Dr. Perry. Understandably so, there was a presence that he commanded whenever he was in the room that seemed to cut through everything else going on.
Perry stood tall at six foot five, making his large physique match his boisterous disposition. He wore an expensive, dark gray suit. His silver hair was slicked straight back and he donned a pair of black, horn-rimmed glasses. Perry had icy blue eyes that pierced through even the most hardened company executives. His British accent only facilitated the slings of insults he threw at his employees, and he was notorious for his verbal lashings. Dr. Perry was the kind of man who didn’t have to deal with mistakes often. This was probably because most employees would rather forfeit their jobs than deal with a heated encounter with Dr. Rupert Perry.
He was a genius, nevertheless.

An Oxford graduate and a Rhodes Scholar, Perry received his doctorate in engineering from Oxford by the age of twenty and was brought into the fold by Marconi Electronic Systems (MES) in 1963 where he pioneered scientific research and development. MES was a British defense contractor that produced many of the defense electronics used in today’s weapon manufacturing. Perry became the rising star at MES for his advancements in military systems integration and weapons technology.
Perry worked on many weapons concepts for MES including the Sting Ray Torpedo in the 1970s, where he subsequently achieved a sort of legendary status among scientists since he was one of the only surviving scientists from the original group to work on the Sting Ray Torpedo. Between 1982 and 1990, twenty-five MES scientists had died under mysterious circumstances — making Perry one of only two survivors.
He was also at the forefront of robotic technology. Perry pioneered major technological advancements in the field of early nanorobotics. He developed many of the founding principles of “swarm robotic intelligence” and created a series of base algorithms used in today’s research. In 1998, MES underwent a £7.7 billion merger with British Aerospace resulting in today’s BAE Systems. Perry left shortly after the merger and was recruited by the U.S. into a small defense operation backed by DARPA (Defense Advanced Research Project Agency). The company was founded in 2003 as CERTA (Center for Excellence in Robotic Technological Advancements). Dr. Rupert Perry headed the organization and managed to establish an agreement with DARPA to base his operations in a remote location — Hawaii. He deemed it necessary to be closed off from anything that could distract his team’s scientific progress. Furthermore, he was able to secure a “No Questions Asked” funding policy with the Department of Defense (DOD) — which was basically like placing an ATM on-site that dealt out money whenever it was needed.
To his benefit, Perry knew how to manipulate people in order to get his way. It was this ability that allowed CERTA to maintain operations so undisclosed from not only society, but from the government that was supplying it.

Perry rubbed his temples. The pressure from the helicopter hadn’t yet subsided, and he was suffering from a headache, making him even more intolerable. The lab doors swung open and in walked Rick Danner. Danner was Head of Security at CERTA and had been with the company since its inception. He was a brute of a man and, upon first impression, his rippling muscles and short-cropped hair gave him the appearance of a meathead. However, Rick Danner was ex-Delta Force. He was strong, intelligent and infamously stubborn. He had been handpicked by Dr. Perry to lead security at CERTA.
“Dr. Perry.” Danner shot out a greeting to Perry, even though he knew it was useless. Perry was visibly angry.
“Rick, I want to know what happened,” Perry said in a firm but controlled tone. “I don’t want any excuses about protocol either. I want you to tell me what went wrong, and then I want you to tell me what you’re going to do to fix the mess you’ve made.”
Danner instantly became uncomfortable. The entire lab floor was listening in on his scolding and he wasn’t used to being the one getting the lecture. “I assure you that we are already taking necessary action to resolve the situation and make sure we cover our tracks,” Danner said as his eyes darted around.
Danner’s expression appeared pained, though it was hard to tell this particular expression from his others. His usual look was a wincing, sun-in-the-eyes stare, similar to Clint Eastwood’s coined grimace. Danner stared straight at Dr. Perry through narrowed eyes. He spoke slow and steady — as he always did.
“Please,” Danner said and gestured towards the hallway. “If you follow me over to the enclosures I will show you exactly what happened.” Danner was doing everything he could to divert his public admonishment over to a more private location.
“I’m following, Rick — go,” Perry demanded.
Danner led Dr. Perry out of the floor lab and down the long hallway. They paced down the outer corridor under the rows of pale, fluorescent lights towards the enclosure — also known as the “den”.

CHAPTER 5

THE DEN
14 OCTOBER, 11:54 A.M.
Rick Danner touched his keychain to the receiver and the door hissed open. He and Dr. Perry stepped inside. Danner flicked on the switch that controlled the interior lights of the den. The two men watched as the lights flickered and sputtered to life. Soon the entire room was illuminated.
The enclosure, or den as they referred to it, was a large room with four containment factions on either side. The factions were ten by twelve foot stalls separated by concrete walls. The face of each faction was a double-reinforced, transparent sheet of ballistic glass that ran from the floor, up fourteen feet, to an exposed ceiling. A door was etched into the glass of each faction, held firmly in place by a large locking mechanism that ran the length of the door.
The entire room surrounding the factions had forty-foot walls that reached high up to a transparent A-frame ceiling. The A-frame was a series of crisscrossed beams that suspended a long scaffold walkway. This was used as an access platform to the retractable ceiling panels above it. The room was impressively designed. The whole ceiling acted as a giant skylight. Even with the ominous towering walls all around, there was some comfort in the view from above. Large Koa trees swayed high above the building, stretching their limbs out and creating a protective canopy high above the facility. Their shadows danced across the floor of the den and over Dr. Perry and Rick Danner.
Massive cables ran down from the roof and led to the control room adjacent to the den. These cables piped in solar power from the exterior roof and delivered it to the control room. The entire CERTA complex was 87 % powered by solar electricity alone — a fact Dr. Perry never ceased to mention whenever entertaining guests. He was determined from the start on utilizing the strong Hawaiian sun to fuel their efforts. Perry was a strong proponent of solar power technology, another reason why he chose to base CERTA in Hawaii.

Danner made his way to the middle of the den. His boots clicked against the concrete floor and the sound echoed through the big room as he walked. Dr. Perry followed close behind him, still agitated, wearing the signs all over his face.
“There,” Danner said pointing a finger up towards the right corner of the a-frame ceiling. “She got out through panel #18, used the scaffold as a jumping point, then out through the window.”
Perry squinted his eyes and stared up toward the corner of the ceiling where Danner was pointing. He noticed the pane missing from panel #18, a four-by-four-foot square of glass was completely gone. “You mean she got out — through that?” Perry asked.
“Wouldn’t believe it unless I saw it,” replied Danner.
“You watched her escape?”
“No. We captured it on the security camera.
“How on God’s earth did she get up there?” Perry asked, seemingly astounded.
“Come on, I’ll show you,” Danner said and directed Perry away.
Danner and Perry walked out of the den and entered the control room. They made their way to the back of the room where a wall of monitors displayed various scenes of activity going on all around the facility. One screen showed the front of the building, another showed the interior of the front lobby. A large monitor, placed directly in the middle, showed the scientists working in the lab. A few others showed an access door, kitchen and a training room. There were eight screens in all. Danner punched in a few commands and pulled up the footage on the big screen. The screen displayed a wide-angle view of the den at night. The footage was shot in hi-definition night vision, causing the picture to glow bright green and bathe the two men in fluorescence as they studied the screen intently.
The picture was still. There was no movement in the den. The time was displayed in the bottom right corner.
4:32AM
The footage rolled along.
The picture stayed the same — an empty room as seen from a camera placed high on the wall. It peered down into the den showing an elevated perspective of the large room and peeking down ever so slightly into each faction. Then suddenly a dark figure appeared in the right corner of the screen. It appeared quick, like film footage missing a frame — showing instantly. The figure was standing on top of faction #2. It was shaking slightly — appearing to be gathering it’s footing as it balanced on top of the wall.
“How did it ge…” Perry stopped.
What happened next prompted Perry’s eyes to open wide in astonishment. He reached out and grabbed onto the chair beside him, as if his legs were giving out.
He leaned in close and stared at the screen in front of him, fixed on the footage. Danner looked over at Dr. Perry, catching the expression on his face.
Perry cleared his throat. “They can…jump,” he said, barely getting the words out.
“They sure can,” agreed Danner. “I figure that’s about thirty feet from the top of the faction to the scaffold deck. She cleared that with ease.”
“Did you know this? That they were jumping, I mean?”
“Nobody did. They weren’t trained to jump like that, only run,” Danner replied.
Perry looked quite concerned. He had a fiercely tense expression on his face. “Has Braden seen this yet? Has he seen it jump?”
“I don’t know… I’ve been trying to get ahold of him all morning. No luck.”
“What about the, the unit…what’s her name?” Perry asked.
“Lorry.”
“Yes, Lorry. Has anyone seen any trace of her yet? Anything at all?”
“I’ve got four men looking since seven this morning. They haven’t seen a thing yet. There’s a lot of ground to cover out there. It may take some time,” Danner said — his eyes wincing.
“We don’t have time!” Perry yelled as he slammed his fist against the table beside him. The control board shook considerably from the impact. Dr. Perry, roused by the footage he had just seen, began to recognize the magnitude of the situation he was facing. He paced around the room, his face a deep shade of red.
“Do you realize what that thing is capable of out there? Do you have any idea what this could mean?”
“Perry, there’s a lot of jungle out there. She can’t go far…”
“It’s bloody made for the jungle!” Perry shouted.
Dr. Perry stopped pacing and locked his eyes on Danner. He began walking toward him. Even at his age, Perry’s size and piercing gaze were intimidating. Danner found him oddly threatening…although he would never admit it. It was the way Perry seemed to tower over everyone and somehow appear much bigger than he actually was.
“You had better hope that you’re right, Rick. This entire mishap is your fault. This should have never bloody happened.”
Danner backed up as Perry moved closer, his finger out, pointed at Danner.
“I do not tolerate incapable people.” Perry continued moving toward him. “Now, Rick. Show me that you’re capable of fixing the mess you created by going out there and bringing me back my robot!”

CHAPTER 6

HAKALAU FOREST NATIONAL WILDLIFE REFUGE
14 OCTOBER, 4:30 P.M.
The waterfall was a spectacular site. Torrents of water thundered down over a high rock face and plunged down into a pristine pool of fresh water. It was picture perfect, and entirely worthy of a cinematic opening sequence.
Tom Bennett was already ascending the side of the falls. It made for a quick, thirty-foot free climb that he handled with ease. He wanted to get a look from the top, seeing as it looked to be a promising spot for an aerial photograph of the jungle. He stretched out his body and grabbed the final foothold, pushing himself up and over the side of the falls. He wiped the moisture from his face that had accumulated as the mist rained down during his ascent.
Bennett stood up and looked out over the land.
The view from on top of the falls was surreal. He could barely take it all in. The tree canopy was open all around him. The pool below where the water entered was aqua blue and extremely inviting. His first instinct was to jump off the cliff and plunge down into the freshwater. He was in full field gear, though, and the very expensive camera strapped to his back wouldn’t take kindly to the water. Bennett resisted the urge and instead took the camera from his back and began taking a few photos.
Another amazing location to add to the list, he thought. This one might take the cake.
Bennett peered out over the lush land through his viewfinder. He panned slowly to the right, imagining the path the camera would follow during actual filming. As he did so, something grabbed his attention. He noticed an animal walking slowly behind the large ferns about a hundred yards out. It was partially hidden. He couldn’t make out what it was. It piqued his interest enough to reach into his bag and grab his telephoto lens out of his pack.
Bennett pulled out his 70-200 lens, certainly capable of getting in close enough to provide definition. He twisted the glass until it clicked in place. Then he held up the camera to his eye and focused the lens with his left hand.
There — behind a few palms.
Click.
The animal disappeared behind a tree an instant later. Bennett scanned the area around the palms.
Nothing.
It was gone.
Bennett pulled up the photo on the four-inch LCD camera screen. He zoomed in closer by using the on-camera enhance options. His eyes grew wide. He realized he was looking at a large cat of some kind.
A panther?
“What in the world?” Bennett said aloud. What was a panther doing on the island?
Bennett knew there were no species of wildcats in Hawaii. There wasn’t an animal even close to that. The only cats present here were the strays dwelling behind the strip malls on the island — and they were certainly nowhere close in size to what he was looking at. He studied the picture. Sure enough. It was definitely some sort of dark panther-looking creature. It was slightly difficult to make out due to the distance the photo was taken. The photo resolution was less than perfect. Furthermore, a large ‘ōhi‘a tree obstructed the back end of the animal including its torso and hind legs. The head and front legs were clearly visible, though, and Bennett could identify the catlike ears, eyes and head shape of the animal.
But a panther? It didn’t make sense.
It certainly piqued his curiosity. Whatever was out there, he wanted to check it out.
He looked up at the sun laying low in the sky about an inch away from dipping behind Mauna Kea, the large volcano in the center of the island. He didn’t have enough daylight to go after it today. It would be dark soon, and it probably wasn’t a good idea to go tracking a wildcat at night. As curious as Bennett was to find out what kind of creature was lurking in the Forest Reserve, he made the decision to head out. He could investigate tomorrow.
He made his way down the waterfall and trekked the last few miles out of the reserve. He ducked through a bamboo forest and cut through the dense jungle to the parking lot. Bennett ducked into the ranger’s office located at the trailhead to see if he could find any info on the cat.

The ranger station was a quaint little cottage with a small front reception. Walking up to the desk Bennett was greeted by a dark haired, middle-aged Hawaiian woman with kind eyes. She spoke up before he could even ask his question. “You’re Mr. Bennett, right?”
“Uh, yeah.” Bennett was surprised the woman knew who he was. He probably shouldn’t have been. He knew Michelle, his agent, had called ahead.
“I take it you know who I am,” he asked with a smile.
“You’re taking pictures for that movie, right? The big movie about Hawaii?” She responded accurately, affirming she was clearly aware of Tom’s business in the reserve.
“Yes, we’re documenting the plants, wildlife and overall nature on the island. We’ll be covering the other islands as well,” Bennett replied.
“Well, the Big Island is the best,” she said with a smile. “I’m sure you will find that out during your time with them all.”
Bennett smiled back kindly, in response. “This certainly is a beautiful island. You are very lucky to live in such an amazing place.”
The woman nodded in agreement. “You realize you have custom access to the reserve too? Not even the tourists get to see the northern sector. It’s restricted.”
“Is that right?” Bennett replied. “Well, speaking of the northern sector, I was wondering if you could answer something for me.” Bennett pulled out his camera and loaded up the photo on the viewing screen. “I came across this animal while I was out there today. I wasn’t aware that there were any wildcats here in the reserve.”
The woman leaned forward and took a look at the picture. As she studied it, her expression changed. Her cheerful smile left. “That’s not from the reserve,” she said. “No, no.” Her previous smiling disposition had quickly left. She was now giving Bennett a cold, blank stare.
“Ma’am, I understand what you’re saying, but I’ve got a picture here. I’m showing you evidence of what I saw out there — just an hour or so ago.”
The woman looked at the camera in Bennett’s hands and then directed her eyes back to him. “There are no cats in the reserve. I’m sorry but I can’t help you,” she said plainly.

Bennett was uneasy about the woman’s response. In fact, the way that she completely switched character after he had shown her the picture came off quite eerie. “Ok. Thank you for your time, Ma’am,” he said politely.
Bennett wasn’t getting anywhere. The woman clearly wasn’t grasping reality and didn’t come across as one who would be easily swayed — even if there were proof right in front of her eyes. He tucked away his camera and stepped out of the ranger station. Bennett could feel the woman still watching him as he stepped out through the doorway. Well, that was awkward, he thought to himself.
He walked through the parking lot to his truck. The situation that had just gone down at the station only fueled his curiosity. The woman had almost acted as if she were hiding something. Either that, or she absolutely couldn’t fathom the fact that somehow a wildcat had made its way into her protected reserve.
Something didn’t feel right.
He took out his phone and dialed the only person he knew who could possibly offer up some answers.
He called Kelly Adler.

CHAPTER 7

RANGER STATION
14 OCTOBER, 5:45 P.M.
The phone rang twice. It was answered by a friendly female voice on the other end of the line. “Tom?”
“Kelly. How are you?” Bennett asked.
“I’m good!” Kelly responded in a pleasantly surprised tone. Tom could almost hear her smiling through the phone.
“What are you up to? How’s the photography going?”
“Good…good. I’m actually in Hawaii on location now,” Bennett said.
“You’re here? In Oahu?” she asked, surprised.
“Actually, I’m over on the Big Island. Sorry Kell, I should’ve called earlier, but I wanted to make sure I had time to cover everything I need for this job. I landed a big gig. Some big-budget movie stuff.”
“Of course,” Kelly replied. “Hey, you would’ve called sooner or later. That’s all that matters. Anyway, It’s great to hear from you. It’s been since, what…Colin’s funeral last year?”
“Yeah, I think you’re right,” Bennett replied.

Kelly Adler was the younger sister of Bennett’s best friend, Colin. Bennett and Colin had served together in the Marines and had developed a close friendship formed on the lines in battle. Bennett didn’t have a brother of his own, but he considered Colin the closest thing to it. Unfortunately, Colin had died in a horrible car crash a year earlier. It was extremely hard on Bennett. He left his work and escaped for six months to the island of Vanuatu, trying to put it behind him. Up until his death, Bennett had been close with Colin’s family who had recently moved to Hawaii. His father, Donald Adler, was Chief Physician at the University of Hawaii Medical School on Oahu. Colin’s sister, Kelly, was a passionate wildlife biologist working at the Hawaii Department of Land and Natural Resources in Oahu. Bennett had come to know Kelly as a kind of younger sister. He knew she would jump at the chance to help out. She was extremely smart and would know everything there is to know about wildlife on the Hawaiian Islands. Bennett was happy to give her a call.

“Tom, how are you doing? I mean…with everything. I heard you were living in, Vanuatu?” She spoke Vanuatu as if it were a distant planet a million miles away.
“Yeah,” Bennett chuckled. “It was good to get away for a time. I think I just needed to unplug for a bit — recalibrate, ‘ya know?”
“Yeah. I know what you mean. It was a tough time for all of us…but it’s great to hear your voice, Tom. Really. I’m glad you called.”
“Thanks Kelly,” Bennett said appreciatively. “Listen, Kelly. I’ve got something I’d like you to take a look at.”
“Sure, what’s up?” she said.
“I’ve been scouting the past four days for a documentary film that is taking place here on the island. Today, I came across this animal…it looks like a wildcat or something.”
“Wild cat? Kelly answered back loudly, as if taken off guard. “Here in Hawaii? That’s not likely Tom. Are you sure it wasn’t a Feral Pig…I mean…a wild boar?”
“Yes, I’m pretty sure. This thing has the head of a panther — and certainly moves like one. I snapped a picture of it. It’s not great, but you can make out a lot of the details. Do you mind if I send it over to you?”
“Sure. Of course I’ll take a look at it. Certainly sounds interesting.” Kelly chuckled.
“Thanks Kell, I’ll send it over tonight. I really appreciate it.”
“Of course! I’ll call you later, ‘K?
“Sounds great. Thanks again.”
Tom hung up the phone.

The bright orange sun tucked in behind Mauna Kea— the ancient volcano rising nearly 14,000 feet above the sea. Bennett walked over to his truck, a rented silver Chevy Colorado. He threw his gear in the cab, started it up, and pulled out of the forest reserve parking lot. Bennett drove along the winding back roads to his hotel room in downtown Hilo. He called to check in with his publicist, Michelle, giving her an update on the newfound locations he had come across today.

Bennett sat out on the terrace of his seventh-story suite and thought through the events that had occurred today. He couldn’t put the bizarre sighting of the panther out of his mind. He pulled up the image onto his computer. The picture popped up on his screen, he studied it.
In larger screen context, he was able to make out even more intricate detail. The animal’s head had distinct catlike ears, eyes and mouth. Bennett also noticed the head appeared slightly small, compared to the rest of the body — which was somewhat bulky and muscular. What puzzled Bennett the most were the legs. The strong torso looked to be supported by relatively slender legs. The foliage hid the paws and hind section, so he couldn’t get a read on those. Overall, the creature looked to be about five feet in length from head to where it appeared to end behind the tree. Pulling up a new browser window, he began running searches on “Hawaiian Panther”. Bennett poured over the results intently for a time.
The sky, lit by the setting sun, began to fade into a blood orange-soaked sky. Then the amber glow lazily faded as the sun tucked down into the ocean for the night.
It was quiet — and indescribably peaceful outside.
Bennett was enjoying the evenings here. The island seemed to have a stillness that hovered over the land at dusk. The temperature cooled down and a gentle breeze blew through the open windows, teasing the curtains.
He stayed up studying until exhaustion took over.
Then he slept.

CHAPTER 8

CASTLE HILO HAWAIIAN HOTEL
15 OCTOBER, 6:51 A.M.
Bennett awakened at 6:31 to the sound of his mobile phone rattling around on top of the bedside table. He grabbed the phone and looked at the caller ID.
It was Kelly.
“Hello?” Bennett said rather hoarsely.
“Tom? Hey! Sorry did I wake you?” Kelly asked concerned.
Bennett could hear intermittent background chatter behind Kelly’s voice. “No, no…I mean yeah, but I was getting up anyway,” he said and managed a small chuckle. “What’s going on?”
“I took a look at the photo you sent over last night.” She paused. “Tom, if that cat is on the island, we’ve got some serious problems.”
“Do you know what it is?” Bennett asked.
“Well, it’s certainly part of the panthera family, but it’s difficult to determine what species it is. It’s melanistic, or dark, which makes it even more rare. Everything leads to it being a black panther…but there’s something about the body structure that is not matching; the front legs appear to taper, making them extremely thin for a large cat. Also, the photo leads me to believe that the animal is Manx. Meaning it’s tailless — an even stranger feature.”
“You can determine that, even with the rear end behind the tree?” Bennett asked.
“Yes. A panther tail is fairly long, about 2–3 feet. Long enough that we should visibly see it protruding from behind that tree.”
Bennett grabbed his laptop and pulled up the photo again. “Yeah, you’re right Kell. I can see what you mean now.”
“I don’t know Tom. This thing is very odd, it has me stumped.” While Kelly spoke, Bennett could hear a faint voice coming over a loudspeaker in the background.
“Well, whatever it is — I’m tracking it today, Kelly. This thing is way too intriguing for me to let go.”
“Great! Me too. I’m at the airport right now,” she said cheerfully. “I’ll be there in an hour.”

CHAPTER 9

CERTA FACILITY GROUNDS
15 OCTOBER, 7:00 A.M.
Rick Danner was furious. It was now 7:00 A.M. His team had been searching for twenty-four hours with nothing to show yet. He rubbed his fingers over his temples in a circular motion. The excruciating headache he was experiencing was creeping forward into his eye sockets.
Danner was beginning to feel extremely stressed.
On top of that, his public ridicule — handed to him the day before by Dr. Perry, was playing over and over in his mind.
He hated being scolded.
He was tired. The wave of exhaustion had recently hit as he had been out pursuing Lorry since Dr. Perry’s visit yesterday. His team had covered the full eight acres of land surrounding the facility, which had taken a while to cover due to the extensive foliage and difficult terrain. He had returned to the facility to resupply. He walked through the main entrance doors and entered the building.

The CERTA facility itself was an 80,000 square foot structure nestled amongst the dense Hawaiian forestry. Its location was classified and completely off the map. By using the protective environment provided by the forest reserve, CERTA was able to operate in an undisclosed location. Both the access road and the building itself were invisible to any maps or topographical photography, including GPS. You could pick up any map on the island and CERTA would be indistinguishable on the green blob that made up the Hakalau Forest National Wildlife Refuge.
CERTA kept in line with security precautions too. Danner made sure of it. Along the eight-acre perimeter was a shock fence. The shock fence was the result of an agreement between CERTA developers and the Haikalu Forest Reserve. The wattage applied to the fence was relatively low, running at a moderate 2000 volts. This kept the protected animals from wandering onto the CERTA grounds, offering trespassers a minor shock warning — non-life threatening. However, since Lorry’s disappearance, Danner had upped the voltage to 12,000V. If, per chance, she wandered up to the fence — the voltage would be enough to shut down her internal electronics and fry every circuit on board.
The fence itself was twelve feet high — high enough to keep non-flying animals from entering. However, based on the security footage that Danner had seen in the den, he was quite certain this would pose no serious challenge for Lorry.
Danner and his team made up a group of four men— all experienced trackers. Rick had joined them at 7:00PM the day prior, making it a full ten hours since he had been back to the lab. He needed to grab some food and resupply. His could feel his body beginning to fatigue.
His mind, however, was restless.
There was no time to sleep. And as tired as he was, he would be unable to sleep until he found Lorry.
Lorry—the juggernaut.
Juggernauts…that was what they called them. He supposed it was fitting, since they were transporters. However, the name juggernaut carried negative connotations. It literally meant a merciless, destructive force of war. The development team certainly hadn’t done themselves a favor by titling the robot ambiguously.
Danner had no attachment to them. He wasn’t a scientist, and he hadn’t been part of their development. To him, these things were soulless, lifeless hunks of circuitry, and one of them had happened to escape his fortress — a fortress in which he has spent years protecting. He never would have imagined that the breach would come from the inside.
No doubt the robots were extremely fascinating in what they could do. Danner was sure that the scientists had gone far beyond the scope of the original commissioned project. The robots were indeed, a miracle of science. However, this miracle was on the loose and extremely dangerous.

Being Saturday, there were no scientists on site at the facility, and the lab was completely empty. Danner made his way down a dark hallway ‘till he reached the supply room. He swiped his key chain, swung the door open and went inside.
He noted a smell right away. The supply room had a chemical smell that never seemed to fade. He thought it to be the large bottles of bleach on the facing wall. Nevertheless, it was noticeable.
He made his way to the back wall and opened the lock to the arsenal. The rows of semi-automatic rifles were displayed before him behind glass, like a buffet line.

The facility was equipped with a wide assortment of defense weaponry. Due to the highly sensitive matter they worked with, the facility was stocked with enough weaponry to defend a small-scale hostile invasion. The stash had only been utilized on rare occasions; one of which was when Rick nabbed a pesky mongoose that had been repeatedly chewing away at a cable on a security camera. He fixed the problem, only to receive backlash from the scientists for taking the life of an innocent animal. Danner couldn’t comprehend the protest. In his mind, he had rid the premises of a rodent. He simply could not sympathize with the rest of the team. Of course, the battlefield had stripped Danner of any sympathy, let alone much emotion of any kind.
He was a soldier. He would always be a soldier.

Rick Danner was former Delta Force, and at forty-five years old he was still a formidable combatant. He had joined up with CERTA twelve years ago after Dr. Perry himself plucked him from active duty in the military. Dr. Perry’s influence had allowed him to be selective. He gave Danner a generous financial offer, as well as the promise that he would be part of a company that would revolutionize the future of warfare. Perry had chosen Danner because he knew he was capable of protecting and defending the sensitive material they worked on. Perry also knew Rick Danner was a man of integrity and strict discipline. He was also good for intimidation whenever Perry needed any dirty work done. Danner had an incredibly strong physique. He obsessed over fitness and weight lifting. He had actually built a small workout gym outside on the grounds.
However, Danner was also known to occasionally be aggressive. He had received complaints about his attitude and the way he managed security at the lab. Dr. Perry knew he was dependable, though — and with the amount of delicate information surrounding this lab, that trait served as invaluable to Perry.

Danner swung open the gun rack casing and ran his fingers along the barrels. After being out on the hunt for a time, he decided to trade in his M4 Carbine for a Bennelli 12 gauge. Danner found that the M4, which was equipped with a grenade launcher, was a bit excessive and also too heavy to lug around. He would do just fine with the 12 gauge. He knew if Lorry gave him trouble, a few well-placed rounds to the undercarriage should put her down. Of course, he had to take into account the robot’s carbon nanotube frame, completely resistant to firepower. There were only a few points of entry that would “short the circuits” on her. Danner happened to know those points of weakness.
He checked the magazine— loaded.
Danner checked his watch. It was now 7:30. He realized he hadn’t checked in with his team in over and hour. He pulled the two-way walkie from his belt clip. He pressed the activate button and heard the double bleep indicating the walkie was live.
“Sound off to base. Check in and report your status, over.” Danner paused and listened for a response.
Nothing.
“I repeat. Sound off to base. Please identify and report your status — over.”
Again — nothing.
Dead air.
Danner thought it through. There were still two men out in the field searching. Only himself and one other had been relieved. So there was no reason that the two of them shouldn’t be responding. He tried it a third time.
“This is Delta Romeo to Charlie and Kilo. Check in and report your status.
I repeat. Report your status. Over.”
Silence.
Something was wrong.
Danner grabbed two extra magazines and shoved them into his belt holster beside his .45 revolver. He slung the Bennelli over his shoulder, kicked open the rear exit doors, and stepped out into the morning mist.

CHAPTER 10

HILO POLICE DEPARTMENT
15 OCTOBER, 7:41 A.M.
Detective Jim Lee poured his third cup of coffee. The aroma of the bold Kona blend filled his office — a robust and pleasant smell, hearty in flavor with a blend of warm earthly essences and a hint of coconut. He was filing his initial briefing papers when his phone rang.
“Detective Lee?”
“Speaking.”
“This is Frank, I’m performing the autopsy on the man brought in last night. Terry Sullivan told me to call you if anything came up.”
“Yeah, what’s up?” Lee asked.
“Well, I’ve got something you might want to come take a look at something.”
Lee could determine by the man’s tone that he was uncomfortable speaking over the phone.
“Go ahead,” he said. “What have you got?”
“Well Detective…It’s likely there is an alternate cause of death.”
Lee perked up.
“I’m on my way,” he said. He hung up the phone and rushed out the door.

CHAPTER 11

BOWERY & SONS MORTUARY
15 OCTOBER, 7:50 A.M.
The mortuary was ten minutes from Lee’s office. He made it in seven. The autopsy clinician greeted Lee at the front doors.
“Good morning. I’m Frank,” the man said.
Frank looked to Lee exactly as he sounded on the phone — mid-forties, bald and skinny with dark bags under his eyes. Lee found it slightly amusing, as if there was some prerequisite for morticians to look this way.
“Sorry, we’re closed on Saturday’s so the doors are all locked. There is no one else here to let you in.”
“Much appreciated,” Lee said with a smile.
“The body is in the back, I’ll show you.”
Frank ushered Lee down through a series of hallways until they reached the autopsy room. The deceased man’s body was in the middle of the room with a bright light glaring down on him. Lee and Frank moved in close to it.
“Look here.” Frank’s finger, covered in blue surgical latex, motioned to an area on the back of the man’s neck. Lee could see a dark round spot about the size of a tick on his skin. “It’s a puncture wound.” Frank said. “Through this entry point, the man was administered a large dose of barbiturates — mainly Sodium Pentothal. Enough to shut down every organ in a few seconds.
“Pentothal? Like the truth serum?” Lee asked.
“Exactly. Except he was given a lethal dose, at least five times the amount used as a serum.”
“So the guy died of organ failure?” Lee asked questioningly.
“Yes, on account of the pentothal. Don’t get me wrong, his ribs and back were crushed and there was extensive internal hemorrhaging. But the cause of death came from the Pentothal,” Frank said sounding sure of his report.
Lee paused to let the new information sink into his mind. “Well. This certainly changes things,” he said and let out a heavy sigh. “What about the delivery? Can you tell what kind of tool was used to inject the Pentothal?”
“Well, it appears to have been given by a syringe of some variation. The mark certainly matches the wound admitted by a needle, a fairly large one at that. It looks like somebody must have stuck him.”
“Well, that rules out the animal attack theory,” Lee said.
“What do you mean?”
“At the scene of the crime, I found circular shaped prints all around the body on the ground — the same sized circles that appear on the man’s back.”
“You think an animal attacked this man?” asked Frank.
“More like pile-drived. I know it sounds crazy, but that’s the closest conclusion we have made right now. And obviously the discovery of the needle entry wound throws a wrench in that assumpt…” Lee trailed off, deep in thought. “Unless the man was injected after the attack. But why would someone do that?”
Frank looked up at Lee with a puzzled expression. “Detective Lee, I can assure you that this man was not attacked by an animal. There are no signs of clawing, tearing or biting. I haven’t found any traces of hair or fur on the body either.”
“I know Frank, but this man was clearly pursued by something. I don’t know what. But he was chased and slammed into the ground, hence the bruising and bone fractures.”
Lee stared at the corpse as if it would wake up and offer up the explanation to his questions. He was getting agitated. The news he was receiving wasn’t matching up with his attack theory. It was now involving additional factors that were becoming more and more complex.
“Regardless of the attack, the man was pumped full of Pentothal. We have to run with that for the moment.” He turned to Frank. “Frank, I appreciate you calling me in here. You’ve been a big help.”
“No problem,” Frank replied.
“Please let me know if anything else comes up. Nice work.”
Frank walked Lee out to the entrance of the building. Lee had newfound information to share with Chief Sullivan. The info still didn’t make sense, but he had to factor it all together. He dialed Sullivan’s number.

CHAPTER 12

HILO INTERNATIONAL AIRPORT
15 OCTOBER, 8:03 A.M.
Kelly’s plane landed in Hilo International Airport just as Bennett pulled in to the Arrivals section. He drove his truck up to the curb to find Kelly already walking out the exit doors toward him.
“Hey there, Mr. Hollywood,” Kelly said. She smiled big as she walked up and gave Bennett a hug.
“Hey. Travelling light, huh?” Bennett said with a smile. He looked to see if he could help with her bags but noticed she didn’t have anything other than a field bag.
“I hate checking bags, such a waste of time. So much easier to carry-on.” She pointed to the backpack slung over her shoulder.

Bennett looked at Kelly and couldn’t help but notice how she had grown up. Her dark brown hair had grown long since the last time he had seen her. Her big, hazel-green eyes sparkled in the sunlight as she smiled back at him. Bennett noticed her clothing; her usual tan pocketed shirt and safari shorts. Her appearance was delightfully predictable…always ready to go exploring. She definitely fit the part of a wildlife biologist — tomboyish enough to hold her own in the field, but always upheld a touch of elegance.

“You’re tan!” Bennett remarked as he opened Kelly’s door for her.
“Comes with the territory. You can’t avoid the sun here,” she said laughing.
Bennett closed the passenger door and hopped in the driver’s seat. “It’s really good to see you Kelly. I’m glad we’re getting the chance to hang out.”
“Me too!” Kelly said genuinely. “I’m so glad you called.”
“Alright. Where too?” Bennett said.
“Coffee?” Kelly offered. “My favorite cafe is just outside Hilo,” she said.
“You read my mind. The reserve doesn’t open until 10:00. That will give us some time to catch up.”
Bennett exited the terminal and drove out of the airport, heading toward downtown Hilo.

CHAPTER 13

CERTA GROUNDS, ALPHA SECTOR
15 OCTOBER, 8:15 A.M.
It was quiet outside. Not a sound except for the birds chirping in the palm trees swaying overhead. Rick Danner moved silently along the southern exterior of the building. He held his shotgun tightly, steadying the barrel in front of him as he crept through the wet ferns.
Danner hadn’t heard back from his other team members yet — which was odd. Since the search began, they had checked in with him every hour or so. Something was definitely wrong and Danner could only expect the worse. He was making his way over to the Beta Sector to find out.
The Alpha Sector included the four acres surrounding the building. The Beta Sector consisted of the four acres within the shock fence. The sectors ran out from the building in rings. The Alpha Sector held the facility itself, a supply shed, an electrical shed, a workout facility and a small covered parking garage. The Beta Sector was mainly open country, besides a small supply shed about 150 yards out.
Danner had hired three of his ex-Delta pals to help him track Lorry: Jim Covington (Charlie), Kevin Kane (Kilo) and Bruce Tegan (Tango). Tegan had been out hunting the perimeter since yesterday and was now back home resting. Both Covington and Kane were still out in the field.
Each man was fully armed with weapons and equipped with a walkie for communication. If one walkie were to go down, the men were directed to return to base to get fitted with a new one. At the moment, both walkies appeared to be out of communication and neither men were anywhere to be seen.
Kane had been zoned to search the beta sector, inside the fence. Covington had gone searching outside the CERTA property, beyond the fence. If Lorry had managed to clear the shock fence, there was little chance Covington would find her quickly. Hundreds of acres of protected forest surrounded the complex for her to roam, and the robots could last a good forty-eight hours without requiring a full recharge. Furthermore, since the backup source of the robot’s replenishment was solar power, Danner knew that the island would unfortunately be able to provide adequate nourishment.

Danner made his way past the electrical shed. He walked slowly, on alert.
He knew what the robots were capable of. He had seen the training exercises the scientists put the robots through. And now that the secret was out about their ability to jump, at least thirty feet…it made Danner curious as to what other abilities they possessed.
Danner recalled the briefing he had given his team prior to tracking. He had issued the basic facts of the current Juggernaut Models in a message to each team member.
He covered the following:
THE JUGGERNAUTS ARE PROGRAMMED TO AVOID CONTACT.

They were not programmed to attack. They were actually wired to avoid contact with objects altogether — including humans.
THEY ARE POWERFUL — FRIGHTENINGLY SO.

Danner had witnessed a juggernaut trample a scientist on one freak occasion — nearly killing him. The robot had been in testing at the facility. It was climbing through the obstacle course inside the lab when a scientist, unassumingly jotting down notes, found himself directly in the path of the robot. The robot noticed the scientist and made necessary adjustments to move around him. The scientist panicked though, and ran the same direction. In a split second, the robot pivoted to avoid collision, but the body of the robot swung fiercely around, knocking the scientist clear across the room a good twenty-five feet. A sturdy 400lb machine stabilized by a carbon nanotube frame colliding against human flesh proved damaging. The scientist had three broken ribs, a concussion and a separated shoulder from the impact.
THEY ARE TRANSPORTERS.

The sole mission of the juggernauts was to be utilized as haulers during battle or in any instance where it was too dangerous for humans to tread. They could haul up to three times their body weight and still perform with incredible agility.
THEY ARE FAST…FASTER THAN HUMANS.

As far as Danner knew, Lorry had topped out at 35mph — quite an achievement. The fastest human in the world topped out somewhere around 29 mph. The news surrounding the Juggernaut’s speed had been hailed as a technological feat in automated robotics. It had become official. Robots had finally surpassed human physical ability in the area of both strength and speed.
THEY CAN DISGUISE THEMSELVES.

The robots were given cloaking mechanisms in order to use stealth tactics to sneak behind enemy lines. It was important to their missions to remain unseen, seeing as the information they would carry would most likely be highly sensitive. They were given an adaptive nano-coating that covered the entire carbon nanotube frame, giving it the ability to take on the coloring of the environment around it. The robots didn’t, however, have the ability to make conscience decisions about when to cloak themselves. The cloaking ability was only triggered in certain environments, or by manual activation. The adaptive nano-coat also has a distinctive texture that gives a “fur like” appearance to the robots. This furry appearance, mixed with the shape and mannerisms of the robots, makes the juggernauts appear amazingly lifelike.
THEY HAVE LIMITED AI.

Because the robots were intended as simple transporters, they weren’t given much for Artificial Intelligence. They contain onboard processors complex enough to perform necessary functions. They know when to run, climb and maneuver. They also have problem solving intelligence, such as when to correct itself if in fall. The robot can actually sense if it’s off balance and shift weight to the appropriate areas.
The CERTA scientists were actually capable of increasing the amount of AI that the robots could process, but the Department of Defense didn’t allow it. In 2014, The Artificial Intelligence Ethics and Regulations Act was passed, deeming any degree of intelligence used in robotic technology to first be approved by the DOD. They considered the regulations necessary due to the rise in AI over the past ten years.
For the juggernauts, the DOD put an initiative in place to begin with a marginal amount of AI and gradually upgrade the software over time, as needed. This regulated the progress of the robots and allowed DARPA to monitor production at a safe and controlled distance. Over time, Perry had managed to keep DARPA audits to a minimum. Danner hadn’t seen an auditor come by in over eight months. He was curious to whether DARPA was aware of the current state of the juggernaut project.
It was no secret that Dr. Perry felt restricted by the AI regulating. He accused the Department of Defense of being lumpenproletariats, and faulted them for being afraid of forward progression. Of course, he didn’t like any sort of limitations with regards to his science. Neither did Kenneth Braden, who was in charge of AI development. In fact Braden had caused a fuss on a few occasions with the auditors who had come by in the past. It was obvious he wanted to raise the levels of AI in the robots, but the DOD representatives were very specific with what they allowed, and they threatened to pull funding if the guidelines weren’t followed. In the end, Braden agreed to abide. Dr. Perry was forced to supervise and CERTA, as a whole, stayed within the given guiderails. But only Braden truly knew what AI level the juggernauts were operating at on any given day. On top of that, Dr. Perry wasn’t around much anymore. He was usually off giving lectures or meeting with dignified members of society to raise money for endeavors. Dr. Perry was getting old. And with his age he had become increasingly less involved with the minutiae of the projects CERTA was involved in. Braden clearly ran the juggernaut project, for example. He oversaw all development and basically engineered the entire robot.
Danner had always seen Braden as an odd one. He was known as the lone ranger at CERTA, always working late and keeping to himself. To Danner — the guy was suspicious. Danner also noticed Dr. Perry seemed to hold private meetings with him on multiple occasions.

Danner was making good time. He hopped over a bed of black lava rock and crossed into the Beta Section. He stopped to look around. He was now out of site from the facility. Nothing but trees, bushes and tropical plants surrounded him.
Danner had been trekking cross-country to where Kane had last checked in from, avoiding the trails. He figured he was roughly a hundred yards from the shock fence. Soon the south gate entrance would be visible — a single access door in the shock fence wall.
The morning sun was working its way up into the sky and Danner could feel the temperature beginning to rise. He removed his thermal shell, placing it into his supply pack and continued on. A few paces further, he came across the shock fence stretching as far as the eye could see, from east to west. As he moved in closer, he spotted the door about thirty yards down.
It was open.
The door was open.
Danner broke into a sprint. They wouldn’t leave the door open, would they? Danner was quite confident that his team wouldn’t have intentionally allowed a careless act such as this. He had to get it shut. Even though it probably wouldn’t make a difference to Lorry, Danner figured anything he could do to prevent an escape would help.
He ran fast toward the gate. He was within ten yards of the door when he tripped on a large object that sent him whirling toward the fence, landing him within just inches of the shock lines.
Danner froze. He laid on his back on the wet ground staring straight up at the sky.
He could hear the hum of the electricity pulsating across the horizontal lines on the fence just inches from his face.
12,000 volts.
Even though he knew the amount wasn’t necessarily life threatening, it was substantial enough…certainly enough to burn the flesh on his face. Danner had no interest in having himself anywhere near it. He backed away slowly and brushed himself off. He retrieved his shotgun from the ground and walked over to see what had sent him flying through the air. As he approached, he quickly realized what it was.
Jutting out from under a large Hibiscus bush, he clearly made out a human body lying face down. A gun still gripped loosely in the man’s right hand. Danner could see the initials engraved onto the KA-BAR combat knife attached to the man’s belt.
K.K.
It was Kane.

CHAPTER 14

HILO CAFE
15 OCTOBER, 9:45 A.M.
Bennett and Kelly sat in the back of a brightly colored cafe entertaining a couple of near-empty cappuccinos. A shared box of Malasadas, Portuguese sweet rolls, lay empty on the table. They had spent the past two hours catching up and searching the Internet for clues of a wildcat in Hawaii. Their searches hadn’t turned up much.
Kelly came across an old folklore story about a “Hawaiian Mystery Big Cat” roaming the hills of the Big Island. However, as they dug deeper into the story it was revealed that it had been over eighty years since the last sighting. Not likely the cat Bennett and Kelly were looking for.
“Let’s go!” Kelly said enthusiastically. “I figure the only way we’re going to actually know if this thing exists or not, is if we go find it ourselves. Do you still have access to the reserve?” Kelly asked.
“Until Tuesday,” replied Bennett.
“Well, then what are we waiting for?” she said.
Bennett left some cash on the table and they drove away in the truck, west toward the reserve.

CHAPTER 15

OAHU CONVENTION CENTER
15 OCTOBER, 10:15 A.M.
Dr. Rupert Perry loosened his bowtie and scanned the floor for a waiter. All he could see were tuxedos and evening gowns. In order to get through another hour at this event, Perry knew he was going to need a scotch. Maybe two. The problem would be finding a tray of liquor being served at this hour.
Dr. Perry was attending a brunch benefit on the island of Oahu held by the Advanced Orthotics and Prosthetics Association. The brilliant minds of Orthotic and Prosthetic development were being acknowledged today with a black tie brunch. Dr. Perry initially scoffed at the invite. Who would schedule a formal event at such a ludicrous time of day?
His involvement with robotic prosthetics had earned him a spot as a guest speaker at the event. He had accepted the invitation mainly out of obligation. More than anything, though, he had agreed due to the proximity of the affair. Since it was a national event taking place on a neighboring island, it would appear strange had he not accepted.
To the public, Dr. Perry’s accomplishments in robotic prosthetics were more widely recognized in contrast to his endeavors for the DOD. Dr. Perry was one of the top names (if not the very most) in robotic prosthetic development. He had written the book on modern prosthetic and orthotic development by neural communication. In fact, that was the name of it.
It was a poor day to be stuck in an engagement, though—especially with a juggernaut missing from his facility.
Perry was hoping that the robot would have somehow succumbed to the elements by now. The juggernauts were not yet field-approved. There were a few crucial components in their programming that were needed before they were ready to test out on their own. However, the possibility that Lorry had been neutralized was wishful thinking at best.
Perry knew what they were capable of.
At least thirty hours had passed since Lorry escaped. Based on her life unit, she should be starting to fade, too — which would most likely bring her back to the facility.
The juggernauts were programmed to return to a power source if their energy falls below a certain level. Their life units held roughly 48 hours of charge. Even with the abundance of solar power, Lorry still needed a direct source to provide a complete charge. At least Dr. Perry was fairly certain anyway.
Lorry is not responding to direct commands. Call immediately.

That was the message chief engineer Kenneth Braden had sent Dr. Perry earlier that day. Perry found himself trying to rationalize a solution to the madness. The whole matter was putting him on edge. The current group of eight juggernauts was more dangerous than anybody knew and Perry was extremely uneasy about one being out in the open.
This was Braden’s fault really, Perry thought to himself. He knew he had let Braden go too far in allowing the problem-solving, logistical functionality into the juggernaut’s programs. It proved correct by the fact that Lorry had jumped on her own will. She had jumped out of her containment. She had escaped the building. Perry still couldn’t believe it. He had to balance his concern with his excitement. If they were in fact acting independently, then he knew he had just made scientific history. Due to the AI restrictions on his research, he knew he couldn’t actually unveil this finding though. His research would be terminated and they would cease all of his operations. If Lorry was discovered by anyone, it was the end. He knew it.
Rick Danner had better find her.
As Dr. Perry thought about his dilemma he began to heat up. His brow began to perspire. He needed that scotch. Finally he spotted a waiter walking by. “Excuse me, what is this?” Perry pointed to the cocktail glasses balanced on the tray the man was holding.
“Martini, sir…Gin.”
Perry reacted with a disapproving expression that he didn’t attempt to hide. “I don’t much care, really.” He grabbed two glasses, downing one instantaneously. Perry felt his cell phone vibrating in his coat pocket. He placed the empty cocktail glass back on the waiter’s tray and grabbed his phone out of his pocket. It was a message from Rick Danner. He read the letters displayed on the screen:
Kilo down. Found in the Beta Sector by the fence. It was open.

The message took a second to sink in.
Kilo down.
A man was dead.
Perry felt himself turn red as fury boiled up inside of him. He unleashed a string of curses in his mind, finding it tremendously hard to maintain his composure. He needed to leave. This was turning into an utter disaster. He now had a human casualty to deal with. Perry’s mind went instantly into survival mode. It would take some precise and quick planning to hide this. They would have to make up a story — stage it somehow.
It had to stop here. He knew he had to get back to the facility.
“Dr. Perry?”
A voice from behind made Perry turn around abruptly, nearly sending his martini showering the surrounding guests. Perry stared wild-eyed in the direction of the questioner.
“I’m sorry, sir. I didn’t mean to startle you.” A short man wearing a tuxedo, spectacles and a moustache was directing his hand toward the stage. “We’re ready for you,” the man said.
The crowd was slowly seating themselves and Perry could see the Board of Directors up front beginning to look his direction. Perry set down his drink. He straightened his tie and consciously donned a business manner. He eyed the podium and began making his way over, walking with a confident stride. The man on stage was already introducing him. Perry could hear his name called out over the PA, supplemented by a string of pretentious compliments that were intended to hail his accomplishments. He felt the eyes of the crowd fix on him as they clapped. Perry walked up the few stairs and reached the podium. He placed his hands on the sides of the wooden frame below the microphone and felt the glow of the spotlight warming his face. He smiled at the audience…and began.
“Ladies and gentlemen. We are ascending the Everest of prosthetic advancements. And we are climbing it with the help of robotic technology.”
The crowd roared with applause.

CHAPTER 16

OKOLE VALLEY FARM
15 OCTOBER, 10:30 A.M.
Detective Lee was back at the pineapple farm, the scene of the crime. After receiving the news of the Pentothal present in the victim’s body, he had come back to see if he could find any evidence. This time Chief Terry Sullivan had come along with him. Sullivan was pacing around the crime scene, studying the prints. A gentle rain from the night before had softened the tracks somewhat. However, they were still clearly visible in the sunlight. A man’s boot prints followed by deep oval tracks spaced evenly apart.

“Did we get any leads on the surrounding areas?” Chief Sullivan asked.
Lee nodded as he took a few pictures with his cell phone. “Yes. Well, sort of. The neighbors down the road claim they saw a dark figure along the hillcrest over there.” Lee pointed out toward the hillside backing the house. “They said it was dark out and hard to determine, but that they could see reflections of light in its eyes.” Lee hand signaled with rabbit ears the word “reflections”.
Sullivan rubbed his hand over his white chin whiskers, pensively. “Could be anything though. Especially out here.”
“Right. Outside of these three houses, there isn’t another home in site for a good ten miles. The hills here separate the city to the east and the forest reserve over there covers pretty much everything else. And who knows what’s living in there?”
“So your animal attack theory survives for now, Jimmy. But we still need to get some traction on the Sodium Pentothal.”
“I called my guy at the University to get more background on Pentothal. It turns out that Sodium Pentothal is used in lethal injections. It’s part of a three part cocktail of barbiturates that are delivered consecutively,” Lee said and glanced at his phone, wherein he always left his notes. “The three parts include sodium pentothal, pavulon and potassium chloride. The Pentothal alone is extremely fatal in large doses. In small doses, however, it can be used as truth serum. The CIA uses the stuff, or at least they used to, to extract info from their detainees.”
“Truth serum? You think this guy was being pumped for information?” Sullivan asked skeptically.
“No. This guy didn’t know anything. I talked to his family, he’s been a farmer his whole life. The guy was clean.”
“So why the Pentothal?”
“Who knows? It was probably convenient for a quick kill. The stuff is fairly easy to come by. Anyone in the medical field could get access to it. It’s also available on the black market for anyone resourceful enough to know where to look.”
“I’m impressed Jimmy. Maybe I should use that stuff on you to tell me how you keep beating me in the football pool.”
“Right! There’s no way a serum would get me to give away my secrets,” Lee said smiling.
Sullivan erupted in a wheezy laugh, which ended in a coughing fit. His body was still haunted by years of chain smoking. Even with the therapeutic island air in which to rehabilitate, Sullivan’s body had taken years of alcohol and smoking abuse as he climbed ranks in the Los Angeles Police Department Central Division, also known as “The CD”.
“So what about the tracks? Has anyone followed these out to see where they came from?” Sullivan asked.
“Yeah. Forensics covered the place. They searched a good two miles out in either direction. But there’s no sign of which direction the animal came from. The prints come directly out from the pineapple field, which as you can see is bordered by the forest there.” Lee pointed out over the reserve.
“And we’ve checked all through there?” Sullivan asked.
“It’s protected land. We already went in pretty deep. It would take days to search the whole thing. Let alone the paperwork to tread through protected land like that. And, Terry, I’m not even sure an animal had anything to do with this.”
“So we’ve got a killer hopping around on stilts, wielding a syringe full of Pentothal,” said Sullivan dryly.
Lee shook his head at Sullivan’s remark. “Don’t worry. I’ve got this. I just need a little more time.”
“Well, you have very little. I haven’t given the press anything to use yet. As far as they know, a man died of a heart attack face down in the mud in his back yard. We only have a few days before the details start surfacing. You know how these things go. You’re lucky the press hasn’t caught onto anything yet. And, Jimmy, we absolutely can not allow that to happen.”
“Thanks…I know.”
“One more day. That’s what I’m giving you,” said Sullivan.

Lee stared out into the thick forest as he pondered the scene. Nothing was matching up. He kept finding new evidence that contradicted the path he was headed. He caught himself zoning out. He could hear Sullivan speaking but he wasn’t paying attention. He looked the opposite direction, across the island, and noticed heavy cloud formations way off in the distance. A thick, black veil dipping down into the sea, hundreds of miles off shore — slowly creeping it’s way over.
“You see that? Those thunderheads. Still far off — but they’ll be here tonight,” said Lee.
Sullivan turned and looked in the same direction. “You got that right. I hope you got what you needed here. ‘Cause it’ll all be washed away in a few hours,” Sullivan said as he shielded his eyes. “It’ll all be gone.”

CHAPTER 17

HAKALAU FOREST NATIONAL WILDLIFE REFUGE
15 OCTOBER, 10:45 A.M.
Bennett and Kelly pulled into the north parking lot of the forest reserve at 10:45 a.m. Two other cars were parked there already. Bennett pulled in next to a Jeep Cherokee. Most likely the rangers, Bennett thought to himself. He got out of the truck and walked around to the bed to grab their packs. He hoisted Kelly’s pack out and handed it to her. Lifting it, he noticed her bag had some considerable weight to it.
“What do you have in here? An anvil?”
Kelly laughed out loud. “I know. It’s heavy, huh? I brought my field equipment along just in case I need it.”
“Got it. Good thinking. And if we’re in trouble, at least we’ll have something insanely heavy to throw at it.” Kelly laughed again.
“Ok, here’s the trailhead. The trail winds back about two miles and then tees into another trail at the bamboo forest. About a mile east of that is a waterfall that looks over the valley. I spotted the cat from on top of the falls. I figure we venture in toward the falls and at least take a look. At least we know the cat has been there.”
“Sounds great. You lead,” said Kelly.

Bennett led Kelly through the jungle the way he had come out the day before. They walked at a steady pace, making good time as they hiked along the path, venturing off here and there only to avoid going through some overgrown brush. Bennett was impressed with Kelly’s ability to keep up. About two miles in, they reached the bamboo tunnels.
“Here’s the bamboo forest. That means we’re more than halfway there.”
Bennett ducked slightly below the clearing and entered. The bamboo tunnel ran for about a half mile. The path twisted and turned through thickly woven bamboo chutes reaching high into the sky. Tunnels like these were common to the islands. The locals cleared narrow paths to create access routes through the forests. This specific one looked to be used as more of a game path now.
“These tunnels are amazing!” Kelly exclaimed.
The tunnels really were quite fantastic to walk through. Kelly reached out and ran her fingers along the thick chutes as she walked. The bamboo was impressively large. Some of the chutes looked to measure about eight inches across. The lush surroundings were captivating and hearkened back to the prehistoric ages in terms of the size of the vegetation. Besides the tunnels, the forest looked pristine and untouched by man…the surrounding flora and fauna had a timeless quality that was mesmerizing.
“This way,” Bennett said taking a right turn through one of the tunnel outlets. It wasn’t the way he had gone the day before, but it appeared to curve in toward where the falls would be. He wasn’t getting a GPS reading in the brush, so he made a guess at a shortcut. “This path should lead us to the falls quicker,” he said.
They followed it for about a half-mile, weaving in and out. The bamboo was so dense in some places that it blocked the sunlight almost completely. Eventually, they reached the end of the bamboo trees. The tunnel opened up into a lush, green forest of palms and flowers. The flowers were waist high and some even reached up past Kelly’s head. A roughly cut trail continued out from the bamboo tunnels and appeared to continue through the forest, fading out far into the vegetation.
Bennett paused and looked around.
“Hang on, Kelly. This doesn’t look right. We should be close to the falls now, and I don’t hear the water at all.
Kelly was still walking along, pressing down the trail. “I’m sure it’s right behind the hill here.” She pointed to a large mossy wall that spanned a large distance. “We’re already this far in, let’s just check out around this hill.”
They continued along the path, pressing deeper into the forest until the foliage began to thin out. They were approaching a clearing.
“Look at that!” Kelly pointed to a large fence in the distance, roughly ten to fifteen feet tall, stretching far into the forest in both directions. The fence was industrial looking, large, sturdy galvanized posts spread far apart with a wire meshing spread between them. Horizontal white cables spanned the length and continued up the wall every six inches or so. The top of the fence angled inward sharply toward the premises. A small blue light sat atop the fence and was spaced every ten feet or so.
“Must be a ranger supply station in there,” Bennett said. They approached the fence, stopping only a few feet from it.
“This isn’t the border of the reserve is it?” Asked Kelly.
“No. Based on our GPS, the reserve continues for a good five miles to the north. This fence isn’t noted anywhere on the map, so my guess is this is a ranger station.”
Kelly peered through the fence at the land on the other side. The forest was cleared inside the fence line and looked to stay fairly maintained. The terrain also looked easier to hike through. Bennett came closer to the fence and inspected it. The white cables ran up the face of the fence evenly and appeared rather sturdy. The fence was probably fairly easy to climb. He reached his hand out and brought it close to the cabling, cautiously. He felt a faint current vibrating from the cabling.
Electricity.
“Kelly, this fence is electric. Don’t get too close to it.”
Kelly didn’t answer.
“Kelly?”
Bennett turned around to find Kelly climbing a tree. It was an old Koa tree with a thick trunk and gnarled branches — low and easy to grasp. She was already pulling herself onto a branch that reached out over the fence a good six feet.
“Kelly. What are you doing?”
“This fence is in our way, and I don’t see any other way around it. If we can cut across, it’ll save us time.” She looked down, focusing on her footing. “Come on.”
Bennett thought about it. She was right. If they could cut straight across, they should have a straight path to the falls. “Alright, but Kelly be careful. I don’t see the voltage posted anywhere. I can feel the current though. It’s definitely on.”
“Ok, I will.”
Bennett fastened his bag tight around his body and clambered up the tree. Kelly was already walking along a strong branch hovering just above the fence. She walked slowly, balancing her weight carefully. She moved along the branch until she stood directly over the fence. The branch bowed slightly as it adjusted to her weight. It still cleared the fence by a foot or more. She shimmied across the threshold then swung down and hung from her hands. She hung there for a moment, suspended about seven or so feet from the ground. Once she steadied herself, she let go — landing on the soft earth with a gentle thump.
“Impressive,” Bennett said with a smile as he pulled himself on to the large branch.
“Come on, you’ve got it,” Kelly said as if Bennett needed some encouragement.
Bennett focused his balance and stepped forward — one foot in front of the other, until he was only a few feet away the fence. He took another step. The branch began to bow downward considerably as it succumbed to his weight. Bennett steadied himself and adjusted his weight balance. He was now directly above the fence. The branch continued drooping down until it finally stopped three inches above the fence.
“Tom…”
“I know.”
Bennett held still. He reached his hand up slowly and unclasped his field bag from his body. Once the strap was freed, he slid it off slowly and held it out to the other side of the fence. The branch dipped up and down slightly with each movement. It was hovering dangerously close to the white cable atop the fence.
“Tom. Drop it. I’ve got it,” Kelly said.
Just as Kelly spoke, the branch let out a loud popping sound and lurched downward.
The limb was breaking.
“Tom!”
Bennett let go of the bag. The bag dropped down just inside the fence, inches away from the cabling. Kelly scooped it up and jumped back away from the fence. The branch instantly responded, raising another three inches above the fence. Bennett gathered his balance and froze. The limb was still. Bennett looked down at the fence. There was now about a half-foot clearance. The limb let out a few crackling groans again. It was breaking. He needed to get off now.
“Watch out!” Bennett shouted to Kelly.
He jumped.
The branch dipped down deep, coming within inches of the shock cable. Bennett fell through the air and hit the ground feet first. He quickly tumbled forward into a somersault.
“Tom! Are you ok?” Kelly asked and walked over to him.
Bennett picked himself up off the ground. “Yeah…never better. Thanks for that.”
Kelly looked concerned. “Sorry, I…”
Bennett burst out laughing. He laughed hard and loud, grabbing his chest dramatically. Kelly couldn’t help but join in on the laughter. They were both a bit shocked from what had just occurred.
“Well, that was exciting!” Kelly handed Bennett his bag.
“Yes, it was,” he said still chuckling.
Bennett took his pack from Kelly and looked out into the forest. This side of the fence was much easier terrain to walk through. He pulled out his water bottle and took a few sips. Kelly did the same.

After a quick break, they started into the forest again. They continued for a while until they eventually linked up with a trail. It headed north between some large trees and made for easy hiking. After a time, they approached a metal sign posted on the side of the path with a message marked in red letters.
ALPHA SECTION
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CHAPTER 18

HAKALAU FOREST NATIONAL WILDLIFE REFUGE
15 OCTOBER, 12:00 P.M.
The sun was almost directly overhead. The thick, broad palm leaves above shielded the sweltering heat. Tom and Kelly approached another clearing. They were finally starting to see signs of civilization — supply sheds, a parking garage and a few other marked signs. It looked as though they were getting close to the ranger station. Their path led them by a parking garage. Bennett looked through the access door window and spotted three Range Rovers and a few E-ATV’s parked neatly in a row. He made out an insignia printed on each vehicle: nine round dots formed in the pattern of a square, with three horizontal lines and one vertical line up the middle. The letters CERTA, displayed in a techy, corporate font sat to the right of the mark.
“You ever heard of CERTA?” Bennett asked.
“CERTA? No, doesn’t sound familiar.”
They rounded the corner of the garage and a building came at once into view. A large, grey building framed by giant Koa trees sat stoically among the dense jungle surroundings. Concrete, freestanding pillars covered in vines decorated the courtyard and framed the scene like a Greek forum. A Koi pond adorned the pathway to the entrance, which snaked in and out between ivy-covered pillars. A sign stood at the entrance displaying the same insignia shown on the vehicles. The building had long vertical windows with privacy glass that wrapped around the sides of the structure.
“What is this place?” asked Kelly.
“I think it’s safe to rule out ranger station,” said Bennett.

The building was captivating. It looked like a futuristic space station built among ancient Greek relics. It brought back visions of sci-fi stories and adventure novels that Bennett had read as a young boy. Bennett couldn’t help but be transfixed with the architecture. The exterior walls were made up of smooth gray panels. Large Doric pillars were fused into the panels at random giving the appearance like the structure had been built on top of crumbling ruins from the Acropolis. He noticed a heli-pad jutting out from the far end of the building, reaching out into the clearing between the trees like an outstretched arm.
Bennett and Kelly ducked down, still out of view and sneaked around the side of the garage. “Tom, I don’t know what this place is, but we’re clearly trespassing. Do you think we should just go up there?” Kelly asked.
“I don’t know. Honestly, I’d rather slip by unnoticed, if we can. If we head back into the forest we should be able to go around. Hopefully we can find an exit up front. If not, it appears we may be forced to make some new friends.” Bennett flashed his charming smile. “Also, Kelly, it’s Saturday. Not likely anyone is here at all.”
“True.” Kelly nodded, looking back the direction they came from. “It looks like another trail picks up over there.” Kelly pointed to the right of the building. A path wound past a shed and disappeared into the forest. It looked to continue around the east side of the building.
“Good. Let’s make for it,” said Bennett.
Bennett led Kelly past the garage and over to the trail, stopping briefly behind a large set of pillars they used for cover. They ducked their heads to stay low and keep out of sight. Bennett reached the trail and ducked behind a tree, Kelly right behind him. Once they were clearly out of view, they continued along the path camouflaged by the large trees.
“What do you think? Pharmaceutical lab? Corporate retreat? Rehabilitation Center for celebrity junkies?” Kelly asked.
“Could be anything. What a strange location though — It’s out in the middle of nowhere. And it’s clearly hidden from view for a reason,” Bennett said as he stared at the building through the trees.
They followed the path which ran parallel to the building. The trail was just within the tree line and invisible from the windows. Bennett kept glancing over at the building.
“How far are we from the truck now?” Kelly asked.
“About three miles or so.”
“Do you know where we are?” she asked.
“Well, I did. I can’t get a GPS reading at all here though. It’s strange.” Bennett tapped his GPS unit as if it had a wire loose inside that would reconnect and find a signal. “I’ve got a pretty good idea though. We’re actually pretty close to where I spotted the ‘I’iwi yesterday.”
“Really? You saw an ‘I’iwi. Those are harder and harder to…”
“Hold up,” Bennett interrupted her. He broke through the trees and walked right up to the building. He didn’t bother to remain hidden since he hadn’t seen any windows this far down the structure.
“Did you see something?” Kelly asked.
Bennett unstrapped his bag and began assembling his camera, fitting together the body and the lens. He screwed his telephoto lens into place and held the camera up to his eye. The side of the building reached high up to the trees. Kelly could see he was focusing in on a large convex mirror perched high on top of the wall. It looked to possibly be a security camera.
“Tom, are you sure we should be out here in the open?” Kelly asked nervously.
“That mirror is facing down directly into the building. I can see the entire room from here. It must have a skylight on top,” Bennett said.
“Anything good?” asked Kelly.
Bennett focused in on a corner of the room and his attention was immediately drawn to something. Kelly could tell he was concentrated in on something because of the look on his face.
“Ah…Kelly?
Click. Bennett fired off a frame.
“What is it?” Kelly asked with anticipation.
Bennett lowered the camera away from his face and looked down at the screen. Kelly moved in close to see what he had captured. The screen displayed an amazingly detailed photo of the interior of the room. She could see a large, horizontal glass window on the far end with a door next to it. The floor revealed dark, abstract shadows cast down from the trees above. Both sides of the room held four rows of glass paneling that appeared to be smaller rooms. She could see into two of them. As she studied the rooms, she soon realized what Tom was referring to.
“No…way! Are those…?

“Panthers,” Bennett said finishing her question.
* * *
Rick Danner sat up in his chair slowly and peered up at the monitor displayed above him. The video feed was being pulled from the east-facing exterior surveillance camera. The screen showed a man and a woman standing next to each other. The man was holding something they both huddled around, seemingly interested in. The unexpected company came as a surprise to Danner. There were no guests listed today. The entire facility was on lockdown, and there was no way anyone should have been able to get in.
Not a good day for uninvited guests.
Danner grabbed his shotgun and headed for the door.

CHAPTER 19

CERTA FACILITY GROUNDS
15 OCTOBER, 1:00 P.M.
“How many of them are there? Kelly asked.
“It looks like there must be one in each cell. Probably seven or eight. They must be breeding them here,” replied Bennett.
“They’ve got them locked in cages!” Kelly gasped. “And what are those? It looks like tubes, or something attached to them — like they’re hooked up to machines!”
“Well, it’s hard to see what those are exactly,” said Bennett.
“Those cats are big, easily full-grown adults. They don’t belong out here. They need to be let back into the wild — or at the very least, a wildlife refuge in their respective habitat. Not here though!” she said angrily.
Kelly was getting visibly enraged. She didn’t deal well with animal cruelty. She was strongly opposed to abuse and happened to be an activist for animal rights groups.
“Kelly, hold on. We don’t know what they’re doing out here,” said Bennett.
“Tom, we need to call the police. If there were sanctioned wild cats here on the islands, you can be certain I would know about it.” Kelly started to pull her phone out.
“Don’t move!”
Bennett and Kelly swung around and looked in the direction of the voice. A muscular man, dressed in military cargo pants and a dark brown, sweat-drenched tank top was walking slowly toward them — gun pointed straight at Bennett.
“This is private property, and you are trespassing.” The man paced forward slowly, his body tensed. “Now explain to me how you got on the premises.”
Bennett stepped forward to approach him, shuffling in front of Kelly.
“I said to stay where you are!” The man barked at Bennett and brought the gun up to take aim.
“Ok! You got it. We’re not moving.” Bennett raised his arms to show he wasn’t carrying any weapons. “Listen, I apologize for trespassing. It was not our intent to intrude on your grounds here. Truth is, we’ve become a bit lost out here and thought this might have been a ranger station. We hopped the fence to look for help.”
“You hopped the fence?” The man asked with a sarcastic tone.
“Well, yeah. We found a tree,” Bennett said to the man — realizing how juvenile it sounded.
The man stared at Bennett, still holding the gun on him. Kelly was boiling with anger. She wanted to lash out at him and expose the fact that they had seen the cats, but Bennett didn’t give her a chance. He looked back at her with a quick glance, as if to tell her he had it under control. Kelly let him have the conversation for the moment. The man didn’t move. He continued to stare at both of them.
“Would you please lower the gun?” Bennett asked calmly. “We really aren’t here to cause any trouble.”
The man kept the gun pointed at Bennett. His eyes went to the camera slung over Bennett’s shoulder.
“You a reporter?” the man asked.
“No. I’m a wildlife photographer. We’re out taking pictures for a project set to be filmed here next year.”
“What about you?” The man looked over at Kelly. “You a photographer too?”
Kelly looked straight back at the man. Bennett could see that Kelly was holding back — her eyes harnessing the fire inside. “I’m a wildlife biologist,” Kelly said in a calm voice.
The man set his gaze back on Bennett. “Let me see your credentials.”
Bennett felt his shirt pockets and patted down his pants, then stopped. He realized he hadn’t brought any ID with him today. Things kept getting worse. What an idiot, he thought to himself. “I don’t have any. You can call the ranger’s office and they will vouch for me.”
The man stared back into Bennett’s eyes, as if trying to read him. Finally, he relented and lowered his rifle. “You need to leave.” He pointed his gun toward the garage. “Come on. I’ll escort you back to your vehicle.”
Kelly spoke up. “That’s really not necessary. We can just hike out on our own.”
The man turned his head and shot Kelly a look. Gripping his gun tight in his hands.
“That’s fine,” Bennett interjected quickly. He looked at Kelly, then back to the man. “We’ll follow you.”
“That way. Toward the garage.” He nodded his head back the way they came.
Bennett and Kelly walked back along the building, toward the garage. The man remained a few paces behind them. Kelly glanced over at Bennett. He was staring straight ahead as they walked. They reached the garage and the man drew a keychain from his belt, waving it in front of a small grey box next to the door. A loud grinding noise rang out as the garage doors withdrew to the ceiling revealing the various vehicles stored behind.
The man pointed to the Range Rover closest to them. “This one. Get in the back.”
Bennett opened the door for Kelly and they both hopped in.
The back of the Range Rover was practically a cage. It had bucket seats, but the entire passenger cabinet was lined with a heavy-duty, black coating. The only things not covered in the black coating were the tinted windows on either side. The driver’s cab was separated from the back with a thick slab of fiberglass, like a police car partition.
Bennett studied the interior of the custom designed Rover. It felt like a prison cell inside.
This is what they use to transport the panthers, he thought.
Once Bennett and Kelly were both seated, the man shut the doors and jumped in the driver’s seat. The Range Rover fired to life. There was a crackling noise, then the man’s voice came over the rear speakers. “Which parking lot did you leave your car?”
“North lot,” Bennett replied.
The man could hear them through an intercom. They watched the man hang up the receiver and shift the vehicle into reverse. The S.U.V. pulled out of the parking garage and headed out on a gravel road. They watched the odd looking building disappear out of site as they turned the corner.
“So what exactly is this place?” Kelly asked loudly. Bennett turned and looked at her as if to say don’t push it. The man driving didn’t respond. He ignored Kelly’s question and kept driving down the road. “Oh-Kay, nevermind,” she said sarcastically.

The gravel turned to dirt and they were soon cruising along a narrow road through the forest. The trees passed by quickly on both sides of the car, just a foot or so away on either side. Bennett peered up through the skylight. Overhead, the trees provided a heavy canopy cover too. The road was seemingly undetectable from aircraft. After a few minutes, they reached the entryway to the compound — a large metal gate flanked on either side by long rows of shock fence. The S.U.V. paused only briefly while the gate swung open. After the vehicle had cleared the gate, it continued down a new road, also camouflaged from above. Bennett and Kelly sat in the back of the Range Rover for a ten-minute trip through an unmarked access road until it eventually spit them out on the forest reserve highway — which was really just a wider dirt road. The turnoff was unmarked and brilliantly placed behind two staggered Koa trees. It was virtually undetectable to passers-by.
Once on the highway, they reached the parking lot in a matter of minutes. The man pulled in next to Bennett’s truck and turned off the engine. He stepped out and opened Kelly’s side door. She stepped out of the car and Bennett followed behind. As she stepped out, she happened to look into the open driver’s door and notice something trapped at the base of the seat, by the floor mat. A square-shaped, transparent keychain with hexagonal gold circuitry. It was the same keychain the man had used to open the garage doors. It must have fallen down there. Her eyes shot discreetly to the man’s belt.
His keychain was still there. That must be an extra.
“One more thing,” the man said and walked around the door, his gun held at his side. “I’m gonna need that camera.” He eyed the camera bag Bennett had slung over his shoulder.
Bennett looked at the camera bag and then stared back at the man. “You can’t have my camera.”
“I’m going to ask you one more time. Give me the camera.” Danner tensed up and approached Bennett.
“I can’t do that. I need this camera for my work here. I’m not going to give it up.”
The men locked eyes — each holding his ground. Danner was clearly the more formidable opponent, but Bennett wasn’t one to back out of a fight. He was a well-conditioned athlete and knew how to hold his own if it came to it. It was clear that something was about to take place if no one intervened.
Kelly sensed the tension.
The man tightened his grip on the rifle.
“Tom! Give him the camera. We don’t need it,” she said.
Kelly acted quickly, unfastening the camera bag and pulling out the camera. Bennett looked at her with a curious expression and grabbed for Kelly’s hand.
“Kelly!”
It was too late. Kelly threw the camera into the air toward the man. Danner was caught off guard by Kelly’s actions. He quickly pulled the rifle in across his arms, cradling it, and attempted to catch the camera as it cartwheeled through the air. The camera hit the gun awkwardly, clanging off the metal barrel and falling down to the rocks below. Danner bent over quickly to retrieve the camera. As he looked away, Kelly reached in the cab and grabbed the keychain from under the seat. She swiftly slipped it in her pocket and repositioned herself next to Bennett. Danner grabbed the camera and picked it up off the ground. He brushed it off and flicked the power button on. The camera didn’t respond. He tried it again. Nothing.
“Nice work. You busted it,” Danner said and looked at Kelly with a snarky grin.
He flicked open the card slot and pulled out the memory stick. Then he let the card fall loosely from his fingers down to the gravel below. He lifted his boot up and brought it down swiftly on the card, smashing it into small pieces.
“You’re welcome to have it back now,” Danner said and handed the camera back to Bennett.
Bennett inspected the camera. The body was visibly damaged, but intact. The lens, however, was completely shattered. Had Bennett not seen Kelly snatch the keychain, he would have been fuming mad. However, he recognized what Kelly had done and he went along with it. The camera could be replaced. Bennett placed the camera back into his bag. The man was already getting into his Range Rover.
“I don’t think I have to mention not to ever come back.” The man looked back toward Bennett and Kelly. “But If I see you again…” he paused. “I won’t be so hospitable.”
He shut his door, backed up the Rover, and peeled out of the parking lot. The Range Rover turned the corner and drove out of sight. Bennett threw his bag in the back of his truck.
“What the…? Tom, what just happened?” Kelly asked wide-eyed.
Bennett opened his door. “Let’s go. We’ll talk in the car.”
Kelly opened her door hesitantly and got in. They backed out of the parking lot and pulled out onto the highway. They flew down the road spewing mud on both sides. Bennett shot a quick glance in the rearview mirror and shifted gears. Kelly looked over at Bennett.
“Tom. I’m so sorry I broke your camera. I didn’t really think about it — I just threw it. I wanted to get that key card. Now…” Kelly paused. “Our proof of those panthers… we won’t be able to show anything. Especially now that the camera is destroyed.” Kelly went on. “I can’t believe he…” Kelly noticed a smile forming across Bennett’s mouth.
“What — what is it?” Kelly asked.
Bennett looked over at Kelly with the sly grin still on his face. “Whatever it was, we may still have a chance of knowing.”
Kelly sensed Tom’s confidence and pressed him back. “Ok…are you going to let me know how exactly how?”
“The cloud…my V.A.” Bennett replied.
“V.A.?” Kelly responded.
Bennett shifted gears and sped along the dirt road toward the city.
* * *
CLOUD VIRTUAL AGENTS
Billions of binary bits holding massive amounts of information are transferred throughout the air at any given moment. Cloud technology is not new — it’s been around for years — but it has gotten smarter.
Initially, bandwidth technology wasn’t able to properly feed cloud systems. So the usage of Cloud technology remained in its infant stages for years. Today’s cloud intelligence was a whole new breed of resource and utility. It had evolved and become an active resource in our daily lives. Cloud interface systems were controlled by Virtual Agents who provided analysis and contextual advice based on user behavior. Virtual Agents, or VA’s, analyze a user’s behavior through their everyday interactions, whether it be their phone calls, emails, photos, driving route, medical log, shopping trends or online browsing behaviors.
Virtual Agents could, for example, design your family’s weekly dinner schedule based on everyone’s current health profiles, fitness goals, and taste preferences. They could organize your documents for you and check you in for your flight. There were, literally, limitless possibilities available. With cloud technology, digital storage was no longer a worry to consumers. Space was virtually limitless and easily accessible.
Manufactures began to integrate cloud technology and VA’s into everything from cars to shopping malls to movies and consumer electronics. As the demand for Virtual Agents grew; so did the demand for cloud space and bandwidth. Companies started battling for ownership in the virtual world and the cost of internet lowered until it was eventually given away for free. Advertising dollars funded everything.
Eventually the corporate war over ownership was won. Cloud technology was monopolized and became privately managed by a single multi-national tech corporation based in China. It became known as truCloud.
truCloud offered users a high-speed connection anywhere in the world. Anyone and everyone with a connecting device could access the internet for free. Users still had the option to purchase upgrades in order to increase individual bandwidth performance, but internet accessibility as a whole had become standardized.
Virtual Agents became available with paid subscriptions. They became like personal assistants for individuals and households alike, able to manage everything from personal to long-term plans. Since VA’s kept track of ones personal behavior patterns and calculated their routines based on percentage success rate, VA intelligence was even smart enough to make important life decisions for you. The Virtual Agents would calculate an outcome based on your past mistakes and achievements. They would then deliver various options, each accompanied by a percentage of success rate.
It soon became normal for a person to run everything by his or her VA. After all — you could, of course, make up your own mind — but why risk failure when you could weigh your options with such calculated precision?

* * *
“It should be backed up,” Bennett said. “I’m just not sure about the connection. The upload connection, that is. The signal wasn’t good in the forest. I don’t know that it had a chance to sync with my VA in time.”
“How will we know?” Kelly asked.
“I’ll have to check my computer once we get back to the hotel — or my phone, if it gets a good connection. Hopefully my VA was on the ball and picked up on my interest in it. It would’ve secured it as soon as I took the picture…as long as it had a signal.” Bennett wanted to kick himself for not taking the memory card out of the camera when he had possession of it.
“So, what do you intend to do with that key?” he asked.
“I’m going to go in there to see what they’re doing with those cats,” Kelly said, as if Bennett was crazy for asking.
“You want to break into the building?”
“I’m not breaking in if I have the key.”
“Technically you are,” said Bennett.
“Tom, I can’t just do nothing now that I know they’re there. Something is going on.” She turned and looked at him with her sparkling eyes. “You saw that place. They could be running experiments on them or something. Those tubes?”
Bennett could tell she wasn’t going to let it go. That wasn’t Kelly. Bennett knew she wouldn’t rest on this until she had fixed it. She had a passion for her work and helping animals. This was a situation that required her attention now. Bennett had to take responsibility since he had brought her into this whole thing. He knew he might as well get on board now.
“You’re right. We’ve got to do something. Let’s call the police,” Bennett said and reached for his phone.
“I thought you didn’t want to call the police,” said Kelly.
“That was back there. When that psycho was holding a gun on us. Trust me, we didn’t want to press that guy. He was definitely ex-military, probably Ranger or Delta. I’ve run with those guys — they snap easily.”
“You think he would’ve shot us?” Kelly asked.
“I think guys like that are looking for a reason to. He was protecting the place. Who knows how far he was willing to take it?”
Kelly looked out the window. Pondering what Bennett had just said. She let out a heavy sigh. “I just really want to know what they’re doing in there. If the cops show up at the facility, they probably wouldn’t get the full tour…you know what I mean? Those people would probably just cover it up — hide the panthers. That place looked very private…the way it was completely hidden from view.”
She looked over at Bennett in a determined manner. “That keychain could probably get us anywhere in that building. I just want to get in far enough to take a few pictures— expose the truth.” Kelly held her hands up in the form of a camera. She became animated when she was trying to prove a point or get her way.
“So you want to go back? Should I turn the car around right now?” Bennett asked sarcastically.
“No. I want to get this keychain checked out first.” She ran her fingers over the translucent square. The gold circuits shined brightly in the sun as she turned it. “I think I know who can help us.”

CHAPTER 20

CERTA FACILITY
15 OCTOBER, 2:00 P.M.
The garage doors lifted up and Danner pulled the Range Rover into its designated parking space. He walked back toward the building and looked down at his phone. It was two o’ clock. Still no sign of Covington. The search for the robot was proving unsuccessful. Rick Danner wasn’t accustomed to failing and he wasn’t about to start. He needed to find the robot before Dr. Perry returned tonight. Lorry had to be located and he needed to find her before another attack happened.
The entire grounds — the whole forest, was dangerous territory right now. A predator was on the prowl. What made it even more disconcerting was the fact that the predator had already killed, and had apparently done so on its own accord. Kane’s death had put Danner on edge.
The photographer and the biologist had thrown Danner off course as well. He hadn’t planned for it and it had put him in a tough position. Not only were they on undisclosed government property — which put the company at risk of exposure — but they were completely vulnerable to Lorry should she choose to locate and attack them. He had escorted them away quickly in order to avoid an attack. He couldn’t afford another corpse to deal with on the property.
It was definitely strange that they had shown up when they did. Danner figured he should be more concerned with the fact that civilians had uncovered the location of the CERTA headquarters. But right now the only thing on Danner’s mind was finding that juggernaut. He was fairly certain the couple hadn’t seen much anyway.
He checked his phone again to see if he had received any new messages from Dr. Perry. Perry had been lighting up his phone with messages all morning to find out if there was any progress on locating Lorry.
No new message…Good.
He needed to head back out and continue searching. He had to locate Jim Covington. And Danner wasn’t fooling himself in thinking Covington was still alive. He knew he was tracking a corpse — not something he was looking forward to. It would take some time considering he was sectioned to hunt outside the shock fence. Covington’s replacement, Tegan, should be back within the hour to continue the search.
Danner needed the help…he needed to find Lorry…time was running out.
Perry would return later this evening and Danner knew he needed to have something to show for by then. He was starting to get desperate.
How had this whole thing happened?
Why were the juggernauts attacking? It didn’t make any sense. It was as if they were controlling themselves completely — not following their programmed instructions and disregarding all safeguards put in place. A robot had killed a man. Danner knew the enormity of it. This was big — big news. The whole project could blow up at any moment and Danner felt responsible for it. Dr. Perry had blamed him for the entire thing.
Rightly so. He should have planned for this better.
Still, why were they acting independently? Danner didn’t know under what intention the attack happened. Were they killing irrationally? Did they feel threatened?
Braden needed to get down here. Where the hell was he?
Danner dialed Braden’s number again. It just rang and rang…no answer. An instant later, a message popped up on his phone. He looked at the screen. It was Tegan.
Got your message. Be there in less than an hour.

Good, Danner thought. It was time for this to come to an end.

CHAPTER 21

WILDLIFE REFUGE BORDER
15 OCTOBER, 2:00 P.M.
Helicopters, huh?” Detective Lee wrote down Helicopters on his notepad. “How often?” The woman looked off in the distance, scanning her memory.
“Seems like they’re always flying over. I’d say two or three times a day, recently.”
Lee wrote down: Helicopters flying overhead, sometimes three times a day. He asked a few more questions about suspicious activity in the neighborhood.
Detective Lee had been checking with the houses around the area to gather any clues pertinent to the case. He hadn’t gotten much from the few homes surrounding the crime scene so he was checking the houses a few blocks out. Most of these people were kanaka, native Hawaiians, dwelling outside of town. Many spoke only native Hawaiian. Any English came through as rough pidgin. They also weren’t used to getting many visitors coming by their houses. The woman with whom Lee was currently speaking seemed to be contributing some useful info. Since Lee was kamaʻaina, he was able to speak to her in the native tongue.
“Have you ever gotten a good look at the helicopter? Do you know what color it is?” Lee asked.
The lady thought for a moment. “Well, It’s white. I know that.” She paused as if she were recollecting something else. “It has a picture on it too. Like a symbol or something.”
Detective Lee didn’t think much about the helicopter. There were many helicopters on the island — almost all of them white. The Big Island alone had at least five different helicopter tour companies that Lee knew of. The tourists loved to fly over the island and get a birds-eye view. Most of them just wanted to see down into the volcano.
“Was the symbol a wave or a palm tree or something like that?” Lee asked.
“No. I don’t know what it was…a bunch of dots or something.”
“Dots? Do you think you could draw it for me? I have a pen right here.” Lee produced a pen and paper for the woman to write with. The woman looked at Lee with hesitation, as if he had asked her to draw a police sketch. Then she conceded. “Ok. Sure, I’ll try.”
The woman grabbed the pen and paper and began roughing out a few dots. She scrawled out a group of dots in a square shape. Then she added a line up the middle dots and connected a line through the top row and bottom row dots. “There,” she said. “Something like that, I think.” She handed the paper back to Lee. He looked at it. At first glance it looked like a circuit or a small bug. But it was nothing he had ever seen before. He folded it up and slipped it in his pocket.
“The helicopter flies low, just above the trees. That’s how I see it. It’s loud,” the woman said and spread her arms wide. Lee noted it.
“Ok, thank you for your time, Ma’am. I appreciate it. Mahalo.” Lee bid farewell.
He headed back to his jeep. Then he took out his phone, snapped a quick picture of the drawing and emailed it back to headquarters.

CHAPTER 22

HAWAI’I MEDICAL RESEARCH CENTER, HILO
15 OCTOBER, 2:30 P.M.
A half hour later, Bennett and Kelly pulled into a commercial office complex located off a private driveway along the Hilo shore. It sat atop an acre of lush grass surrounded by miles and miles of black lava rock. The building had a beautiful view that looked out over the Pacific Ocean. Bennett drove up the private drive lined with large palm trees, and parked the truck. He and Kelly got out and walked up the pathway to the door. The sign out front read:
Hawai’i Medical Research Center | A Branch of the University of Hawai’i at Hilo

Kelly led the way through the front doors. Bennett followed Kelly through the lobby and up into an office on the third floor. The office was surrounded with windows that peered down to the ocean below. Bennett noticed the scent of the room — a pleasant leathery aroma most likely from the expensive couch and sofa, which faced each other. Plaques and certificates lined the walls and a picture of Kelly and her brother Colin sat on top of the desk at the far corner of the room.
Dr. Donald Adler sat behind the desk, presently in the middle of a phone call. He saw Bennett and Kelly enter the room and he quickly ushered them in with a hand gesture and pointed to the chairs in front of him. He finished up his phone conversation and stood up to greet them.
“Thomas!”
Dr. Adler’s shiny white hair and tan skin reminded Bennett of a doctor he would expect to see on TV. He was a kind man and had always treated Bennett like part of the family. Dr. Adler was highly respected among the medical field in the Pacific and was fortunate enough to live out his dream career on the Hawaiian Islands. It was a dream life for most. Bennett considered Dr. Adler as one of his role models, especially since Bennett hadn’t had much of a relationship with his own father.
“Great to see you, pal.” Dr. Adler shook Bennett’s hand firmly with a big smile.
“You too,” Bennett responded. “I wasn’t aware you had an office on the Big Island.”
“Yeah, my home away from home.” Dr. Adler motioned around the room. “I actually prefer it here. It’s quite peaceful. There’s a good team working here too. Smart folks.” He walked around his desk and gave Kelly a hug. “How was your presentation, sweetie?”
Kelly smiled then rolled her eyes. “Ugh, Dad. It went fine. But I’ll never be able to get them to put enough money into it. They are such sticklers.”
Dr. Adler looked at Bennett. “You know Kelly is leading development on a new Wildlife Observatory on Oahu? She is Director of Operations for the new facility. It’s going to be geared toward schools and young children.”
“I didn’t know that. That’s fantastic Kelly,” Bennett said and looked over at Kelly who was smiling bashfully. “How far into development are you?”
“Well, we’re in phase two right now. The initial buy-in has happened, but now I’m having to squeeze every dollar out of the board that I can. Needless to say, funding is going slow. We had a healthy grant up front that helped get everything moving, but we’re running out of money quick. Lots of expenses involved.”
“Just let me know if you want me to call that private investment firm in New York I told you about. I could make a call right now,” said Dr. Adler.
“I know dad, I’d really like to see this done here though. It’s for the people of Hawaii. I want it to be something they can feel a part of and be invested in.”
“Of course, sweetie. I understand,” he replied with a kind smile. “So what brings you here today? I appreciate you stopping over, but I have the feeling you’re here to ask me something.”
“You’re right, dad…I have something I want to show you.”

Kelly pulled the keychain out of her pocket and gave her father a rundown of what had occurred in the forest a few hours ago. Dr. Adler listened intently to her story and seemed to get concerned when they mentioned the man with the gun. Kelly showed him the keychain and Bennett noticed she failed to mention anything about her plans to return to the facility that evening and break in.
“Well, I’ve certainly never heard of CERTA before. This is an island, but I suppose it’s large enough that there could be establishments around not of my knowing. May I hold the keychain?” Kelly gave it to her father. He held it in his hand. “This is an RFID. Looks to be a newer model too,” he said.
“You mean, like a key card?” Kelly asked.
“Well, yes. But it’s much more than that. These devices contain mass amounts of data in a compact size.” He held it up in the light. “You see there?” His finger hovered over the gold circuit. “That circuit alone can contain over a terabyte of information. Depending on the information associated with it, it could contain access codes, programs, databases, tracking sequencers…even transmissions.”
“So you think we can extract that kind of information from it? Do you know how?” Kelly asked.
“Me?” Dr. Adler shook his head. “No. I might have someone who can help you though. Give me one moment.” He picked up his phone and dialed a number. “Yes, hi Tammy. Can you please send Kam up here? Ok, thank you.” He hung up the phone and looked over at them. He set aside the cheerful expression and donned on a look of concern.
“I want you to be careful now. I mean it. You might not know what you’re getting yourself into here. Based on the story you just told, this could hold some very sensitive information. You need to be aware of that before you go any further. Ok?”
Kelly and Bennett both nodded. “Thank you Dad.” Kelly said. “We appreciate your help with this.”
Dr. Adler regained his cheer and nodded. The phone rang. Dr. Adler picked it up. “Yes. Go ahead and send him in.”

The door opened behind them and in walked Kamuela — a young Hawaiian man, short in stature with tall, spiky hair. Kamuela was a brilliant twenty-two year old currently in charge of the IT systems for the University of Hawaii Research Center. He was a family friend to the Adler’s and managed to talk over most anyone’s head when it came to tech-related matters.
“Hi Kam!” Kelly walked over and gave him a hug. Kam and Kelly had gone to University of Hawaii together. Dr. Adler introduced Bennett. “Kam, I’d like you to meet Thomas Bennett. Tom has been a friend of the family for a long time. He’s here visiting the island for a few days. Kelly and Tom came across something today and thought you might be able to help with it.”
“Howzit Tom? Nice to meet you.” He shook Bennett’s hand. “Sure, what’s up? How can I help out?”
Kelly held out the keychain. “We were hoping you could help us with this.”
Kam looked at the keychain. “An RFID? Well sure. What do ya want to know?”
“We want to know what kind of info is on there,” said Kelly.
“You mean you want me to crack it?” Kam asked bluntly.
Kelly looked at Bennett then back at Kam. “Well yeah, if you can. We think there may be some important information on there that could help us.”
Kam held up the RFID, inspecting the circuitry. “This is a new model. Newer than the ones we use on site here anyway.” He held the keychain by the loop and flicked it around his finger. “Yep. I should be able to crack it for you.”
“Great,” said Kelly. “How long will it take you to pull the info?”
“Well, I’ll have to bring it home since I have all my equipment there. I could probably bring it back first thing in the morning.”
Kelly flashed a look of disappointment — only for a moment. “Kam. Is it at all possible you could get this info pulled today? I know it’s a big request, but we were hoping that maybe we could get some answers. We’ll fill you in on the whole story, but we really need to get started now if that’s ok,” she said.
Kelly knew when to lightly apply her skills of persuasion. It was something she was good at and quite familiar with. She didn’t do it to intentionally be pushy — Kelly just had a way of getting what she wanted. Part of her mother’s stubbornness, her father would say.
“Oh, shootz,” Kam said and shrugged his shoulders. “Yeah, totally. If you’re in a rush, then you should’ve just said so. I’ll head out now.”
“Thank you Kam.” Kelly smiled big. “We really appreciate it.”
“Sure, sure. Let me head home and I’ll be back in, like…an hour. I live real close, just up the shore.”
“Kam, thank you. I owe you one,” said Dr. Adler.
“No problem, Dr. Adler.”
Kam exited the office and headed down stairs.
“Well, he’s very bright. If anyone can pull anything from that key, it’s Kam there,” said Dr. Adler.
“Thanks Dad. That was a good idea. I had forgotten he was on site here,” said Kelly.
“Now.” Dr. Adler turned to Bennett. “Tell me about this movie they’re going to make on the Island.”
* * *
Kamuela headed down the stairs of the facility toward the company locker room in the basement. He reached his locker, stripped down to his board shorts and placed his work clothes inside. He unclasped his silver chain necklace and slipped the RFID keychain loop on to it. Kam turned and looked in the mirror. The gold circuit actually looked good hanging from the chain — like a medallion. He slipped his phone into a waterproof bag and placed it in his shorts pocket. He closed up his locker and headed out the back exit. After a short climb up the stairs he opened the door to the bright afternoon sun. His SUP, Stand Up Paddleboard, was propped up against the building just outside the door where he had left it that morning. He grabbed his board and the accompanying oar and walked down the path to the beach.
It was a less than a mile up the shoreline from the University office to Kam’s house. He paddled the stretch every morning and every day after work. Kam was a strong surfer and was into competitive SUP’ing or Hoe he’e nalu in the Native tongue. SUP’ing was a standard way of getting around in Hawaii; in fact he would often join up with other SUP’ers on their way to work in the morning as well. It was not your typical mainland morning commute, which was why Kam enjoyed it.
He pushed off into the waters and paddled out a few yards on his knees. Once he was about forty yards out he hopped up to his feet and quickly gained his balance, then pushed his paddle through the clear water and skimmed across the gentle waves. He smelled the salty air around him and felt the strong sun beating down on his skin. A subtle breeze blew north that he was able to catch and drag for a while. Within fifteen minutes he was already pulling into the small bay in front of his beach house. He crossed through a large lava rock formation and turned into the cove. He looked up to find tourists lined up along the entire shoreline, filling the cove. Kam wasn’t accustomed to returning home midday. He was usually able to avoid the rush of tourists altogether.
He steered his board into the cove. The waves picked up a little as the breeze grew stronger. He was able to ride a wave all the way into the swim zone. He paddled slowly along the outside edge of the cove, just inside from the crashing waves along the reef perimeter. He picked up his paddle and tucked it lengthwise along the board, then went to drop down to his knees. As he bent down he felt a sudden lurch underneath the board causing him to grab both sides of it. The sudden movement sent his paddle over the right side of the board and into the water. He looked down and saw two large flippers kicking uncontrollably on the left side of the board while a snorkel popped up out of the water on the right. Water sprayed up into the air through a snorkel. A large, barrel of a man was lodged underneath the board panicking and splashing around. The man was sunburnt from head to toe. Kam tried to keep his balance but the man was thrashing like a fish out of water.
Just as Kam had steadied himself, the board was kicked again powerfully from underneath sending Kam flying overboard. He entered the water and immediately received two blows to the chest from the man’s large grey flippers.
Kam yelled as he tried to get away. “Oww. Hey! Watch what you’re…”
The man exploded out of the water and ripped off his mask. “Are you crazy! What are you trying to do? Drown me?”
Kam looked around for his board, which he spotted washing out to sea. He swam away from the man to retrieve his board.
“Hey, I’m talking to you!” the man yelled.
Kam grabbed his paddle and pulled himself up onto his board. He turned and paddled away from the man. He could hear the man cursing at him between heavy pants and deep gasps as the man treaded water. The cursing faded off into the noise of the tourists as Kam reached the beach and pulled up onto the sand. He kicked up his board and threw it under his right arm. Brushing off the sand, he held the paddle in his left. He turned to head up the pathway to his house and realized something…a feeling of panic took over. He reached his hand up to his neck and realized he didn’t feel the necklace or the keychain.
His necklace was missing.
The keychain was gone.

CHAPTER 23

HILO GRILL
15 OCTOBER, 3:00 P.M.
Dr. Adler’s cell phone rang. He excused himself from the table where he was enjoying lunch with Tom and his daughter. He walked outside to the patio away from the guests.
“Yes, this is Dr. Adler.”
It was Kam. He had some bad news…
Dr. Adler walked back to the veranda where Kelly and Bennett were sitting at the table.
“I’m afraid I have some unfortunate news,” he said.
Kelly stood up. “What is it?”
“I just received a phone call from Kam. It appears he lost the keychain.”
“What! How?” Kelly asked. Bennett stood up.
“Apparently he dropped it in the cove out in front of his house while he was paddling home.”
Kelly stood there with her mouth wide open in disbelief. “You’re kidding, right?”
“I wish I was.” Dr. Adler replied with a look of concern.
Bennett stood up and grabbed the keys off the table. “Which bay is he at?”
“Richardson Beach. Just north of here about a mile,” Dr. Adler replied.
Bennett walked toward the door. “Kelly, you stay here with your father. I’m going to go help Kam.”
Kelly nodded in agreement and Bennett rushed out the door to his truck.

CHAPTER 24

DOWNTOWN HILO
15 OCTOBER, 3:10 P.M.
Richardson Beach was less than a mile north from Dr. Alder’s office. Downtown Hilo, however, was difficult to drive through quickly and not easy to navigate in a rush. To the locals, being in a rush was unnecessary — very much against the “aloha” spirit. But right now, Bennett was feeling anything but “aloha”. He was in a hurry, focusing on weaving through the string of cars in front of him.
He checked his watch. It was just after 3:00. He knew people would still be on the beaches. With any luck they would be starting to pack up and head home by now.
Bennett pulled into the private driveway that led down to the beach. He made his way into the parking lot and found an empty spot. Kam was already making his way through the parking lot to Bennett.
“I can’t find it, Mr. Bennett,” he said between deep breaths. “I’ve been searching the water for the past 30 minutes, but nothing…” Kam sucked in another deep breath. “Nothing down there. So sorry, I really am.”
Bennett searched Kam’s face for any signs of deceit. The Adler family knew Kam well, but he couldn’t help but question the situation they were in. Bennett knew if he were being played he would have to address it now to expose the truth. But his curiosity was qualmed by the sincere and grieved look on Kam’s face. He had the look of a child that was expecting punishment. Ready and willing to receive any abuse cast upon him.
“Let’s not worry about how it happened. Let’s focus on where you lost it, and how we can get it back,” said Bennett. He grabbed his swimming goggles from the cab behind his seat and shut the door.
Kam led Bennett through the trees and into the beach clearing. Bennett removed his boots to walk more easily through the sand. The scene before him was worse than he was expecting. The shore was littered with beach umbrellas and sunbathing tourists. Adults lathering on sunblock and kids running around with boogie boards in tow. He could see a few snorkelers about twenty yards out ducking in and out of the water. Kids were playing in the waves and tumbling around on the sand. A boy was beach fishing down along the bank.
“Over there!” Kam yelled over the sound of the waves. “Next to that rock. I was over there when I got knocked off my board.”
Bennett quickly took in his surroundings. Instead of mapping out a strategy, he quickly began removing his shirt and taking out his wallet, phone and anything that could be damaged by water.
“Watch my stuff,” he directed Kam. Then Bennett dove into the water.

The waves were breaking short, causing quick, vertical rises and falls in the water. The current water condition wasn’t ideal for swimming. Bennett was surprised there were many snorkelers out at all.
The rock Kam was referring to was about fifteen yards from where the waves were breaking. It protruded about three feet out from the water and was a good ten feet wide around the base. Bennett was making his way toward it. Flippers and tiny feet were kicking all around above him as he dove down to the base of the rock. Once at the bottom, he hovered at the base and scanned the geography of the ocean floor. There were shells and rocks glinting with sunlight, covering the sand and gathering in clusters around the rock beside him. Multi-colored fish poked around the rock, ducking in and out of hiding spots, not seemingly affected by Bennett’s presence.
He treaded water, trying to keep a steady eye on his surroundings as the waves above crashed and churned. Bennett was quite confident and aware of his ability as a swimmer. He knew with rested lungs he could hold his breath for roughly two minutes before needing air. His daily swimming regime included faithful morning laps in his club’s pool and a yearly entry into the La Jolla Rough Water Swim to battle it out for the title of Gatorman. He had taken first place two years prior, but gave up the title a year later due to his leave in Vanuatu. The task at hand seemed a challenge Bennett could easily handle. His uneasiness lay in the possibility that the key could be long washed out to sea, making all of this effort a hopeless and lost cause.

A shiny glint shone through the water from behind a coral bed and caught Bennett’s attention. He immediately changed momentum and swam toward the glimmering object. Pulling his body around the sharp coral rock he lunged down toward the object. His hope soon vanished as he reached out and grabbed a shiny Coke can lid and tossed it aside. He was starting to feel pressure in his lungs so he decided to swim up for air. As he emerged through the surface of the waves he adjusted his goggles to his forehead and shot a glance across the beach. Kam was waving his hands back and forth as if to indicate his position to Bennett. He changed his hand motions into a thumbs-up sign, hoping for a positive gesture in return. Bennett shook his head, letting Kam know that he had nothing to show yet.
The tide was working its way in toward the shore and Bennett could see that the kids were now playing further inland. The waves continued to rise and fall and were steadily becoming more choppy. He took a deep breath and dived back down into the water.
His attention shifted to a new formation of coral to his right. There were many clusters of debris around the base of the coral and it seemed as good a place as any for an object to gravitate to. The coral bed was a good twenty feet down and as Bennett descended he began to feel the pressure forming in his ears. He ran his hands along the bottom crease, purposefully disturbing the collection of shells, pebbles and coral fragments resting there. An eel peered its head out of an opening close by and locked eyes with Bennett for a moment before retreating back into its hole. Bennett navigated around the bed to the south side facing the deep blue water. It was then that his attention shifted to a single unmistakable object, nestled gently in a pocked indent in the coral. A feeling of immense excitement instantly overtook Bennett. He swam over the coral and reached out to the key, grasping it in his hands.
The key was back in his possession.
Holding the key securely in his hand, he thrust his legs and pushed toward the surface above. He looked up to the translucent; aqua-colored layer coating the ocean surface and felt the temperature of the water get warmer as he floated upward. He had just about broken through the surface when he felt a sharp pain in his right cheek, just under his goggles. It was a searing, jolting pain as if his skin were being torn off.
“What’s happening? Am I being stung?” Bennett thought. He was confused.
The pain shot through his body and Bennett found himself in a semi-panic. He immediately reached his hand up to his face and felt his fingers run across an awkward protrusion coming out from his cheekbone. A horrifying feeling ran through him as he tried to pull the alien object from his face, only to feel it tear deeper. He ripped off his goggles and felt the saltwater pour into his eyes, stinging them and only adding to the pain. He kicked wildly about in the water, still stretching to break through to the air above. One final kick of his legs and he exploded through the surface. The pain made him completely discombobulated and Bennett realized he had lost all sense of direction. Trying to ignore the pain, he adjusted his eyes to the sun. His eyes searched for land.
He couldn’t see the beach at all.
Only a blurry expansive blue canvas in every direction. He squinted his eyes to try and clear the saltwater out. As he did he felt another shooting pain in his cheek. This time there was a tugging sensation accompanying the pain…on and off, on and off.
This thing is biting me! Bennett thought.
He tried to yell out to Kam but the saltwater poured down his throat and drowned out his attempt. Bennett swung his gaze left and right until he made out land. He saw the children playing and splashing in the water, carrying on, unbeknownst of the situation playing out a few yards from them. His eyes examined the crowds of people along the shoreline and Bennett desperately searched for Kam. His attention stopped on a boy, seemingly fixed on the water. The boy’s actions seemed strange though, as if contorting or moving his arms in a wild upward motion. Bennett was trying to make it out when the pain came back again. And again.
It was biting him over and over.

He was pulled viciously underwater and he fought desperately against the relentless pain. His lungs burned and he started to feel light-headed. He felt his body become heavy, as if weights had been tied to his limbs and it soon became impossible to move. Bennett knew he needed oxygen but the alien object seemed to be pulling him further downward. He kicked his legs and managed to barely surface his nose and mouth only to inhale a crashing wave. He grasped around underwater for something to grab onto. He didn’t know what…anything. The lack of oxygen was affecting him. He started to see stars.
I’m drowning!
Bennett couldn’t believe what was happening to him. He tried to focus his thoughts to pull himself together and get back to the shore with the key.
The key…
Where was it? Throughout the attack he had forgotten to keep track of it. He looked down at his hands just as the pain came shooting back. He grabbed at the object on his face and channeled what strength he had left to pull it off.
One…two….
Everything went black.
All was still.

Distant waves crashing on the sand sounded through Bennett’s ears. Seagulls cawed and flew close by. Light slowly filled Bennett’s eyelids. He woke up to Kam’s face peering down at him. Three other heads hovered around, all peering down toward Bennett, each with worried and curious look.
“Mr. Bennett? Can you hear me Mr. Bennett?”
Bennett reached his hand toward his face and placed his fingers where the attack had been. He felt something flat and cold. It was an ice pack — the kind you keep in small coolers. He pushed it away and felt underneath. The object was gone. The only thing left was a fleshy wound that he ran his fingers over.
Bennett struggled to speak, “Kam….the key. Do you—”
Kam cut him off. “I’ve got the key, Mr. Bennett. You almost drowned. You had it balled up in your fist. I had to pry it out.”
Bennett felt relieved at the news. He lifted his head and looked around at the people surrounding him, recognizing the boy he had seen fishing earlier. The other people staring at him appeared to be on-lookers.
“I’m very sorry,” said the boy. “I had no idea how it had gotten stuck.”
Bennett looked down at the boy’s hands and saw the fishing pole and the lure dangling from the line. Crimson red coated the lure. Blood spotted the boys hands.
“We need to get you to a hospital, Mr. Bennett,” Kam said. He looked worried.
“Help me up,” Bennett whispered.
Kam helped Bennett to his feet.
Bennett felt exhausted. As if he had just swam a marathon. The realization as to what just happened began to sink in. Bennett wanted to leave. He wanted to get away from the tourists and he wanted to get the key in a safe place. He had a slight feeling of embarrassment as to what had just taken place and the fact that he had become somewhat of a spectacle on the beach.
“Kam, let’s get out of here.”
“You got it, boss,” he answered.
They walked up the path away from the beach and stopped at Bennett’s truck. “Mr. Bennett, I really think you need to go to the hospital,” Kam said still concerned.
Bennett evaluated his injury from the side-view mirror on his truck. The gash wasn’t as bad as he expected. In fact, it was fairly superficial. The hook must have just embedded itself into the epidermis. The wound had stopped bleeding and from what he could tell didn’t look to be too deep. He pressed on the area around the wound. The skin was firm.
“Kam, do you have a First-Aid kit handy?”
“I’ve got one here in my house.” He pointed to a little beach house to the right of them — suspended on stilts with a surfboard out front and a hammock between two trees.
“But Mr. Bennett, don’t you think you should go to the hospital?” Kam was still quite concerned.
“Thanks Kam. I’ll be fine. Just need to clean it up and keep it closed.”
They walked inside Kam’s beach house and Bennett took a seat on the couch next to an Xbox controller. Kam ducked into a doorway and returned with a box. “Here you go. I’ve never used it, so I’m not sure what’s in there.”
Bennett took the kit and opened it up. It was a standard First Aid kit. Band Aids, gauze, cleaning solution, tweezers, scissors, pads and such. He shuffled the items around until he found a butterfly bandage. “Here we go.” He pulled it out and set it on the table.
“One more request.” Bennett said.
“Sure.”
“Do you happen to have any Super Glue?”
Kam looked puzzled. “Actually, yeah. I have some in the kitchen. Why?”
Bennett smiled. “It’s the same stuff the Doc would give me if I went to the hospital. Just need a little glue to hold the cut together under the bandage.”
Kam looked surprised. First he was impressed with Mr. Bennett’s pain tolerance. Now he was impressed by his resourcefulness.
“Ok, you got it,” Kam said as he headed to the kitchen. A moment later he returned with a small tube of Super Glue.
“Thanks Kam. I’ll take care of it from here. Why don’t you start on the keychain and I’ll fill you in on what we’re looking for.

CHAPTER 25

KAMUELA’S HOUSE, RICHARDSON BEACH
15 OCTOBER, 4:00 P.M.
Bennett was laying down on the couch holding an ice pack to his face when Kam called for him from down the hall.
“Mr. Bennett! Come take a look at this.” He said it with noticeable excitement.
Bennett sat up and placed the ice pack on the coffee table. He headed back to Kam’s bedroom, which upon entering looked to be more of a command center than a bedroom. Three large screens were displayed in front of Kam’s desk. Cables, hard drives, laptops cluttered every square inch of the room. A large server station sat in the left corner with fans whirring all around it. Bennett tried to find a place to stand among the densely packed gadgetry.
“Check this out.” Kam pulled up a window and typed in a string of commands. He worked quickly with impenetrable focus. His tongue poked just slightly from his mouth and rested on his upper lip while he typed. A moment later, lines of code began stacking up on the screen. Bennett scanned over a few of them.
ROOT_DIR/SYSTEMS/ACCESS/SCTR_B/EXTERIOR/GATE_A/ENTRANCE
ROOT_DIR/SYSTEMS/ACCESS/SCTR_B/EXTERIOR/GATE_A/SIDE_DOOR
ROOT_DIR/SYSTEMS/ACCESS/SCTR_B/EXTERIOR/GATE_B/ACCESS_DOOR
ROOT_DIR/SYSTEMS/ACCESS/SCTR_A/INTERIOR/BULDING/DOOR_EAST_END
ROOT_DIR/SYSTEMS/ACCESS/SCTR_A/INTERIOR/BUILDING/DOOR_WEST_END
ROOT_DIR/SYSTEMS/ACCESS/SCTR_A/INTERIOR/BUILDING/DOOR_SOUTH_END
ROOT_DIR/SYSTEMS/ACCESS/SCTR_A/INTERIOR/BUILDING_MAIN/LOBBY
ROOT_DIR/SYSTEMS/ACCESS/SCTR_A/INTERIOR/BUILDING_MAIN/MAINTENANCE
ROOT_DIR/SYSTEMS/ACCESS/SCTR_A/INTERIOR/BUILDING_MAIN/SERVER
ROOT_DIR/SYSTEMS/ACCESS/SCTR_A/INTERIOR/BUILDING_MAIN/CONTROL
ROOT_DIR/SYSTEMS/ACCESS/SCTR_A/INTERIOR/BUILDING_LAB/EAST_DOOR
ROOT_DIR/SYSTEMS/ACCESS/SCTR_A/INTERIOR/BUILDING_LAB/SOUTH_DOOR

“Those are building access codes, right?” asked Bennett.
“Right. I can see them, but I can’t open them yet. They’re encrypted…but give me a little while.”
“Don’t bother with those,” Bennett said. “We’ve already got the key so I don’t need them. How about company files? Anything in there that identifies them? I’m just trying to find out any background info we can get.”
“Let me look,” Kam said. He typed quickly, opening and closing windows at a stunning pace. “Well, this is the only folder readily available — the Public folder. It will take a little more time to get in since it requires security clearance. It looks like there are a few files in here though.” He pulled up a few more lines of code on the screen.
ROOT_DIR/PUBLIC/CERTA/INTRO/ARCHIVE
ROOT_DIR/PUBLIC/CERTA/INTRO/DOCUMENTATION
ROOT_DIR/PUBLIC/CERTA/INTRO/ORIENTATION

“Try this one. Orientation,” Bennett said pointing at the screen.
Kam clicked on it and a text file opened up. The CERTA logo displayed at the top of the page followed by a few lines of text.
[image: ]
Center for Excellence in Robotic Technological Advancements
A division of the Department of Defense
This information is classified and owned by the DOD. Unauthorized ownership or reproduction of the contained document(s) is illegal and subject to prosecution. Violation of this addendum is immediate grounds for indictment.

“Center for Excellence in Robotic Technological Advancements? These guys make, like, robots and stuff?” Kam said.
“I’m not sure. That’s what I’m trying to find out,” Bennett replied while browsing over the text. “Whatever they’re doing, they’re very secretive about it.”
Bennett read on. The next page was an introduction to the company.
Founded in 2003 by the Department of Defense, CERTA has contributed to major advancements in machine-automated technology. For further information on CERTA, contact the DARPA main office at 958.438.9194

“That’s it?” asked Bennett.
Kam typed in a few keystrokes. “It looks that way. Not much of an orientation,” he replied sarcastically.
“Are there any other files?” Bennett asked.
Kam opened up a few other documents. They all contained vague information about the company and each page directed the reader to contact the DARPA main office.
“And that’s everything in the Public folder?”
“Looks like it…”
Bennett’s phone rang. It was Kelly. She was probably checking in on him to make sure he was ok. She had been quite concerned since receiving Bennett’s call right after the beach fishing incident.
“Hey, Kell.”
“How’s your face?” she said sounding concerned.
“I appreciate the concern, but I told you I’m fine,” Bennett chuckled. “It’s barely a scratch.”
“I feel bad. This wouldn’t have happened if I didn’t break your camera and steal the keychain. Really, I—“
“Kelly, It’s fine. No harm done, really.”
“Well, OK.” She paused. “Maybe we should call this whole thing off, Tom. We’re probably getting in over our heads and I don’t want anything else to happen.”
Bennett could tell the incident in the ocean had caused Kelly to second guess their investigation, and she was concerned with what had happened to him. Bennett, however, felt charged by the information he had pulled from the keychain and now wanted to press on. He wasn’t ready to put this away yet.
“Kell, I think we’re just scratching the surface of this thing. Kam was able to crack that keychain — we’re pulling up some pretty interesting stuff.”
“Oh yeah?” Kelly inquired.
“It turns out CERTA is an acronym for Center for Excellence in Robotic Technological Advancements. These guys make robots for the Department of Defense— which obviously explains the secrecy.”
“Robots? Really? Like What?” Kelly sounded intrigued.
“Well, I can only speculate. But I imagine that since CERTA is a part of the DOD, they are military robots.”
Kelly paused. She was processing everything that Bennett had just told her.
“You don’t think…”
“The cats?” Bennett answered.
“Yeah. You don’t think those are—robots, do you?”
“I guess it’s possible. There’s only one way to know for sure…”
“We go in!” said Kelly. Bennett could hear the enthusiasm in Kelly’s voice.
“Right. Tonight, we’ll go…after hours, when everyone has left. We’ll find out if it’s real, then we’ll put this all to rest. Hopefully they didn’t notice the keychain missing.”
“Yes, let’s hope,” Kelly said dourly.
“Ok, we’re finishing things up here, then I’ll head over.”
“Ok, see you soon,” said Kelly.
Bennett hung up.
Kam had been listening in on the conversation while he was working on the RFID. “You guys are going in there? You’re crazy.” Kam shook his head.
“Yeah, I suppose so,” Bennett agreed. “I’ve never been one to turn down an adventure though.”
“Well, you can have it. That’s way too much excitement for me. I’ll have my own adventure too, but from my couch — with my Xbox controller in hand,” Kam said shaking his head.
Bennett laughed. “Well I really appreciate your help with this Kam. You’ve been very accommodating.” He gave him a pat on the back. “I’m going to head over to Dr. Adler’s to check in.”
“Ok, sure. I’ve copied all of the files over, so I don’t need the RFID anymore.”
Kam pulled the RFID keychain out of his reader and handed it to Bennett, who placed it in his pocket.
“I’ll keep working on this though. I’m sure I can break through some of these encryptions,” Kam said.
“Sounds good.”
“Oh, and Mr. Bennett? A word of advice…”
“What’s that?” he asked.
You should probably stay away from the water…”
Bennett laughed. “I’ll be taking my truck. Thanks Kam. I’m not going anywhere near the ocean for a while.”

CHAPTER 26

CERTA FACILITY, CONTROL ROOM
15 OCTOBER, 5:00 P.M.
Rick Danner stood in the control room searching through emergency contact information files for Kenneth Braden. He was rifling through names when he heard a sound, deep within the building. It was a heavy, pounding sound that reverberated through the empty halls and carried deep into the core of the building. Danner looked up at the monitors to check the cameras. His eyes were immediately drawn to monitor “F” which revealed a man looking directly into the camera. The man’s eyes were wide in a terrified expression as if he were being chased by a demon…
It was Charlie— Jim Covington.
He was screaming for his life.

PART 2
EVOLVE


CHAPTER 27

CERTA FACILITY, CONTROL ROOM
15 OCTOBER, 5:02 P.M.
Rick Danner bolted through the control room and threw aside an empty chair in his path. He exited the den and began sprinting down the long hallway toward the lab, the soles of his boots slamming against the hard floor underneath — echoing off the walls. He was halfway down the hallway when he made a hard stop.
His gun…
He had forgot the shotgun.
He thought quickly whether or not to go back and get it…
No time. It didn’t matter. He had his .45 pistol strapped to his waist. He pulled it out and readied it. Danner knew as long as his aim was accurate, the revolver would suffice.
It’ll do.
He continued down the hallway, sprinting toward the commotion. The pounding sound became louder and louder as he rounded the end of the hallway and reached the lab. He slid his keychain across the receiver and the door opened slowly. He grabbed the side of the door and pushed, trying to assist the motor and speed it up. The door opened. Danner scanned out across the lab floor.
There. On the far wall — the door.
He could see Jim’s shadow bouncing around through the window, backlit by the setting sun shining in. Danner sprinted across the lab floor, dodging machine devices and stations set up by the scientists. He finally reached the door and slammed his keychain against the receiver. The door hissed opened revealing the outdoor atrium.
The atrium was an enclosure built against the east wall of the facility. It was a large transparent room, about forty feet wide and twenty feet tall, surrounded by ballistic glass. Originally built as a relaxation room for the employees, the atrium was a place for the scientists to come clear their mind and channel their creativity. One door opened into the building. The outside entrance was placed in the center — the door in which Jim Covington was currently beating like a punching bag.
He could see him — just a few yards away.
The inside of the atrium was fascinating. Danner could see the forest around him in stunningly clear view. The atrium glass was bulletproof, yet amazingly transparent — almost non-existent. The haunting and persistent pounding disrupted the tranquility of the environment.
Covington spotted Danner through the door.
“Riiiiick!” Covington yelled out to Danner. He sounded terrified.
Danner burst across the atrium and lunged toward the door with his keychain out.
His hand was inches from the receiver when Covington’s body was slammed violently into the atrium door. There was a loud, metallic CLANG, followed by a muffled groan. The entire atrium shook from the blow…it took a moment for the tremors to slowly dissipate.
Covington’s body fell limp and he slid lifelessly down the face of the door. Danner watched him, stunned. He noticed Covington’s hands appeared to have severe burns across both of them. The flesh of his palms was ragged and bulging. Both hands were charred black.
As the body gave way, the juggernaut immediately came into clear view — standing behind him. Its head was down, body poised. It stared directly at Danner through the glass.
Danner stared back at the robot, absorbed— as if they two were both meeting for the first time. He certainly hadn’t known this version of juggernaut. This robot was frighteningly responsive and astutely aware. It appeared to stare into his eyes as if reading Danner’s reaction and physical response.
A moment passed while the two of them stared at each other. Then Danner slowly brought his keychain up to the receiver to open the door. He aimed his revolver out in front of him — his barrel pointed low and fixed on the juggernaut’s belly. He gripped the pistol tightly and exhaled.
The keychain touched the receiver and Danner listened for the beep, signaling the opening.
It never came.
He tapped the keychain against the receiver once…twice. Nothing.
Danner shifted his eyes slowly from the robot up to the key receiver. He was touching it dead center, but it wasn’t recognizing his key. It wasn’t even registering an error tone.
The juggernaut remained on the other side of the door, awaiting Danner’s move. Danner looked closely at the receiver and noticed the power indicator light was out.
The receiver was broken— probably from the impact of Covington’s body against the door.
Danner hooked his keychain on his belt and gripped his gun with both hands. He readied himself upright and assumed an attacking stance. With his gun steadied, he thrust his right foot forcefully into the center of the door, attempting to kick it down. The room shook around him but the door stayed intact. Danner gave it another go… kicking the door harder this time.
Still nothing.
The juggernaut took a few steps back and watched on as Danner pounded on the door of the atrium repeatedly. The door wouldn’t budge. It was locked into place and he wasn’t moving it at all.
Danner stepped back away from the door and moved aside. The juggernaut mimicked his movements and moved sideways — positioning itself directly across from Danner.
…Motion mirroring…
Danner knew about this. The robot was utilizing its ability to mirror movements and learn from its subject. It was an enhancement program that was part of the A.I. onboard the robots. The robots would mimic the movements of a subject as a way of learning new functions. They also used the functions to identify subjects. The juggernauts were primarily trained as transporters, but they were also programmed for search and rescue. Part of the training was learning and identifying characteristics of the various subjects they encountered. It would mimic behavior and store it’s findings in case the subject needed identifying in a future instance.
The robot was reading him. It was learning his movements.
Danner felt helpless behind the glass wall. All he could do was stare back at the robot. He knew if he left the atrium and went through another exit, the robot would disappear. He couldn’t lose it now. It was right in front of him. Danner became irritated and began pacing around the room. His fury boiled up and he yelled at the top of his lungs directly at the robot.
“Aaaaahhhuh!” Danner kicked the glass again.
The robot just stood there, moving slightly back and forth in a rhythmic sway. It was an eerie movement and almost gave the effect that the robot was breathing.
Danner holstered his revolver. He walked up to the glass and placed his palms upon it, resting his weight. He stood there for a moment catching his breath.
The robot took a step forward and moved in close to the glass as well. It cocked its head to the side as it watched Danner, studying him. Danner was amazed at how the robot portrayed remarkably lifelike behavior. It had such catlike mannerisms. Danner almost found himself seeing it as exactly that — a living, breathing animal.
He had never taken the time to inspect them up-close like this. The aesthetic detail was fairly minimal. Up-close it was easy to determine that it was a robot and not an animal. However, just stepping a few paces back and looking at the creature — its movements and mannerisms — Danner supposed it could fool someone who didn’t know better. The scientists noticeably modeled the robot’s movements after an actual cat and took great measure to ensure authentic characteristics. Its natural posture, which was slightly crouched, head down and shoulders raised gave it the appearance that is was in hunt mode…akin to a cat stalking a mouse.
Danner knew the name, Juggernaut, was given due to the robot’s size, strength and ability to maneuver through difficult terrain. The juggernaut models were intentionally separated from the WildCat family of robots. Perry didn’t want to group it with the other catlike robots they were creating. Although the structural foundation of the robot was taken from the WildCat models, he made a conscious decision not to name it after a feline species. He wanted to make it clear that it wasn’t a cat; it was a machine of warfare. However, looking at it now, Danner couldn’t help but see it as a living predator — it was certainly killing like one.
The sound of an approaching vehicle grabbed Danner’s attention. He looked to the right to find an old pickup truck pulling up the driveway. It was Tegan’s truck.
Tango had arrived.

Through the chaos, Danner had forgotten that Tegan was on his way over. Good timing, he thought. He couldn’t afford to have Tegan scare the robot away, though. Danner knew this was his opportunity to catch Lorry. In fact this may be his only chance.
He had to warn Tegan.
Danner retrieved his cell phone and dialed Tegan’s number. He watched through the glass as Tegan exited his truck and began walking through the parking lot toward the building.
Pick up the phone Tegan!
It rang once, then twice. Tegan didn’t seem to notice his phone ringing. He continued across the gravel lot toward the door.
Danner looked back at the robot…which was still fixed on him. Then, as if it sensed something, the robot turned its head and locked eyes on Tegan.
Tegan stopped walking and reached into his pocket. He must have heard his phone ringing finally. He held it up to his ear. “Rick, I just got here, I…”
Danner cut him off. “Tegan listen to me. The robot is here. We’re on the east side of the building and I can see you right now. Stop where you are…don’t move.”
Danner watched as Tegan froze and slowly shifted his eyes over to the atrium. Danner continued calmly instructing Tegan what to do.
“Walk slowly back to your truck and get in. Be absolutely quiet. Don’t make any sudden movements.”
Tegan began to slowly turn around and head back the other direction. He quickly calculated his distance. From where he parked the truck to where he stood was roughly thirty yards. Danner and the juggernaut were standing about fifty yards away.
Danner watched the robot which was still locked on Tegan — studying him, but not pursuing.
Tegan walked slowly back to his truck. He had taken a few paces forward when his phone slipped from his left hand and dropped to the gravel.
Tegan stopped…he cursed under his breath.
The robot sprang from where it was standing and entered a full out gallop, flying toward Tegan. Danner yelled into the phone. “Tegan, run!” The phone was on the ground, and Tegan was unable to hear him. Danner realized that Tegan couldn’t hear his warning.
The robot was closing in fast — amazingly so.
THEY WERE FAST…FASTER THAN HUMANS.

Danner knew he had to get his attention. Tegan’s back was turned to the advancing robot.
He had no idea what was going on.
Danner began pounding on the glass walls and screaming. “Rrrruuuunnnn!”
Tegan must have heard the banging because he turned around quick and faced the oncoming juggernaut. He saw the robot closing in and immediately turned and ran.
Tegan was in top shape, a quick runner. He burst across the parking lot at a fast pace and made a straight line for his truck. Danner watched from afar, the robot gliding through the air at a remarkable pace. It was closing the gap quickly — only about thirty yards from him.
Run Tegan! Come on! Danner continued yelling from behind the glass wall.
Tegan was getting close, only ten yards from his truck now while the robot was already halfway across the parking lot. Tegan ran hard all the way to the truck, pumping his legs as fast as they would go. He reached out his left hand to grab the door handle. The robot leapt through the air, soaring — lengths above the ground. Tegan ripped open the door and threw himself into the cab just as the robot’s massive body came tearing down onto the open door. It slammed hard into the metal with a shrieking metal-on-metal CLAANNK, knocking the door clean from its hinges. The robot was sent tumbling to the ground, pinning the metal door beneath it.
THEY WERE POWERFUL — FRIGHTENINGLY SO.

Tegan stared at the robot for a moment and then watched as it pulled itself up and gathered its footing. Then the robot locked sights on him again. Tegan turned the ignition and started up the truck. The entire drivers door was missing leaving him completely exposed. He had to move. He slammed on the gas pedal, spitting gravel in all directions behind him. The truck fishtailed and spun in a circle — an exhaust cloud billowing into the air behind it.
Danner, meanwhile, had run back into the building and was making his way to the front entry. He reached the lobby and exited the front doors to find Tegan driving circles in the parking lot. He ran out toward the parking lot and stopped just clear of the truck’s path. He could see the robot through the smoke, crouched in the middle of the parking lot, watching the vehicle.
Tegan straightened out the truck and screeched to a stop on the far side of the lot. He sat idling in the corner, his headlights lighting up the robot in front of him…the reflection of the lights glowing like fire in the juggernauts eyes.
Danner now realized he was exposed. He had nothing but his revolver, which at the moment felt rather inadequate. The robot switched its gaze back and forth between the two men, as if calculating its next move.
“Tegan, now!” Danner yelled out.
Tegan floored the gas pedal and the truck lurched forward. The tires shot gravel high into the air as the truck moved forward, gaining speed. The robot held its ground and lowered its body. Tegan steered straight at the robot and kept on the gas. Danner watched on, anticipating a collision. Deep down he knew the robot would move though.
THEY WERE PROGRAMMED TO AVOID CONTACT.

The truck closed in on the juggernaut, which held its ground and stayed completely still.
10 feet away.
The truck came bearing down. Just before impact, Tegan yanked the steering wheel to the left, swinging the body of the truck toward the robot like a quarter-ton baseball bat.
The robot still didn’t move.
As the truck body swung around fiercely, Tegan watched for the robot to jump. He estimated that he would have a better chance at connecting if he broadsided the thing. The truck drifted across the gravel — gliding sideways towards its target. It seemed to coast across the surface in slow motion.
The truck connected.
It hit the robot hard, swatting it across the parking lot in a trail of dust. Danner couldn’t believe it. Tegan had actually hit the robot.
Tegan struggled to keep control of the truck as it continued momentum, tilting up on its right side. He hung from the steering wheel as the truck continued tilting. He attempted to balance out the weight inside the cab. The truck paused for a moment in the air, hanging sideways, then came back down on all four tires with a loud clanging sound.
The robot came to a stop on the far side of the parking lot. It remained still in a jumbled heap on the ground.
Tegan exited the truck. Danner walked over to meet him.
“You ok? That was some hit,” said Danner.
Tegan looked down, checking for any visible wounds. “Yeah, I’m good. Can’t say the same for her.”
They both looked over at the robot, which was still motionless.
“That had to have done it in, right?” Tegan asked in his thick, Texas accent.
“It certainly damaged it. There’s no way it could’ve come out of that clean,” Danner replied as he looked up toward the horizon.
The sun was dropping down behind the mountains and the tree canopy cast a dark shadow over the parking lot. They were losing light. Danner knew they had to move quickly.
“I’m going to grab the net from the supply room. You stay out here. Pull your truck over and light her up so we can see her better.”
“You got it.”
Tegan headed to his truck and Danner ducked into the building. When he returned with the net, Tegan was standing over the robot — silhouetted in the floodlights of the truck.
“I half expected this thing to be in a million pieces. She was built solid,” Tegan said.
“Yeah. Carbon nanotube framing and an adaptive coat make her bulletproof too.” Danner kicked the juggernaut over revealing the underbelly of wires. “Except for right here. This is the kill zone.” He reached in and pulled forth a handful of red wires. “This is her heart. You take this out and she’ll stop real fast.”
The robot was in great condition considering the impact it had just taken. The frame was intact, head and limbs still connected. The furry camouflage adaptive outer coating was peeled back in places revealing the carbon nanotube honeycomb plating underneath…but overall the juggernaut appeared undamaged.
“It got Kane…and Jim too — crushed him. I couldn’t get there in time.” Danner said, pained. He shook his head in disgust.
The two men stared at the pile of metal in front of them. Dust particles and tiny bugs fluttered in the beams from the headlights around them. The sunlight quickly faded behind the mountains
“Two good men gone…enough is enough,” Danner said. He disconnected the vital cords powering the robot and Tegan slipped the net around its large frame. The two men dragged the juggernaut across the parking lot and into a nearby supply shed. They shut the door and walked back to the facility.
“This way.” Danner directed Tegan over to the atrium. “I could use your help moving Jim’s body.”

Night fell over the island. A dark legion of clouds slowly crept in and hovered over the mountains. The air became heavy and humid.
A storm was fast approaching.

CHAPTER 28

HILO OUTSKIRTS
15 OCTOBER, 10:02 P.M.
The air outside was sticky and wet. Kelly rolled up her passenger window as Bennett drove down the highway toward the CERTA headquarters. Night had come quickly — bringing with it dark, ominous clouds.
“I really hope it doesn’t rain,” Kelly said peering up into the sky.
“Yeah…me too.” Bennett looked out the window at the black sky. By the looks of things, a storm was looming whether they liked it or not.
“In and out. We’ll be quick. I’ll take some shots and you can be on lookout,” Kelly said.
Bennett laughed. “I’m not letting you go in there alone, Kelly. I’m coming with you,” he said reassuringly.
Kelly looked over at Bennett. She saw the small butterfly bandage across his cheekbone…she looked away and smiled. Tom reminded Kelly of her older brother, Colin — always the protector. She was constantly the one getting into trouble and Colin was there to bail her out.
Not anymore, she thought.

Kelly missed her brother deeply. A little over a year had passed since the accident and she still found it difficult to not have him around. It was the small things. Like not being able to pick up the phone and call him whenever she felt like it. It saddened her that she hadn’t cherished the time they had spent together when they had it. Colin had been a great brother, always allowing Kelly to tag along. She did everything the boys did, including getting in fights and starting trouble. Colin had made her tough, but most of all he taught her not to put up with being treated wrongly. He knew he wouldn’t always be around to protect her and he wanted to know she would be ok.
She wished she could go back to those moments and relive them again so she could tell him how proud she was of him — how much she looked up to him as a brother and advisor. He had been such a supporter in whatever Kelly chose to do.
He was gone now, though…and Kelly ached inside when she thought about it.

Bennett turned off the old highway and rounded the corner to the hidden access road. The truck bounced up and down, splashing over potholes as it squeezed down the narrow road. The broad roadside ferns caressed the doors as they drove, scraping the mud clean off like car wash flaps.
“We’ll hide the truck along the access road and both go in together.”
“What about the front gate?” asked Kelly.
“Hopefully the keychain will get us in and we won’t have to worry about it,” Bennett said.
They rounded a corner and approached the large shock fence. “The gate should be just up here,” Kelly pointed out.
Bennett found a turnaround about fifty yards past the entrance. He parked the truck just within the tree line, out of view of any passing vehicles. He turned off the engine and looked at Kelly inquisitively. “Ok, are you sure you want to do this?”
“Tom, yes. I couldn’t live with myself if there were any mistreated animals caged up inside there. It’s my job to protect them. I need to at least go in there.”
“Ok, then let’s do this. Do you have everything? The camera, flashlight…keychain?”
“It’s all here.”
“Then let’s go,” he said.
They opened the doors and stepped outside.
The forest was dead quiet. Not a sound except for the crickets chirping quietly in the bushes. The faint smell of saltwater stuck to the thick air and the moisture outside coated their skin in a soggy glaze. The moon peeked through just enough to cast a faint light over the landscape. “Keep the flashlights off for now,” Bennett said.
They walked along the road carefully, watching for potholes. The gated entrance came into view and Bennett spotted a receiver, on the left side of the road. It was mounted at driver’s door level.
“Good. They use the RFIDs for entry. We’re in luck,” he whispered.
They slowly crept along the gate and made their way to the entry. Bennett checked for cameras. There were two mounted that he could see, fixed on either side of the entry door.
“Ok. Masks on.”
“I feel ridiculous wearing this,” Kelly said.
“Yeah, I do too. But we can’t take any chances on this. We know they’ve got security cameras. They could be on,” Bennett said as he pulled his mask over his face.
“Fine,” Kelly relented— pulling the black mask over her head. It was a neoprene half-face mask, used for scuba diving. Small holes in the mesh around the mouth allowed for sufficient breathing. “Hmm…it’s not bad. I can actually breath pretty well,” Kelly said.
“Alright. Let’s move.”
They approached the fence. Bennett had dark shorts on and a tan, weathered, button-up shirt — the kind with multiple pockets. It was warm outside so Bennett had his sleeves rolled up to his elbows. He carried his field bag on his back holding a few emergency items, just in case. Kelly wore her usual safari field attire.
Bennett dashed across the entryway with the keychain in his hand. He reached the other side and held it up to the receiver. The door beeped, signaling access, and the gate slowly opened.
Bennett signaled Kelly to enter and they both ducked inside the gate. First obstacle passed, he thought.
They continued up the winding entryway, which snaked through the forest a couple hundred yards. Bennett led the way. They stayed close to each other, hugging the edges of the road as they walked. They came to a clearing among the bushes where a trail shot off to the left. Bennett stopped.
“Let’s take this trail. It should bring us right up to the back entrance. That way we can avoid the front cameras.” He spoke in a half-mumble through his neoprene mask. Kelly nodded.
The trail appeared to be an ATV path. It was just wide enough for a 4-wheeler to pass through and the tracks in the ground confirmed it. The trail wound deep through the forest. Tall palm trees and thick bushes lined either side, eventually opening up into the southwest entrance of the facility. The building came into view.
“Here we are,” Kelly said.
“There’s the door.” Bennett pointed to an entrance along the wall.
The building looked to be completely dark inside. A single light glowed amber above the southwest doorway. The moon above cast enough light down to highlight the edges of the structure. At night the building appeared even more foreboding. It stood out in the jungle like a fortress.
Bennett patted Kelly on the shoulder and motioned to follow then he stepped out from the trees and darted across the opening to the doorway. Kelly followed right behind him. When they had both reached the doorway Kelly took out the keychain. She glanced up at Bennett. He nodded. The receiver beeped and the door slowly slid open to the left.
Bennett clicked on his flashlight. They stepped through the doorway and into the dark building.

CHAPTER 29

CERTA GROUNDS, BETA SECTION
15 OCTOBER, 10:25 P.M.
Rick Danner breezed past the electrical shed, flooring the pedal to get up and over a small rise in the path. The Electric-All Terrain Vehicle, E-ATV, engine whirred quietly as it ascended the hill.
The electric vehicles were efficient modes of transportation around the facility grounds. Danner could cover a lot of ground quickly and they could handle most any terrain. They were surprisingly quiet, so much so that they were difficult to determine when they were actually on. Tegan followed closely behind Danner on an E-ATV of his own. They were heading out to the Beta Sector to fix some fencing that had been damaged.
“Up here!” Danner yelled out to Tegan. The E-ATV headlights bounced around in the darkness. They approached the east fence and Danner brought his E-ATV to a stop. He aimed the E-ATVs headlights at the fence and turned off the engine, and then he jumped off and approached the fence. Danner let out a whistle, as if seeing something disconcerting. “Well, that explains the burns on Covington’s hands. Take a look.”
The horizontal fence cables were bowed downward in a jagged line all the way up the fence.
“He climbed it,” Tegan said.
“Sure did. Probably didn’t even feel the electricity burning his hands,” Danner said.
Danner walked back to the E-ATV and pulled out a collapsible ladder strapped to the back. He unfolded it next to the fence and started climbing.
“You repair the bottom rows. I’ll do the top.”
“You sure its off?” Tegan asked.
“That’s why I brought you along,” Danner said and looked down at Tegan.
Danner smiled wryly. He pointed up to the light indicator at the top of the fence. “Its blue. We’re good. Now start fixing.”

CHAPTER 30

CERTA FACILITY, WEST WING
15 OCTOBER, 10:30 P.M.
The pungent odor immediately filled the air. Bennett and Kelly both noticed it right away as they crept around the dark room.
“What is that?” Kelly asked.
“Smells like ammonia. This must be a supply room,” Bennett replied.
Kelly shined her light around the room. The white beam floated across cleaning supplies, mops, brooms, then glared back at her from atop a shiny surface. She moved in closer to see what it was.
“Tom. Look.”
Bennett came over to see what Kelly was pointing at and his eyes were immediately drawn to an AR-15 hanging behind a glass case. He looked closer and realized he was standing in front of an entire arsenal of weapons encased along the wall.
It’s like an armory in here,” Bennett said.
He could identify all of the makes and models of the firearms— an M4 Carbine, an AR-15, a .308 sniper rifle, two Benelli 12-gauge shotguns, four AK-47s and a half dozen 45-caliber Glocks. It was all gear he had been trained to use from his time in the military. He estimated it was roughly enough gear to arm a battalion.
“Is that normal?” Kelly whispered — referring to the fact that this place appeared to be heavily fortified.
“It is for a company backed by the DOD.”
Kelly held the keychain up to the receiver on the opposite side of the room. The door beeped open revealing a long, dark hallway. They pointed their flashlight beams through the doorway and entered the hallway. Bennett went right and walked quietly down the hallway past a series of doors — some of them open. He passed a cafeteria with a kitchen, a lounge holding a few couches and a giant flatscreen on the wall, a few offices and restrooms. It resembled the layout of a typical office building.
Kelly felt strange walking through the empty halls — she had the feeling she shouldn’t be there. It was an eerie, exciting feeling — one that she hadn’t experienced since long ago.

Kelly and her brother Colin once broke into their neighbor, Mr. Townsend’s, house. She had suspected Mr. Townsend of stealing her cat. Kelly had talked her brother into investigating and they ended up breaking in Mr. Townsend’s house while he was away. They snooped around his house at night, roaming through the empty rooms. She remembered the smell of musty lavender in the house. She recalled the tingling feeling creeping over her body as she walked through a stranger’s house. It was a strange feeling. She remembered the hair on her arms standing up and how she jumped at every noise in the house.
They never found her cat that night. It turned out that Mr. Townsend had taken in a stray around the same time Kelly had lost hers. The colors were different enough to determine it wasn’t her cat. In the end, she felt bad for wrongly accusing him.
The memory flashed into her mind, then drifted away.

Toward the end of the hallway they approached a door labeled TEST LAB.
Bennett held up two fingers and pointed them straight at the door, motioning to Kelly. Kelly nodded and held the keychain up to the receiver. The door hissed open and slid to the left…Blinding light instantly flooded the hallway as the laboratory lights shone down on them. Bennett squinted his eyes and shielded his face to the unexpected light. He pulled Kelly backward and ducked into the hallway as the door closed behind them. They crouched down with their backs to the wall.
“The lights are on!” Kelly whispered. “Do you think someone’s here?”
“Shhh. Listen,” Bennett said holding his finger up to his lips.
They sat against the door listening, trying to hear for any signs that they had been spotted. They held still in the dark hallway for almost a minute — nothing but silence.
“Nobody’s here — maybe they leave the lab lights on at night.”
“Should we go back in?” Kelly asked.
Bennett paused, still listening. “Yeah, I think we’re good. Let’s go.” They got back up and entered through the door.
The bright fluorescent lights again shone down on Bennett and Kelly. The massive laboratory was laid out in front of them in a grandiose hall. Cubicles with computers, motion sensors units, and precision tools were placed at stations around the lab floor. Parts, cables and silicon boards were stacked in piles at the corner of the room. Kelly took out her phone. She started snapping photos of everything inside. To the left was a smaller set of rooms behind a large glass wall. To the right was a massive structure that looked to be some kind of training station or obstacle course — like one would expect to find as a set in an outdoor store. Kelly snapped many detailed photos of the course.
The interior was unidentifiable for the most part. Bennett couldn’t find any noticeable tie-in to robots of any sort, let alone any blueprints, plans or construct reference anywhere. The inside of the building came across as your everyday corporate, tech-development company. They could be manufacturing processors, for all Bennett knew.
They moved around quietly, covering the entire lab from end to end. Kelly walked over to Bennett who was holding some sort of optical lens piece in his hands. “The cats aren’t here. There must be another large room like this,” Kelly said. “There’s an exit over here. Come on.” She walked over to a set of double doors marked with a sign above.
EAST WING
CONTROL CENTER
Bennett followed her to the door. Kelly held up the keychain and the door opened revealing another dark hallway. They ducked out from the bright laboratory into the darkness. They both clicked on their flashlights as the door closed. Bennett heard the gears inside the door whine gently as the interior locking lever sealed the door shut behind them.
They continued on.
The building was silent, and Bennett felt as if his footsteps were echoing throughout the entire building. He attempted to walk more softly, only to realize it didn’t make any difference. The hallway seemed to go forever, and there weren’t quite as many doors along the way as the other hallway. Bennett realized they were passing in front of the enormous windows that he had seen earlier today when they stumbled upon the building. He looked through the glass. It was pitch black outside. The moon was now covered completely by clouds. They finally approached the end of the hallway and came to a door labeled above:
TEST ENCLOSURES
CONTROL CENTER
Bennett glanced to the right. There was an office at the end of the hall with its door slightly ajar. As he walked past he noticed a faint light flash inside. He pushed the door open gently and revealed an empty office overlooking the front parking lot. The office was dark.
There it was again. The light.
Suddenly Bennett noticed the light again, this time moving along the wall. The light flickered and then filled the room briefly, just for a moment. Bennett’s heart sank and a feeling of panic shot through him as he realized what it was.
“A car!” Kelly shouted. She looked at Bennett with a terrified expression. “Tom! What do we do?”
Bennett’s mind raced. They were deep within the building; he didn’t know any other way back than the way they came in. It would take too long to run back out. By the time they got back to the southwest entrance, the person would already be inside. On the other hand, if they stayed up in the room, they ran the risk that someone would come up to that very office.
“Come on.” He grabbed Kelly’s hand and they ran out. They entered the hallway and Bennett lifted Kelly’s hand up to the receiver. The door hissed open.
“In here,” he said.
They entered the den.

The door shut behind them as they entered the room. It was dark and surprisingly cold inside. Bennett couldn’t see a thing, but he could tell by the interior acoustics that they were in an immense environment. He felt suddenly miniscule — disoriented. Every move they made echoed off the grand walls around them. Bennett flicked his flashlight on and pointed the beam up the wall.
The sign above read: Control Room.
They were inside the den.
As her eyes adjusted to the darkness, Kelly began to see faint traces of moonlight shining in from above. She looked up and saw what appeared to be a skylight above them.
“This is the room. This is what we were looking into today. The cages must be along the walls here.” She walked over to the glass factions and shined her light into one of them. Bennett was walking the perimeter of the room looking for an exit. “Kelly, we need to find a way out of here. Help me look for a door or something.”
“Tom! Look.”
Kelly froze and stared into the containment with her flashlight beam steady in front of her. Bennett walked over to her. A pair of glassy eyes stared back at them from deep within the enclosure. It was a cat…a large black cat, laying down in the shadows, staring at them. It just stayed there on the floor, head resting on top of its front legs. It was a massive creature, more the size of a lion than a panther, Kelly thought. It had an odd build too. Strange muscle definition around the shoulders and it appeared to have a slightly raised back. It’s fur coat was beautiful and reflected light in colorful fragments that seemed to play tricks with Kelly’s eyes.
“Can you believe it?” Kelly was so entranced with the cat she didn’t think to take a picture.
“I don’t know Kell…it’s not moving. I don’t think it’s—”
As soon as Bennett spoke, the animal perked its head up and stood up on its forelimbs. Bennett and Kelly both took a step back away from the glass.
“I’m not — so — sure about that,” Kelly said. Amazement written all over her words.
“Alright, take a picture and let’s get out of here. Whoever got here will be inside any second,” said Bennett.
“Tom, I want to be sure.” Otherwise, why did we come in here?” She crouched down and called softly to the cat. “Come here girl. I’m not going to hurt you. I just want to get a look at you.”
Bennett backed away and continued searching for an exit. They needed to find a way out, quick. He shined his light up the south face of the room. The light met up against a steel ladder leading up the wall. It ran all the way up to a level of scaffolding below the A-frame roof. Bennett walked over to it and grabbed the metal rungs, giving them a tug to check the stability. The metal was cold in his hands but felt strong and sturdy.
“Kelly, over here. This ladder goes all the way to the skylight. I think we can actually get out from here,” Bennett said.
Click.
The synthesized shutter sound on Kelly’s phone clicked loudly and sent a blast of light that filled the space around them. Immediately after the camera flashed, a sound echoed from inside the building somewhere. It sounded like a loud thud.
“Kelly, now! Let’s go. They’re here.”
Kelly ran over to the ladder and began climbing quickly up the wall. Bennett followed behind her. The ladder rose at least forty feet off the ground. Kelly reached blindly to each rung, unable to see in the darkness. The moonlight illuminated the scaffolding above helping guide her to the top of the ladder. She pulled herself onto the dangling aluminum platform. It swayed slightly, causing her to grab the side railing with both hands in order to steady herself. Bennett came up right behind her and pulled himself up.
“Ok, there should be an access door or something here.” They both looked around. Kelly spotted an exit.
“There. In the corner.” Kelly pointed to an opening in the roof. An entire window panel was missing from the skylight. The scaffolding they stood on led to that side of the room and right past the opening.
“That’s it. That’s our exit,” said Bennett.
They began making their way carefully across the walkway. The aluminum paneling beneath them squeaked occasionally as they walked. The moon above lit their silhouettes and cast their shadows down to the floor below. Bennett looked down to see the black figures moving like shadow puppets across a bridge.
“Almost there,” Bennett said.
Suddenly, a beeping sound echoed through the room followed by the sound of a door opening.
Bennett and Kelly froze.
They looked to the doorway and watched as the silhouette of a man entered the room. He walked slowly over the threshold while the door closed behind him, shutting out the hallway light and concealing him in the darkness. Kelly felt her arm being grasped by Bennett’s hand. They both ducked down quietly, hiding the best they could behind the thin, aluminum walkway.
For a moment, nothing happened. Neither Bennett nor Kelly dared move, each remained hidden in the darkness. Then a light flickered above the doorway, followed by other fluorescent bulbs sputtering to life. Soon the entire room was illuminated and Bennett and Kelly could clearly see the man who stood in the doorway.
The man wore boots, dark jeans and a wrinkled Hawaiian shirt — unbuttoned revealing a white t-shirt underneath. He stared intently down at the cell phone he held in his right hand. His eyes looked red and bloodshot behind his wiry glasses. His thick, brown unkempt hair was pushed back behind his ears. He looked scruffy and unshaven, probably in his mid-forties. The man turned and walked directly toward the enclosures, not seeming to notice that Bennett and Kelly were there at all. Bennett noticed his mannerisms — jerky and somewhat spastic…like he could be on something.
He continued walking until he was almost directly underneath the scaffolding. Bennett turned slowly and looked at Kelly. He held his index finger to his lips. Kelly nodded back. The man walked to each of the containment factions and peered in each one, bobbing his head around to get a good look inside. One by one, he inspected the cells — seemingly checking to see if the cats were all accounted for.
Beep, Beep.
An alert resonated from the cell phone he held in his hands and he paused to check it. He stood still as he read the screen on the phone. Then he suddenly ran across the room and entered the control room door on the far side. The door shut behind him.
“Go! Hurry,” Bennett whispered to Kelly. They stood up and slowly began shuffling across the walkway again.
They had only made it a few steps when the control room door opened and the man entered the room again. Bennett and Kelly stopped and crouched down quickly. The man was holding something in his hands. Bennett thought it was his phone, but upon further inspection he realized the man was holding a gun. It looked to be a semi-automatic pistol; Bennett could tell by the way the man pulled back the slide, cocking the weapon. Kelly’s right hand gripped Bennett’s arm tightly when she recognized what the man was holding.
Did he know they were there?
However, the man still didn’t look up. He walked over to a computer station next to the first containment faction and placed the gun on the shelf. He began typing quickly on the keyboard.
He’s looking this direction — he’s going to see us. Kelly thought.
The man continued typing, staring directly at the screen in front of him. All he had to do was look up, and Bennett and Kelly would be in his direct line of sight. Bennett was desperately trying to hold still. He felt beads of sweat forming on his forehead. He wanted to wipe it away but he knew even a subtle movement could cause the scaffolding to squeak and give away their position. He tried to glance over at Kelly to see how she was holding up. He saw her left hand gripping the railing firmly, her knuckles white, eyes wide.
The man switched back and forth between typing and checking his phone. He moved quickly — typing out hundreds of characters like machine gun fire. He checked his phone, typed again, checked the phone, and repeated typing for what seemed like hours. Then his typing finally came to a stop. He pushed the computer away and wheeled it back to the wall where he had gotten it. The man grabbed the gun off the shelf and walked slowly to the door, still staring at his phone.
Thank God, he’s leaving, Kelly thought.
But the man stopped just short of the door and slid into the shadows to his left, hiding himself between the control room and main entrance.
What is he doing?
Bennett couldn’t make sense of the man’s actions, and it made him all the more nervous. The man remained in the shadow for an endless, nerve-racking minute until the sound of distant footsteps broke the silence.
The sounds came from the hallway — two sets of footsteps approaching the door and stopping. The receiver beeped and the door opened up. Two men stepped into the room. One of them was the man that Bennett and Kelly had encountered earlier that day — the one who escorted them off the property. Bennett and Kelly watched in shock to what was taking place. They couldn’t do anything but hide behind the scaffolding and watch from above. Suddenly, the man who was hiding in the shadows emerged from behind the two men.
He was holding out his gun.
A split second later, the situation went from bad to worse.

CHAPTER 31

THE DEN
15 OCTOBER, 11:05 P.M.
“Braden! What are you…?”
The sound of the gun blast rang off the walls. It was deafeningly loud inside the cavernous concrete room. Kelly let go of the railing and covered her ears instinctively. The sound echoed off the walls and took seconds to die out. She covered her mouth trying desperately not to make a sound. She wanted to scream.
He shot him! Why did he shoot him?
The man slouched and fell to the floor with a thud. He lay there and didn’t move. Bennett grabbed Kelly’s arm and pulled her down. Kelly realized she was in plain view and she immediately crouched down out of sight.
* * *
Danner had his shotgun slung across his back. He quickly reached for it.
“Hold it! I wouldn’t do that,” Braden said. Danner stopped and slowly lowered his arms. His face a reflection of the shock he was experiencing.
“Braden, what are you doing?”
“Whatever I need to do,” he said and walked slowly toward Danner. “I need your attention, Rick. And I think I have it now.”
Danner glanced down at Tegan. He was dead. The bullet had entered his chest at close range, killing him immediately. Kenneth Braden had shot him without hesitation. Danner had been right about him; Braden was a psychopath. And by the looks of him he was teetering on the edge of killing again. Danner had to take his actions into account. He needed to control himself.
“Take off the shotgun slowly and place it on the floor. Slowly! And don’t even try to pull a quick one on me. I don’t have the patience right now — as you can see.” Braden chuckled nervously. He then blinked his eyes repeatedly as if trying to keep himself focused. Either that or it was a nervous reaction. Danner wasn’t sure.
Braden kept the pistol fixed on Danner’s chest. Danner slowly brought the shotgun over his shoulder and placed it on the concrete floor.
“Kick it to me. Over…over here,” Braden said in a nervy stutter.
Danner swept the shotgun across the surface over to Braden’s feet.
“What else do you have there?” Braden pointed the gun at Danner’s waist. “The revolver too. And whatever else Boy Scout crap you’ve got on you. Empty out.”
Danner took off his belt which held his .45 pistol and a combat knife. He lifted his pant leg and unsheathed a knife strapped to his boot.
“Your key too,” Braden said.
Danner placed all of the items on the ground and kicked them away contemptuously.
“Alright Rambo. This way.” Braden nodded toward the containments.
Danner walked over. “Ok, hold it.” Braden walked past Danner, his gun still fixed at his chest. He moved close to the glass — the door slid open. “Inside.” Braden motioned into the cell. “You can have Lorry’s room, since you decided to take her from me.”
“What are you talking about Braden? Take her from you? It was killing people, I…”
“Stop! I don’t want to hear it.” Braden looked at Danner disgustedly. “I can’t stand to hear you talk, Rick. It pains me. You’re a Gung Ho cowboy. Frankly, nothing would please me more than to put a bullet in your head — which I will do.” Braden grimaced as he spoke. “But first tell me where Lorry is. I know you found her.”
Danner walked into the containment. “You’ve lost it Braden. Look at what you’re doing right now.”
CRACK!
A loud blast rang throughout the den. Braden shot a round straight at Danner’s head from outside the containment. The bullet embedded itself into the ballistic glass directly in front of Danner’s face. The glass absorbed the impact and spider-webbed outward. Danner stared back through the fractured glass, livid. The blast echo faded into the walls.
“I know exactly what I’m doing Rick. Don’t…don’t…ever tell me what to do.” Braden eyed Danner menacingly through the glass wall. “You’re a glorified custodian at this place. You have no business being involved with the brilliant work that is accomplished here. You’re hired muscle and you’re simply in the way.” Braden shut the door to the containment, locking Danner inside. “Now, I’ll ask one final time. Where is Lorry?”
Danner shook his head. He couldn’t believe how far removed from reality Braden had become. “The robot is out in the Beta Sector. I’ll have to take you there myself.”
“Did you hurt it? What did you do to it?” He asked as if deeply concerned with the well-being of the robot.
“I shut it down…it killed two of my men. I unplugged the thing,” Danner said holding back fury in his voice.
“Unplugged…” Braden whispered to himself and mumbled something under his breath. “How did you catch her?”
“We ran the damn thing over!” Danner yelled. He held back the impulse to unleash on Braden further. Danner dug deep to remain calm and not lose his temper. “Braden, it’s a killing machine. You’ve created a robot capable of horrendous things. If Perry had any idea about what your…”
“Dr. Perry is more aware than you could imagine. I’m sure that might come as a surprise to you,” Braden said. He held the gun against the glass and dragged it along the face as he walked around to the next containment. He stopped in front and crouched down. For a moment he didn’t talk, he just remained still, peering into the containment.
“They’re quite wonderful, aren’t they? The way they move — their ability to think intelligently. Tell me Rick — did it terrify you?” Braden cocked his head as he stared into the containment. “Were you there when it made the kills?” Braden glanced over at Danner. “Did the victims scream out to you as they were being chased?”
Danner turned away from him. “You’re delusional. Do what you’re going to do or let me take you to the robot.”
“Very well,” Braden said with a nod, “very well.”

CHAPTER 32

THE DEN
15 OCTOBER, 11:45 P.M.
The rain battered at the roof, drenching the skylight above them. The wind seemed to be picking up outside as well. Bennett and Kelly hid in the scaffolding high above the two men. They had seen a man get shot and now one of them had been locked into one of the cells. The man with the gun, who was called Braden, appeared to be quite comfortable pulling the trigger.
Kelly couldn’t believe the situation they had gotten themselves into. She just wanted to leave — get out of there now. On top of everything, her legs were beginning to cramp as she was crouched down in the narrow space. Her left leg was starting to shake; she needed to stretch it out. However, any noise in a room this large would echo loudly and surely draw attention. She just had to deal with it. Kelly wondered if Tom was uncomfortable too. She couldn’t tell — he looked calm. Kelly looked up at the opening in the ceiling. It was so close. The paneling was only about ten feet away. Maybe if they took one step every minute or so, they could eventually make it there unnoticed. She began to raise her legs ever so slightly until she heard the paneling squeak gently. She stopped. Tom swung his head around to her and mouthed, quiet.
Kelly closed her eyes and tried to clear her mind. Come on Kelly. You’re strong. You are confident and completely capable. Now pull it together and relax. It’s the only way you’re going to get out of here alive. You can do this!
The sound of a door opening snapped Kelly out of her meditative state. She peeked down and saw the man with the gun letting the captured man out of the cell. He was placing utility ties around the man’s hands. Now they were heading into the control room. The door shut.
Now.
Bennett and Kelly stood up. They carefully made their way across the last stretch of scaffolding and reached the opening. Bennett looked up at the skylight. Large metal bars crisscrossed in a large grid across the face of the skylight. They appeared sturdy — certainly strong enough to hold their weight.
Rain came down through the exposed skylight and fell on Bennett’s face. He wiped it away and glanced down into the room — nobody coming, they were still in the clear. He locked his fingers together, creating a foothold. Kelly put her hand on his shoulder and stepped her left boot into the foothold. Bennett hoisted Kelly through the opening and into the rain. Once she was through, Bennett reached up and grabbed the bars with both hands. He pulled himself up and was immediately hit by the harsh elements outside.
The wind was fierce up on top of the building; they had to crouch to keep from getting blown off. Heavy rain pellets blasted at them, making them shield their faces.
“Stay low to the ground,” Bennett half-shouted to Kelly. They moved across the narrow web of support beams spanning the skylight. The skylight was drenched and extremely slippery.
“Follow me. Step where I step,” he directed.
Bennett looked down. They were about sixty feet off the ground. A fall from where they were standing would be certain death. If they could just make it across the skylight they would be on the flat roof, which was much safer terrain.
The sides of the skylight were extremely steep — almost vertical as it met up with the roof. Bennett hung over the side awkwardly, his forearms burning as he descended the drop. He could feel his footing began to slip and he reached out to get a different foothold. Suddenly, Kelly came careening down from above him. She reached out to stop herself but the wet metal didn’t provide a viable option. Her right boot came to rest on the bar where Bennett’s left hand was. Pain shot through Bennett’s fingers and he withdrew them quickly — pulling his hand out and jumping down onto the roof. It was about a six-foot drop and he landed hard. His bag opened up spilling the components onto the wet roof. He watched as the flashlight bounced across the surface and fell over the edge to the ground below.
“Sorry!” Kelly shouted.
“It’s ok.” Bennett got to his feet. “Here — I’ll catch you.” Bennett stood under Kelly with his arms out. She let go of the bars and dropped. He caught her and helped her to her feet. It was hard to tell how much of a racket they were making on the roof. Everything was loud around them. They couldn’t hear a thing over the wind and rain. Bennett knew they just had to find a way off the roof now. He retrieved the items from his bag and they began walking along the roof looking for an exit.
“You check that side, I’ll look along here. Walk lightly and try to keep quiet,” he said.
Kelly split from Bennett and walked over to the east side of the building. She could barely see ten feet in front of her as the rain came down in sheets and poured off the sides of the roof. She searched along the edge for a ladder or any kind of way down. Nothing.
A gust of wind hit her from the side and sent her off balance, pushing her dangerously close to the edge of the building. She stepped back away from the edge quickly.
Kelly shivered — her body was soaked. She brought her arms in close and crossed them tightly for warmth. As she rounded the front of the building a doorway came into view. It looked to be an access door leading back into the building. Next to it was a walkway that ascended up into nowhere — the dark sky. The rainwater gushed down the steps toward her.
The helipad.
The one they had seen earlier today from below.
Kelly looked back across the roof for Bennett. She spotted him, barely visible, leaning over the side of the building. Kelly thought about shouting out to him, but decided against it — not wanting to draw any attention. She walked past the door and stepped over a roof vent. Before her foot touched down, she was suddenly grabbed from behind. Strong hands covered her mouth and pinned her arms back. She tried desperately to scream out to Tom. Her attempt proved feeble as the facemask and the hand covering her mouth muffled her screams.
A sharp pain shot through her neck, immediately relaxing her body. She felt herself being pulled backward through the rain toward the open doorway. She kicked as hard as she could and jerked her body violently, trying to free herself — but her body soon became numb and she was unable to fight back. She felt the rain cease falling as she was brought inside the doorway. The wind howled in protest for only a moment until the door closed shut in front of her. She felt her eyes get heavy and her legs give out. A moment later everything went black.

CHAPTER 33

THE DEN
15 OCTOBER, 12:15 P.M.
The door burst open and Kenneth Braden walked in carrying a woman in his arms. She was soaking wet and by the looks of her — possibly dead. Rick Danner sat up and walked to the front of the containment.
“Look what I found wandering around the helipad. A friend of yours perhaps?” Braden asked Danner.
Danner looked at the woman. At first he didn’t recognize her, then upon closer inspection he realized who it was. The woman from earlier? What was she doing here?
“She was here earlier today…with a photographer. What did you…?”
“A photographer? Is this the photographer you speak of?” Braden held his phone against the glass wall. Danner could see a picture displayed on it, which looked to be taken by a surveillance photo from on top of the building. The man pictured looked like the photographer he had escorted off the property earlier in the day. It was difficult to tell — the man had a black mask covering his face. However, the buzzed hair and athletic build fit the bill.
“Yeah, that’s him,” Danner said.
“What do they want?” asked Braden — clearly suspicious at the fact that Danner knew who the couple was.
Danner was eyeing Kelly curiously. “Braden, what did you do to her? She looks…”
“She’ll be fine! Now answer my question!” Braden hissed.
“They said they were lost — that they had stumbled upon our facility accidentally. I drove them back out to the reserve parking lot.”
“And you believed them?”
“Why not? There are hikers all around these reserves. People hike by here everyday,” Danner said indifferently.
“I don’t buy it. As soon as she wakes up I’ll find out what they’re really doing here.” Braden walked over to the adjacent containment faction. He placed Kelly on the ground with her back against the glass wall. He reached into his pocket and pulled out an RFID keychain. Then opened up the door to the containment.
Braden patted his right thigh. “Come on, Carry. Let’s go. I’ve got some work for you,” he said coaxingly.
For a moment, nothing happened. Then out of the back of the containment a juggernaut stepped forward and made its way up to Braden. It stopped when it reached him and sat back on its hind legs. “Good girl.” Braden ran his hand across the robot’s furry coat. He stroked it as if it were a dog. “See Rick. There’s really nothing to be afraid of. They’re quite tame if you know how to control them.” Braden smiled and slowly ran his hands along the back of the robot all the way to its head — scratching as he went.
Danner couldn’t help but be sickened by Braden’s affection toward the robot. He was treating it like a domesticated animal.
“Good girl. Now go!” The juggernaut jumped to its feet and shot quickly through the room and out the doorway.
“Rick. I think you should watch this,” Braden said commandingly. He strode over to the corner of the room and returned with a computer with which he wheeled in front of the containments. He typed for a moment, and the large monitor displayed multiple surveillance camera angles throughout the building.
“I want you to respect them…you soon will. You will witness another kill. But this time you can just sit back and enjoy the show — watch it hunt, watch it think.” Braden looked over at Kelly. “It’s too bad she isn’t awake to see it all too. I’m sure she will be soon. She will let us know why she’s here and then you will take me to Lorry.”
Danner watched the monitor. He could see the man on top of the roof, the photographer. He was approaching the access door.
The man opened the door and went inside.

CHAPTER 34

CERTA FACILITY ROOFTOP
15 OCTOBER, 12:25 P.M.
Tom Bennett stepped carefully down the dark stairwell. It was pitch black inside and he was forced to feel his way through the darkness with every step. For the past ten minutes he had been searching for Kelly on the roof. She had disappeared — simply vanished. Bennett was certain she wasn’t anywhere on the roof and he had searched the ground below the best he could from atop the roof. He was fairly certain she hadn’t fallen. Which meant there was only one other place she could’ve gone — back inside the building.
But why hadn’t she told him?
Bennett’s mind raced…she would’ve told him. He was certain of it. The more he thought it through; he could only come up with a single conclusion.
Kelly was taken.
Bennett realized that everything had just changed — everything. He was no longer thinking evasively. It wasn’t about escaping quietly any more. He had to get Kelly back, whatever that meant. Which meant that he was going back into the building to get her out. It wasn’t a question of whether or not to do it — he had to find her and get her out.
Bennett thought about calling Kelly’s father, Dr. Adler. He would want to know if she was in serious danger. He pulled his phone out of his pocket and looked down at it.
He couldn’t bring himself to dial the numbers.
Not yet.
Bennett ran his hand along the wall as he descended the stairwell. He used his cell phone to illuminate the steps. The stairs seemed to continue forever. He moved quickly though and eventually reached the bottom. The doorknob was directly in front of him. He reached out, grabbed it and gave it a turn.
It was locked.
Of course it was locked — Kelly had the keychain. Bennett realized he had no way of getting into the building. Every door required security access and the only way of getting in was by having the RFID codes. Bennett thought quickly. What else could he do? After a moment, he came to a surprise realization.
The access codes…Kam has the codes!
Bennett scanned his cell phone for Kam’s number. Dr. Adler had messaged it to him while he had gone to help Kam at the cove. He found it and quickly dialed his number.
He heard the phone ring. The connection was choppy — cutting in and out. The reception was bad this far out in the forest. After three rings he heard Kam pick up the other line.
“Hello?”
“Kam. It’s Tom Bennett. Can you talk?”
“Yeah. I just got home actually…what’s up? Kam sounded concerned.
“Good. Listen, Kam — I’m short on battery life so I’m going to talk quick. The access codes that you pulled off of the keychain earlier today…can those be sent to a mobile device?”
Kam paused on the other line, processing the request. “You mean you want the phone to act as an RFID?” he asked, piecing it together quickly.
“Yes.”
“Then, yeah. But I’d need to hack it…kind of,” he said.
“Ok, what do you need to do?” Bennett asked.
“Basically, almost all phones carry 14 MHz tags in them, which is how we use them to pay for everything. Those tags transmit IDs. Most ID’s are protected though, so you have to hack the ID in order for the tag to accept it.”
Bennett was familiar with the technology. He knew where Kam was going. “Ok. I think I’m following you. So would you be able to send me the ID with those access codes?”
“Hang on. I’ll let you know in a minute,” he said.
Bennett could hear Kam typing rapidly on the other line. Kam’s tinny voice echoed through the speaker from his phone in the stairwell.
“Ok. So I’m packaging the access codes into a single ID file. The file has a patch to overwrite the tag reader. I’m hoping I can just message it to you and it will work…hang on. Give me one second,” Kam said. He sounded focused.
Bennett waited patiently in the stairwell.
“Ok! Let me know if it comes through.”
Bennett looked down at the phone. Nothing had come through yet. He did notice his battery was teetering around 18 % capacity. Still — nothing had shown up yet.
“Anything yet?” Kam asked.
“No. Not yet.” Just then, a message popped up. “Wait! I got it,” Bennett said.
“Ok. Good. Now just click on it and it should store it in your transmissions folder.”
“Done.”
“Ok. Now give it a try.” Kam said coaching Bennett along.
Bennett held his phone up to the receiver on the door.
BEEP. The door slid open revealing a small hallway.
“It worked! Thanks Kam. I owe you one. Sorry — gotta run,” Bennett whispered, and hung up his phone.
Thank you, Kam. You may have just saved Kelly’s life.

The hallway was dark. Bennett didn’t want to use his phone light due to the low battery life. He needed it to access the other doors. That was most important right now.
He stopped in the hallway and closed his eyes. He imagined the floor plan of the facility in front of him.
Bennett had a gift for this. He had somewhat of a photographic memory. He could store and recall items in his memory better than most people. It was like an indexing system he used to record people, places, pictures and events. As far as he could remember, he had a talent for remembering things in detail. He focused on the building around him. He recollected the hallways, doorways, offices, exits, stairways, and bathrooms — everything he had seen so far. Then he began to map out a floor plan in his mind. There were a few missing pieces here and there, from the spots he hadn’t visited yet, but he was able to build a schematic of sorts that would help him navigate through the darkness.
He came to conclude that he was presently above the lab. The helipad sat above the lab and he could see another door up ahead. Bennett walked up to the door and peered through the window.
He was right.
Outside the door was an open metal staircase leading down to the lab. The lab was dark — the lights had been turned off.
The lights had been turned off.
That man must have turned off all of the lights in the building. It would be difficult to get to Kelly in the dark. However, if he could remain unnoticed, he would be able to use the darkness to his advantage.
The lab led to a hallway, which led to the containments. If the man with the gun had taken Kelly, he had most likely brought her to the containments. That was where Bennett would go. He would have to get there through the building — it was too risky to try to get in again through the skylight where he would be completely exposed.
Bennett unlocked the door to the lab using his phone. The receiver beeped and the door slid open. He entered the lab.

CHAPTER 35

THE DEN
15 OCTOBER, 12:45 P.M.
It was cold. Kelly Adler tried to open her eyes — which proved an exhausting task. She felt as if her eyelids had been sewn shut. Disoriented and confused, for a moment she had no idea where she was. Then as her eyes slowly adjusted, Kelly began to make out the skylight above her.
“Ah,…I see…visitor… waking up.”
Kelly heard a voice in the distance. It was hard to piece anything together phonetically. It was as if her brain had slowed to a painful crawl. She could barely focus. She tried to move her legs and realized she couldn’t feel them at all. Slowly, two figures came into view. One was the man with the gun and the other was locked in the containment next to her. Kelly tried to speak and her words came out as pathetic groans.
“Hmm…I might have…too large a dose. Oh, well…fogginess…wear off soon.”
She heard the man say.
Kelly craned her neck to look around. She could see that she was sitting on the floor of the containment. A large cable running up the wall propped up the left side of her body.
“Can…hear me?” The man came up to the glass. He opened the door and walked over to where she was sitting. “What you’re feeling is the effects of Sodium Pent…
…for the most part. It’s a bit of a cocktail…concocted actually…other useful barbiturates. The…dosage I gave…not harmful, but…may take…moment for you… reach clarity.”
He bent down and looked at Kelly. “When you’re able to talk…I’d like… know…doing on the roof. You were quite easy to spot…camera—‘ya know?”
Kelly stared back at him through glassy eyes. She still couldn’t talk.
“Ok. I understand…not yet. I’ll let you enjoy some entertainment while you come…senses.”
The man motioned to a computer monitor behind him. Kelly strained to focus in the distance. She felt like she was looking through a wall of Jell-O. Everything was warped and jumbled. She focused intently on the screen in the distance, and for a moment she made out a figure moving. Someone was in a doorway. Then she realized who it was.
Tom. He was back in the building — probably looking for her.
What have you done, Kelly?
A flash of movement on the screen underneath grabbed her attention. Something else was there — moving quickly.
The cat.
The large cat was running down a hallway.
Oh, no…Kelly thought. It’s going after Tom!
She wanted to scream out to the men to stop. All she could do was stare — her eyes wide with fear. She followed the cat through the building and watched as it turned a corner and approached a door. The door opened. Which surprised Kelly. She was confused as to how the door opened for the cat. The cat entered the room and she realized where it was. The lab.
It was in the lab…with Tom.

CHAPTER 36

CERTA FACILITY LABORATORY
15 OCTOBER, 1:00 A.M.
Bennett heard the door slide open on the opposite end of the lab. He immediately crouched down out of view. Even though it was dark inside, small red safety lights illuminated the interior, providing enough light to make out the silhouettes of the machinery inside the lab. Bennett was crouched behind the stairwell on the lab floor. He listened for footsteps — but heard nothing. He poked his head out from behind the metal beam supporting the stairway and glanced across the lab floor. The lab stations set up across the floor were obscuring his line of sight to the door. He stepped out slowly until he was a few feet away from the stairs. Another few feet and he was able to clearly see the doorway.
Bennett expected to see a man standing in there. Instead, he made out a shape highlighted by the red light. He squinted his eyes in the darkness.
Suddenly, the figure leapt high into the sky — a good twenty-five feet through the air until it landed atop the obstacle course. The jumping distance was extraordinary—supernatural. Bennett knew an ordinary predator wouldn’t have been able to achieve that kind of distance. It stood high off the ground on top of the obstacle course, scanning the floor from above.
It was the panther.
Bennett ducked back out of view. This confirmed his assumption about the cat. There was no possible way the panther was a living animal. He didn’t know what it was, but it was clearly some kind of machine.
It can open doors, too?
Bennett could only imagine what else it was capable of. He knew one thing — it was there for him. He had to get out of there, now.
Bennett sat against the stairs and closed his eyes, thinking of his next move. He heard movement from the robot — shuffling. Then an idea came to him. He reached into his bag and pulled out a battery. Gripping it tight in his right hand, he stepped out and threw the battery across the lab floor. It hit the far corner and made a loud clanging noise that echoed raucously through the room. The robot immediately sprang from the perch and ran toward the noise. Bennett crept across the floor, moving from station to station. He could hear the robot running.
It was fast.
Bennett heard the footsteps reach the far end of the lab. He was getting close to the door…two stations away…one station away. Bennett looked back. The robot was standing in the middle of the floor on the opposite end looking back toward the door.
It was staring right at him.
Bennett didn’t hesitate. He ran. He ran hard all the way across the lab floor to the door. He could hear the robot running behind him. Bennett pulled out his phone and held it in front of him as he ran. He reached the door. The receiver didn’t register. The sound of the footsteps racing across the floor got closer and closer. It was right behind him. He could feel it closing in.
He held the phone closer…
BEEP
The door opened and Bennett ran across. He looked back and saw the robot bearing down on him.
The door was still open.
The robot leapt through the air at an amazing pace. Bennett started off down the hallway, sprinting. The door started to close. It was halfway shut when the robot slammed into it — hard. Sparks shot into the air as the robot lodged itself between the doorway and the metal door. Bennett heard the noise and looked back toward the robot. The door remained slightly open, jammed. The robot was halfway through the door — stuck, but still running. It’s ball-shaped feet scraping at the slick surface below, flailing violently as it tried to regain traction.
Bennett couldn’t believe how powerful the robot was. It had slammed into the solid metal door extremely hard and it hadn’t even phased it. The speed too — it had covered an incredible amount of ground in no time at all.
Bennett couldn’t believe this thing was actually chasing him.
A robot? I’m being chased by a killer robot…
It sounded too far-fetched to be real. However, this thing was bent on destruction…and incredibly intelligent. Bennett had to find a way to beat it.
The robot began pushing its way through. Bennett knew the door wouldn’t hold for long. He looked back down the hallway. The walkway continued for another thirty-five yards to the containments where he figured Kelly most likely was being held. He could run now, but he knew he wouldn’t make it. The robot had almost made its way through, and Bennett didn’t stand a chance in a foot race.
There.
He spotted two doors close by. Bennett ran toward them just as he heard the robot tear loose of the door and start advancing on all fours. Bennett got close enough to the doors to quickly read the signs above each.
ACCESS CLOSET
SERVER BAY

Bennett chose the door on the right and opened it. He ducked inside as it shut behind him.
The interior of the room revealed multiple rows of server columns reaching high to the ceiling. It was dark and exceptionally noisy inside. The sound of hundreds of fans cooling the hardware reminded Bennett of an angry hoard of insects.
He had entered the server bay. This was the level that stored all of the data and company files belonging to CERTA. Bennett could just imagine all of the information housed in the bays around him. He bobbed in and out of the columns attempting to find a way out. The robot would be following him in soon…if it wasn’t already inside.
He made his way down the left side of the room. Circuits and cords wrapped and twisted around the columns. The room was eerie and uncomfortable. It reminded Bennett of a nest…or a den. Something otherworldly.
The columns glowed with green lights, flickering and pulsating — like pods, suspended from the ceiling. The cables swarmed the exterior like feeding tubes passing data back and forth. The environment was ominous and suffocating. He knew it was just his mind playing tricks on him, but something about the place didn’t feel right. The room was nauseating and disorienting, and Bennett lost track of where he was among the pod bays for a brief moment.
Then he heard something.
It could’ve been the door shutting, he wasn’t quite sure. Bennett kept moving along the left wall until he reached the back of the room. He felt along the wall, looking for a door in the darkness. He thought about using his phone as a light but didn’t want to give himself away if the robot was, in fact, inside. He moved slowly along the wall, not finding a door anywhere — then he stopped. He sensed the presence of something in the room with him. He scanned the walls, looking for the robot until his eyes stopped on a sign across the room — a green sign.
A green exit sign.
He began making his way over, ducking behind columns and using them for cover. One of the columns he came across was hollow on one side. The racks were missing. Bennett stepped out into the aisle and immediately spotted the movement out of his right peripheral. He froze.
The robot was inside. Only four rows away.
It hadn’t seen him, Bennett was fairly certain. He guessed the robots were equipped with night vision, or possibly thermal imaging capabilities — considering it had spotted him easily in the lab.
He looked around him.
The heat from the servers…he could disguise himself!
The intense heat emitting from the servers would surely throw off any visual recognition brought by thermal imaging. Bennett slid back behind the column and stepped inside the nearby empty bay. He realized he was able to see though the cables in front of him — he could watch the robot approaching. The robot passed through the aisle three rows away. Then…another one passed in front of it.
There were two of them.
Two robots had entered the room — and they were getting close. Bennett brought his body in tight inside the column. The cables were hot. He could feel the heat close to his face.
The fear began to sink in. The fear of the unknown.
Bennett had no idea what these things would do to him if they got ahold of him. Trample him to death? Skewer him with retractable spikes? Eat him?
Do robots eat?
The robots passed the aisle in front of him. They stopped only a few feet away. Bennett held his breath as the first one passed, and watched as the other one followed.
They didn’t see him.
He watched as they continued down the aisles. Bennett knew they would soon reach the back wall and then most likely return to the front of the room.
It was now or never.
He spotted the exit door and jumped out from inside the column. Bennett zipped past the servers and columns and made a beeline for the door. One of the cables protruding out from a column caught on his bag, snapping the buckle. It made a clattering noise but Bennett kept moving, he didn’t look back. He kept running until he reached the door. Bennett reached out his phone and the door slid open. He noticed the door was flanked by two columns, which appeared to be freestanding.
These could be of use, he thought.
Bennett pushed on the side…the bay gave slightly. He looked back. The robots weren’t coming yet. He got behind the column and pushed on it with his left foot — forcefully. It began to teeter more — and more. Bennett reached out and used the adjacent column for leverage while he pressed harder and harder against the tall, heavy column. The hot metal began burning his hands. Bennett pushed hard. The bay tipped over and came crashing down in front of the door. Metal plating, cords and circuit boards filled the doorway in a muddled heap. It had nearly barricaded him in, just barely allowing enough room for Bennett to crawl underneath.
The crash had created a loud noise. He was certain they heard it.
He got down on his hands and knees and squeezed his body through the opening. As he pulled himself through, Bennett impaled his right shoulder on a sharp piece of metal sticking out of the heap.
Blood appeared in a dark, round spot on his clothing. Bennett cursed.
He thought he heard the robots behind him…by his legs.
He moved quickly, pulling himself through the narrow opening. He got his shoulders through. Then his torso. Once his upper body was cleared, he was able to pull his legs across. Bennett got to his feet and looked through the doorway — expecting to see the robots at any moment.
They didn’t come.
Maybe they hadn’t heard him leave…nevertheless, it surprised him. Bennett stood in the hallway catching his breath. He looked at his watch — it was now 2:00 in the morning. This evening had turned into a complete nightmare. He had to find Kelly and get her out. It was time for it all to come to an end.
Bennett looked down the hallway. He saw a set of stairs in the lobby that led to the second floor. He knew he could access the containments from upstairs.
He made his way down the hallway.
As he rounded the lobby, he noticed the entry of the stairs had statues adorning the columns — Greek gods. One looked to be Apollo and the other Ares, judging by the shield in his hand and the warrior’s helmet atop his head. They stood high above the stairs, judging all who entered the building. Bennett found the statues curious. More so the fact that the entire construct of the facility resembled Greek ruins. Whoever built this place had an obvious obsession with Greek Mythology, he thought.
Bennett looked down at his phone. The battery life was at 12 % and dropping steadily. He knew he wasn’t going to have his phone available much longer. He debated whether to turn his phone off, to prolong the life of the battery. If he powered it down, then he could turn in on when he actually needed it. After a moment of holding it in his hands, he pressed the power button and the light turned off. Bennett ascended the stairs. He took one last step then froze in his tracks.
There—standing directly in front of him…the man called Braden.
He had a gun pointed at Bennett.
The man didn’t hesitate. He fired the gun from about fifteen feet away. Bennett was caught off guard, but reacted quickly. He spun to his left, swinging his body away from the man.
Not quick enough.
He felt the impact of the bullet — hitting him in his field bag slung across his back. The impact was quick and jolting. He immediately felt a small shock accompanying the impact, however…there was no pain.
A shock…
A Taser gun! The Taser harpoons must have embedded into his bag.
He quickly threw the bag off. Then he turned around to face the man. But it was too late…
Another shot fired.
Bennett had no time to react. The electrode harpoons landed directly in Bennett’s chest. A fiery pain immediately shot through his torso, causing him to seize up and curl into a ball on the floor. The pain was excruciating. His eyes were closed but he could see bright light everywhere — all around him. He felt as if he was burning alive…for a time…Then it stopped. He lay there on the ground — barely conscious — unable to move. He felt his arms being pulled back and tied behind him. Next thing he knew he was being dragged by his feet along the cold surface through the dark building.

CHAPTER 37

HILO POLICE DEPARTMENT
16 OCTOBER, 2:30 A.M.
Detective Lee shut down his computer for the night. He turned off his desk lamp and grabbed the keys to his Jeep. It was late — actually — early in the morning. He had stumbled onto a lead after speaking with a woman earlier that day. She had spoken of a logo or insignia seen on a helicopter that had passed her house frequently over the last few days.
Lee ran the logo through image recognition diagnostics and came across some interesting findings. It turned out there was a company called CERTA that had a vague reference to having its headquarters on the Big Island — just off the eastern side of the island, inland from Hilo. Which would put them in range of where the woman had seen the helicopters flying by. He was unable to find much of anything else on them. CERTA didn’t have a formal website of its own. Lee had found a very generic reference that gave little — if anything, of a company description. But, the company logo fit the description that the woman had given him earlier.
99.98 % match. It was almost certainly the same company.
But where did this place exist? He had lived on the Islands his entire life and never once heard mention of this place.
Lee made his way through the office. It was dark — besides the light coming in from the parking lot streetlamps. He stepped out the front doors and used one of his keys to lock the doors behind him. Then he walked across the parking lot to his Jeep.
The newfound information about CERTA stuck in his head. It was something, at the very least — even if it didn’t turn up anything. Lee needed something to pursue since he was hitting dead ends everywhere else.
He decided he would leave early in the morning to investigate. He hopped in his Jeep, fired up the engine and drove up the road to his house.

CHAPTER 38

THE DEN
16 OCTOBER, 2:45 A.M.
The sound of the door opening awoke Kelly from her dazed state. She must have nodded off again. Whatever was in her system was seriously affecting her ability to focus. Last she remembered, Tom had disappeared into a hallway. He kept appearing on the different cameras throughout the building. First he had been chased through the lab and then through a hallway until she lost him when he ducked inside a room.
As far as the wildcat was concerned…the proof was right in front of her. It was obvious now. Kelly came to the realization that the cat was, in fact, not real. It was some sort of machine…or robot. Whatever it was, it was trying to kill Tom and had nearly succeeded.
Kelly felt horrible. She felt like this was her fault and, at the moment, she was more worried about Tom than her own safety. She was, however, feeling more alert. Her eyes could focus on objects, and she was beginning to have feeling in her arms and legs. She wiggled her body around and looked back across the room.
Braden appeared. He was dragging something…
It was Tom.
“Tom!” Kelly yelled. “What did you do to him?”
Braden looked up at Kelly, surprised. “Oh, I see somebody is awake.”
Braden dragged Bennett into the empty containment next to Kelly. She could see Tom was barely moving. He let out a groan, indicating he was alive, at least partially. Braden shut the door, leaving Bennett alone and tied up on the floor of the cell.
“This man is extremely lucky. I’m not sure how he got away from them…”
“What did you do to him?” Kelly yelled. Her voice exposed her fragility. It angered her that she couldn’t control it at the moment.
“He’ll be fine. They didn’t get to him. I did.” Braden directed his attention to Kelly. “Now…” he said with a cheerful voice that came across rather unnerving, considering the circumstances. He pulled up a chair and sat in front of Kelly.
“What exactly are you doing here?”
Kelly hesitated. She looked over at Bennett, hoping he would miraculously snap out of it and help her. But he was collapsed on the floor and unresponsive. She glared back at Braden and gave him a look that could freeze the sun.
“You’re sick. You know that?” Kelly said wrathfully. She was furious. She had no problem speaking her mind. Her tactic now was to be direct and demeaning. “Whatever you’ve created…those…robots. They’re monsters.”
Braden let her talk.
“You shot and killed that man…” Kelly pointed to the doorway where Tegan’s body still remained laying on the floor. “Why did you kill him? Kelly asked.
“Because he’s a psychopath,” Danner interjected.
“Quiet!” Braden yelled at Danner, who was sitting inside his containment with his back to them. Danner had stayed quiet for the most part after Kelly had arrived.
Braden returned his attention to Kelly and continued. “Collateral damage. That man was getting in the way of my tests and I don’t want him or anyone interfering. Rick should never have involved him or anyone else in this.”
“What are you talking about…tests?” Kelly demanded.
“You’re interested…I can see that. I’ll tell you, but first you tell me what you’re doing here,” Braden asked and folded his hands together.
Kelly looked down, pausing for a moment. Then she spoke. “We were hiking — in the reserve. Then we came across the building. We were planning on just passing by, but…we noticed…” Kelly looked over at Tom. “We could see into the building. We saw the cats in here…we thought they were real.”
A smile spread across Braden’s face. “They do look real don’t they?” He seemed pleased to hear Kelly’s comment. He clearly took it as a compliment to his creation. “So you happened to stumble across the building while you were out hiking. You looked inside and saw the poor, trapped kitty cats and you wanted to save them? Is that about right?” Braden spoke with gross enthusiasm. He blinked quickly while he spoke.
“Am I right?” he asked.
Kelly stared at him. “Until we found out what they really are…killing machines. And you…” Kelly looked away disgusted. “You’re a murderer.”
The smile faded from Braden’s face. “Wrong place, wrong time. I suppose.” He sounded slightly defeated by Kelly’s accusation. Braden paused for a moment as if deep in thought. Then changed the subject.
“You asked about my tests…yes, I’m testing. I’m testing them in a live environment. They need to be released into an uninhibited ecosystem where they can evolve on their own. Free to explore, adapt…and hunt. You see, the only way to actually advance their behavior is to remove them from a controlled environment and place them into the wild.”
“They’re dangerous. Can’t you see that? They could kill an innocent person out there,” Kelly said agitatedly.
“Yes, they can be dangerous. They can also be controlled,” he said.
Braden got up from his chair and began pacing. “It’s all about control, and they abide. They’ve always come back to me.” He paused. “Well, until yesterday…but I know what went wrong. I know why she didn’t return.” Braden seemed to be thinking as he spoke — as if he was working something out. He realized he was losing his concentration and focused again on Kelly.
“You see, the technology surfaced rather easily. Robotics have made leaps and bounds over the past few years, especially in the area of prosthetics. People who have never been able to use their legs are now walking around like normal human beings — even running and jumping. There are some who have never been able to write a letter or hug another human being with their own fully functioning arms, hands and fingers.
They can now do that with the help of science. It’s because of us — and we help people every day with it,” he said — pointing at himself proudly.
Braden continued pacing back and forth as he spoke.
“For example, a man with no arms can now pick up a spoon and feed himself, just as he would if he had real limbs of his own. He can do this simply by thinking it. A sensor of electrodes is implanted in the motor cortex of the brain…the cortex being the part of the brain that controls movement and motor skills…the person’s thoughts are relayed from the sensor to a computer, which sends instructions to the robotic arm — and there you have it.” He spoke quickly and animatedly. “So the brain controls the robotic prosthetics and the person is able to perform necessary functions to survive.”
Kelly looked over at Tom. He was still lying down.
“This is all good and has been a major breakthrough in neurorehabilitation as well as sustaining rehabilitation for para and quadriplegics. However the downside, is that in order for it to be of practical use, we needed to find a way for people to control it without being tethered or ‘hooked up’. Unless they wanted to carry around a machine with them while they went on a date…” Braden smiled at Kelly as if he had just told an amusing joke. Her impassive expression remained unfazed.
“Anyway, we took that award-winning technology and began to insert it into other fields: Medicine — we developed a surgery sequence carried out entirely by robots. Routine C-sections can now be completed without a doctor being in the room. Surgical procedures become templates and they can be performed again and again with precise execution. In the military, we have created robots that can handle life-threatening tasks that may be too risky for a normal human being to accomplish. Soon, we will have robots doing the job of a soldier — and we will spare hundreds of thousands of human lives.” Braden looked off into the distance, as if he was experiencing a vision. “However, we soon realized after field-testing many different subjects that the communication needed to come from the device itself and not rely on a host to inform it. You see…”
He placed one hand behind his back and paced.
“We have these brilliant machines, but they are entirely dependent on humans to manually control them.” Braden looked at Kelly as if to see if she understood where he was going. “The robots are only as good as the intelligence driving them. So in order to create smarter robots we needed to refine their AI to account for human error. We also needed a way to operate the robots without having to be physically attached to them. Therefore, we developed a way to communicate with the robots remotely, as needed, and let their on-board intelligence make the functional decisions. This way they begin to learn and store the data from their exercises and encounters — so that they become, in a way, self-sufficient. Soon they are solving problems that they were never trained for, and they are able to develop a solution much faster than a human can process. The solutions to their decisions are weighed on success rates, and they can learn and store their success and failures into their memory. Over time they operate with very limited need for human involvement of any kind.”
Braden looked up.
“Think of an airplane. For the most part, the plane flies itself. These days Autopilot is capable of handling almost one hundred percent of the functions involved with safely flying an aircraft. Humans are really only there in the case of error. But even then, we’re not perfect. We make mistakes too…it’s inevitable. Much like autopilot, our robots have stored functions and are trained to handle most any pre-determined encounter. They are even able to learn new functions based on MMM, Motion-Mirroring Memory. But what makes these machines so fascinating…what makes them a miracle of science…is the integration of nano-communication.”
Kelly was acting interested while she tried to think of a plan of escape. She glanced over at Tom. He was rubbing his chest and he seemed to be blinking his eyes — as if trying to focus. He was still lying on the ground but he looked to be gathering himself. Kelly felt more at ease. She could see Tom didn’t appear to be hurt badly. She looked away and attempted to listen to Braden.
“Nano-communication opened the door for us to interact with the robots without having to be tethered to them in any way. Years ago, Dr. Perry founded NanoCom. He led a team experimenting with RNM, Remote Neural Monitoring. Through their research, they found a way to actually etch nano particles onto microscopic electrodes that could attach to the cortex of the brain. No more strings attached — literally. Huge achievement, I might add — history-making scientific breakthrough. Then they were able to communicate with a person from a computer, without the person having to be hooked up to it. The information was passed through a wireless network, just like a household mobile device. But they ran into a problem right away. The human brain was unable to process the infinite amount of information that it was now exposed to 24/7. The test subjects felt like they were going crazy and also becoming considerably depressed—suicidal actually. The data transfer alone that was passing through their head was hovering around twenty billion bits per second. It was an explosion of information that tapped into all of the human senses at once and resulted in driving people mad. Besides that, the connection wasn’t secure — which made things very risky. They needed to develop a way to securely neutralize any unwanted transmissions so they could regulate the data exchanges. You don’t want people hacking into your mind, right? It was again, Dr. Perry, who developed the solution…and he named it MindGate. It’s essentially a communications pathway using compressed data in MEF, Multi-scale Electrophysiology Format, protected using 512-bit AES encrypted algorithms. It’s extremely secure and virtually impenetrable. A sentinel at the gate of your mind, if you will. It solved all of the issues about unsafe data transmissions and allowed the subject to trigger the electrodes on demand. It was a technological breakthrough and put the power of control into the mind of the host. The host could communicate how they wanted and when they wanted. And once the power of truCloud technology was established, it brought management of all functionality into a new level of accessibility. VA’s became standardized and, suddenly, everyone had their own personal Virtual Assistant, including those equipped with MindGate.”
Braden was so impressed with himself he couldn’t hide the smile from his face as he spoke. He went on.
“The difference being where most people used their mobile device to communicate with their VA, the host used, what we call Synthetic Telepathy, to communicate with theirs.
“Telepathy?” Kelly said skeptically.
“Yes. tele meaning “distant” and patheia meaning “to be affected by”. Since they are controlling actions and directives with their mind, it is considered a form of telepathy.”
Braden sounded as if he were delivering a lecture.
“Bingo—a person could now communicate with a virtual cloud of information using only their thoughts. And they could access it anywhere at anytime. The ‘technology of the future’ that people have been talking about for years is now available.
And there’s more…”
He stopped pacing and locked eyes with Kelly.
“We’ve developed a way to manufacture it,” he said confidently.
“Wait a minute, you’re manufacturing — mind control?” Kelly suddenly sounded interested.
“We’re manufacturing mind communication.” Braden ran his hand through his dark hair and adjusted his glasses. He looked up at Kelly. “We’re calling it ‘The Shot’ for the moment.” He smiled, seemingly pleased with the title. “The reason for the name is because we can actually insert the nano-electrodes into the bloodstream and they are smart enough to attach themselves onto the cortex. No surgery, no recovery period — it’s virtually non-invasive.”
“So what does this have to do with the robot-cats?” Kelly asked
“They’re called juggernauts,” Braden corrected her.
“Why do you call them that?” she asked.
Braden appeared annoyed with the question. “They were developed as transporters for the military. They can carry cargo and trek virtually anywhere on their own.”
“And they can kill on their own, too,” Kelly said.
“They take orders,” Braden said crossly. He was visibly annoyed with Kelly’s remarks. “They only attack when directed. They are given orders by a VA, or whoever is linked up with them.” Braden blinked uncontrollably for a moment. Kelly found it a bizarre reflex.
“So who’s linked up with them?” she asked.
Braden didn’t respond. He seemed to trail off for a moment. “That’s enough chit-chat.”
“No, really. I want to know how they get their directives. Can you control them? Do you have The Shot?” Kelly got up and stood behind the glass. “Hey!”
Braden glanced at his watch then walked over to Danner’s containment, ignoring Kelly. He pulled out his pistol and aimed it at Danner. “Let’s go Rick. You’re going to take me to Lorry now.”
Danner didn’t move. He stayed where he was with his back against the glass.
“Now Rick! Move it!” Braden commanded.
Danner slowly rose to his feet and walked up to the glass. He looked beat, exhausted.
“What’s your plan, Braden?” he said in a rather hoarse voice.
“My plan? My plan is to get Lorry back, and I need you to do that. If she were responding to my directives — I wouldn’t need you. Now stop asking questions or I’ll give you a taste of what I gave your friend here. Now go!” Braden yelled and opened his door.
“No. I mean what are you planning on doing with them?” Danner asked and nodded in Kelly’s direction.
Braden looked over at Kelly and smiled. “They’re involved in this now too. Once her boyfriend wakes up, we will take…”
Braden took a step back and looked over at Bennett’s containment. “What the…?”
Braden slammed Danner’s containment door shut and quickly made his way over to the faction he had left Bennett in. He peered in through the glass.
Bennett was nowhere to be seen.
Braden opened the door and searched the containment thoroughly.
Nothing was inside.
“How did he get out? Where did he go?” Braden screamed. He looked at Kelly as if she had the answer. Kelly didn’t say anything. Braden cursed loudly and looked down at his phone. “I don’t need you. I’ll find him. If he’s in here, I’ll find him.”
Braden stormed out of the faction and marched across the den, in pursuit of Tom Bennett.

CHAPTER 39

955 AKEA ST.
16 OCTOBER, 3:50 A.M.
Jim Lee couldn’t sleep.
He reached over and flicked on his bedside lamp. The alarm clock displayed the hour in digital green characters. It was almost 4AM, and he hadn’t slept a wink. He couldn’t get the info he had uncovered about CERTA out of his head. He couldn’t shake the feeling that there was something connecting this elusive “phantom” company and the murder that had occurred at the farm. It all pointed back to the location of the murder — the farm bordered the forest reserve — the last place he hadn’t fully covered.
If it exists, it had to be somewhere inside the reserve.
Lee got out of bed and got dressed. He grabbed his wallet, badge and his gun — then headed out the door.

CHAPTER 40

THE DEN
16 OCTOBER, 4:00 A.M.
Kelly waited until Braden was out of the room. She turned around and walked to the back of the containment. “Tom, he’s gone. You can come out.”
Bennett peered his head out from behind the metal cabinets lining the back of Kelly’s containment. He had been hiding behind them for the past five minutes.
During Braden’s rant, he had failed to watch Bennett who had managed to escape by slowly shimmying along the ground until he reached the back of his containment and using a large cable running up the sidewall, was able to climb up the wall, which was roughly about fourteen feet, and then drop down into Kelly’s containment unnoticed. Braden was on the far-side of the faction — out of sight. Kelly noticed that Bennett had disappeared while Braden was talking, so she tried to do her best to keep Braden’s attention by asking him questions.
Bennett stepped forward out of the shadows. He walked up and hugged Kelly.
“Are you ok?” Kelly asked.
“Yeah, I’m fine. Just a little shaken up. How about you?”
Kelly’s eyes lingered on Bennett for a moment before she responded. “I’m fine. He grabbed me while we were up on the roof and drugged me with something — must have knocked me out. I still feel a little sluggish…” Kelly shook her head. “Ugh…what a creep!”
“We gotta get out of here. Do you have your keychain?” Bennett asked.
“No. He took if from me while I was out.”
Bennett pulled out his phone. He tried to start it up — but the battery was dead now.
“I bet you’re wishing you hadn’t come back here,” a voice said from the adjacent room. It was Rick Danner. He was standing against the glass divider with his back turned to them.
Bennett and Kelly both looked at him. “You’re not going to say anything, are you?” Kelly asked.
“No…no. I’ve got nothing to say to him. My business with him doesn’t require talking.”
“Alright, Kelly come on,” Bennett urged. He made his way to the front of the containment and clasped his hands together. “Let’s go. I’ll lift you up. You should be able to reach the top of the walls.”
Kelly paused and donned a look of confusion. “How are you going to get out?” she asked.
“You can get out through the roof. I’ll find a way out,” Bennett said trying to hurry her along.
“Tom, I can’t just leave you here. I…”
“I know a way,” Danner interjected. “If you get me out of here, I’ll show you.”
“What?” Kelly turned and looked at him. “You do? Ok…what is it?” she asked.
Danner turned and faced the east corner of the room. “That computer over there controls the security to the entire building. You can open these containments, too. If you can get to it, I’ll walk you through it.”
Kelly looked back at Bennett. He nodded in response. “Kelly, we’ve got to move quick, though,” he said.
Bennett gathered his footing and crouched down. Kelly walked over to him and stepped into his locked hands. She reached up and braced herself on the walls with her hands.
“Ok, ready? One…two…three.” Bennett heaved her up. Once he got her above him he used his legs to bare the weight — which was not much seeing how light Kelly was.
“Ok, I can almost reach the top,” Kelly said. Bennett breathed out and extended his arms out above him. He held both her feet in his hands and moved his weight onto the balls of his feet — stretching up onto his toes.
“Almost…only a few more inches,” Kelly said.
Bennett gathered his strength and pressed hard. “Got it!” Kelly said. She hung from the top of the wall. She used her feet to climb up the glass as she pulled herself up. She crouched down and balanced on top of the wall. Then she lowered herself down the other side and dropped the rest of the way. Once on the other side, Kelly quickly moved over to the computer. She wheeled it over a short distance so that she could communicate with Danner. The screen flashed to life, displaying a password access prompt.
“Ok, type in P2FR811. Then click ENTER,” Danner instructed.
Kelly followed his directions. “Ok. I’m in.”
“Good. A nav screen should pop up. You will have multiple options to choose from. Look for Infrastructure, then Security, then look for Building Access.”
Kelly scanned the different options on the screen. Halfway down the list she found “Infrastructure”. Then she navigated through the “Security” options until she landed on “Building Access”. “Ok, it’s asking me for another password.”
“Type in DESIGNATOR1,” Danner directed.
Kelly typed it in. An error message flashed on the screen. She tried it again. The same error message popped up — this time it was accompanied by another message: You have 1 attempt remaining.
“Umm…it didn’t work. It’s telling me I have one attempt left,” she said. Kelly looked over at the door to the den anxiously. Braden could return at any moment and walk through those doors, she thought.
“Did you use all caps?” Danner asked.
Had she? Kelly couldn’t remember. She typed it in slowly, in all caps. Then she pressed ENTER. Multiple lines of security code ran across the page instantly. They stacked up and filled the screen. “Alright, that worked. Now what?” Kelly asked.
“About a quarter of the way down, there is reference to Building Access. It will ask for a door override.”
Kelly searched and found it right away. The override code was displayed in front of her.
23874/23874 files checked 100 % done
Checking.main_building/access/building_security/doors. .
Access granted. .
System security currently activated. .
Override doors? [y] [n]

“Override doors?” Kelly asked.
“Hit, yes,” Danner said.
“Wait!” Bennett said. “What about the other robots? The ones still inside their cells…” He pointed across the room to the shadowed out factions. Although they couldn’t be seen, there were still four more juggernauts behind the glass.
“It’s ok. Braden needs to activate them first. They are fine…unless he decides to turn them live. We just have to get out of here before that happens,” Danner said.
The information didn’t seem to appease Bennett at all.
“Ok, I’m gonna do it.” Kelly clicked “Yes”. Immediately the doors throughout the room all clicked. The locking hinges gave way and the doors were freed. Bennett manually slid the door open and exited the containment. Danner opened his and did the same. As soon as he exited he walked across the room and entered the control room.
“What do you think?” Kelly said.
“About Danner?”
“Yeah. Do we trust him?”
Bennett paused. “He certainly appears to loath Braden. We could certainly use his help getting out of here,” he said.
“What about everything that went down yesterday? He almost shot you. Let alone the fact that he was an absolute jerk.” Kelly was clearly concerned with involving Danner. She was right. Her questions raised valid concerns and caused Bennett to think it through.
“So, do we trust him?”
Danner exited the control room before Bennett could answer. He looked focused — much more so than before.
“Braden took the guns. We’re going to have to make it out of here without them. The supply room is on the east side hall. That’s the objective for now…we’ll have a much better chance if we’re armed,” said Danner.
“Is that the quickest way out of here?” Kelly asked.
“It’s the only way out of here right now,” Danner replied derisively.
“Braden’s got two robots out searching for…” Danner looked at Bennett, awaiting his answer.
“Tom,” he replied.
“And I’m Kelly.” she said.
“My name’s Rick.”
Bennett stepped forward. “Listen, Rick. We appreciate your help. All Kelly and I want to do is get out of here safely. I’ll be the first to say that we have no business being here and we should’ve stayed clear from this place from the start. Regardless, we’re in the middle of this now.”
Danner listened to Bennett intently. Kelly noticed. His manner seemed to have changed dramatically from the day prior. The events that took place clearly sparked a change of character in him. Either that, or he was playing them for fools — leading them directly into Braden’s hands.
Bennett continued.
“Now, besides the murder that took place, there is apparent criminal activity taking place here. Those robots are completely out of control. I’m sure you’re quite aware that it’s only a matter of time before things surface and this place gets shut down. That being said, before we go any further I want to be sure you’re with us on this.”
Danner nodded and paused as if letting Bennett’s words sink in. Then he spoke.
“Tom, I’m a man of my word. When I involve myself with something, I do so only if I respect the people involved. Trust me when I tell you that the events that have taken place the last few days require some serious explanation, and Dr. Perry is the man to provide that explanation. I intend to see Braden answer for this — which likely means him in a body bag or locked in an asylum. My task right now is to find Braden, disarm him and hold him in a secure location. I’ll help you get out of here as well. This isn’t your fight…never was.”
Kelly and Bennett looked at each other.
“Alright. Let’s do this,” Kelly said.
Danner nodded and went right to work. “Ok, the robots are split up right now. I could see them from the surveillance cameras. One is guarding the lobby and the other was in the lab. I couldn’t see Braden — so keep your eye out for him. He’s a crafty devil.”
“Is there a way to avoid going through the lab?” Bennett asked.
“Well, there is another hallway to the north end, but it connects through the lobby.” Danner thought for a moment. “The server room connects to the west hallway.”
Bennett interjected. “The server room’s blocked…kind of. I had to close that exit off to get away from the robots. There might still be enough room to slide through though.”
“How sure?” Danner asked.
He rubbed his shoulder. “Well, I did it once, I can do it again,” Bennett replied.
“Ok. We’ll go through the server room. The supply room is across the hallway once we get through,” Danner said and nodded affirmingly to Bennett.
“Great,” Bennett said.
He was beginning to feel optimistic about their plan. He was glad that Kelly was OK and he felt better about Danner’s involvement. It was just a matter of getting out now.
“Oh yeah — here.” Danner pulled out a phone from his pocket and handed it to Kelly.
“I believe this is yours. It was in the control room.”
“My phone! Thank you.” Kelly turned it on.
“Just do me a favor. Don’t call the cops until Perry’s arrived. He should be here any minute. I’m confident he’ll straighten things out with Braden.”
Kelly looked uneasy. It was obvious that the first thing she was going to do was dial the police. However, Rick was clearly helping them escape and she decided to accommodate his request. She hesitantly nodded in agreement.
“Ok. Fine.”
“Good. Let’s move.” Danner led them to the door. He was about to slide it open when the room suddenly began to shake — like a steady earthquake. It was nothing extreme — but it was steady and constant. The shaking was accompanied by a din coming from outside — a repetitive thump, thump, thump sound.
Danner looked up. “He’s here,” he said.
“Who’s here?” Kelly asked.
Danner smiled. “Dr. Perry.”

CHAPTER 41

THE JUNGLE
16 OCTOBER, 4:30 A.M.
The windshield wiper blades strained to keep up with the sheets of rainfall. Detective Lee flew around a corner and hit a large pothole. He corrected his steering and safely veered the jeep back onto the dirt road.
He looked up through his window— still no sign of it.

Lee had been following a helicopter for the past few minutes. He had spotted it flying overhead while he was on the highway. By keeping it within sight, he had been able to tail it before it abruptly cut into the forest. As he stopped to relocate the helicopter, he realized that he was directly in front of a road turn off. His headlights were pointing at a driveway of some kind.
Lee entered the turn off and followed a narrow road back about a mile through the dense jungle. As he wound along the path he noticed small blue lights along the road. Upon further inspection he realized he was driving along a fence of some kind — it seemed to continue for quite a distance.
Lee focused his eyes through the windshield as the wiper blades flapped back and forth. He shifted gears and followed the path to see where it led.

PART 3
DESTROY

The current developing course of cloud data technology will bring about a new “rebirthing” or Renaissance in our historical timeline. It will open up a new world of accessibility far beyond our current understanding of networking and communicating. There will be a revival among the arts, marketing, commerce, communication, consumerism, and entrepreneurship. The possibilities are as infinite as the space in which the cloud lives.
— Dr. Rupert Perry

The blend between actual reality and VA-managed reality will evolve and develop into a standard of living. Eventually, Virtual Agents will be so in control of our daily lives that humans will cease to recall a time where decisions were made based entirely on ones own principles.
— Unknown


CHAPTER 42

THE DEN
16 OCTOBER, 4:45 A.M.
Rick Danner, Kelly Adler and Tom Bennett made their way through the opening in the skylight of the den. The second time through proved to be easier than the first.

They had changed plans of going through the lab after they heard Dr. Perry’s chopper descending onto the roof above. One by one, they used the ladder and scaffolding to exit the den and escape through the open panel. Despite the downpour outside, the group made easy work of the opening and climbed out safely onto the roof.
Dr. Perry’s helicopter landed on the far side of the building, and by the time the group made their way over, Perry had exited the chopper and was making his way down the steps.
He saw them approaching.
“Rick? Is that you?” Perry shielded his eyes and shouted through the rain. He looked stunned to see Danner.
“It’s me alright. We gotta talk.”
Dr. Perry peered suspiciously over Danner’s shoulder, eyeing Kelly and Bennett standing behind him. “Who the hell is that?” he asked.
Danner glanced behind him. “Long story — they’re with me, though. Can we talk in the chopper?”
Dr. Perry was clearly uneasy about the presence of Kelly and Bennett. He continued staring at them until he finally broke eye contact and focused back on Danner. “Let’s talk inside,” he said and motioned toward the stairwell. He began walking forward when Danner reached his arm out and stopped him. Perry shot him a look of confusion.
“Braden’s here. He’s out of control. He released two more juggernauts and killed one of my men.”
“He what?” Perry asked, staring wild-eyed at Danner in unbelief. “Certainly not. It can’t be.”
Perry’s blue eyes bore into Danner for a moment while he contemplated what to say. Then he shifted his gaze to the ground. He stood there thinking while the rain dropped off the black frames of his eyeglasses. A moment later, Perry turned around and ascended the steps of the helipad. Danner, Rick and Kelly followed behind him. Perry opened the door of the helicopter, and they all climbed inside.

The interior of the helicopter was actually quite roomy. It had leather seats and a mini bar in the middle. Dr. Perry reached into a drawer and pulled out a bottle of single malt scotch. The drawer beneath held some glasses, which he withdrew and offered to the three of them. Danner accepted. Kelly and Bennett politely declined. Before he finished pouring, Danner started in.
“Dr. Perry, meet Kelly and Tom. Tom’s a photographer and Kelly is a wildlife biologist. They accidentally came across the headquarters today while they were in the reserve and somehow got mixed up into Braden’s science project.”
Perry looked at them and nodded, but didn’t produce his hand. “Rick, would you step outside with me? I’d prefer to discuss business matters apart from your guests here.”
“We don’t have time, Perry. This needs to happen right now,” Danner said.
Dr. Perry looked over at Kelly and Bennett. He seemed uncomfortable with them around — like he was weighing his words carefully.
Danner was becoming impatient. “Listen, Perry. We can cut the confidential B.S.”
He pointed at Kelly and Bennett. “They witnessed the murder. Anything we need to talk about can be discussed in front of them.”
“You say Braden released two more juggernauts?” asked Perry.
“Yes. He also shot and killed Tegan, one of the men I had brought in to retrieve Lorry. Then he locked us all up in the containments.”
“I’m sorry to hear that — about your man, Rick.” Perry replied, seemingly out of obligation. He didn’t sound particularly concerned with anything other than the juggernauts. “Where is Braden now?” Perry asked, taking a sip.
“He’s inside the building somewhere. Last we saw, he was running off to find Tom, after Tom pulled a Houdini in the den.”
“He’s got a gun you say?”
“Yes, a Glock 9MM,” replied Danner.
Perry finished off his scotch and placed his glass on top of the mini fridge. “Ok. I’m going in to speak with him. He’ll listen to me. The important thing is that we stay together. If Braden is really this fragile, we’ll need to approach him with extreme caution.”
Dr. Perry fidgeted with his empty glass. Kelly could tell he was ready to leave the helicopter. “On top of the murder, he drugged me and locked us all up inside those factions,” Kelly added.
“Oh, my dear. I’m extremely sorry to hear that. I assure you that Braden will pay for this,” Perry said displaying an award-winning look of concern. “Now, let’s go put this to rest, shall we?”
“Perry, I’d be careful. Braden is not right. He’s controlling those things on his own and sending them out on killing missions. They’re in there right now patrolling the grounds — probably right behind that door,” Danner warned.
“I understand. Leave Braden to me. I’m sure I can reason with him.” Perry reached for the door and pushed it open. He looked outside. “Nearly six ‘o’ clock and the sun isn’t to be seen yet…bloody storm clouds.” He shook his head. “Rick, can you please escort your friends to my office for safekeeping?”
Danner glanced over at Kelly and Bennett and shook his head. Danner was annoyed with Perry’s complacency of the situation. He wasn’t getting the point.
“Perry, he’s going to kill you if you go in there,” Danner said.
Perry stopped halfway out the door and looked over at Danner. He forced a smile and held it for a moment. “Not if I have a say in it.” Then he exited the helicopter.
Kelly looked at Danner. “Something’s not right.”
“Yeah, he ain’t. Come on, let’s get you out of here,” Danner said. They exited the helicopter and made their way down the landing pad. Dr. Perry opened the access door to the building and they all walked down the stairwell. Once at the bottom, they followed Dr. Perry as he entered the building.
The hallway was empty. Bennett scanned around for signs of Braden. They started walking down the hall, when suddenly a shape appeared twenty yards in front of them. Something or someone stepped out from the doorway and stood in the middle of the hall. Due to the poor lighting inside, it was hard to determine what was standing there. Then a light flicked on, illuminating the hallway and causing the group to shield their eyes.
It was Braden.
He was standing there holding a gun in his right hand. Two juggernauts stepped out from the doorway and flanked him on either side. They crouched next to him like wild dogs waiting for the command to attack.
“There he is!” Danner yelled.
Dr. Perry walked straight at Braden, not slowing down. “Braden!” he said angrily.
Danner followed behind Perry.
Braden tossed a gun into the air and Perry quickly grabbed it with his left hand. He immediately turned around and fixed the gun on Danner. It happened quick…Danner had no time to react.
Danner stopped in the hallway and held his arms out — stopping Kelly and Bennett too. “What are you doing?” Perry? Danner sounded as if he was going to have a total meltdown. “My god, has everybody lost it?”
“Sorry Rick. But I can’t have this interfere with my plans…whether or not I agree with how things were done here,” Perry said matter-of-factly.
Danner ran his hands through his short hair. He crouched down with his elbows resting on his knees.
“Rick, let’s go. You’re coming with us,” Perry said in a demanding voice.
“What about them?” Danner said pointing behind him.
Perry didn’t answer. Braden stood behind him — his eyes filled with a look of anticipation. The sides of his mouth curved upward into a sinister smile as he drummed his fingertips along the heads of the juggernauts, producing a sort of metallic clicking sound.
“What about them!” Danner yelled in a furious voice. Both Perry and Braden remained silent — not acknowledging him at all.
“Ok. I get it.” Danner looked back at Kelly and Bennett. He stared Bennett in the eyes as if he was trying to tell him something. Then he whispered to him. “Go, now. You can make it out from up there. I’ll hold them off.” He turned around and faced Perry and Braden.
“Go! Now!”
Bennett grabbed Kelly’s hand and they ran back down the hallway. They reached the stairwell and began climbing the stairs. Braden released the juggernauts with a commanding roar and they came tearing down the hallway toward Bennett and Kelly. Danner positioned himself into an attacking stance and thrust his right foot powerfully toward the leading juggernaut. He caught it with the bottom of his boot, square in its side, sending it flying into the wall. The robot hit the wall hard, smashing the drywall and nearly sending it into the other room. The robot clambered and attempted to regain it’s footing but it was considerably off balance. It tumbled to the ground and took a moment to get back up. Meanwhile, the other juggernaut was well on its way down the hallway. It reached the door and burst up the stairs, quickly gaining ground on Kelly and Bennett.

CHAPTER 43

CERTA FACILITY ROOFTOP
16 OCTOBER, 6:00 A.M.
Bennett shoved open the door as he and Kelly stepped out into the morning air. Daylight was just beginning to arrive and they could see more clearly outside.
The rain still fell.
“This way!” Bennett shouted. He was leading Kelly up to the helicopter pad.
They climbed the steps quickly and reached the helicopter. Bennett opened the door and led Kelly inside. Bennett hopped into the cockpit.
“Tom, can you fly this?” Kelly asked.
“It’s been a while…not like we have a lot of options though.” He flicked a few levers and placed the black padded headset over his ears. The engine whirred to life. The blades slowly started rotating and picking up speed. “Hang on!” Bennett yelled back to Kelly.
Bennett was familiar with flying light helicopters. He hadn’t operated one in over eight years, but he had gained some valuable time flying medical supplies back and forth between villages while in Africa.
He pressed on the cyclic and the helicopter lurched slightly. He slowly eased on the throttle again. This time the helicopter pitched sideways rather violently. The cabin shook and the glass cracked on the left side. Kelly was knocked sideways into the door.
What was happening? Bennett knew it wasn’t the throttle. He looked outside.
He soon realized what had caused the chopper to pitch.
The robots were slamming into the helicopter.
The chopper was slammed again from the side. It skidded and chirped across the pad with each impact. Bennett looked out through the foggy, rain-drenched glass. He could see the juggernauts circling the helicopter outside. They were taking turns rushing into the side of the chopper. They attacked again, this time simultaneously. The impact was intense. It sent the helicopter skipping sideways to within a few feet of the edge of the pad. Kelly could see down the side of the building to the trees below.
“Tom!” she yelled.
The fear was real. Kelly hung on for her life.
The impact of the blow was interfering with the orientation controls. Bennett couldn’t keep it balanced enough to lift off. He pressed the cyclic forward. The helicopter finally rose and gained a few feet of altitude.
Finally. It was working.
They were nearly airborne when they were hit again. This time both juggernauts crashed in through the window. The strong front legs shot through the glass and thrashed around just inches from Kelly’s face. The resulting blow knocked the helicopter completely out of control. Bennett could feel the weight of the frame tipping to the right. He tried to correct it, but it was too late. The entire frame tilted slowly onto its right legs — the blades still spinning.
“Kelly, hold on! We’re going over,” he yelled. The helicopter’s body creaked as it shifted weight. Kelly could feel the rain coming in through the broken window, dripping onto her face. The juggernauts scampered away from the falling chopper and moved clear of the large steel blades.
For a moment, Bennett thought the helicopter might even itself out and come back down. He let off the throttle to find balance. But the feeling of dread continued as it tipped more and more on its side— and closer to the edge where the only thing between them and the ground was a fifty-foot drop. It all seemed to happen dreadfully slow. Kelly even had time to tighten her seatbelt and wrap her arms in the seat belt straps next to her.
Neither Bennett nor Kelly said a thing. They were both in shock as to what was happening.
The helicopter groaned loudly as the left legs surfaced upright for a moment then slowly gained speed and whooshed over the side, sending the helicopter end over end down the face of the building like a kids play toy.
It slammed into the ground below with a loud CRUNCH, splitting the tail clean off the frame and exploding glass in all directions. The circling blades cracked and split apart as the body met with the ground. It spun in a half circle before it came to a stop on its side.
The shattered metal bird lay still. It didn’t move, it just lay smoking and crackling while the relentless rain poured down upon it.
There was no movement inside either. No sign of life from the two passengers inside.

CHAPTER 44

CERTA GROUNDS, ALPHA SECTOR
16 OCTOBER, 6:20 A.M.
Kelly blinked. Water poured out from the sides of her eyes. Rain was coming in through the exposed door, splashing her eyes and filling them up. She coughed hard to release the water that had entered her mouth. She tasted something metallic in her mouth and soon realized it was the taste of her own blood. A wound on her forehead left a bright red trail running down her temple and onto her lips.
She coughed and spit the blood out.
Her body ached, but she was able to move. She checked herself to see if she had sustained any major injuries. Nothing serious — besides the pulsating pain emanating from her forehead. Her eyes moved around the wreckage, she couldn’t see Tom anywhere.
“Tom?” Her voice cracked as she called out. She sounded as feeble and tired as she felt. She tried it again. “Tom. Are you ok?” Kelly pulled herself up by grabbing onto a bar hanging down above her. She looked down. Her body had remained strapped in through the fall. The leather cushion must have softened the blow and the straps had done their job by securing her.
Where was Tom?
“Tom, where are you?” Kelly soon realized that Tom could have easily been injured. He was in the front of the helicopter and there wasn’t nearly as much padding there. She became frightened. “Tom! Can you hear me? Where are you?” she yelled out to him.
Kelly got to her feet and began stepping over the wreckage searching for him.
Then, she saw him — in the part of the cockpit that had become unattached.
“Tom!” shouted Kelly.
Kelly squeezed through the mutilated door and pushed herself out from the wreckage. Her eyes darted around until she spotted Bennett’s body underneath a collapsed portion of what used to be the cockpit. He was pinned between the seat and a tree trunk. A section of glass further separated him from Kelly.
“Oh my god, Tom! Are you ok?” Kelly ran over to him. She got down on her hands and knees to see if she could pry the glass aside and help him get out. Kelly pulled as hard as she could, but she couldn’t budge the glass. She tried kicking it — hitting it…but it wouldn’t move.
“Tom, can you hear me? Please answer me.” Kelly pleaded for Tom to answer her. She felt like crying. She was scared. She couldn’t dare think about the possibility that he might…
Kelly grabbed the glass panel again. She pulled on the frame with all her strength. It simply wouldn’t move. She screamed out — a shout of pure rage. She tried it two more times and then dropped to her knees and hung her head down. She couldn’t hold back anymore and the tears began streaming down her face. Her dark hair hung down into the wet ground beneath as she sat there with both hands on the glass.
“I’m so sorry,” she cried.

The weight of the moment was crushing. She felt sick to her stomach and ached deeply inside. An ache so strong that she felt it in her bones. Kelly felt like she was still falling in the helicopter — like she would be suspended there forever, falling and never touching the ground. She found herself recalling the moment she got the phone call about Colin’s death…the pain that struck her, like a fatal slice through her gut — or a dagger that entered her heart and remained there, twisting for eternity.
If only I would’ve kept my mouth shut about this. If only I hadn’t pushed him to come back here.
The immense feeling of guilt overtook her like a black cloak, enveloping her consciousness. She couldn’t help but feel responsible for it all.
If only I…
“Kelly…”
A voice broke through the silence and startled her.
It was Bennett.
“Tom?” Her eyes widened and she wiped her tears away. She brought her face up the glass. “Can you hear me?”
“Kelly…go.” Bennett sounded weak. He moved his head slowly to see her and struggled to open his eyes.
The tears poured down Kelly’s face. “Oh my god, Tom. I…I was so…” She couldn’t speak. She felt elated that Tom was alive.
“Kelly. You have to get out of here now. They’ll come…”
“I’m not leaving you. Not a chance in hell,” Kelly said and shook her head. “You need to get out of there, Tom. Try to move—you need to try.”
Bennett didn’t answer. A moment later he adjusted his shoulders and attempted to twist free of the seat that was pinning him. He let out a painful groan. Then stopped after one final attempt.
The tears came welling back in Kelly’s eyes. A flashback entered her mind from when she was a young girl.

Kelly had always loved the ocean. While most girls were playing with dolls or playing house, she played on the seashore — chasing the waves back and forth.
One particular day, Kelly was playing in her favorite part of the beach by her house. She had gone to the place she would go to escape everything. The place where she could create a world of her own.
The caves.
The caves reached back far into the large rocky cliffs under her house. They were a natural playground — a world of adventure in the backyard of a young girl growing up along the California coastline.
Like so many times before, Kelly had been careful to watch for the incoming tide. Her father’s voice never failed to echo in her head.
“Stay away from the caves at high tide. It’ll swallow you up.”
That day of all days, she was careless.
Kelly had explored the vast depths of her imagination and had wandered in a little too deep into the caves…at the wrong time of day. It had happened suddenly, as if only a matter of seconds. The water rose and filled the caverns and all the pockets of the cave, extending all the way back to where Kelly was playing. She remembered seeing the water there. The sight of it closing off the passage frightened her to the bones. Kelly still remembered it like it was fresh in her mind.
She was trapped.
Kelly immediately panicked and began screaming for help. She remembered screaming until her throat hurt and her eyes burned with tears. The water kept rising and rising until only her shoulders were above the dark, hungry sea. The light faded quickly inside the cave. But just before it faded completely…she saw a shape appear in the water.
Kelly’s brother Colin burst through the water and grabbed ahold of her. He yelled out to her to hang on. She remembered the feeling she had when he arrived to help.
Colin. Her guardian — always.
Then the light left the cave. It became pitch dark inside. Kelly again became terrified. She screamed and panicked. Raw terror took over and she thrashed violently in the water. Colin couldn’t control her. Then she remembered Colin’s voice, calming her. She recalled how he held her tight and told her it was going to be ok — that he was going to get her out. He relaxed her enough to stop the panicking while he placed her arms around his neck. He told her to take a breath. She did. Then they went under.
Colin had come for her. He was always there.
Thank you, Colin.

Kelly looked up at Tom. She suddenly felt charged and got to her feet. She reached down and got a good grip on the glass panel. She was just about to lift when she heard something in the bushes next to her — something moving quickly.
They were here. The robots.
Kelly stared at the bushes as the sounds grew louder and louder.
Suddenly a man burst through the forest. It was Danner — a large machete dangling from his right hand.
He looked at Kelly and could tell right away that she was distraught.
“Where’s Tom?” he asked.
Kelly pointed at the wreckage.
“He still inside? Is he hurt?” Danner walked toward him.
“I don’t know…I think so.” She wiped her tears away.
“Get back.” Danner walked up the to the glass and wrapped his big arms around it. He grunted and pulled hard — his veins bulging.. The glass pulled free from the frame and the entire helicopter lifted slightly. Danner threw the glass to the side and reached down around the seat on top of Bennett. “Ok, get ready. On the count of three you pull him out — one…two…three.” Danner lifted, putting all his strength into it. The frame rose about four inches — enough to free Bennett from being pinned. Kelly reached down and grabbed him under his shoulders pulling him free from the metal carcass.
Bennett rolled over in pain, grabbing at his ribs. Danner released the metal frame and kneeled down next to Bennett. Kelly looked Tom over. She looked him over quickly to see if he had any major injuries. When she pressed on his right ribs it caused him to groan.
“I think his ribs are broken. I can’t tell how much internal damage there might be. We shouldn’t move him,” Kelly said.
“Well I hate to tell you this, but you’re gonna have to,” Danner replied tersely, “Those juggernauts were right behind me. They’ll be here any minute.” Danner looked into the forest, as if he had just heard something. “Hang on. Don’t go anywhere. I’ll be right back.”
“Wait, Rick!” Kelly protested. But he had already disappeared into the forest.
A moment later, Danner pulled up driving a four-wheeler and skidded to a stop next to Kelly. He kept it running, hopped off and walked over to them.
“Come on, let’s get him in.” Danner and Kelly lifted Bennett up and placed him sitting up in the back bed of the E-ATV. He winced as they moved him but nodded, indicating he was ok. Danner walked around and met Kelly. “Take this road all the way out. It will meet up with the entrance and you should be able to get out from there. All the gates should still be open, so you shouldn’t have any trouble getting past the fence.” He looked around quickly as if expecting company. “Oh, and there is a small supply shed just off the path. If you need it, there’s a shotgun above the door.”
“What about you?” Kelly asked.
“I’m not finished here yet,” he said — his eyes narrowed.
“Ok, thanks Rick,” Kelly said.
“Go! They’re here! Now!” Two juggernauts came into view sprinting around the corner of the building.
Kelly cranked on the throttle and shot the E-ATV forward into the forest.
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Danner gripped the machete tightly. He hadn’t had time to arm himself with a gun — he was too busy fleeing the juggernauts. They had chased him through the building following the altercation with Dr. Perry and Braden.
Danner had always kept a machete safely stored under the seat of the E-ATV should the need arise to clear some stray palms hanging low along the path. It was as good a weapon as any right now, and Danner was happy to have it. In fact, used correctly, the machete was likely a better choice than a firearm. If he could get one turned over and expose the belly plate, he could have an open opportunity to slice the crucial wires running along the torso.
The juggernauts slowed to a creep as they rounded the corner and set their sights on Danner. There were two of them — then suddenly…Danner lost one. It disappeared — for a moment, and then reappeared a few feet away.
…THE ROBOTS DIDN’T, HOWEVER, HAVE THE ABILITY TO MAKE CONSCIOUS DECISIONS WHEN TO CLOAK THEMSELVES…

Clever bastard, Danner thought. It was using its cloaking defense to disguise itself into the surrounding brush. The robot seemed to be doing it intentionally, as a hunting mechanism. They weren’t supposed to have the AI for this…It was completely disappearing. It both amazed Danner and infuriated him — he could barely track it. It happened again. He lost it for a moment. Danner squinted his eyes and tried to use his peripheral to pick out any movement.
Then he spotted it only ten feet away.
They seemed to be moving even quicker — as if their hunting skills were evolving.
Was it getting smarter?
Danner stepped backward and nearly lost his footing. The juggernaut leapt into the air and before Danner could attack — the robot’s heavy frame knocked him to the ground. The machete flung free from his hand and Danner sank into the muddy earth. He instinctively threw his hands out in front of himself, catching the front legs of the juggernaut and gripping them tight. The weight of the robot was considerable, but Danner was keen to handle a high volume of weight. He did it daily through his weight training.
He grabbed hold of the front legs and tried to bench press the robot — attempting to push it off him. Four hundred pounds of government-grade robotics slowly rising upward. Danner struggled to keep a strong grip as the mud seeped down the body of the juggernaut and over both his hands. The weight of the robot pressed Danner further into the wet mud.
He was sinking.
Then suddenly the juggernaut cocked its head back in a jerking motion…like it was choking. It made an odd machine-like noise. Then its jaw split apart and the robot slowly opened its mouth. The action was bizarre. As if the robot was preparing to eat him.
What the hell? What is it doing? Danner thought. He had never seen the robots do this before. The strange action took him by surprise and he struggled to get free. The last thing he wanted to do was become pinned down while a robot feasted on his flesh.
Danner grunted and yelled at the beast, taunting it and testing its vocabulary of expletives. He screamed loud directly into the robot’s face, exerting his rage and roaring loudly to enhance his strength while he pushed on the robot. The robot’s mouth was wide open when Danner caught notice of something that sent his adrenaline into overdrive. A thick needle drew forth out of the juggernaut’s mouth and jutted out into the air toward Danner. It was a frighteningly large needle that appeared to hold some kind of brown liquid. Danner tried to keep calm and think of a way to avoid having his face pierced by the colossal needle, which was now encroaching to within inches of his left eye. He pushed harder and tried to get his legs underneath to use as additional leverage.
“Aaaahhh!”
Danner yelled and turned his head to the right, trying to avoid entry into his eye socket. He knew that at least if it went through his cheek he could potentially avoid major eye damage. He couldn’t give up though. He pressed mightily — one last time.
The needle pushed downward until it touched the hairs on his skin. Danner braced for the puncturing sensation. He tightened his jaw…
CRACK!
A shot rang out and Danner felt the head of the juggernaut jerk to the side. He looked up and noticed something hanging off the robot. It was an eyeball…dangling from a bouquet of colorful wires. Another blast rang out, this time shattering the contents of the needle and showering liquid onto Danner’s face. The robot’s jaw had all but disappeared now leaving exposed wires and circuits in its place. He looked over and saw a man standing roughly ten feet away. He couldn’t make out who it was due to the liquid coating his eyes — blurring his vision. He regained his grip and channeled his strength. He managed to push the robot off him and send it splashing into the mud next to him.
Danner got to his feet and spotted his machete lying in a puddle. He leaned down and scooped it up. Taking full advantage of the robot’s exposed position, he swept the blade down and connected with the belly full of wiring — slicing clean through and severing its lifeline. The light dimmed in the juggernaut’s eyes and its body fell limp.
Danner turned around to face the man who shot the robot.
Standing there in the rain was Detective Jim Lee. His Glock .45 aimed steady out in front of him.
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Lee walked over to the juggernaut, still lining it up down the crosshairs of his barrel.
“Are you ok?” he asked Danner.
“Yeah. I’m fine,” Danner said and looked around. The second robot had disappeared into the bushes. Lee pulled out his badge and flashed it to Danner. “What is that thing?” he asked with a confused look.
Danner stared at the immobile juggernaut. “In short? It’s a robotic assassin, being controlled by a lunatic. There’s more, too — at least three other robots.”
Lee bent down next to the sprawled juggernaut. He couldn’t help but be mesmerized by what was in front of him. It completely fit together — the puzzle he had been racking his brain to figure out. Lee looked up and down the body of the robot. He saw the legs, powerful and stabilized by the balled feet — roughly the size of silver dollars. He studied the face and the remnants of the heavily constructed needle — which carried the liquid.
The Sodium Pentothal.
He had nearly seen it inject and kill another victim right in front of his eyes. If he had been there seconds later, he would be dealing with another victim. Lee would’ve never guessed in a million years that he should’ve been searching for a robot from the start. It had never entered his mind. Why should it? He had never run across anything like this.
He wanted to call Chief Sullivan to let him know. But that had to wait. He needed to help. There were more of these things.
“A man and a woman just took off through here on a four wheeler. They’re being chased. They need your help,” Danner said and pointed to the access road through the thick palm leaves.
“How long ago?” Lee asked.
“Maybe a minute or two.”
“What about the lunatic you mentioned? Where is he?” Lee asked.
“I’ll deal with him. You just help those people,” Danner said and looked up toward the building.
Lee reached for his walkie and radioed into base letting them know the events that had just occurred. Then he hopped into his jeep and set off down the access road in pursuit of the four-wheeler.

CHAPTER 47

CERTA FACILITY
16 OCTOBER, 7:00 A.M.
Rick Danner burst in the side door of the CERTA building and marched down the hallway. He scanned the place for juggernauts as he walked, but there were none to be seen. Probably outside tracking down Kelly and Tom. Danner knew the only way to stop them was to cut them off at the source. Which meant taking down Braden and unfortunately — Dr. Perry. He entered the lab and briskly walked through to the opposite hallway.
Danner couldn’t believe that Dr. Perry had sided with Braden’s murdering spree. He didn’t want to believe it…but it was the truth. Danner felt deceived. It wasn’t the fact that Perry was siding with Braden; it was the pretenses that Perry had established for things to get where they were. Dr. Perry had become so desperate to succeed with the juggernaut project that his requisite for victory blinded his judgment. And right now his ill adjudication was proving catastrophic to the entire company.
It was all crashing down…and it was bringing innocent people down with it. None of it was right. Danner was determined to bring resolve to it — his own way.
The way he had been trained to do.
People died, someone’s got to pay.
He entered the hallway and marched toward the den. Once he reached the door, he took a deep breath and entered the room.
The lights were off inside the den. Danner could see a faint light coming from the windows of the control room. He walked over and peered inside. Braden was seated in the middle of the room on a chair. His eyes were closed and he appeared to be in deep concentration.
So this is how he controls them, Danner thought.
Danner tried the door — it was locked. Braden must have found a way to lock it from the inside. Suddenly, Braden opened his eyes. Once he made eye contact with Danner, Braden grimaced from behind the glass.
“What do you think?” Braden ask menacingly. Danner could hear him speak through the intercom.
“I think you’re a deranged lunatic Braden, and I’m here to kill you.” Danner retorted.
“I mean about the juggernauts…did you ever think they were capable of this?”
Danner didn’t answer he just stared at him. He wasn’t in the mood to hear another one of Braden’s delusional rants. He knew there was no way to get inside the control room. Braden had found a way to override the lock inside and the ballistic glass would not allow for easy entry. Thinking it over, he knew he had to stop Braden but he may have to go after Perry first.
“I would have never guessed you had a soft side, Rick — helping those people out and all. I didn’t think you cared about anyone but yourself.” Braden turned and looked at Danner. The corners of his mouth curved into a Cheshire cat smile. “I must admit…she is a beautiful woman.”
Danner’s eyes narrowed at Braden’s ignorance. “I’m a soldier, Braden. Part of the pledge is to protect the innocent from terrorists like you. I do what’s necessary to destroy evil — something you would know nothing about.”
Braden laughed and clapped his hands as if he were applauding a theatrical play. He stood up from his chair and walked up to the glass. “Bravo, Rick. You really are a real-life G.I. Joe — a true hero. Unfortunately for you, this is where the action ends. You’ve put up a good fight and taught my robots some great new tricks, but it’s time for you to go.”
Braden looked past Danner and eyed the containments in the den. Danner turned around just as the doors to all of the factions slid open. One by one, all three of the remaining juggernauts exited their containments and walked out into the den. They moved in tandem, as if they were hunting in a pack…communicating. One took the right side, the other crept forward down the center and the remaining robot closed off the corner of the room by the hallway entrance.
They moved in an almost synchronized formation…aware of each other’s position and working in tandem to cut Danner off in the corner. One of the juggernauts flickered — on and off. It was blending in with the wall behind it.
Fascinating.
“They move beautifully together don’t they? Like prey closing in on a kill.” Braden yelled through the glass.
The robots drew closer.
“Witness the beauty of swarm intelligence playing out like a grand symphony. Not only can I communicate with all of them simultaneously, but they can communicate with each other as well…just as I had planned.” His voice rang out over the speakers and echoed off the walls.
“They’re evolving!” Braden shouted.
Braden’s roaring laughter rose as the juggernauts moved in closer. Danner had to think quickly. He shot a glance to the video screens inside the control room. His eyes scanned the screens until he spotted Perry walking out of the lab and toward the stairwell.
He was headed for the roof.
Danner needed to get to him. He could deal with Braden later. He slowly sidestepped across the front of the control room window. The juggernaut on the right moved in and sidestepped in synch with Danner. It crept forward and stopped to crouch down — blatantly telegraphing its next move. Danner took note and prepared for the attack by assuming a position to counter.
The robot leapt.
Danner moved quickly. He tucked into a barrel roll and spun to the left, just as the robot collided with the glass panel to the control room. The glass held firm but slowly began to show fractures along the area of collision — tiny spider web incisions within the glass.
That’s all I need, thought Danner.
He needed to cause enough of a fracture to split the grid fibers holding the glass together. After that, the glass would be malleable enough to break down after a few efforts. If he could get away now, he would come back for Braden and get in through the windows.
The robot was on the ground and appeared stunned. Danner swiftly kicked it over to its back and sliced the arterial circuits running across the belly.
“No!” Braden bellowed from behind the glass. He appeared pained at the slaying of the robot.
The other two juggernauts closed in. Danner was backed up to the wall — he needed to think fast. He looked down at the inoperative juggernaut, then lifted the machete high above his head and hammered it down hard upon the juggernaut’s face. The impact knocked the head against the floor, loosening the intricate facial plates. He slammed it once again, then reached down and gripped the eyeball — he could see the camera lens inside the black orb. He pulled on it hard, ripping it out.
He held the eyeball in his hand. He needed a distraction. He did the first thing that came to mind. Danner threw the eyeball across the room behind the juggernauts. He realized the absurdity of his action but he figured it was worth a try…they were — after all, trained from the behavior of real animals. The glass ball bounced across the ground rather resiliently, staying in tact. Immediately, both juggernauts turned around at the noise and stared in the direction of the orb.
The one on the left ran after it.
It worked!
Danner made his move. He quickly dashed past them and made for the door. So much for evolution, he thought as he raced through the sliding door. He sprinted down the hallway while Braden’s screams for the juggernauts to follow him echoed through the den.
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The E-ATV bounced up and down as Kelly sped through the densely overgrown path. The rain let up for a moment, and then continued falling — the warm drops gently stinging Kelly’s face as she drove. Bennett sat upright in the back bed of the E-ATV. Every bump triggered a piercing pain that shot through his left side as his ribs jarred together. The pain was severe, but grew slightly more tolerable as adrenaline coursed through his body and began to numb the area. Large palm leaves swatted at Bennett’s legs as they dangled over the back of the E-ATV bed.
“Hang on!” Kelly yelled as they ascended a small hill. Bennett gripped the bed tightly to keep from sliding out. They climbed the hill and leveled out on top. The road cleared, and Bennett was able to scan the tree line for any assailants. So far they were in the clear, but he knew it could change at any moment. Kelly steered the E-ATV around a fallen tree and quickly jumped back on the trail. She was handling the four-wheeler like a pro, and he was happy to have her at the wheel.
Bennett surveyed the area to the left and thought he spotted a flash in the trees. He squinted to focus but didn’t see it again. Was it a robot? He wasn’t sure.
“There it is. I can see it!” Kelly shouted and pointed off the trail to the right. About forty yards off the main path, a small shack with a green tin roof stood alone in a clearing. “That’s the supply shed. Rick said there was a shotgun in there.”
Kelly pulled off to the side of the road and hopped off the E-ATV. “I’m going to grab it. I’ll be right back.” She hopped over a batch of tall grass and ran toward the shed.
“Kelly, be careful!” Bennett shouted as he watched her disappear through the trees. Bennett scanned the forest around them. They were in thick jungle and visibility was difficult. It was dead quiet. The only sounds came from the birds in the trees. Bennett sat helplessly in the bed waiting for Kelly’s return.
* * *
Kelly approached the shed and spotted a lock hanging from the door. It was a padlock, the kind that required a key for entry. Her heart sank — she didn’t have a way in. But as she drew nearer, she realized something.
It looked unlocked.
She was right. The lock wasn’t fastened. It was hanging freely. Kelly pulled it from the metal clasps and threw it aside. She swung open the door and entered the shed.
The interior of the shed was dark and full of industrial cabinets. She could see landscaping materials, tools hanging from the wall and large jugs of liquid in the corner. She looked above the door and saw the shotgun hanging there. She reached up and grabbed it then checked the chamber for a round.
It wasn’t loaded.
Kelly had used a shotgun before and was familiar enough to load, shoot and reload it. Her brother Colin used to take her shooting before he joined the military. It was something they did together for fun.
Kelly opened the nearest drawer and fumbled through the contents until she felt a small cardboard box. She pulled it out. The red, scripty letters spelled out Remington. The box contained twenty-four rounds of 12-gauge buckshot. She pulled out seven and loaded them into the gun, maxing the capacity at six rounds with one active in the chamber. She filled her pocket with as many additional rounds as would fit. She swiftly slid the action, cocking the shotgun, then headed for the door.
As she turned to leave, her eyes gravitated toward a glass cabinet on the wall. A medicine cabinet? There were white bottles inside that appeared to be medical supplies. She placed the gun on the counter and walked over to the cabinet. She checked them quickly, hoping to grab something to help with Tom’s pain. The options were few, but she sorted through a few antiseptic bottles…Oxytetracycline, penicillin…
Conolidine.
Perfect, Kelly thought.
Conolidine was a synthetic painkiller. Unlike most anesthetics, conolidine was completely natural. It was extracted from the bark of the crepe jasmine, Tabernaemontana divaricate, a tropical flowering plant found in Hawaii. Kelly sometimes used it on the injured animals that she treated back at the bio lab.
She checked the potency level on the bottle. Then she looked around and found a hypodermic needle in a clear plastic wrapping. She cracked the seal open, then inserted the needle into the bottle and tipped it upside down — allowing the liquid to enter the syringe. She pulled two cc’s of fluid out and placed the needle back into the clear plastic bag. Then she rolled it up and tucked it into her cargo pocket. She grabbed the shotgun and exited the shed.
* * *
Bennett was getting antsy. Kelly had been gone a while and he was getting worried that the juggernauts would be coming. It had been eight minutes since she left and Bennett was contemplating checking on her. He pushed himself forward and reached out for the release lever on the tailgate. Before he grabbed it, he heard a loud gunshot. It came from the direction that Kelly had gone. Bennett quickly jumped off the E-ATV and landed on the path just as Kelly burst through the trees.
“Tom, get back in! It’s right behind me!” she screamed.
Kelly jumped the grass hedge and threw the shotgun in the air to Bennett. He grabbed it and hopped back up into the bed. Kelly jumped into the driver’s seat, grabbed the handlebars and cranked the throttle sending dirt showering the road. The E-ATV jerked forward and immediately gained speed. Bennett secured himself in the bed and steadied the shotgun by resting it on his thigh and backing it against the metal frame in the rear of the bed.
A moment later the juggernaut careened onto the path and hit stride about twenty feet behind them. Bennett locked on it and fired. The buckshot opened up and sprayed a black circle directly at the juggernaut. The robot reacted with extraordinary agility, jumping far to the right as the cluster missed just wide. Bennett cocked the shotgun and fired again. This time a portion of the buckshot hit the juggernaut along its back. The robot didn’t seem phased at all and continued forward — closing distance.
Bennett fired again just as Kelly swung wide to avoid hitting a large lava rock in the path. Bennett slid across the bed and grabbed the side with one hand — nearly dropping the gun over the edge. He looked back to see that the shot traveled high and missed the target entirely.
“Try to keep it steady!” Bennett shouted over the wind.
“I am trying,” Kelly yelled back.
Bennett cocked the gun and looked up. He scanned back and forth. The robot was nowhere to be seen. It had disappeared, completely.
“I lost him!” Bennett shouted.
Kelly looked back, hesitantly. “What do you mean?”
“I mean I can’t see it anywhere, it just…disappeared.”
Kelly slowed down to keep from flying off the road. She let off the throttle and cruised along at a safer speed.
Bennett looked ahead at the path in front of them. “Sorry, Kell. Nice driving back there. You did great. I think we’re almost to the fence now. Just keep your eye out…it could be anywhere.” Bennett tightened his grip on the shotgun and eyed his surroundings like a hawk.
Kelly reached her hand back. “Here, stick this in your side. It’ll help with the pain. I grabbed it out of the supply shed. It’s conolidine …it’ll numb the pain,” she said.
Bennett grabbed the needle out of the plastic sheathing and without hesitation — stuck it into his left side. He winced for a moment, and then slowly felt a warming sensation in his bones as the medicine took effect. A minute later he felt almost as good as new.
“How’s it feel?” Kelly asked.
“Much better, thanks.” Bennett looked at Kelly and cracked a weak smile.
“You know, I was really worried for you back there…at the helicopter. I thought….” Kelly’s words trailed off. “I wouldn’t have been able to live with myself.” She looked away. Bennett could see the pain in her eyes. The lines in her face gave away the heavy emotion she was feeling.
Bennett hopped over the seat and joined Kelly up front.
“Well, I’m still here. And so are you. You nearly gave me a heart attack when I lost you up on the roof. I almost jumped off looking for you,” he said.
Kelly chuckled and her face softened again. She let out a long sigh as if she were releasing the anxiety from her body. “I can’t believe we did this…I feel like such an idiot,” she said shaking her head.
“We didn’t know. You can’t help but be curious when you come across something that bizarre,” Bennett answered, half to console her — but he really meant it.
“Do you think Rick got out?” Kelly asked.
“I certainly hope so. That guy is a robot himself. I’m sure he found a way out of there ok,” Bennett said.
Bennett wasn’t actually optimistic about Danner’s outcome, but he didn’t want Kelly to lose her hope. She needed to be optimistic right now, whether or not the truth backed it up. Sometimes situations call for a pinch of positivity to mask the ugliness of reality.
“Rick had unfinished business to deal with. Hopefully those guys got what they had coming,” Bennett said.
“Well…I’m just glad you’re ok,” Kelly said and smiled.
Her eyes sparkled emerald green in the sunlight. She had dirt smudges all along her arms and around the wound on her forehead. Her muddy hair was pulled back in a ponytail. Bennett didn’t know if it was the trauma they had just experienced or if he just hadn’t realized it, but Kelly looked different now. Either that, or he was looking at her differently. She seemed so grown up — so strong and capable now. Like she suddenly became a woman in front of him.
Bennett knew Kelly had long been a woman at twenty-seven, but he had always seen her as his best friend’s kid sister…
She was different now…brave…and stunningly beautiful.
Bennett was seeing her with new eyes and it was stirring up new sentiments — emotions that Bennett had long suppressed. He had never pursued a relationship with anyone because his constant need for change and his love for adventure had always succeeded his love for a partner.
But Kelly had a love for life…and a quest for adventure, just as Bennett did.
Could she be the one to seek new adventures with? Was his love sitting right next to him?
Bennett felt his heart beating fast. He looked down, half expecting to see it jump from his chest. He didn’t know whether to attribute his newfound realization to “real love” or just a gushy side effect from the conolidine.
Regardless, he looked at Kelly differently now. There was no denying it. He had strong feelings for her — feelings he may have had all along. Bennett sat there quiet for a moment then suddenly felt the need to tell her. He instantly became nervous and found it hard to speak. The words were right on the end of his tongue, and yet they couldn’t make their way out. Finally, he mustered the courage.
“Kelly…I…”
Bennett’s words were cut short as the E-ATV was smashed from the side sending them both flying through the air. The E-ATV turned up on its side and took a nosedive into a bed of black lava rock…the razor sharp rocks devouring the vehicle and smashing it to pieces. Kelly landed on the path while Bennett was flung clear into a nearby Hibiscus tree. The soft tree broke his fall, and Bennett struggled to free himself from the branches. He got to his feet and looked back toward the path. Kelly was laying face down on the ground, just beginning to pick herself up. The juggernaut emerged from about five feet behind her
…as if it appeared out of thin air.
It walked up to Kelly and stood over her body. Bennett watched in horror as it jerked its head forward, producing a long, sharp object from its mouth.
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Danner had about a thirty-second head start. He had duped the robots into looking away and used the opportunity to slip through the hallway door unnoticed. His petty trick had worked, however he knew the juggernauts wouldn’t fall for it again. Braden had likely altered that command on the spot, right after it had happened. Now Danner found himself sprinting down the long hallway, which led to the lab.
The morning light outside filtered in through the massive floor-to-ceiling windows lining the corridor. Thirty seconds wasn’t enough to get him far. Danner needed to find a way to lose the juggernauts immediately. He looked along the wall and his eyes eventually rested on a red fire extinguisher.
Here they come.
He heard a scurrying down the hall behind him…the juggernauts had exited through the door and were in quick pursuit. Danner ripped the fire extinguisher off the wall and slammed it against the window. The glass bowed and rippled slightly from the blow, but stayed in tact. Danner struck again — this time producing a round fractured web in the glass the size of a baseball. The third strike sent the sheet of glass exploding outward. Danner jumped back and shielded his face as the large pieces showered down, cascading over the side of the building and embedded in the soft ground below. The glass shrapnel protruded up from the ground like razor-sharp spikes.
The juggernauts were closing in. Danner tucked the machete through the back of his belt, then he reached out and grabbed ahold of the massive pillar jutting out from the face of the building. He was able to swing his body around the large pillar just as the juggernauts reached the opening in the glass. They skidded to a halt just shy of the edge.
Danner knew they wouldn’t be able to follow him outside. They weren’t capable of enduring a vertical ascent such as this, even with their exceptional traversal skills.
He reached out his leg and secured his footing on a chunk of limestone rubble. Although he was hanging off of a sheer glass wall, the pitch on the front of the building was 70 degrees — not a completely vertical climb. The large Greek pillars and exposed rubble along the way allowed for hand and footholds too. Danner was grateful for the holds at the moment but usually scoffed at the sight of the bizarre architectural embellishments.
They were the result of Dr. Perry’s strange obsession with the “golden age” of Greek culture. He was infatuated with the ancient empire and obsessed over it. He never missed an opportunity to quote Socrates, Plato or his favorite — Aristotle. Danner himself wasn’t well-versed in Greek culture, but he had heard enough quotes to acquaint himself quite well with the philosophical trinity. Perry never ceased to follow up a quote with the name of its author — as if he were quoting chapter and verse from the Bible.
His persistent quotes stuck in Danner’s mind.
The energy of the mind is the essence of life.
He thought of another. No excellent soul is exempt from a mixture of madness.
Danner laughed internally as the latter words took on an entirely different meaning based on the situation he was now in.

Danner ascended the ruins carefully. He was battling extreme exhaustion, but somehow he managed to place one hand above the other and use his leg muscles to keep climbing. Danner knew how to dig deep. His time in Delta put him in situations where he had to reach deep down into the depths of his very being to survive. Delta training allowed him to operate efficiently on very little food and sleep. Right now, he had had neither in over 48 hours.
He secured his footing on a spear protruding out from the hands of a Greek soldier. The soldier’s eyes were intricately detailed, capturing the fierce, primal nature of battle. The positioning of the soldier showed that it was in mid throw. Danner used the soldier’s face as a foothold and grabbed a hold of the pillars lining the peak of the façade. With one final push, he reached the roof of the building.
He pulled himself up and looked around.

From on top the helicopter landing pad, Dr. Perry was locked on Danner.
Eyeing him like prey.
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Bennett watched as the bizarre events unfold before him. He needed to act quickly, but he felt half entranced with the juggernaut’s actions. He watched as Kelly tried to push herself up — only to be shoved down by the robots balled foot.
Move it Tom! Kelly needs you.
Bennett shifted into gear. He reached out and retrieved the shotgun from a few feet away. Bennett raised the shotgun and aimed while the robot produced the needle from its mouth.
Don’t shoot, Tom.
You’ll hit Kelly.
Bennett knew it was useless. The shotgun would blow a hole in both of them from here. He didn’t have the option of an accurate weapon at the moment. He needed a precise shot. The blast from the shotgun was like using a flamethrower to light a birthday cake.
He acted instinctively — without thought.
Bennett threw the shotgun to the ground and charged the juggernaut. The robot snapped his head in Bennett’s direction and saw him approaching. Then in one smooth, precise action — it injected the needle into the back of Kelly’s neck, just below her hairline.
“Nooo!” Bennett bellowed in protest as he barreled toward the robot. The needle had entered Kelly’s body for a mere fraction of a second before Bennett wrapped his arms around the juggernaut’s frame and ripped it away. He rolled over the top of it, grabbed ahold, and threw it off — as a lineman would take down a receiver. The juggernaut crashed through the trees and met hard with the jagged lava rock on the bed below.
Bennett immediately looked down at Kelly to see if she was ok. She was flaccid. Her eyes were shut and her body was slumped onto the path.
Kelly needed his help. But first he needed to shut down the robot.
Bennett ran over and grabbed the shotgun. Then he ran back and placed himself between Kelly and the robot. The juggernaut had righted itself and spun around. It shot off the line like a greyhound at a race — straight at Bennett. Bennett crouched and steadied the shotgun. He fired off a round, which the juggernaut sidestepped and avoided like it was steering around a pothole in the road. Another blast split through the air, hitting the juggernaut in the breastplate and causing it to trip up briefly, but continue on.
It was still coming.
Bennett knew he had to wait until it was close. Only a shot from close range would do any considerable damage. He had no idea what part of the robot to aim for.
There had to be an area of weakness…
He decided he would shoot for the undercarriage. It was the only place he hadn’t landed a shot yet. Unfortunately, it would also be the hardest shot to place.
The juggernaut raced forward, covering ground in blazing speed. Bennett could hardly keep it in his sights. He would wait for the robot to jump — then look for a clean shot.
But the moment never came. It rushed at him with intent to smash through him. Bennett couldn’t wait. He fired.
Headshot.
Lead pellets hammered into the strong head casing, splaying the metal sharply outward.
It kept coming.
Bennett cocked the gun again and heard the sound of an empty chamber…seven shots.
No more.
He was out of ammo.
It was too late. The juggernaut closed in. Its head lowered, leading its assault with the shards of shrapnel protruding from its head.
Bennett braced for impact by ducking down and covering Kelly’s body like a human shield. He held her tight.
Suddenly a jeep roared out of the trees and broadsided the juggernaut slamming into its right side and sending it sprawling back into the bed of lava rock. The massive blow split the side of the robot open sending its life unit flying through the air before it dashed to pieces in the rock bed.
The robot was obliterated.
Detective Lee brought the Jeep to a halt just inches from where Bennett was crouched down. Lee hopped out and drew his gun. He assessed the form of the robot, finding it inactive and no longer a threat.
Bennett bent down and cradled Kelly in his arms. He checked her pulse.
“Is she ok?” Lee asked.
Bennett looked inquisitively at the man before him. “Who are you?” he asked.
Lee flashed his badge to Bennett.
“She’s alive, but she needs a hospital,” Bennett said.
“The ranger station’s not far from here. Lift her into the jeep and I’ll take you there,” Lee said.
Bennett hoisted Kelly’s body into the back of the jeep. He crawled in back with her, cradling her body. Lee started up the jeep and set off down the path.
“Do me a favor and keep a lookout for more of those things,” Lee yelled back to Bennett.
Bennett nodded. However, he found it impossible to focus on anything else but Kelly right now. She was losing color. Her lips were a shade of light purple and her skin was pale. Her breath was also short, her chest barely moving up and down. Bennett felt Kelly’s phone vibrating in her pocket. He pulled it out — it was Kam. Bennett answered the phone.
“Kam?”
“Mr. Bennett, I have good news,” he said.
Bennett sighed. “Good. I could use it.”

CHAPTER 51

CERTA FACILITY ROOFTOP
16 OCTOBER, 8:00 A.M.
Perry held a pistol in his left hand. Danner couldn’t make out the caliber from where he was standing, but it appeared to be a .22 cal. It was an interesting choice considering the .22 wasn’t the deadliest of weapons. Sure, it was lethal, but it typically required multiple rounds to take down a human.
Danner couldn’t help but credit the choice to Perry’s background. Possibly the influence of British cinema? 007 used a .22…maybe it’s an English thing. Considering Danner was armed only with a blade — Perry still had the upper hand.
Danner approached cautiously, keen to keep outside of Perry’s range.
“There’s no way out from here. Your chopper’s destroyed,” Danner said. Delivering the information as if Perry had already lost. He was moving to a psychological “high ground”.
“A true travesty. That bird was dearly close to me,” Perry said and looked in the direction the helicopter had fallen.
Perry stood at the top of the helipad. His gun hung loosely from his left hand. The heavy rain had returned and was beating down upon the roof in a rhythmic patter. Danner moved along the base of the stairs, his machete still tucked securely in his belt behind him. He walked to the front of the stairs, which led up to the helipad.
“I trusted you. You know that? Everything you were doing here…I knew you were working outside of the parameters that the Defense Department had set, but I never said a thing. I even covered for you. And now this?” Danner shook his head.
“Rick, I feel I need to be frank with you,” Perry said rubbing the stubble around his chin. He stood upright as if he was ready to deliver a speech. “I know you’ve always stood by me. I think you should know, however, that I’ve been aware of Braden’s actions for quite some time. In fact, I’ve encouraged him to push his testing into precarious territory.” Perry stopped and looked at Danner over the top of his horn-rimmed frames.
“You see Rick, I’m not going to be around forever. As innovative as my attempts at life extension are, they are still just beyond my reach.”
He paused a moment and let out a heavy sigh. “I’m getting…old.” He sounded pained, as if talking about his age actually sped up the aging process.
“But I’ll be damned if I don’t see this project through to the end. I’ve invested too much into it and there are too many skeptics doubting me…attempting to infect their pessimism into everything I do. I won’t have it.”
He stuck his chin out, firmly.
“Now I’ll admit that I’ve kept certain information obscured. I have concealed the actual progress of the juggernauts from some.” His eyes widened. “I had to. There’s no way we would’ve gotten this far keeping within the absurd guide rails the Defense put in place. They were outrageous! Suffocating any degree of scientific progress!”
Perry’s voice rose over the sound of the rain. Danner was working his way forward. He had climbed the bottom two stairs and was inconspicuously making his way forward.
“You had to have known it would come to this. Braden’s completely lost it. Whatever he’s done to hotwire his brain has destroyed any degree of human empathy. He’s a psychopath and he’s killing people like they’re…lab mice,” Danner yelled.
“I’ll deal with Braden. He’s still part of my plan — my link to them as I calibrate the program.”
Danner continued forward. “Aren’t you concerned that Braden will take control of the project? Given his abilities, he could easily steer this in his favor. He’s got…absolute control over those things.”
“That’s not the issue here, Rick. Braden’s job is to communicate with the juggernauts, and I control Braden. You don’t think I would have developed Mindgate if I couldn’t gain control of the host at leisure, do you?”
“You’ve got the shot?” Danner asked.
“I invented it, of course I’ve bloody got it,” Perry spat angrily. “I can tap into any door in MindGate at any time,” he said defiantly.
“Call it my skeleton key,” Perry said in a low graveled tone. “Braden was supposed to keep things under control — but he failed. As a result, a juggernaut stopped taking orders and began operating independently. Furthermore, a civilian died, which escalated the need to capture and retrieve it. So I had to come in and take control of the mess.”
“And that’s why you involved me?” Danner asked.
“It’s simple. We needed somebody to find Lorry. You were the only one who could do that effectively, and quietly,” said Perry.
“So you were planning on using me to get the robot back, and then you were going to kill me to tie up the loose ends,” Danner growled.
Perry didn’t answer. He just looked out over the forest around them.
The rain slowed.
“You did your part quite well. Unfortunately, my boy, certain things become necessary when you’re dealing with discoveries that will revolutionize the future. And as much as I’d prefer otherwise, I sense the feeling…that you’re not going to keep this between us.” Perry slowly raised the gun and fixed it on Danner. “You know I can’t have you alive now that you have knowledge of this.”
Danner had moved forward to within ten feet of Perry. He was now fully within a kill zone of Perry’s handgun. Danner’s intent was to move within striking distance — and use his machete for a kill. He knew Perry would pull the trigger. Danner knew he would kill him. But if he could just get within striking distance, his percentage of survival went up.
Just a little closer.
“What do you want from me? You want me to beg for my life now?” Danner said. He took a knee, kneeling down in front of Perry and inching in closer.
Dr. Perry was taken back. “Good god, Rick. Don’t be a coward. Stand up like a man,” he said disgusted.
Danner had closed to within eight feet of Perry. He knew that he would take a bullet or two if he attacked now, but he was out of options.
It was now or never.
Danner reached back and drew the machete from his belt. He held it away from his body and immediately tucked into a forward roll. He knew if he could protect his vital organs, and take the bullets elsewhere, he may be able to survive for a counter-attack.
He dove at a 45-degree angle, attempting to make himself a leaner, more awkward target.
The blast rang out.
Danner felt the burn of the slug enter his left shoulder, but he continued rolling.
Another shot rang, from extremely close range. It was deafeningly close. This time it hit soft tissue, embedding in his flesh — sending a sharp fire through his lower back.
Keep going…
Now.
Danner was within reach. Perry stepped backward, only able to get the two shots off before Danner was within striking distance. Coming out of the roll, Danner got to his feet and swung the machete through the air. His strike was swift, holding the blade like a samurai warrior — with two hands evenly apart. The blade sliced through the air, splitting the raindrops. The path of the blade sustained in the air far too long…never actually connecting.
Instead, Danner found himself turned halfway around — exposing the right side of his body completely.
He had missed somehow…a critical mistake.
Another gunshot blast sounded just inches away from his right ear. Danner waited for the slug to enter his skull, but it never came.
Perry had missed too. He was off balance and his shot hadn’t met its target.
Danner seized the opportunity to bring his elbow up into Perry’s left hand, knocking the gun free and sending it toppling over the side of the helipad.
Perry was stunned, but moved in quick, throwing a right hook and connecting with Danner’s jaw.
CRAAACK!
Stars.
Danner couldn’t see for a moment, everything went black.
Dr. Perry had landed an explosive blow to the right side of his face. The pain was excruciating…and Danner’s vision was blurry.
What the hell? How could an old man hit like that?
Danner couldn’t believe the blow that Perry had just delivered. He couldn’t recall ever being slugged that hard before, and Danner had been in his share of fistfights. He felt like he had been hit with a Louisville Slugger. His mind was sending alarms through his nervous system, urging it to go into defensive mode — which meant possibly sending him into a seizure. Danner held off the warnings and attempted to focus and regain his bearings. The pain inflicted by the bullet wounds was getting stronger. Before he could shake it off, Perry landed another blow to his left temple.
This time Danner was knocked to the ground. The machete fell from his hands, splashing in a pool of rainwater.
“It’s a shame, Rick. Being beaten by an old man. I suppose I do have an unfair advantage…” Perry seethed.
His words were warbled. Danner couldn’t make out anything Perry was saying. The receptors in his left ear had been severely damaged from the gunshot and the second blow had caused all audio sensory to become muffled — like his ears were filled with water.
Danner could feel the warm blood soaking the clothing around his bullet wounds. The rain continued to fall, dripping over Danner’s battered frame.
“Goodbye, Rick.”
Suddenly Danner’s aural sensory returned. All at once — like a swelling wave, the hearing returned in his right ear and Danner heard Perry’s farewell…
Not yet, he thought.
Danner reached out and grabbed the machete from off the ground. He screamed out with a warrior’s cry as he rose to his feet. Then Danner swung the blade down swiftly on Perry.
SSSHHHWOOOSSSHHH…
It was a fatal slice.
Perry yelled loudly in protest and threw his arms up to protect himself. The blade connected with both of his forearms. It was a quick blow, and it connected hard…surprisingly hard. Instead of cutting clearly through, the angle of impact caused the blade to slice down both forearms, peeling back a layer of skin with it. Perry again screamed out loudly in pain. The blow knocked Perry back onto the wet ground. He lay there in the rain with his arms extended out for protection.
Danner stared down — astonished. He nearly dropped the blade. He couldn’t believe what he was seeing.
Light reflected and bounced off metal sheets inside Perry’s arms. The peeled back skin revealed a layer of carbon nanotube honeycomb sheeting that ran along the exposed area — where flesh should be. His entire arms — both of them, were prosthetic weapons.
Perry had enhanced himself.
“People have been trying to defeat me for years,” Perry said and picked himself up off the ground. “But I’m a fighter, Rick. I myself, adapt. I myself evolve…”
Danner’s head was spinning. He knew he was losing blood quickly. He began to feel the strength draining from his limbs. It was difficult to stand and he felt as if his legs were going to give out.
Perry looked wide-eyed at his own arms, as if fascinated by them. He opened and closed his hands, watching the internal mechanisms spin and turn. His eyes were fixed open in intrigue. “Impressive, isn’t it? It was my choice to do this to myself. When parts of my body chose to fail me, I enhanced them. The only way to truly know the effectiveness of your science is to integrate it into your very being,” Perry said sounding exhilarated and very much like a madman.
A noise came from behind them — the opening or closing of a door. Danner looked back to see two juggernauts racing up the steps toward him. Kenneth Braden was following close behind. Danner turned back around. The rain streamed down his face as he stared at Perry. His consciousness was slowly slipping away…the veil dropping…
Danner knew this was it.
He was dying.
The juggernauts were now just a few feet behind him. He could sense them close. Danner breathed in deep and charged forward at Perry. He grabbed a hold of him just as the juggernaut collided into them. The impact from the robot lifted them off the edge of the helipad and into the air. In a split second they were in a free fall, plummeting down toward the ground.

CHAPTER 52

CERTA GROUNDS, BETA SECTOR
16 OCTOBER, 8:15 A.M.
Lee steered the jeep through the dense forest. They were deep inside the Beta sector now, heading toward the main entrance. The gate would be coming up at any moment. Meanwhile, Bennett was getting an update over the phone from Kam.
“Ok. I was able to hack into the core files at CERTA and sift through some crazy stuff. Did you know they have mind-controlled robots?” Kam asked amazed.
Bennett didn’t have time to bring Kam completely up to speed. He was pleased to hear that Kam had already uncovered the competencies of the robots. It would make his next questions easier.
“I’m aware…more aware than you could imagine. Kam, how far into the company access were you able to get?”
“I’m at the heart. The files I pulled off that RFID included a decrypted access code that allowed a backdoor into their database. It was like a fortress. Their files are locked down with government grade encryptions. There’s absolutely no way I would’ve been able to get in if it weren’t for the access code on that keychain…even a hacker as good as me.”
“Kam, the robots you mentioned…the mind-contro—“
“The juggernauts?” Kam interjected.
“Yes. The juggernauts.” Kam’s knowledge was detailed. “Are there any documents or files referencing them as weapons of warfare? Or anything detailing their use of unrestrained artificial intelligence?” Bennett asked.
“Mr. Bennett, I’ve got pages and pages of info on these guys. I even have their access files…their test reports, operational diagnosis, command codes—”
“Command codes?” Bennett snapped.
“Yeah, they are operating by Virtual Agents. They’ve been receiving commands by two users: KBRDN and RPRY.
Braden and Perry.
Bennett put it together. Kam may be onto something.
“Kam, this is very important. Can you input your own commands to the robots — give them directives?”
“I don’t know. It kind of looks that way. I see the command log here. There’s just one problem.”
“What’s that?”
“I don’t know this language. The commands are written in a proprietary language. It’s like nothing I’ve ever seen before,” Kam said sounding slightly defeated.
Bennett didn’t let it damper his excitement.
They were so close. If Kam could access the commands, they would be able to stop the juggernauts.
“Do you think you could get an understanding by browsing the command log?”
“Maybe…” Kam didn’t sound optimistic. “This language is nonsensical. It’s certainly not rooted in any programming or system language I’ve ever seen. I’ll try though.”
“Good. Kam, you deciphering this language could be a matter of life and death right now. We need you.”
“Gee, thanks. No pressure, right?” Kam said sarcastically.
“The gate’s just up here!” Lee shouted back.
They plowed along the tiny path until they emerged out of the forest and onto the main drive. As they rounded a corner, the main entrance came into clear view. Bennett’s heart sunk. Not only was the main gate closed, it was being guarded by two juggernauts.
* * *
The sound of intermittent sparks shooting into the air woke Danner and caused him to stir. Something electrical was shorting out and emitting sparks into the sky. The small clusters of fire were so close to Danner’s face, he felt them on his eyelids.
He tried to open his eyes.
They opened enough to reveal a headless juggernaut lying on its back next to him.
Sparks were shooting out of its neck amongst the swarm of wires spilling out. Somehow in the fall, most likely the landing, the juggernaut had been decapitated completely. Its head lay intact about six feet to Danner’s right.
Danner realized he was lying on top of some kind of mound. He knew without moving that he was on top of Perry’s body. It was still warm.
Danner had survived the fall. He couldn’t believe it. Perry’s body must have cushioned the fall and the muddy ground probably helped by providing a supple surface. It was still a fifty-foot drop — there was no doubt Danner should have died. His body was coated with mud from head to toe. He attempted to move, but it was worthless. He knew he had broken bones from the fall.
“You just won’t die, will you?” Danner heard a voice and the sound of boots sloshing through the mud behind him.
It was Kenneth Braden.
“No matter what I throw at you — you just keep on fighting.” He chuckled with an air of disbelief. “You’re a true testament of human survival. You and your friends, that is.”
* * *
Kelly’s phone rang. It was Kam.
Detective Lee had the Jeep aimed straight at the gate, the engine idling while the juggernauts stared back at them. Bennett picked up the phone.
“Kam, I’m a little busy at the—“
“Mr. Bennett, I think I’ve got it!”
“I’m going to run them over! Get ready!” Lee yelled.
“Wait! Wait! If they don’t move…you’ll hit the fence. The blue lights on top of the fence are on — which means the electricity is on. If you hit the gate, we’ll all be electrocuted.” Lee withdrew his foot from the pedal at once.
“Kam, what’ve you got?” Bennett asked. He spoke quickly.
“The language…I get it now. They’re using a hybrid of two separate programs. I didn’t see it at first but it makes perfect sense! They—“
“Kam, I need to know if you have command of them yet.”
The juggernauts slowly began pacing toward the vehicle. One remained in the middle of the road, while the other disappeared in front of them. Then the robot suddenly reappeared in the trees. It was moving around to their side — flanking them. They moved gracefully in tandem, disappearing and reappearing again.
* * *
Danner took Braden’s last comment to mean that Kelly and Tom had survived.
“Well…not the girl. You can count her out for sure. I believe Carry took care of that.”
Danner tensed.
“I really couldn’t have planned this any better myself,” Braden said with a smile plastered across his face. “Perry’s dead, which leaves me as the next in line to assume ownership of company. Your friends won’t make it past the fence alive, so any remaining people with knowledge of what happened here will be accounted for…and you…”
Braden’s eyes gleamed sinisterly.
“Well, I get to be the one to personally remove you from this island once and for all.”
Braden withdrew his boot out of the mud with a wet slurping sound and rested it on Danner’s neck. The two juggernauts to Braden’s left and right respectively moved in close to him.
“It’s better this way,” Braden whispered. He breathed out through his teeth.
Braden looked down at Danner through glossy, emotionless eyes. It was a disconnected gaze, belonging to a man who had withdrawn himself from reality…a psychopathic killer.
This was it.
Danner couldn’t help but feel utterly helpless, as he lay there, immobile. This was not the end he had envisioned. His eyes locked on Braden as he was dealt his fate in a horrible and inhumane manner.
* * *
“Yes, I have complete command of them now,” Kam said. “Do you want me to shut them down?”
“No,” Bennett replied.
“No?” Kam responded, surprised.
“I want you to change their target. Can you do that?”
There was a brief pause.
“Yeah…I suppose. If I the target’s in the system, but—“
“Change the target to Kenneth Braden.”
“Are you sure?”
“Do it, Kam.”
Bennett could hear Kam typing on the other line. He was flying through the key commands.
“Execute?”
“Execute.”
“All juggernauts?”
“All of them.”
Bennett heard the final keystroke hammered.
“Done,” Kam informed.
Bennett exhaled deeply. Then he inhaled slow, letting the oxygen fill his lungs. He felt as if he had held his breath throughout the entire conversation. Almost instantaneously, the juggernauts bolted from their location and disappeared into the jungle.
“They left!” Lee said.
Bennett nodded.
“They left.”
* * *
Braden shifted his weight onto his right foot and pressed down hard onto Danner’s neck. Danner gasped for air as the oxygen left his body. Braden pressed harder and harder and watched on as Danner slowly lost consciousness. Darkness crept in.
Suddenly…the pressure released.
The weight upon Danner’s neck lifted and he felt the oxygen enter his lungs. He gasped loudly. Braden stepped back as a curious expression formed on his face. It was a confused look — and slightly pained.
In an instant, Braden dropped to his knees and fell forward, landing on top of the decapitated juggernaut — his body limp and lifeless.
The two juggernauts remained standing behind him — their mouths drawn back and the needles sticking forth. They remained that way for a moment and then stepped back and withdrew the syringe back into their jaws.
Danner lay there catching his breath. It took a moment for the reality of what had just occurred to sink in. Once it did, a weak smile slowly spread across his face.
He stayed conscious for a few more minutes until the sound of ambulance sirens approached.
Then he closed his eyes.

CHAPTER 53

CERTA GROUNDS, BETA SECTOR
16 OCTOBER, 8:27 A.M.
The last thing Kam had done before he got off the phone was to open all doors and gates on the CERTA grounds. The large front gate swung open wide and Lee drove the Jeep through. As soon as they exited they were met by a slew of police cars and ambulances coming down the narrow road. Lee parked off to the side of the road while Bennett lifted Kelly out of the Jeep and carried her to the ambulance. The medics rushed out of the back with a gurney and helped Bennett lift her onto it.
Men and women in white uniforms crowded around Kelly, checking vitals and shoving tubes into her body. The lead medic, a woman named Karen, proceeded to ask Bennett questions about Kelly’s situation. She wanted to know how she had attained her injuries and roughly when they had occurred. Bennett told her everything he knew.
Before they loaded him into the ambulance, Bennett couldn’t help but notice a black SUV pull up and park far away from the scene. The men in dark suits who exited the vehicle looked ridiculously out of place in the tropical surroundings. They watched from afar until the ambulances left, then they proceeded onto the facility grounds.
About fifteen minutes later, a helicopter landed in the middle of the highway and Kelly was medevac’d to the Hilo Medical Center.

Kelly’s father, Dr. Donald Adler, was the attending physician on site. He had insisted he be the one to examine her. Bennett was taken to the hospital as well and was tended for his injuries in the room next to Kelly’s.
A few hours later, Kelly woke up.
Dr. Adler’s brief stated that she had received a near-fatal dose of Sodium Pentothal. If Kelly had received as much as an additional milliliter of Pentothal, her body would have completely shut down.
Tom Bennett had pulled the robot off of her, literally, just in time.

Outside of the laceration on his face, a minor concussion and two broken ribs — Tom Bennett was on the mend and was released from the hospital within a few days. He stayed behind, however, and remained by Kelly’s side as she was monitored throughout the week. Dr. Adler was pleased to have Tom’s company while he monitored his daughter’s progress.

News surrounding the illegal activities at CERTA blew up like a nuclear bomb. It turned out that the juggernaut project was only the tip of the iceberg. Dr. Rupert Perry had been leading a slew of unsanctioned initiatives that had never been approved by DARPA or the Department of Defense. All operations were shut down and the facility was ransacked for evidence. Detective Jim Lee headed up the investigation and worked as local contact to the Department of Defense. Oddly enough, it turned out that only about 90 % of the company data was retrieved. There were entire files completely unaccounted for that, unfortunately — never turned up. The missing information was deemed extremely sensitive to the DOD, considering it retained entire engineering diagrams and schematics for the next-level robots.
The facility itself lay vacant in the forest. It was rumored that they would turn the grounds into a Ranger Station for the nearby Wildlife Refuge.

Rick Danner, Head of Security at the facility, was not accounted for. His body was never found.

CHAPTER 54

MALIBU, CALIFORNIA
6 NOVEMBER, 10:20 A.M.
THREE WEEKS PASSED.
Tom Bennett returned to the mainland to meet with the production agency about the movie. He was able to keep the events that happened on the island a secret, for the most part. As far as the agency knew, Tom had returned with an amazing portfolio of shoot locations. The producers were thrilled with the photos he brought back. They slated the film to begin production in one month. Bennett received a healthy compensation bonus for his scouting work and a pat on the back from the film’s Director himself.
Bennett pulled off the Pacific Coast Hwy and parked his car in front of his Malibu beachside villa. He walked through the house and stepped out onto the veranda overlooking the Pacific Ocean. He leaned on the banister and gazed out over the water.
The turquoise sea looked particularly vibrant today. The smell of saltwater hung in the air, which Bennett found comforting. He also got contentment knowing that the massive body of water shared a shoreline with a certain island roughly 2,500 miles away.
There happened to be someone there he had on his mind.
He reached into his pocket and pulled out his phone. He dialed a number and heard the line connect.
“Hey you!”
“Hey…”
Bennett could hear her smiling. He loved that she did that.
“How was your meeting with the producers?”
“Good. They loved the shots. In fact they were so impressed that they’re moving up production a month to get started.”
“That’s great!” Kelly said.
“Yeah. How was you’re meeting with the board?” Bennett asked.
He heard Kelly let out a small chuckle. “You know, it went really good. It turns out an anonymous donor contributed a very generous amount of money to the Wildlife Observatory Fund. It was enough to reach our goal for the final phase of development and even contribute to our current animal shelter.”
“Wow, Kelly. That’s great news!” Bennett said enthusiastically.
“Yeah, right? Whoever did that was an incredibly kind and caring person. It’s too bad we’ll never know who it was.”
“Well, some things are better left a mystery. I can’t tell you how happy I am to hear that though.”
Bennett heard a voice in the background. It sounded like Kelly was somewhere crowded.
Kelly sighed. “I miss you…”
“Yeah, I miss you too. Next week…I’ll be back on the island. Then we’ll get to see each other.”
“Yeah…I can’t wait that long.” Kelly said, very matter of fact.
“I know, me neither.” Bennett said.
“No. I really can’t,” she said sweetly. “That’s why I’m at the airport…I’ll be there in a few hours.”

CONCLUSION
THE TURNING POINT

I can recall…as many of us can…seeing the videos spread virally across the Internet. Videos, sent out by companies like DARPA and Boston Dynamics, showing robots in various stages of development.
The videos weren’t leaked, as might have been expected — quite the contrary. The videos were provided to inform the public of the progress being made.

It is a different time. A time when the general public is unabashedly accepting of such progress and intrigued to such a level that it overshadows the impending danger — which is seen by many as “inevitable”. The technology itself is transparent, and its delivery method is well thought out by brilliant marketing minds using the same marketing tactics that were introduced to cable television networks, consumer electronic manufacturers, pharmaceutical companies and multinational corporations. A simple method, which is achieved by a time-tested marketing formula:

Give the public a controlled degree of exposure during the creation of a concept. Over time as the product is developed, the public is given previews and updates on the progress at benchmark intervals. Throughout the process, feedback is collected by means of social buzz and interactive forums. By the time the product is complete, the public as a whole feels as if they achieved success as well. They are given a false sense of ownership, even before they actually own the product themselves.

Frogs, pots and boiling water.

The progression of Artificial Intelligence in robotics manufacturing has been intentionally transparent for a reason—the technology is terrifying when left to the “unguided” imagination. The only way for AI exploration to occur, without stigma, is if we all “sail the ocean blue” together. A journey with which marketing can help steer by creating a feeling of excitement, entitlement and an inexplicable sense of security.

The current state of AI in regards to robotics is very much in its infancy. However, it is growing exceedingly fast and branching far outside of assembly machines and chip manufacturing. It’s everywhere you look, and everywhere you don’t.

As far as the Defense Department is concerned, there is nothing to hide. Not yet.
It’s a race to the finish by which artificial intelligence is the subject and the finish line is — [fill in the blank]. The race is real, and the U.S. Department of Defense is subsidizing and even providing scholarships to those “most likely to succeed” in future development.
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