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To my grandfather, who loved to read books.

Thank you for everything.

This book is for you.
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1

A storm is coming

The clock tower had been a silent sentinel for as long as anyone could remember, but that night, it became the epicenter of a terrifying storm. Lightning crackled through the dark sky, and in a blinding flash, struck the tower, sending shards of glass raining down on the street below. It was chaos.

Amidst the deafening thunder, a man in a red shirt and dark jeans stumbled down Johnson Avenue, his heart pounding with fear. His mind raced as he tried to make sense of the explosion that had just shaken his world. He had to find shelter, fast.

With desperate energy, he pounded on every door he could find, searching for a glimmer of hope. He could feel the wind and rain lashing at his face, soaking his shirt to a deeper shade of red. But no one seemed to hear him, or worse, care.

Finally, he arrived at the Lakeland Art Museum. He pounded on the door with all his might, his voice hoarse with terror.

"Help! Please, let me in!" he screamed.

To his immense relief, the large doors creaked open. An old man peered out from behind the door, his face creased with concern.

"Oh, my dear. Come in and wait until the storm is over," he said kindly.

The man in the red shirt didn't need to be told twice. As they closed the door, he felt a sense of security he hadn't felt in hours. They walked down a short hallway and into the lobby, where three other people were waiting - a blonde, a nervous guy, and a British man.

As he caught his breath, the man in the red shirt looked around at the strangers who had taken him in.

"So... you waited too long, huh?" asked the nervous guy, breaking the silence. His voice was weak and shaky.

"Yeah, it was foolish. I should’ve left hours ago."

The Brit turned to the man in the red shirt with a relaxed tone, seemingly unaffected by the storm of the century raging outside.

"You know, wearing a red shirt in a storm like this doesn't improve your odds of survival," he said, almost nonchalantly.

"My shirt? What?" The man in the red shirt seemed confused.

"It's a Star Trek reference... never mind," the Brit replied, disappointed that his joke fell flat. He sat down on one of the lobby chairs with a straight back, looking ahead as if waiting to be served something.

"What was that?" the blonde exclaimed. "I think the storm is right on top of us."

"Fear not, my dear," said the old man. "This museum was built like a bunker. We're safe here."

Not long after, lightning struck just outside the museum. A moment of silence was followed by the alarm, which started to blare at the same time as the metal grates fell down. The light flickered down the hall before going dark. Trapped in the lobby with only the emergency light on, the blonde turned to the old man.

"And you were saying?"

"Um, we're still safe, aren't we?" the old man replied with a hint of humor in his voice.

"Typical... my first day on the job, and I was almost out the door," said the nervous guy. It seemed like he had already lost all hope. "I... I'll call the police. Maybe they can send someone."

A few minutes later, he hung up the phone and took a deep breath.

"So... is someone coming to help us?" the blonde asked, even though it was written all over his face that it was bad news.

"No," he said, tears welling up in his eyes. "It'll be a few hours before they can come and help us."

"Argh! Typical," the man in the red shirt exclaimed with a raised voice.

As the reality of the situation set in, the group was forced to face the fact that they were alone and stranded in the midst of the storm. Each passing moment felt like an eternity, and the weight of their isolation bore down on them heavily.

The old man, with a wisdom beyond his years, tried to reassure the group that everything would be okay. But even he couldn't hide the worry etched deep into his wrinkled face.

The nervous guy paced back and forth, muttering under his breath about the unfairness of it all. And the blonde, usually so confident and self-assured, found herself cowering in the corner, her eyes darting around nervously.

As the storm raged on outside, the group huddled together in the dimly lit lobby, waiting for the help that may never come.

A deafening silence fell upon the room. But after a while, the silence was replaced by the sound of rain hitting the roof like steel balls.

The nervous man began to look around.

"What... What is that sound?"

"Well... It's the storm of the century right outside," the blonde said, rolling her eyes.

"No... There's a strange noise coming from that closet over there."

The man in the red shirt went over to investigate. When he opened the closet, he found a black bag. He lifted the bag out and placed it in the middle of the room.

"Whatever it is, it's heavy," he said.

"That doesn't belong to the museum. That closet is meant for brochures and catalogs," said the nervous man as the man in the red shirt opened it.

He pressed the bag down, revealing its contents and gasped at what he saw.

"You're kidding me, right?" said the man in the red shirt.

"Oh, bugger," said the Brit.

The object in the bag was cylindrical and stood upright. It had metal bars standing in a circle around it. On top were eight small tubes that went from the outer edge to the center. All the tubes connected to an object in the center of the top: a small glass cube.

"Oh my God... Is that a bomb?" exclaimed the blonde. "This can't be happening. I'm leaving for a trip next week, my sister is finally getting married. I just paid off all my credit card debt and I don't even..." she continued hysterically.

"Please, calm down," said the Brit. "We need to get out of here. How do we open these damn grates?" he asked the nervous man.

Before he could answer, he was interrupted by the man in the red shirt.

"Have you forgotten that there's a storm out there, waiting to sweep you away like Mary Poppins?"

"No, but I think I'll take my chances out there, considering there's a bomb in here that's set to go off in... nine minutes!" said the Brit as he leaned over to look at the small LCD screen attached to the object.

"Ehh... It's not possible to open them manually. We need either power or help from the fire department," said the nervous man anxiously.

"Rubbish," muttered the Brit, frustration etched on his face as he tried in vain to lift the gate blocking the main exit.

The old man put a calming hand on his shoulder. "We need to stay calm and figure out what to do," he said.

But as the minutes ticked by with no response from the authorities, panic began to set in. The man in the red shirt went from calm to full-blown hysteria in the span of seconds, his voice cracking as he tried to make sense of the situation.

"We need help!" screamed the blonde, her voice piercing through the chaos.

But it seemed as though they were truly on their own. Phones were dead, signals nonexistent, and hope dwindling with each passing moment.

As the storm raged outside, it was easy to forget the ticking time bomb in their midst. The man in the red shirt had been the first to notice a coincidence - that the bomb had started ticking at the same time their phone coverage had disappeared.

"Someone here must have activated it," he said, his voice low and urgent.

The group exchanged wary glances, each wondering who among them could be capable of such a thing. Suddenly, the atmosphere in the lobby had shifted. No longer were they just stranded people, but potential suspects in a deadly game.

The rain continued to beat down outside, a relentless drumbeat that seemed to match the thudding of their hearts.

The old man sat down on a chair, his wrinkled hands trembling as he closed his eyes, deep in thought. He had seen too much destruction in his lifetime, too much loss and pain. He felt a deep sense of responsibility to prevent any more harm from being inflicted on innocent people. He opened his eyes and looked at the others.

"We have to think. There has to be a way to disarm this bomb. We can't just give up and let it detonate."

The blonde woman nodded, her eyes filled with tears.

"But we don't know anything about bombs. We're just ordinary people. How are we supposed to disarm it?"

The Brit stood up, his face tense.

"I'm no expert, but we have to do something."

The man in the red shirt approached the bomb, studying it closely. "There has to be a way. We just need to find it."

The nervous guy paced back and forth, his hands shaking. "We're running out of time."

For a moment, they all fell silent, lost in their own thoughts and fears. The old man closed his eyes again, taking deep breaths, trying to calm himself down. He couldn't let fear paralyze him. He had to find a solution.

Suddenly, he opened his eyes, a glimmer of hope in them. "All the wires connect to the pipes, and all the pipes lead to the strange glass cube in the middle. So... why don't we just remove the cube?"

Beep! 03:59 ... 03:58 ...

The blonde woman, growing more desperate by the second, said, "Yes, let's try it. Remove the cube."

The Brit stood up in protest.

"Are you crazy? It could detonate the bomb just as easily."

The man in the red shirt studied the bomb and then looked at the old man.

"I think you might be onto something. Everything seems to be converging on that glass cube. It could work."

"We can't just give up," the old man said, his voice firm. "We have to try."

The group exchanged anxious glances, their hearts racing as they approached the bomb, united in their determination to save lives.

The nervous guy began to turn blue in the face, his eyes bulging with terror.

The Brit moved towards the bomb to examine it more closely.

"What is this? It looks like some kind of battery." The Brit had found a small black box that was almost seamlessly integrated into the bottom of the bomb. "What if we disconnect this?"

The man in the red shirt approached the Brit. "Time is running out. We have to do something." He grabbed the box. "Less talk, more action," he said, pulling it out.

"Oh, my God!" exclaimed the nervous guy, his eyes wide with shock.

The countdown stopped.

The old man stood silently, his eyes filled with tears. The group let out a collective sigh of relief, their bodies sagging with exhaustion and emotion. They had done it.

So they thought.

The room again filled with tension as the countdown tone returned, signaling their eminent destruction.

Beep! 00:45 ... 00:44 ... 00:43 ...

The nervous guy, with sweat pouring down his forehead, couldn't bear the thought. "No!" he screamed as he collapsed into his chair, feeling helpless and hopeless.

The old man looked down at the ground, his eyes now filled with regret and resignation. It seemed like he had accepted his fate, but deep down, he wished for a different outcome.

The man in the red shirt paced back and forth, muttering quietly to himself, trying to find a solution to the impending doom. His mind was racing, and his heart was pounding so hard that he could barely hear the beeping sound of the countdown.

The blonde, who had been standing still, neither said nor did anything - almost like a broken robot staring at the wall. She was lost in her thoughts, remembering her past mistakes and missed opportunities. She knew she couldn't let this be another regret.

Beep! 00:10 ... 00:09 ... 00:08 ...

"There must be something else we can do... Something!" said the man in the red shirt, his voice trembling with fear and desperation. He put his hands on top of his head and closed his eyes, praying for a miracle. "Damn it."

Beep! 00:04. 00:03. 00:02.

It became completely silent. The man in the red shirt opened his eyes, hoping to see a solution, but instead, he saw a hand over the bomb. It was the blonde's. She had taken the glass cube out of the bomb. The countdown had stopped.

The glass cube started to glow as she held it in her hand.

"I'm not going to sit here and wait to die," said the blonde with a strong and fearless tone. Her voice echoed in the room, giving everyone a new hope.

Everyone began to smile, but the joy was short-lived.

"Ouch!" said the blonde as she dropped the glass cube. "I burned myself."

The countdown on the bomb was locked at two seconds.

"What's the worst that can happen? It's just a small glass cube," said the old man, his voice now filled with calmness. "I do think we should keep a safe distance just in case though. "

"You're right. We need to... move back a bit and see what happens," said the man in the red shirt, now with a newfound determination. The stress had left him breathless, but he was ready to face whatever came next.

Slowly, they took cautious steps backward, like prey retreating from a predator. Sweat trickled down the man in the red shirt's forehead as he held his breath, his heart pounding in his chest.

The blonde's hands trembled as she stared at the glass cube in horror. Even the old man's stoic expression couldn't hide the fear in his eyes.

The cube emitted a soft, warm glow that gradually intensified, casting an ethereal light on everyone's faces. The room grew quiet, except for the faint hissing sound that pierced the silence. It started off as a whisper, barely audible, but quickly grew into a loud, hissing noise. The group watched in horror as the cube shined brighter and brighter, like a miniature sun in the middle of the room.

As the intensity increased, the group backed away, their hearts pounding in their chests. They could feel the heat emanating from the cube, like a scorching flame. And then, just as suddenly as it had started, the hissing sound stopped. The cube glowed brightly for a few more seconds, before slowly fading away into darkness.

The group stood there in stunned silence, their minds racing with questions. What had just happened? What was that cube? And most importantly, were they safe?

The answer was no.

Because moments later, the cube exploded. The blast was small, more like a firecracker than anything else, punctuated with the sharp, crystalline echo of fracturing glass. A cloud of gas spread throughout the room, obscuring but not obstructing their vision or ability to breathe. Within seconds, the entire space was covered in the mist.

The nervous guy spoke up, "Is that it?"

A nervous laugh broke the tense atmosphere, ironically lifting the mood and making the others laugh as well.

The man in the red shirt breathed a sigh of relief.

"Okay... okay... we made it through... everything's fine."

The room let out a collective chuckle.

The blonde looked over at the old man, who still had his eyes shut.

"Hey, you can open your eyes now. We're okay," she said, walking over to him and placing a hand on his shoulder. "Wake up."

But the old man didn't move. He remained perfectly still, his body rigid like that of a statue.

She tried to move his arm, but it wouldn't budge.

"What the hell?" she exclaimed, feeling anxious again.

Everyone else in the room started to worry as well.

"Wait a minute," the Brit said, "Did he die from the gas, or did he just die on his own?"

The blonde turned to the nervous guy, "Did you see what happened?"

He didn't answer.

The man in the red shirt hurried over to the nervous guy and grasped his arm.

"Hey, the girl asked you a question. Did you see what happened to the old man?" he asked, his voice strained with urgency.

But the nervous guy remained frozen in place, his eyes unblinking and fixed on a point in the distance. His body was rigid, as if he had been turned to stone.

Panic gripped the man in the red shirt and the blonde woman beside him.

"Oh no, this can't be happening," she muttered, wringing her hands. "We have to get out of here!"

The man in the red shirt took out his phone, fingers shaking as he checked for a signal.

"Damn it!" he cursed under his breath. He turned to the blonde woman. "Do you have any bars?" he asked urgently.

She fished her phone out of her pocket and frantically checked.

"I think I have one bar, but it keeps dropping in and out," she replied.

In the midst of their conversation, the blonde woman suddenly froze, her face contorted in terror. She reached out towards the man in the red shirt, but her arm remained suspended in mid-air.

He watched in horror as she turned into a lifeless statue before his eyes. He was helpless to do anything, unable to comprehend what was happening.

Meanwhile, the Brit remained detached and cool-headed, as if he were in complete control of the situation. He strode past the frozen woman and the man in the red shirt, his eyes fixed on the bomb in the distance.

And then, in a split second, everything changed.

The man in the red shirt felt a sharp pain in the back of his head, and then darkness closed in around him. The last thing he saw was the Brit looming over him, a sinister shadow against the light.

The Brit extracted a vial of blood from the man's arm and then calmly strode over to the bomb. He pressed a button on the top of the device, causing several glass containers to emerge. The bomb started beeping faster and faster, a frantic warning of the danger to come.

He took out his phone, which now had full reception, and typed out a message consisting of only one word:

Now.

The metal gate lifted just enough for him to roll underneath. It slammed down with a deafening thud almost immediately after he made it to the other side. He lay there for a moment, catching his breath.

In the lobby, the bomb beeped louder and faster, its warning escalating into a deafening continuous tone that filled the air with dread. And then, it stopped. Everything went silent, too silent.

Suddenly, a series of ticking and clicking sounds began, echoing through the room with a haunting rhythm.

Tick, tick, tick, click!

The last click was significantly louder than the others. It bounced from wall to wall and echoed throughout the entire building. The man in the red shirt felt the ground shake beneath him as a cloud of white gas again shot out from the bomb, engulfing him and spreading beyond the lobby and through the metal gates, thicker than before.

He struggled to stand up, his head pounding and his vision blurred. As he tried to make sense of his surroundings, he realized the air was thick with gas that made it difficult to breathe. He stumbled towards the bomb in the center of the room, his heart racing.

The LCD screen on the bomb flickered and adjusted the numbers of the countdown.

Beep! 00:05, 00:04, 00:03, 00:02...

"Come on!" he exclaimed, his voice hoarse with desperation.

The countdown reached zero, and a recognizable series of sounds could be heard once again.

Tick, tick, tick, click!

A tiny spark was all that it took to set the room ablaze. The thick gas around him ignited in an instant, and a fierce blue flame erupted from the source of the ignition. It leapt and danced around the room, consuming everything in its path, until it finally engulfed the man in the red shirt. His screams echoed through the chamber as he was swallowed by the inferno.

The flames raged on, a fierce and unrelenting force that refused to be quenched. They changed colors, from fiery orange and yellow to brilliant blue, as they consumed the air and any objects they could find. And still, the flames burned on, brighter and hotter with each passing moment. It was as if the flames themselves were alive, hungrily seeking out their next victim.

The explosion had been powerful enough to tear the entire lobby to shreds. The metal gates were blown away like scraps of paper, and the shockwave reverberated for miles around. But even in the midst of such destruction, there was one who remained unaffected.

The Brit sat calmly in a parked car a short distance from the scene. In his lap, an ultra-thin, silver laptop glinted in the dim light. He had been waiting for this moment for a long time, and now that it had arrived, he wasted no time in connecting to the Tor network.

With practiced ease, he navigated to the application window he needed, typing in a message with fingers that never once trembled:

One was immune.

Blood sample secured.

Uploading data to server delta.

Area cleared.

Program updated.

Ready for phase two.

083 completed.
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