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Dedication


For my brother, the original story teller.  And for my family, with whom all things are possible.





Chapter 1

A time shall come when technology pervades all aspects of our world.  Though we may not realize at first, we will be living with a new form of life and in a new age of mankind.  This sentient life form will not breathe, nor will it sleep, but it will consume.  Like a virus, it will grow and spread until it touches everyone and everything.  Only then, when it’s too late, will we recognize that it has become life itself.
—Dr. Arthur Hadley

[image: image-placeholder]Early morning light streamed through cheap plastic window shades, brightening a small, cluttered room.  Clothes littered the floor, and there were stacks of schoolbooks and discarded papers everywhere.  Atop an old dresser was a picture of a father, mother, and their two sons—ages seven and seventeen—on a camping trip.
A large Special Forces flag hung on the wall behind the bed, surrounded by several old movie posters.
Adam Wesley lay on top of the covers of his bed, watching an ancient alarm clock as the hands clicked toward six a.m.  The clock had been his mother's idea—she believed an analog clock would give him a sense of time, an understanding of the hours' relationship as they spaced out around the face.  The clock was so old now, he doubted its accuracy, but it reminded Adam of her.
The alarm rattled; Adam reached over and switched it off—he'd been awake for some time, anticipating the day.  Beside him, a small ratty dog, Gizmo, looked up sleepily, yawned.  The dog's name had been his mother's idea as well—a character from a movie she loved growing up. They'd always planned to watch it together but hadn't quite gotten around to it.
Adam clicked on his radio as he hopped up and pulled on some running clothes.  Gizmo stretched as Adam scratched him, fondly. "You ready, Gizmo?"
The radio announcer called out brightly, "Morning, you sleepy heads!  Another beautiful, sunny day and the last day of school for some of our younger listeners.  Hop to it, have a great day, and remember, be safe!  Lots of parties this time of year—"
Adam grabbed a leash from the floor and hooked up Gizmo as they headed downstairs.
In the kitchen, Adam's grandmother stood at the stove, pushing around crispy pieces of bacon in a cast-iron skillet.  The kitchen was done up in white tile, with decorative farm scenes scattered throughout.  Curtains, yellowing with age, hung over the windows, and linoleum countertops, worn through in places from years of cleaning, gleamed dully.
Adam's grandfather sat at the table, stirring powdered coffee and creamer into his cup as he thumbed the morning papers.
Adam poured a glass of milk, took a gulp. "Morning, Grandpa, Grandma."
Grandfather grunted hello as he sipped at his coffee.  Grandmother flipped a piece of bacon out of the pan for Adam.
 "Thanks, Gran," he said as he tried to pick up the sizzling meat. “Anything good, Grandpa?"
"Same as every other day—nobody's hiring and the ones that are ain't looking for an old-timer like me."
Grandmother frowned.  She hated seeing her husband like this—a proud man who worked all his life now struggling in his twilight years to provide for his family.
Adam pulled on a hoodie as he tucked in some earbuds on his way out the door, Gizmo at his heels.
Outside, the morning was warm and bright, with barely a cloud in the sky.  The neighborhood around the house might have been nice once, but years of low wages, joblessness, and neglect had left it rundown and seedy.  When the daily struggle for most people was finding the next meal or fending off the bank, it was hard to care about peeling paint or a brown lawn that needed watering.  Circumstances had been in steady decline for most of Adam's life, making the current state of things normal to him.
Adam jogged toward the rising sun, Gizmo happily by his side.  Several blocks on, he turned toward Main Street, the stoplights still flashing in the early hours.  
Shops along the street were slowly coming to life.  He passed a bakery with a dirty blue awning, a woman carefully arranging a dozen freshly baked baguettes in the large window.  It wasn't easy making a few loaves of bread fill up the window and look inviting, but there wasn't any point baking more when people hardly bought anything—not that she could afford the ingredients anyway.
Adam crossed the street as a school bus roared past, kids plastered to the windows waving at him.  He cut down an alley, taking a shortcut to the main road leading out of town.
Nearby, a garbage truck pulled beside a dumpster.  Two robots disengaged from the back and, with specially designed appendages, lifted a dumpster with synchronized coordination and emptied it into the truck.  One of the bots stooped to grab a smashed can off the ground and tossed it into the back of the truck before hopping back on as it pulled away.
Adam jogged past without a second glance.  Bots were part of everyday life these days—especially helper bots, which had long ago replaced worker-bee roles in the labor force.  Many people blamed them for the job shortages, and it wasn't uncommon to find damaged bots tossed behind buildings or stuffed into dumpsters.  By design, the bots were unable to defend themselves, which made them easy targets.  The companies that owned the bots had tried to insist on self-preservation programming, but even they could see the looming PR disaster of a bot injuring or killing a human while defending itself.  Regardless, the government wasn't about to allow autonomous bots on the streets with defensive capabilities—timing and circumstance had a way of changing defensive into offensive—that could be catastrophic.
As the garbage truck pulled away, a group of dodgy-looking young men emerged through the side door of a building.  They were blurry-eyed and stumbling at the tail end of an all-night bender.  The group moved down the street yelling and jeering, looking for their first victim of the day.  Mostly they took whatever someone had on them—occasionally, they had to rough a person up if their victim decided to be a hero.  They spotted Adam, but he was already at the end of the block and moving quickly.  Besides, he looked like he could defend himself—there were plenty who couldn't; why waste the energy?  
Robberies and muggings had become so common, and the police force was spread so thin, only the most egregious offenses could be pursued.  The criminal element knew this and arranged their activities accordingly.
[image: image-placeholder]As Adam headed out of town, open spaces took over the closely stacked buildings—long stretches of road with rusting cars and scattered bits of trash littering the ditches.
 A quarter-mile along, a chain link fence marched into the distance along the edge of a grassy field, the top looped with razor wire.  There were a dozen large, nondescript tan buildings inside the fence.  A large sign over the front gate leading into the compound read, "Peebles Air Force Base."
A guard shack stood beside the gate, and several uniformed troops with rifles watched as Adam jogged past.
A jet taxied down a runway near the fence—Adam pumped his legs hard, sprinting to keep pace.  The pilot signaled him with a nod, then throttled up as he roared into the sky, disappearing in a wavy distortion of jet wash.  A squadron in PT gear ran in the opposite direction, their rhythmic steps beating out a rough cadence against the roar of the jet.  Adam slowed as the soldier leading the group peeled off towards him.
The soldier called out, silver lieutenant bars on his shoulders. "Hey, little brother, a hell of a morning for a run!" It was Adam's brother, Asher.
Adam smiled as he rested his hands on his knees to catch his breath.
Asher jogged over to the fence, kept step in place with his troops on the tarmac. Asher's frame was thick and muscular, his gaze light and friendly. "How's the old man?"
Adam stood straight, stretching his back, "Still looking for work."
"I wish he'd just let it go, sink peacefully into retirement—spend his time fishing on the river! I'm going to try to send a little more money; I know they could use it—proud bastard."
Adam grinned. "It's the family way, self-reliant—fully defiant, right?"
Asher punched Adam through the fence, double-timed his jog. "That's what we say."
Adam started jogging in place as well, could feel the blood draining from his muscles.
"Last day of school?" Asher said. "I talked to the base commander. There's a place here if you change your mind—they'll pull some strings."
Adam watched his brother, said nothing, knew he meant well.
Asher jogged backward toward his men. "Keep it in mind, OK?" He knew he'd never see his brother in uniform, but he had to try. "Dinner at the house Sunday?"
"I'll be there," Adam shouted as he put his earbuds back in and turned up the music.
Asher dashed back over. "Hey Adam!  Careful this weekend camping."
"Thanks, Dad," said Adam, "I'm the careful one, remember?"
"That's more than I can say for your dumb-ass friends!"
Adam ran forward, waved his middle finger at his brother as he passed by, Gizmo bouncing excitedly beside him.




Chapter 2

President Forester hurried up the wide stairs to the aircraft and entered Air Force One.  None of the theatrical pretense at this stop: the waving, nods, or salutes.  It felt good, secure to be on board, but he’d feel better once they were in the air.
He’d had his staff cancel the rest of the stops; there wasn’t any point—it was the same everywhere.  Of course, he’d seen these things before—the riots and mobs, soup lines overflowing with children—the news channels made sure of it.  Who could blame them?  The old adage “If it bleeds, it leads,” had never been truer.
He’d wanted to see it for himself, to visit the cities of course but the rural areas as well.  Like many in his government, Forester had refused to believe things could be this bad, everywhere.  
Unfortunately, it was true.
It had been a slow decline; things had been heading this way for generations.  They had been as lobsters in a pot of slowly boiling water, unaware or refusing to acknowledge the truth of the situation.
The first stop had been to a big city on the West Coast, far from the political churning of Washington.  What Forester had first noticed as they approached were the relatively empty freeways cutting through the urban sprawl.  It had been morning, prime traffic time and still—no long lines of red taillights, jammed intersections or bustling streets.
His cross-country survey was kept as quiet as possible, as he’d wanted to see things as they were—not be given ceremonies and parades at every city.  Of course, being president, it wasn’t possible to be entirely covert—military escorts were arranged at each stop, but otherwise alerting state and local officials was kept to a minimum.
After arriving at the first city, and quickly deplaning, they’d commenced with the survey, taking as small a motorcade as possible—a half dozen civilian vehicles and the military escort.  Forester wanted to get out into the city, see things street by street, experience people’s lives firsthand.  
The decay of the place was immediately apparent—huge potholes and abandoned vehicles littered the roadways, making travel slow and difficult—and dangerous.  His staff had wanted to turn back but Forester demanded they press on.
There were few other vehicles on the roads—those that were gave little regard to traffic rules, or the motorcade for that matter.  It was a free-for-all, cars driving with no regard for traffic laws, several even traveling against the flow of traffic, and there were others parked in the middle of the road or along the side.
Several miles on, Forester stared out the window at the passing city with despair.  Refuse littered the streets, graffiti covered every available surface, and people wandered aimlessly about, lost in their misery.  It wasn’t just as bad as he’d believed it would be—things appeared to be much worse.
The motorcade prepared to exit the freeway when their military escort slowed them to a halt.  The vehicles took up shielding positions around the presidential car and half a dozen troops hopped out to form a defensive perimeter.
Visible from the freeway, on a nearby street, an officer was performing what looked to be a routine traffic stop.  As he approached the vehicle, shots rang out.  The officer dropped to the ground, pulling out his own weapon.  He returned fire, riddling the side of the vehicle, taking out a window.  A door on the far side of the car opened and several men tumbled out, one looking wounded.  The men returned fire.  The officer was caught in the open, with no available cover.  He was brutally gunned down, bullets chewing the asphalt around him as others ripped through his body.
That was when the mob began arriving.  A surge of people—fifty strong, perhaps more, poured from under the freeway.  When they reached the badly wounded officer, they scooped him from the ground, carrying him in waves of gripping and punching hands.  Screams and shouting filled the air as the people worked themselves up.  
The officer’s car was violently rocking, and several people jumped onto the hood and roof, stomping at the thin metal, kicking in the glass, tearing the light bar from the top.  Eventually, the vehicle was rolled onto its side and an improvised explosive—some homemade variant of a Molotov cocktail—tossed through a shattered window.  The car burst into flames, cheered on by the surging crowd.
Forester had seen enough, the lawlessness of the city on full, unashamed display.  The motorcade and escort headed back to the airport at assault pace; anyone unfortunate enough to be caught on the roadway while they passed was pushed aside with little regard for safety.
Back on the plane, the president and his staff sat in stunned silence as the pilots worked through their preflight check.
“Are the other cities like this?”  the president asked as he gazed out the window, speaking to no one in particular.  From the air, the city had looked dirty, perhaps disorderly but didn’t most urban centers?  Now with its true nature revealed, the buildings and streets looked ominous—this had once been one of the greatest cities in the world.  A melting pot of people and ideas thriving on innovation.  
His staff glanced at each other, no one wishing to speak, to confirm the depressing truth.
“We will see for ourselves.  On to the next—things will be better.”  The president spoke with optimism—optimism he didn’t feel.
Things did not get better—as they traveled south, it got even worse in the poorer parts of the country.  At least in the cities, some people still had jobs and the small infusions their money brought to the local economies had so far managed to keep things from total chaos.  In contrast, rural areas, for the most part, had collapsed.  People had resorted to village-style communities, living off the land, fiercely protecting their interests.  Roving bands of armed civilians guarded roadways, pulling over food and fuel trucks, desperate to resupply their dwindling resources.  The president knew about this—Congress had been forced to make choices: support cities, where the majority of the population lived, or try to prop up the areas outside.  It hadn’t been a divisive debate—for once.
To see it himself—he should have made this trip long ago.  The rural areas, farmland and small towns, had been the backbone of the country for as long as anyone could remember.  To abandon them, when they needed help perhaps most of all—it was unforgivable.
Forester ended the tour early—there wasn’t any point in further subjecting himself and his staff to the danger and horrors awaiting them at each stop.  After visiting nearly a dozen cities, he’d seen it was the same everywhere: social decay, infrastructure collapse, local governance nonfunctional.  The country wasn’t balanced on the edge of disaster—it was tipped completely in.
That the Congress refused to accept this was a disaster in itself.  They needed to see things firsthand, as the president had; only then would they understand and be able to accept what they’d all been told for so long.  To refuse action any longer would be the final nail in the coffin of society.  While many claimed it was hopeless, Forester believed differently—but they would have to act quickly.  There were things, already in motion. Forester had taken preliminary steps.  He’d hoped that fully committing would not be necessary—he could see now it would be.  Choices would be difficult, requiring iron resolve—but they were the leaders after all, this was not a time to be timid or shy.
Finding support was another thing altogether.  Partisan politics had stymied any hope of progress long ago—the congress was a group blinded by their loyalties and indecisiveness.  The president had taken the first step alone, on his own—if others chose to follow, as he hoped they would, all the better.  He couldn’t let the people down—there wouldn’t be a next time—they had arrived at that moment.  He would not shy away from the looming responsibilities before them.  It would be the end of his political career—so be it.  Real leaders led, they didn’t worry about re-election.  He would make the choices others were either too afraid or too weak to make.  
President Forester would lead his people to a better day.




Chapter 3

A vast war room stretched in all directions.  The room, circular in design, was lit from overhead, spotlights shining down to create dim pools of illumination within a sea of darkness.  Large niches, carved into the walls, housed complex assemblies of mechanical parts.  Shining hydraulics, heavy steel plates, braided cables, grasping hands articulated with carbon fiber tendons, all obscured in heavy shadow.  The parts formed robots, massive and dangerous looking, built to be functional and menacing.  Several of the larger bots had been outfitted with munitions and bristled with antennae.  The others were smaller in size and more streamlined—braided cables and sleek hydraulic cylinders woven into carbon fiber limbs.
A table sculpted from aluminum and carbon fiber dominated the room's center.  Intricate holograms of topographic landforms shimmered across its surface, rendered with millions of floating voxels of colored light.
Population centers on the map were highlighted in shades of orange, with city and county names floating above.  Major infrastructure: dams, power plants, data paths, rail lines, water, and septic were rendered in blue.  Military installations were called out in pulsing green.  Networks of red lines crisscrossed the terrain, with blinking teal icons representing vehicles, military convoys, and airships moving slowly along them.  The holographic map's entirety undulated with movement as tens of thousands of markers traced routes across its contours.
A bright shaft of light cut through the darkness of the room as a door opened.  A man entered—Travis Eckhart, his form slight and silhouetted in the harsh glow.  
As Travis walked through the room, the squeak of his leather shoes and swish of his tailored suit created a kind of organic accompaniment to the mechanical click and whir of the tech-filled space.
Other doors secreted between the niches around the room began to open as more people entered.  The electric silence was overtaken by the sounds of human movement and whispered greetings.  Each person found their place around the table but remained standing, waiting.  Washes of fluorescent light from the holographic map played over their features, rendering them in garish technicolor hues.
Travis stood at the head of the table, his gaze piercing, unreadable.  He dressed impeccably—his suit perfectly attended with every seam and button in place.  His tie was rendered in delicate patterns of shape and color—a modernist creation conceived by an AI program, mathematically balanced but void of an artistic soul.  Many people hated these new forms of artwork, called them contrived, artificial.  They suited a man like Travis perfectly.  
Dozens of eyes, filled with anticipation, watched Travis, searched for a tell.  He stared back coolly; he would not be the first to speak.  Though the matters at hand were of the most urgent nature, it was essential he appear un-rushed and in absolute control—at ease while others crumbled beneath the stress.
Around the table, people glanced at each other, shuffled papers, shifted their feet.  The uncomfortable silence became unbearable, tensions ratcheting with each passing second.  This was an annoyingly familiar habit of Travis's, which didn't make it any less intolerable.  No one in the presence of the man ever had any doubt that he was in charge, and Travis enjoyed reminding them of that.
[image: image-placeholder]Carl Derby, a heavy man in a pale blue suit sweated profusely, wiping at his brow with a handkerchief—he was nervous, and his considerable bulk wasn't helping.  Damn wool suit, he thought, and pale blue—he might as well be wearing a 'kick me' sign on his back.  The outfit had been his wife's idea; she said it softened him, made him approachable. He appeared to be the only person not wearing some version of black or dark gray.  He would have to be mindful of seeking her opinion in the future.  
Carl would usually try to find a place at the back of the group, removed from the line of sight.  Today, however, everyone had equal prominence—as the round table’s designer had intended—it made him nervous to be so near to Travis.
 "Ah, I believe we're all here, Mr. Eckhart," said Carl.  Damnit, why did I say that?  The pressure was getting to him; one never spoke first with Travis!
[image: image-placeholder]Travis turned his piercing gaze to Carl, daring him to say more.  He could have bet it would be that man to speak first, a beastly slob, scared of his own shadow.  He was also annoyingly effective at his duties, and that had become a problem. 
Usually, an employee who performed well would be celebrated.  Carl's group was responsible for logistics and quality control—they ran the supply chains and made sure all the parts and services meshed as they rolled toward assembly.  However, because of advances being made by the Artificial Intelligence (AI) groups, Carl and his team were becoming obsolete, at least in Travis's view.  AI could anticipate and respond to more variables than Carl's group even knew existed.  Unimaginable levels of efficiency were being achieved, with production hitting two-year goals in the first few months.  Field tests and quality control reviews were nearly flawless.  AI made that possible, not Carl and his group of rule pushers.  
The problem lay in the oversight of the technology.
Simply put, if human intervention and approval were required for the AI to perform its function, progress was inherently limited, retarded if you like, thought Travis.  Carl and his people argued they provided essential checks and balances, a human perspective.  AI couldn't understand people arriving late for work, being sick, or needing personal days.  AI didn't account for workers not operating at peak efficiency every minute of their twelve-hour shifts.  The result?  As AI became more involved, the human dropout rate was astronomical—and that was fine with Travis—let the machines build the machines.  
[image: image-placeholder]Carl believed his group was obligated to bring a moral center to the AI's cold digital perspective—and not just in the factories.  If AI could force those production efficiency levels despite the human cost, imagine what it would do when deployed in the rest of the world.  How would wars be fought or financial markets governed if moral imperatives were disregarded in favor of efficiency?  It wouldn't go well for humanity—Carl was sure of that—and he made his opinion known.  
As production ramped up, the Board was beginning to agree with him.  There was too much automation, they worried, too many moving parts without enough oversight.  Profits were astronomical, but so too was the liability.
[image: image-placeholder]The Board will be dealt with soon enough, mused Travis.  Laws required publicly traded corporations to have board members from outside the company—those laws would have to change as would many others—and sooner rather than later.
[image: image-placeholder]Carl glanced at his analog watch, tapping the face, desperate to avoid the 'Travis stare.'  "Yes, right on time, I do believe."
Other people around the table tittered nervously, exchanging wary glances—the man was clearly insane.
[image: image-placeholder]"Well, Carl, as long as you're ready." Travis turned his attention to the group and began his presentation.
The surface of the table before Travis, and the rest of those gathered, assumed a constant motion, its pixelated, topographic map rising and falling as it zoomed around, tracing mountain ranges, skimming over lakes and rivers.  The people around the table watched, mesmerized by the colors and shapes—this was something new.  They chanced glances at Travis, then each other, no one quite sure where they should look, all desperate to avoid the man's notice.
Travis metered his breathing—smooth in, smooth out, control.  So much planning had gone into this day, a thousand moves, each with a dozen details—one of the greatest chess games ever played, he thought, if he were a man given to self-congratulation.  Few ever rose to this level, achieved what he had; it was rarified air.  There were times in other great men's lives that marked turning points in history—victories on the battlefield, governments' successions—timeless achievements. Travis's time was now, and he would claim his rightful place.
A vast screen rolled down over the foot of the table, dominating the end of the room.  Projected light flickered over the screen as chunky blocks of data resolved to form an ultra-high-resolution image.
A man filled the screen, his sharp, clean features serious, every hair and skin pore rendered in striking detail.  He sat at the Resolute Desk within the Oval Office, the presidential seal on the front of it, leaving no doubt as to who he was.  His expression was solemn, laying plain the great weight of responsibility resting upon his shoulders.
Gasps sounded around the room.  Everyone in attendance knew the president was involved, but having him there, now, in their midst—it was a defining moment.
Travis nodded. "Mr. President."
The president looked over the room from the screen, taking in the gathered people around the table, his gaze finally settling at the head.  
"Travis."
Travis nodded to the president, pleased to hear the most powerful man in the world addressing him by his first name—well, most powerful for now. "Mr. President, the time has arrived."
Travis was never one for small talk; it was one of the few things the president liked about him.  The man was slippery, dangerous, and brilliant—a lethal combination.  Empowering someone like Travis, even briefly, was perilous, but he and his Corporation were necessary—there were so few options in a real crisis.
Travis continued, "Mr. President, because of the covert nature of this operation, several fail-safes have been put in place to ensure security as well as completion.  After initiation, the combat networks will convert to closed loops, inaccessible from the outside.  This means once operations are set in motion, they cannot be stopped or interrupted.  Only after each theater of operation has completed its first phase will they rejoin the battle network.  Of course, you are already aware of this—you helped design it—but given the magnitude of the operation, it bears restating."
The president nodded. "Yes, I understand."
Travis held his hand out over the table, palm down, fingers spread wide.  A beam of light shone upwards as a grid of red lines traced his fingers and palm, reading the ridges and swirls to identify him positively.
The people around the room followed suit, each reaching a hand forward as well, the red lines tracing over them.  Some hesitated momentarily, struggling with the reality of the situation now that the moment had finally arrived.
Soon, all present had a hand extended, save one—Carl Derby.  The big man stood staring forward into the digital void of the holographic table.  Travis fixed him with a stare.  Others followed Travis's gaze, murmuring their disbelief at this blatant show of defiance.  
[image: image-placeholder]Feeling dozens of eyes on him, Carl reluctantly extended his chubby hand forward into the light.  This is a mistake; I’m sure of it—probably the biggest mistake any of us will ever make.  Travis had refused to listen to reason, and now they were here with the president, and this was all really happening.  How had it gotten so out of hand?  The Corporation's board was meant to provide oversight, but with a bully like Travis at the helm, it was for appearances only.
[image: image-placeholder]When everyone had been ID'd, Travis turned to the screen at the end of the table and waited patiently.
The president stood and drew a deep, solemn breath.  From the screen, he looked around, seemingly making eye contact with each person there.
"What we do, we do for the people.  May no man again find himself in the position I am in today.  That another path could not be found—that is my greatest failure."
Enough sentimentality, thought Travis. We're so close; get on with it!
A red light shone up from the top of the Resolute Desk. The president placed his hand into it.
The holographic table shuddered with digital noise as the voxels rolled back to reveal a dimensional map of the country.
Orange lines began tracing the map's contours, climbing over mountain ranges, across plains and bodies of water, forming a crisscross network that covered the country.  Icons traveled along the lines: cryptic symbols, letters, and numbers.  
The president watched as the spidery network took over the map of the country.
"May we be judged not for what we have done but for why we have done it." The image of the president distorted, then disappeared.
Travis watched the map, spectrums of light flickering over his features. "Gentlemen and Ladies, we have a lot of work to do.  Each of you has been selected for a specific purpose and has a key role to play.  If you fail me, you fail the president, and you fail your country."
All gathered watched Travis, their faces grave. No one was fidgeting now.
Travis returned their stares, his gaze coming to rest on Carl Derby. "You will not fail."
The doors around the room opened, and blinding light from outside streamed in.  People moved to leave, the volume increasing as they began to discuss and strategize for the days ahead.
[image: image-placeholder]Carl Derby blinked his beady eyes as he gathered his things.  He muttered under his breath as he wiped at his sweaty face. "Christ, it wasn't supposed to happen like this.  We should have stopped it when we had the chance. That bastard forced our hand!" He pleaded with the man beside him. "I didn't think he'd go through with it. Do you even realize what we've done?"
The man turned quickly away and hurried for the nearest exit, not wanting to be seen talking to Carl.
Travis watched as Carl lumbered toward an open door, sweat stains soaking the back of his suit jacket.  
Feeling eyes on him, Carl turned back, found Travis watching him, shook his head. "Now you've done it." There was no point holding back; what more could the man do to him?
Secreted in the darkness beside Travis, a metallic form whooshed into view—a bot built of sleek carbon fiber and chrome steel.  Its movements were fluid and impossibly fast, never a wasted cycle or joule of energy.  The bot stood beside Travis, motionless, silent.
A look of terror came over Carl—he'd underestimated Travis a second time this day; it was becoming a deadly habit.  He shuffled as quickly as possible through the open door.
Travis glanced at the bot, motioned with his eyes toward Carl.  The bot glided silently forward, keeping to the shadows as it followed the large man.
[image: image-placeholder]Carl shuffled through the hallway, his shoes squeaking loudly on the polished floor.  He wiped at his face and neck, trying to stem the streams of sweat that poured off his body.  Fitness had long ago ceased to be a priority.  His wife was always running off to some activity, a bike ride, a hike, and begging him to join in.  Carl didn't have time for that sort of thing.  There was always another meeting or conference call, another stack of reports.  The pressures of the job, and the endless hours—it was relentless.  Carl stumbled, caught himself on a railing.  He gripped his chest, struggled to catch his breath.  How the hell had they gotten here?  It had all been theoretical—war games and offensive planning strategies—exploring wild “what-if” scenarios.  Travis was fully bat-shit crazy, but as an exercise, it had been interesting, exciting even.
How could he have been so naive as to believe that was all it was—an exercise?  His specialty was deployment and logistics.  This new warfare was radically advanced with virtually no ground support required.  After the initial deployment, the embedded assets were self-supporting.  He and the others—and the president himself—had just unleashed an unimaginable shit-storm on the country that required virtually no support, was fully autonomous, and could not be pulled back.  That last bit was pure Travis.  He knew that once the action was underway and the actual human cost became apparent, the president would fight to rein things in.  By putting the closed-loop battle net in place, there would be no stopping it—things would play out till the bitter end.  Someone should have warned the president, but they were all too weak—every last one of them.
A man called out from a group passing by as he saw the big man's distress. "Hey, Carl, you all right?"
Carl turned to the voice, managed a weak smile as he mopped his brow.  He saw the sleek carbon fiber bot gliding across the opposite side of the hallway behind the man.  The bot made micro-adjustments to its direction as it tracked him, deftly navigating the crowds of people, its presence barely noticed.  The bot was light years ahead of anything in the consumer or industrial markets—even regular military for that matter—a thinking, reasoning intelligence, adaptable, and autonomous.  It was an extraordinary achievement, one Carl had always taken great pride in being part of—but not today.
Carl quickened his pace, double-timing down the hallway.  He burst through a group of people, knocking a woman to the floor as he rushed past.
The woman gathered herself, shoving things back into her purse. "You asshole!"
Carl sputtered an apology, slowed to help her. "I'm sorry!" He saw the bot gaining on him; terror wrinkled his features.
It was time to run.  
The hallway emptied into a large mezzanine area.  Dozens of people milled around, bright sunlight shone in from outside.
Glass elevators lined the wall at the far side of the room.  Carl ran towards them, choosing the closest one with an open door.  He plowed inside, shoving people to the walls.  The doors began to slide closed, then jerked back open.
The bot was a dozen yards away and closing fast.
A man thrust his way into the elevator, saw Carl smashing at the buttons. "Relax, man, shit!"
The glass door whooshed closed again as the bot stepped into view, startling everyone in the lift.  It watched Carl through the glass as the lift rose, its head tilting smoothly to follow his progress.
Carl slumped against the wall, chest heaving, and wiped at his fogged glasses as sweat poured down his body.
The late-arriving man stared at Carl, eyes wide. "That thing after you?" He looked out the glass doors, the bot shrinking below as they ascended. "Shit, man, I wouldn't want that thing coming after me—just say'n!"
The bot, now a speck far below, pivoted and disappeared into the crowd.
Carl stood, gathered himself as the numbers clicked up, floors and people whooshing by.
The elevator reached Carl's floor, glided to a smooth stop.  A bot, identical to the one below, came into view outside the doors, waiting for him.
Carl pushed against the back wall, whimpering a high-pitched squeal.
The doors whispered open.  The other people on the lift flattened themselves to the sides as they edged their way around the bot, hurrying away as quickly as possible.
The bot stepped onto the lift, the floor dipping slightly under its weight.  A bright light shone from its eyes into Carl's retinas as it scanned them, identifying him.  
In an oily digital voice, the bot spoke. "Carl Derby, you will come with me.  During the transition, everyone must remain calm.  If you do not resist, you will not be harmed."
Carl squealed again as he slid helplessly to the floor, clutching his briefcase defensively before him.
The doors shut behind the bot, trapping Carl inside with it.  The elevator slipped downward at a rapid pace.




Chapter 4

Adam Wesley stood at his high school locker, pushing handfuls of papers into his backpack as he cleaned out the last bits of junk.  He wouldn't miss this place. He'd made some good friends, but the classes were boring and seemed like a distraction. He always felt like there were better things he could be doing with his time.  School just didn't fit anymore—if it ever had.  He would be eighteen soon, and real life waited outside the doors of this place.  Even though he had no idea what came next, he was ready to find out.  
He peeled a picture off the inside of the locker door, uncovering a Special Forces sticker.  
After his father died, it all seemed so juvenile to Adam.  How could he care about a homecoming game or some senior prank after everything that had happened?
For generations, the men in Adam's family had signed up on their last day of high school.  The Wesleys served—that was how it was.  Well, that was ending with Adam.  It was one tradition he wouldn't be carrying forward.  His brother Asher was disappointed by this—his grandfather too, but at least his brother understood.  Adam had taken their father's death hard—he sure as hell wasn’t joining up after it had already ruined his life.
They lost their father right after Adam’s 16th birthday.  Asher was long since out of the house by then on active duty; Adam had been able to move in with his grandparents, thankfully, but nothing was ever the same after that.  The world lost its spark, he felt abandoned, and he was angry at the life that had been stolen from him.
Adam and Asher were told their father had died during training maneuvers while preparing for his next deployment.  Bullshit.  Their father was a career soldier and the toughest man they'd ever met. A training accident wouldn't take him down.  The military stonewalled and refused to elaborate—Adam couldn't get to anyone who knew anything.  He begged his brother to do some digging, but he refused.  Asher didn't want to upset his chances of advancement, and besides, he believed it when they were told it was an accident—he'd seen firsthand how dangerous training exercises could be.  Adam felt Asher knew more than he was saying, and it drove a wedge between them.
Their father had never told them much about what he did or where he went, but he was Special Forces, and Adam knew what that meant.  It was exciting when he was younger. He idolized his father, a warrior, a badass. 
As he got older, he watched several of his friends lose their fathers in the service, and he developed a deep-seated fear that one day that knock would come on his door.  
Adam was told his father was a hero and that he should be proud.  He didn't want a hero. He wanted his dad.  His death left a deep, fathomless void, and Adam had no idea how to fill it.
Adam heard a metallic knock on his locker door, saw Jessica standing behind it.  Adam and Jess had been together since sophomore year.  She was beautiful in a girl-next-door kind of way.  She loved school, was popular, and had lots of friends.  Adam was her quiet boyfriend—a guy people knew of, but whom few actually knew.  She was good at sports too, having lettered in track, which meant she could have the pick of any guy she wanted; she chose Adam, a choice that continued to confound him.  
Jessica's brunette hair was pulled into a bun, wisps curling around her delicate features.  Yep, way too pretty for him, but he wasn't going to point that out.  The truth was, Adam needed Jess. She'd been there during some of the hard times, had seen him at his worst, and still stuck around.  She was a bright light in his monotone world.
Jess smiled. "Hey, handsome!"
"Hey Jess, you all wrapped up?"
Jess shrugged, shifted her heavy backpack around. "I am for this year. I wish I were done for good like you, though.  I feel like the best part of school is leaving!"
Adam peeled a photo of Jessica off the door of his locker, and showed it to her. "You love it here—all your friends, Miss Popular!"
"Well, it won't be the same." She worked her hand into Adam's, entwined their fingers, and leaned in to kiss him.
As they pulled apart, Jess dissolved into a coughing fit.  She dug through her pack and retrieved an inhaler.  
Adam held the pack for her as she took a long pull.  He watched, concerned, as she stabilized. "You okay?"
Jess flashed him a smile as she shouldered her pack. "Of course, baby!  Just a little early summer pollen."
She turned and skipped her way down the hallway, tossing him another smile over her shoulder. "See you later!"
[image: image-placeholder]Adam trotted down the front steps of the school, the old stone building rising behind him.  He crossed the quad and didn't look back.  Ahead, one of his best friends, Mark, stood over a garbage can, emptying his backpack.  Mark was skinny with long red hair, holey jeans, and a cutoff white tee shirt.  
"Looks like you're done!"
Mark tossed his whole pack into the can. "Screw this place, man!” he answered in his deep Southern twang. “Longest four years of my damn life. Where's Jess?"
"She's getting the girls. They'll meet us up there." Adam looked around; people were streaming out of the school—the grounds becoming crowded.
"Speaking of which, you see Brad?"
Mark stood watching the kids in the quad, shaking his head as he pulled a cigarette from behind his ear. "A bunch of damn sheep."  
He took a drag and blew out a cloud of smoke as he waved the cigarette around dramatically at a teacher watching him from the school's door. "No clue.  You know him, football captain, gotta make his rounds.  I think he's the only one that's going to be sad to leave this place; been great for him."
Adam shrugged, saw an old red pickup truck weaving its way down the packed street. "He worked his ass off, man. He earned it."
Mark fixed Adam with a wry smile. "Can you earn all that pussy?  It seems more like stealing to me!"
The boys laughed as the truck pulled up, engine revving, blowing black smoke.  
Brad called out, "What do you say, boys?  Ready to ditch this place, get into the mountains?" Brad was heavily muscled with thick dark hair and a good-natured if brooding disposition. 
Mark leaned in to the window, blew a puff of smoke inside.  
Brad coughed, waved at the smoke. "Mark!"
"You sure you're ready?" asked Mark. "We thought you might be pounding one out under the bleachers, you know, football captain taking a victory lap and all that!"
Brad squirted a bottle of water into Mark's face, dousing his cigarette and soaking his face. "How about you, Adam? Had about enough of this place?"
Adam tossed his pack into the truck, hopped into the front seat.  Mark tried to open the back door, but it was locked.  Brad pointed to the bed of the truck. "You're in the back, asshole. Seat's full of gear."
Mark scrambled into the bed and banged on the window. Adam reached back and slid it open.  Mark took a drag from a freshly lit cigarette. "One more stop before we head up?"
Brad shifted into gear; the truck spewed a cloud of black smoke. "Beer run!  Got your ID, right, Adam?"
Adam nodded as he dug through his wallet.  In truth, it was an old one of his brother's, but they looked almost the same.
Mark shook his head, took another drag. "That's not what I meant.  Come on, Adam, how about it? Recruiter's on the way!"
Adam scowled as he turned away.  
Brad glanced at Mark in the mirror, pissed. "Fuck off, man, you know he's not doing that!"
Mark was busily at work, lighting a handful of trash from the bed of the truck with his lighter.  He tossed the lit debris into the garbage can as they passed. "Well, okay.  Offer still stands, Adam.  You and I can go next week—sign up for the Corps.  My asshole Dad said he'd take me there himself—like he wants to get rid of me or something."
"Imagine that!" Brad peeled out, tossing Mark off-balance, tumbling him against the tailgate of the truck.




Chapter 5

The president of the United States stood before the large windows behind the Resolute Desk in the Oval Office.  There was so much power concentrated in this office—one person to run the country—the most powerful person in the world, some would say.  The president shook his head. Real power lay in the ability to avoid conflict.  At that, he had failed, as had those who had come before him.  The country was in decline, had been for a long time, and was now on the brink of collapse.  It was at a crisis point; failure to act would be the biggest misstep of all.  As president, he had to find a way forward if they were to survive—but the cost would be steep.
Sitting rigidly on the couch behind the president was Hank Murphy, the secretary of defense.  Hank was out of bed and in the gym every day at 5 am—a regimen he'd learned in the Corps and followed all his life.  A fit body led to a clear mind—the gym was his place of peace.  There, everything made sense—no personalities or politics, no social media landmines.  One more rep, one more set, the goals clear and achievable.
The president turned to the secretary of defense, and met his gaze.  The conversation this morning had been frustrating and fruitless—a replay of their last several meetings.
"Hank, I need to know you're with me on this.  The time for discussion has passed; we're in the action phase now—do I have your support?"
Hank lowered his eyes, a stern expression fixed on his square face. "Sir, it is my greatest regret that I cannot give you my support.  As long as this is your choice, my position remains as it has been."
The president rounded the desk, sat opposite Hank on the facing sofa, stared at his friend for a long moment. "Remember when we were kids?  Out there on the farm, playing games in the field, dressed in camo, pockets full of firecrackers and butterfly knives?  You had the jungle camo—I always wanted a set like yours."
"I do, Sir," answered Hank slowly, unsure where this was going.  Lately, the president had been prone to flights of nostalgia; it was the pressure—his mind needing an escape from the dire realities of the job, thought Murphy.
"No Sir, back then," continued the president. "Just a couple of kids with BB guns and face paint.  It was all so simple—nothing to worry us but the day ahead."
Hank watched the president with concern.
The president rose, looked at his secretary of defense. "We've known each other a long time, Hank.  You know I don't ask this lightly, and I won't ask again—I need you with me.”
Hank stood as well, firm in his resolution. "Sir, I am sworn to protect this country."
The two men held each other’s gaze.
"As am I," replied the president quietly.
Hank frowned. "With all due respect, Sir, this course of action—it's what we're meant to defend against.  When a country declares war against its people, that's not democracy—it's a totalitarian dictatorship.  I cannot now, nor will I ever give this action my support."
The president smiled sadly, placed his hand on his old friend's shoulder.  He hadn't expected anything different, but he'd had to try. "I'm sorry you see it that way, Hank."
The secretary of defense gathered his things.  He turned to the president, all pretense of the office—their stations, pushed aside.  He was just a man talking to another man—and his oldest friend. "Jim, please reconsider. It's never too late to do the right thing."
The president sat back behind his desk, watched as the door to the Executive Office clicked shut.  He picked up a framed photo, he and Hank, two young boys in army fatigues, black and green paint smeared on their cheeks.  They had their arms over each other's shoulders as they smiled into the camera.
The president picked up the phone on his desk, and pushed the button for the operator. "Get me Travis Eckhart."
[image: image-placeholder]Secretary of Defense Hank Murphy hurried across the South Lawn, his Brooks Brothers suit flapping around him, cell phone pressed to his ear.  The blades of a helicopter parked directly ahead were spinning up, churning the warm summer air.
Hank shouted into his phone as he approached the helipad, "I'll call you back from the air."
He saluted the Marine on duty as he boarded the helicopter, then paused to look back, and saw the White House looming majestically over the acres of green lawn.  A mass of protestors gathered around the fence at the edge of the property, signs waving; their shouts drowned out by the helicopter.  They had become a fixture over the last several years— endless grievances, many of them warranted.
Inside, Hank sat in a comfortable leather chair.  A flight attendant brought him a crystal glass of ice water, which he downed immediately, signaling for another.  Considering the hardships almost every citizen of the country now faced—food shortages, housing, and jobs chief among them, Hank felt guilty for the luxuries his position afforded.  With a deep breath, he resumed his call. "Arthur, do I have you?"
The helicopter whined as it climbed into the air, the White House shrinking out the port side window.
"I need you to gather the other joint chiefs. I'll be wheels down at the Pentagon in fifteen minutes.  The president is set on this course. There was nothing I could do to persuade him otherwise. We're still trying to get the full picture, but it's clear we need to call for a vote of no confidence.  The vice president is being moved to a secure location as we prepare for the succession of power."
A deep, gravelly voice that always reminded Hank of Sam Elliott answered soberly, "Mr. Secretary, the other joint chiefs are with me."
"Good," Hank responded with a sigh. "Always one step ahead, Arthur. We're going to need that in the days to come."
 "Forgive me, Sir, but isn't this a matter for Congress?  The joint chiefs have wartime authority but…."  He trailed off, unwilling to give voice to what was being asked.
Hank rubbed at his temples, the weight of the situation overwhelming. "Arthur, our government is compromised. There is no time for debate.  The choice before us is clear—we must instigate martial law until the leadership is replaced and restored, and the government is once again able to function under the normal protocols of governance.  We don't know how deep the president's plans run, or what stage they are in, but we do have an idea of the end goal.  We can't take any chances." Hank sighed deeply, "What we must do is unthinkable, but we must be strong.  As you know, Jim Forester is a childhood friend of mine.  He has done an admirable job leading this country during a challenging time.  But the path he's now on—the alliances he has formed, in my view and the vice president's, will destroy this country.  We cannot fail the people.  This is the job we all signed up for."
There was silence from the phone, then, "We'll be waiting for you, Sir." 
The secretary of defense set his phone down and took a drink from his freshly refilled ice water as he watched the glittering surface of the Potomac slide past out the window.  He shook the glass again at the flight attendant—he'd need something more substantial this morning.
Heavy smog covered the landscape.  This city wasn't known for its clean air, but it hadn't been like this in a long time, not since its burning by the South more than a hundred and fifty years ago.  Buildings and cars were regularly torched, garbage strewn everywhere.  Roving gangs of thieves and criminals preyed on anyone unfortunate enough to be caught unawares. Emergency services were stretched to the breaking point.  
Mostly, people were on their own.
"Have we already failed?" Hank asked no one but himself, as he took a long swallow of his drink.
Suddenly, the helicopter banked steeply, diving toward the ground in an evasive maneuver.  Loud pops filled the cabin as streams of silver chaff were launched behind the aircraft, attempting to draw away rocket fire.
Hank Murphy gripped the armrests of his seat as terror filled his face, his spilt, cut crystal glass rolling across the floor. 
[image: image-placeholder]Travis sat at a massive, carbon fiber desk.  The room around him was vast, clad in honed concrete paneling.  Floor to ceiling windows looked out over the city many stories below.  He had long ago left behind the formal trappings of his privileged upbringing—the dark woods, Victorian fabrics, crystal, and stone that his parents had preferred. Travis's own tastes ran to concrete, carbon fiber, stainless steel.  They were the building materials of industry—of his empire, and he preferred his world to reflect that.
A screen on Travis's desk pulsed with soft light, and the word POTUS appeared.  He drew a steady breath and answered the call.
"Mr. President?"
The president appeared on the screen, the Oval Office behind him.
"Travis, I'm afraid we have a situation."
Travis stood, paced before the windows, not looking outside, the game of chess afoot.
"I understand, Mr. President. How can I help?"
The president stood reflecting before his windows, imagining the great men who had come before him, who had stood in this very place.  The weight of the office was immense, crushing. "Hank Murphy is one of my oldest friends."
So, this is the first move, thought Travis. "And he has been against us from the beginning."
The president cut him off, "He has provided a great many services to this country, been one of its greatest allies—but now I'm afraid he is a liability."
The knight becomes a pawn. "I understand," said Travis.  He waited for more, but the line was silent. "Is that all, Sir?"
The line clicked off, and the glowing screen faded to the logo of the Corporation.
Interesting, thought Travis.  Things are accelerating.
Travis moved quickly and exited his office to a long, glass-walled hallway wrapped around the building's perimeter.  Far below, sun raked across buildings, people and cars milled about—ants in a maze, their distress, and filth invisible from this height.  That had never been his world, anyway, thought Travis as he stepped onto an elevator.
[image: image-placeholder]Amira Fahmi sat before a bank of screens, her tireless eyes tracing through hundreds of lines of code.  The other programmers were sloppy; they missed subroutines, and their code was bloated, messy.  After the last several years, Amira accepted their mediocrity—she would fix their code, improve it.  She did this because it gave her a seat in one of the world's most secure facilities, with unprecedented access.  
It had not always been this way.  Her family was devout Muslim, as had been their tradition for many generations.  By default, this made them the sworn enemy of many in this world.  Everywhere they went, they were watched, pointed at, bitter mutterings uttered as they passed.  As she grew older, she realized it was their traditional dress—her father insisted their mother wear a burka, exposing only her eyes through a veil when they were in public. He wore a kufi and expected the same of her and her brother—it made them all a target.  As a child, Amira hadn't understood this—if anything, she'd found her childhood boring, always ruled by strict tradition.  Her father was a surgeon, and her mother, a private teacher.  Both were first-generation immigrants.  They had taught their children to love this country and be grateful for the many opportunities here, but to never forget where they came from—their history.
Then everything changed.  
Her older brother Nazeeh was walking home from school one day when he was jumped.  Several out-of-work roughnecks tumbled drunkenly from a bar as he passed by.  Nazeeh was fourteen years old but tall for his age, and with his traditional robes and kufi, he looked like a man.  They didn't see a school kid headed home to do schoolwork and play video games, but the enemy—a hijacker and agent of terror, bent on destroying their way of life.  This was their chance—they would make that bastard pay for what had been done to them, to their country.  The boy provided a focal point for their rage.
Nazeeh was so severely beaten, the doctor on call that afternoon—his father—hadn't recognized him when he was brought to the ER.  After twelve hours of emergency surgery, his father did something unimaginable to any parent—he announced the death of his son.  There had been nothing he could do, the injuries being so numerous and severe.  He had taken the death of his son as his own failure.
Life was different after that. Amira's gentle father became an angry, reactive man, prone to bouts of violence, and her mother was afraid of him.  She was drowning in her own grief—neither parent had time for anything beyond their own troubles.  Amira was all but forgotten within their house.  She withdrew, becoming self-reliant out of necessity.  
On her 15th birthday, she took money from the family savings (they had never trusted banks) and ran away, determined to never look back.  She found a new part of the city, a place her parents wouldn't think to look.  She wandered the streets for months, sleeping in doorways and begging scraps where she could.
One day, a kindly cleric at a local mosque invited her in.  For the first time since her brother's murder, she felt she had a place where she belonged.  The cleric's teaching of the Koran's rigid structure and guidance brought her peace and gave her focus.  She stayed at the mosque, and by the grace of Allah and her new teacher's kindness, she finished school with marks high enough to go further.  With the help of the mosque, she went to university, and it was there she discovered her knack for coding.  She graduated at the top of her class, her aptitude and passion peerless. 
Even before she finished school, she was recruited by the Corporation.  Once there, the opportunities seemed endless.  She distinguished herself and rose quickly.
[image: image-placeholder]Arriving at the basement level, Travis stepped off the lift and stood before a nondescript door.  He held his fingers over a hand reader as white light scanned his prints.  The door slid open to reveal a large space dimly lit by dozens of computer monitors and large glowing screens hung from the walls.  Technicians filled the room, imagery from the screens reflected in their glasses and onto their pasty skin.
A sharply dressed man, group lead Javier Martin, approached.  Javier was a capable man with a background in computer science from MIT.  He was also a philanderer, his oily voice and ever-wandering touch the bane of every woman on the team—not that there were many.  Travis tolerated this distraction because Javier got results.  Results were the only relevant measure of success to Travis; he didn't question the methods.
Javier made a big show of welcoming Travis as he approached. "Mr. Eckhart, what a pleasant surprise. We don't see you down here enough."
Travis waved away the small talk. "I have an executive directive that requires immediate attention."
Javier turned serious. "Do we have a location?"
"We'll need access to assets at the Pentagon."
Javier spun on his heels and walked quickly through the rows of workstations. "Please follow me, Sir."  
There have been many strange requests recently, thought Javier, but this was top of the heap. He'd be damn sure his shift report reflected that he was acting on direct orders from Travis.  When all the shady stuff that happened around this place finally caught up, he didn't want to be the only guy left without a chair to sit in. He'd give this one to Amira; she was damn good and wouldn’t make him look foolish.  Also, if there was any fallout from this order, she was a woman, and dressing the way she did pretty much made her guilty as far as he was concerned, and he knew others saw it that way as well.  Always two steps ahead, thought Javier smugly. That was how he’d made it so far.
Javier stopped before a woman shrouded in a dark hajib, her olive face and hands the only visible skin. 
Travis scowled.
"Amira Fahmi, Mr. Eckhart." Javier massaged Amira's shoulders—she took it stoically. "Amira is one of our best. We call her the ‘keyboard commando,'" he said with a chuckle.
Amira shifted uncomfortably.  The touch of any human, especially men, made her skin crawl, but Javier was beyond repulsive.  The stories she'd heard made her stomach sick and her blood boil.  If he ever tried any of that with her—well, she'd be the last one he ever messed with.
"How can I help, Sir?"
Travis leaned against the desk, ignoring Javier as he focused on the woman. "There are hostiles en route to the Pentagon.  They must be eliminated before they have a chance to land."
Amira's hands flew over her keyboard.  A schematic of the Pentagon flashed onto her screen with the roof-mounted weapons systems highlighted. One system, in particular, flashed red, the specs and load-out printed into an overlay.
Amira pointed to the screen. "The Pentagon has a rather extensive defense system."
Travis smiled to himself, impressed. "We have access?"
“We do, Sir."
Damn, thought Javier, she was good.  So good it gave him that itch—he hated her for that.
An air traffic control console flashed up on another screen, and a green moving dot blipped steadily across the display.
Travis leaned in. "This is real-time?"
Amira nodded. "This is the TRACON airspace around the Pentagon right now.  An aircraft is approaching."
Javier massaged Amira's shoulders, eager to contribute in front of Travis. "Can we get a visual?" The woman was working a number on him—exactly what did she have under those robes?  Perhaps later, when the place emptied for the evening—Amira always worked late—they could be alone, together.  He would reward her for the excellent work.
Travis stared at Javier's hands on Amira and then looked the man dead in the eyes.  Startled, Javier pulled away and took a step back, unnerved.
Amira visibly relaxed as she went to work.  A security feed from a camera atop the Pentagon popped up, showing the helicopter's approach, the United States seal visible on its side.
Travis pointed to the image. "That's it; that's your objective."
Javier sucked in his breath, suddenly realizing the gravity of the situation. "Sir, that's an official state aircraft!"
Ignoring Javier, Amira turned to Travis for confirmation.  He nodded and said calmly, "You are clear to fire."
"Sir," insisted Javier, "may I ask who is on board that helicopter?"
Travis said with his back to the man, "I think we can handle it from here, Javier."
"Sir, I must insist we reconsider; we are not a military facility—this type of action could easily be seen as an act of domestic terrorism."
Travis pointed toward the front of the lab. He didn't bother turning toward the man.
Javier wavered a moment, then saw movement through the front glass doors of the lab as a sleek bot glided silently into the room.  Was he being told to leave, or was Travis signaling the bot?
Javier hurried in the opposite direction—there was absolutely no reason to wait around to find out.
[image: image-placeholder]Flat afternoon light washed across the Pentagon's sunbaked concrete walls. An American flag, many stories tall, hung limply in the still, hot air.
A mechanical hatch on the Pentagon’s roof slid back with a metallic ring, and a 30mm Gatling gun rose into view.  The gun swiveled several times, calibrating itself.
A helicopter came into view in the far distance, distorted through waves of heat rising from the concrete landscape.  The aircraft banked to align itself for landing.
The Gatling gun rotated smoothly, tracking the helicopter with digital precision as it approached.  
[image: image-placeholder]The helicopter banked steeply, blades digging through the air as the pilot pushed the aircraft into an evasive maneuver. 
In the cockpit of the helicopter, a series of warnings flashed across the instrument panel as an alarm blared.  
Murphy leaned forward from the back, staring at the flashing lights. "Everything all right?"
The pilot worked at the controls and managed to silence the alarm. "We're being targeted—they have a lock!"
Hank Murphy stared out the window in terror, the seat harness digging into his shoulders and waist as the helicopter banked.  He saw the Gatling gun on the roof of the Pentagon tracking them.
[image: image-placeholder]The gun moved fluidly as it targeted the aircraft, the only sound a quiet whir of the internal motors.  Suddenly, the barrels of the weapon spun up, blurring as a twenty-foot flame spewed forth, sending six thousand rounds per minute toward the aircraft.
The helicopter disintegrated in midair; its aluminum skin chewed to pieces as it exploded in a ball of flame.  Debris and fire rained down, littering the lawn of the Pentagon.
[image: image-placeholder]On screens around the bullpen, the destruction played from multiple security cameras around the Pentagon.  
Amira tapped at her keyboard.  The schematic showed the Gatling gun spinning down as it sank back into its storage locker.  
"The target has been eliminated, Sir."
Travis smiled, paid her a rare compliment. "Excellent work, Amira."
Amira swelled with pride at the sound of her name—this was a good day, a very good day indeed.
Travis walked toward the exit, then turned.  He gave a curt nod to Amira—she understood she was to follow.  Gathering her few things, she shuffled after him, the long coarse fabric of her hijab swirling in her hurry.  
This just became a lot more interesting, she thought.




Chapter 6

Adam pushed a grocery cart down a store aisle.  He had a loaf of bread, some peanut butter, and a jar of strawberry jam—the staples.  He grabbed a bag of apples and added it to the pile in the cart, knowing it would make his grandmother happy.  The store shelves to either side were half-empty, and most things were stocked only one or two items deep.  At least there are things to buy, thought Adam.  There’d been plenty of times the shelves in the store had been entirely empty.   He rounded a corner to a freezer section and found the cases empty, the lights off.  Even Adam could remember when the shelves in grocery stores were full—well, fuller anyway.
Mark trotted over, his arms bulging. 
"That's all you got?" he asked Mark as he dumped his load into the cart—chips, candy bars, assorted other snacks, and beef sticks.  
Adam looked at the junk and rolled his eyes.  
"What?" Mark asked.
Adam picked up a bag of popcorn. "Come on, man!  You plan to live in the woods the next couple of days eating popcorn?"
Mark shrugged as he tipped several cans of chili into the cart. "The girls are going to have the real food. I'm just bringing the stuff everyone wants." Mark winked at Adam. "Ya know, in case we get the munchies!"
Adam stopped the cart and stared at Mark. "You didn't bring any of that shit, did you?"
Mark pulled close to Adam, said conspiratorially, in a loud whisper, "Dude!  Not so loud, you wanna get us busted?" He dissolved into peals of laughter at the annoyed look on Adam's face. "Nobody cares, bro! It's not even illegal anymore!"
"It is if you're not twenty-one, asshole, but you haven't answered my question—did you bring any?"
Mark shrugged as they walked. "Raided my dad's stash.  He won't notice; he's usually too drunk to find it anyway."
Adam stopped again and glared after Mark. "You know how I feel about that shit."
Mark turned at the stopped cart. "What are you, my mom or something? It's just a couple of joints, bro, no big deal.  Besides, Sasha likes it—it makes her horny!  You think I'm missing out on that just because you—" Mark made quotation marks in the air with his fingers, "have issues?  You're high already!"
Adam moved on again. "Shit goes in the garbage before we leave."
"What?!"
"I'm serious—if you don't dump it, you're not coming."
Mark had enough—he pushed the cart back into Adam. "No, I'm serious, Adam.  Lighten the fuck up, man; you're not the only one that needs to let off a little steam now and then.  Who the hell said you call the shots anyway?"
Adam shoved the cart back against Mark, moving him out of the way as Brad rocketed around the corner, his own basket full to overflowing with cases of beer.  He bashed into Adam's cart, knocking him sideways.  
Adam gave him a murderous look.
"Whoa!  Sorry man—just playing!" Brad glanced at Mark, trying to read the situation.
"Don't worry about him, bro; he's on his period or some shit." Mark pawed through Brad's cart and whistled. "Nicely done, buddy, this is just the kind of supply we need!" Mark looked over his shoulder at Adam dramatically. "Hope you can sneak all this past Dad over there!"
Brad looked between his friends, confused.
Adam looked at the cart of beer and shook his head. "What happened to low key?"
Brad pretended to count the cases in the cart, saying in a twangy voice, "Gee Pa, I think we only got enough for one case each—don't seem like too much to me!"
"I'm serious, it's my brother's ID.  We don't look all that similar!"
"It'll be fine, man.  It’s always worked in the past!" Seeing Adam's look, Brad inspected the cart again and shrugged as he picked up a case. "We can put a few back, I suppose, comes out'a your share, though!"
"No." Mark pushed the case out of Brad's hands and back into the cart. "The beer stays.  Nobody cares, Adam—everyone's so wrapped up in their own shit, they probably won't even check your ID."
"Screw it." Adam grabbed Brad's cart and pushed it toward the checkout counter.  He emerged from between the shelves, then slowed.  A dozen people had gathered around a TV toward the front—there was a lot of animated discussion.
Mark and Brad came up beside Adam, and saw the gathering.
Brad tried to see the screen. "I wonder what's going on."
Mark pushed Adam forward to the only checker on a lane. "This is our chance, man."
Adam pushed the cart quickly to the register and started to stack the beer on the belt as he tried to act casual in front of the checker.
A large guy, dressed in well-worn Carhartts, whistled. "That's a lot'a gear, boy; what the hell's going on now?"
Adam glanced up nervously, then saw the man was looking at the TV.
The checker started scanning the beer, never even looking at Adam, all his attention focused on the TV.
Adam glanced at Mark and Brad, and exhaled in relief.
Brad looked at the TV again and walked over for a better look.  Adam shook his head, trying to get him to stay put.  
On the screen, a special report news bulletin flashed up, showing military bases around the country.  They were all receiving black shipping containers.  
The reporter came on screen. "Shipments appear headed to all the major military bases around the country, and now some of the larger police stations are receiving containers as well.  As yet, no one knows where the containers are coming from, or more importantly, what's inside them."
In the news report, one of the enormous black containers was lowered onto the tarmac of an undisclosed military base by a massive heavy-lift helicopter.
Brad leaned in and looked closely at the screen. "You know—that kind'a looks like Peebles."
The Carhartt guy glanced at Brad and nodded. "Damn right, it does. I'm telling you, ain't nothing good going to come out'a those containers."
The broadcast cut to commercial and the people gathered around the screen drifted away.
At the register, the checker finished scanning the beer. "Cash or card?"
Adam fished through his pockets, came up with a wad of cash, handed the checker a few wrinkled bills.
Adam smiled at Mark mischievously.
The checker punched some buttons on the register, and the drawer kicked open.  As he counted out change, his eyes flicked to Adam. "I need to see some ID."
Shit.
Adam shrugged and handed over his brother's ID. "Sure thing."
The checker looked at the picture on the ID, then at Adam.  Mark slid in next to Adam and smiled. "Looks just like him, doesn't it?" His accent was thick and conversational.
All the blood drained from Adam's face.
Sound blared from the TV as a woman changed the channel.  The Carhartt guy pushed her hand out of the way and clicked it back. "Leave it alone, damn it!  The report's coming back on!"
The woman jerked back, appalled. "Don't you touch me!"
The checker walked quickly over to the TV, and waded through the fray. "Come on, guys—Barry," he addressed the guy in Carhartts, "knock it off!  What did I tell you about touching the customers?"
Barry huffed and said, "I'm tt-trying to watch the dd-damn news!"
Mark worked quickly to reload the beer into the cart. "Let's go, Adam!”
Adam snatched his forgotten ID off the belt, along with his change.
The boys pushed the carts out of the grocery store's front door and ran toward Brad's truck.
Brad trotted up beside them, pushing the other cart.
Adam saw the food in the cart, none of it bagged. "You didn't pay for the food?"
"So what, man? Everyone was busy—it's our lucky day!"  
Mark was already at the truck, tossing the beer into the back.
Adam gave Brad a disgusted look. "What the hell, asshole? We're not stealing!"
Brad slowed, suddenly unsure of himself.  
The checker came out of the store and started across the parking lot towards the boys.  He had something in his hands.
Seeing the man, Adam grabbed the cart, ran the last way to the truck, and started tossing things in by the armful—Brad followed suit. "It's too late; we're fucked already."
When they finished loading, Adam pushed Brad toward the driver's seat.  
"What the hell you boys doing?" called out the clerk, now twenty feet from the truck.  “Ain't nobody stealing from my shop."
Mark strode in front, all puffed up. "What the hell you gonna do about it, asshole?"
As the checker walked the last several feet to the truck, he pulled his hand from behind his back.  He was holding a gun.
Brad stared at the weapon—it was a small caliber but menacing as he pointed it at them. "Whoa, man, take it easy!"
Mark backed away, hands raised, terrified. "We got money. We were just playing!"
The checker raised the gun, pointed it at Mark. "Too late for that.  Do you know what they'll say when they hear I took out some street trash kid for stealing from my store?  Not a God-damn thing."
Brad stared at the man, shaking.  "We were coming back, honest."
"I doubt it.  Nobody’s gonna rip me off, not again, not this time!" The man was cocking the gun.
"Come on, man," Mark pleaded, his voice cracking.
Suddenly, a beer can sailed past Mark and exploded against the man's face.  He stumbled backward, blood pouring from his ruined nose.  
In the back of the truck, Adam hurled another can—hard, catching the checker on the side of the head.  The man crumpled to the ground, still gripping the handgun.
Adam leaped from the truck—a tire iron in hand, and advanced.  
The checker brought his arm up defensively and tried to point the handgun at Adam, struggling to see through the blood in his eyes. "You was stealing!"
Adam swung the iron down on the checker's arm.  The gun flew from the man's grip and skidded across the asphalt, out of reach.  He stared up at Adam, terrified.
Adam stood over the man, panting for breath.  He pulled a wad of bills from his pocket, tossed them at the man on the ground, then looked hard at Brad.  "Nobody was stealing—it was a mistake."  
Mark and Brad watched Adam, stunned.
Adam looked around, taking in the situation—everything seemed heightened, details crisp, sounds piqued.  He controlled his breathing, forced his breaths to a slow meter as his father had taught him.  He could hear the blood pounding in his ears.  People had started to come out of the store—they stared at the boys and the crumpled man on the ground.
"Brad, start the truck."  
Brad fumbled with his keys.  His hands were shaking, and he dropped them.  
Adam scooped up the keys smoothly and handed them back. "Get in the truck and start it.”
Mark came over and looked at the guy on the ground, stunned. "Jeez, man."
Adam grabbed Mark by the shoulder and pointed at the gun on the ground. "Throw the gun away and get in the truck."
"Yeah, okay." Mark stumbled into motion.
Adam turned to the people in front of the store, and walked a few yards toward them. "He's going to need some help. "
The people stared at Adam and the tire iron in his hand.  Adam pointed to a woman.  She was wearing medical scrubs, and looked more professional than the others. "You call for help." 
The woman muttered something, then disappeared into the store.  
As Adam walked back towards the truck, Barry ran up behind him.  Adam spun to the challenge.  The man's eyes were blurry with confusion—Adam could tell he was simple, but it didn't make him any less dangerous.  
Barry saw the tire iron and the strangely calm demeanor of Adam.  He also saw Mark standing with the gun in hand and hesitated.
"He pulled a gun on my friends and me." Adam pointed the iron at Barry. "We're going to leave now."
“Shouldn’t we take this with us?” asked Mark, waving the handgun.
“Get rid of it,” shouted Adam.  “Now!”
Mark hesitated, then tossed the gun, sent it skidding across the scarred pavement.
Adam backed to the truck.  He and Mark hopped in.  Brad revved the engine and peeled out of the parking lot as he headed for Main Street.
"Holy shit!  What just happened?" Brad pushed hard on the accelerator and roared around a corner.
"Slow down," said Adam.
Brad kept accelerating, lost in his adrenaline rush.
Adam placed his hand on his friend's shoulder to get his attention. "Slow down, we're good." Brad eased off the accelerator.  
Mark poked his head in through the back window. "Damn man, certified badass, Adam!"
Adam spun around to face Mark, and hissed through clenched teeth, "Choices have consequences, Mark. That guy almost shot Brad—what the hell were you guys thinking?"
Mark raised his hands again in defense. "Hey man, I didn't steal the cart!"
Brad glanced at Adam. "That was kinda crazy, Adam. You took that guy down like it was nothing."
Adam shrugged and stared out the window.  His friends were freaked out—in truth, so was he. It had been so easy, natural even—he'd felt like a different person, almost like he'd been watching someone else do it. "I told you guys; my dad taught us a lot of stuff."
Mark whistled. "Shit! You're going to have to show me some of that!  That was a good throw, too!  Maybe you should'a played baseball."
Brad kept his eyes on the road, took a deep breath, then asked quietly, "Would you have killed him?"
Adam continued staring out the window.  He counted the buildings' windows as they passed—it was another technique his father had taught him and his brother.  Occupy your mind with something mundane, divert the stress so you could de-escalate—calm down.  Adam had always favored counting. Asher's approach was to hum old songs. "I didn't even wanna be there, man."
"Yeah, I know—but would you have?"
Adam shrugged and continued counting, ninety-eight, ninety-nine. "I don't know."
"Yeah, he would have," whooped Mark from the back. "Certified badass, baby!"
Adam turned angrily to Mark. "You wanna learn some shit?  The best way to win a fight is to not get into one in the first place."
Mark smirked as he leaned back against the tailgate.  He kept whooping it up, but he'd lost his energy.
Brad glanced into the rearview at Mark, feeling shaken by the cold, focused demeanor of Adam.  Neither had seen this side of him before—maybe he hadn't seen it himself.
Adam rolled down the window and let his hand float up and down in the warm summer air. "Let's get up to the mountains, man.  Mark, toss me a beer!"
"Yeah, I will!" said Mark with a smile as he pushed a couple of cold cans through the back window. "Here comes the party!"




Chapter 7

Robert Sanders wiped down a two-top in front of his cafe. It wasn’t that it was dirty, but you had to keep busy, always busy—he'd learned that from his old man—a busy place was a place people wanted to be.  There hadn't been much of a morning rush; the slow pace was standard lately.  All the restaurants along the harbor were complaining about slow business. Robert's restaurant had been in his family for three generations, and he was doing everything he could to keep the doors open.  His own son was supposed to get the place when he was old enough—that was some years away still.  Robert wasn't sure he'd be open in a month.  
Help was getting scarce too.  This was the third day in the last two weeks the hostess, Angela, had missed her shift, probably something to do with her kid.  No call, no text—she just didn't show up.  Just as well, the restaurant couldn't afford her now anyway.  There was a time the place ran a full-time crew of twenty-five, even more during rushes.  Now, with a cook, a server, and Robert bussing tables, they pretty much had it covered.  People didn't eat out anymore, didn’t have the money for it, let alone at a fancy waterfront place.  Hell, most of the other businesses along the shore had shuttered already.  That didn't help either; nobody wanted to go to a ghost town.
Robert finished with the table and scooted in the chairs.  The place shined, the pride of ownership.  If he had to close, it was going to be in good order when it shut down.
He should probably give Angela a call, make sure she was okay.  Several people in the neighborhood had gone missing lately—just vanished.  That was becoming the new norm also, and when reports were filed, there weren't enough cops to follow up.  People made up stories for the missing people, how they'd moved on to greener pastures, maybe the suburbs, or to live with family.  They all knew it wasn't true.
Beyond the outdoor seating area, garbage was piled up on the sidewalk, spilling out into the street.  The smell was awful after it sat around for a week, and it was getting worse with the weather turning warm.  Municipal services had been cut way back, but at least they still ran in the nicer parts of the city.
Robert headed back inside, time to get ready for lunch service—maybe there'd be a couple of customers again today. Yesterday, they'd actually had five full tables.
On the outdoor patio, tables began to shake, silverware and water glasses rattling.
There was a sudden roar as a gale of wind sent chairs and tables flying.  A CH-47 Chinook heavy-lift helicopter flanked by several AH-64 Apache attack copters beat through the air overhead.  They were cruising low, close to the water.  A massive black shipping container was suspended beneath the Chinook.  All the helicopters were blacked out with no lights or tail markings.  
Robert watched the airships thunder across the bay as they headed for the military base on the far side. He'd never seen anything like that; military convoys rarely flew low over civilian areas nowadays.
The outdoor seating area was in shambles, with tables and chairs overturned, plates and glasses broken.
"Christ," he yelled as he headed back out.  He called to the guys from the kitchen. They'd have to work together to get this place back in order before customers started showing up.  Maybe they'd have an even bigger lunch crowd today—few more days like yesterday, they might even have specials back on the menu!
[image: image-placeholder]Warm summer sun poured across verdant fields as tall stocks of golden wheat waved in the breeze.  There were fields of yellow canola flowers as well, bright in the morning air, stretching to the horizon.
A small rural school called Hanover stood along the highway, its peeled whitewashed walls ready for a little summer maintenance.
A young boy in a large baseball cap sat on a swing drifting back and forth, dragging his bare toe in the dust, tracing figure eights.  School had been out only a couple of days, and already, Hank was tired of summer!  The break was too long, and his momma was after him constantly with chores—there was always something to do on a farm, even for a boy Hank's age.  Other families took vacations but not the Martins.  Once they'd gone to the state fair; Hank still had a poster in his room.  He was eight now.  This was his last free summer, and he wanted to spend it on the river with his dog, not doing chores!  His daddy said that next year he'd be old enough to work in the fields, maybe even drive a tractor.  Then he could earn some real money. He had things he wanted to buy—lots of things!
A distant rumble caught Hank's attention.  He hopped off the swing and trotted over to the fence.
A convoy of military vehicles roared along the highway.  Several HMMWVs paced out around a HEMTT. All the vehicles were blacked out.  The lead HMMWV had a soldier manning the turret gun.  There was a large shipping container on the back of the HEMTT; it was blacked out as well.  The vehicles were moving fast—strike speed—and making one hell of a lot of noise.
Hank climbed the fence at the edge of the playground to get a better look. He'd never seen anything like this before.  Once, at a 4th of July parade, the National Guard had brought out a soldier truck—his daddy called it a '5-ton'—and let the kids ride.  This wasn’t like that at all; these trucks looked like real military, like something he saw in his comics.  
War machines.
The ground rumbled as the convoy approached, the roar of their engines blotting out the quiet summer day.  Suddenly, an UH-60 Black Hawk helicopter screamed into the sky over the field along the highway, and a door gunner leaned out the side.  Wind wolves chased through the tall wheat beneath the chopper, ripping stalks into the air.
The door to the gym banged open, and a group of women ran out, the sound hitting them like a physical wave. Hank's momma, Jean Martin, saw him clinging to the top of the fence, watching the rapidly approaching vehicles.
The Black Hawk whipped up a maelstrom of dust and jet fuel fumes, forcing everyone to the ground, hacking and coughing.  The convoy followed closely—the earth shook, the noise deafening.
A quarter-mile behind, a jeep sped along the road, trying to keep up with the convoy.  It skidded into the parking lot in front of the school.  A heavy man in tattered flannel stood in the back, braced against the roll cage—Joe Gibs.  He waved around an AR-15, beer belly bouncing, his long shaggy beard and hair windblown.  His eyes were covered with old biker goggles, completing his ridiculous look.
"Everyone all right?"
Hank's Mother squeezed her son close, stared up at Joe, terrified.
"Well, holy shit!" he whooped excitedly. "God damn build-up, the war's coming, I can tell you that! Ain't never seen nothin’ like this!  A convoy with chopper support?  Something big's going down!"
The man driving the jeep revved the engine, ready to go.  Joe saw the terrified faces watching him.  He hoisted his gun and puffed out his chest as he stood a little taller.
"Don't you worry, hear?  Old Joe's gonna handle this straight away."
Joe banged his rifle on the roll cage, and the jeep leaped forward, spraying gravel and dust as it screeched awkwardly onto the highway chasing the convoy.
Hank pushed free from his mother's arms and ran into the road after the jeep.  He took his hat off and waved it around as he jumped up and down. "Yeehaw!!  Go get 'em, Joe!"




Chapter 8

Brad drove his red pickup along a dusty dirt road, swerving to avoid potholes.  As the truck bounced along, Adam gazed out his open window and watched as the trees passed by, their limbs full of bright green buds of new growth.  The warm sun shone between the branches and bloomed through the dust, bathing the forest in a warm glow.  He breathed deeply—the smell of the woods on a warm summer day something that would always take him back to his childhood, to happier days—when they were a real family.
Adam barely remembered his mother. It was more impressions—bright eyes, warmth from her body when she hugged him, the smell of her perfume.  He remembered her singing to him and his brother a lot—she'd been a grade school music teacher.  Sometimes, she played her guitar when she came to wake them in the morning.  Their last summer together—it seemed like they had spent the whole time in the meadow behind their house.  She would take him and his brother on a walk along a path through the forest, past a long-abandoned dump site filled with old rusted cans and broken glass jars tucked between the trees.  
Their family had always thought of it as their forest, even though it was in the mountains, a distance from their house.  They would bring picnics in a big wicker basket, spread a blanket on the soft meadow grass, and spend the day playing music, listening as their mother read stories, and playing hide and seek in the woods.  It was so long ago, it seemed like someone else's memory.
As the truck rattled along, they passed a shot-up sign tacked to a stump.  Ahead, the road forked; Brad glanced at Adam questioningly.  Adam indicated a turn to the left—it was the fourth or fifth turn they'd made.
"Damn, man, I'm sure glad you know where you're going." Brad glanced at his phone.  There was no signal, but the GPS app showed a green area indicating a forest with no roads. "There hasn't been a road on the GPS for miles."
Adam peered ahead, the curve of the road as familiar as the lines on his hand. "Our hunting camp was up here."
"I know—been here with you before.  I just can't ever remember the way—too many twists and turns!"
Off to the left, Adam caught a glimpse of the river through the trees. "See? River's there, just a couple more miles and we'll be there."
Mark was trying to drink a beer in the back of the truck—splashing himself as the truck hit a bump.
The road narrowed to a single lane and was mostly overgrown, brush scraping at the sides of the truck as they drove.
Adam pointed to a grown-over driveway with barbed wire strung across the entrance as they passed. "Old man Croft's place."
"Looks abandoned; you sure he's still around?" Brad asked.
"Oh, he's there.  Probably has a gun on us right now."
Brad gave a concerned once-over to the tree line as they drove by.
From the back of the truck, Mark banged on the cab.  He was covered in a fine layer of dust with a handkerchief wrapped around his mouth. "How far is this place, man? I'm fucking done riding in the back! I'm up front on the way back, Adam, your dumb ass can be back here."
"You can walk," shouted Brad with a laugh.
Mark threw his empty beer can through the back window, missing Brad. "Let me out, maybe I will!"
Ahead, the road turned toward the river and led to a small meadow laid out along the bank.  The area was sheltered in the trees and only a dozen yards up from the water.  Dappled sunlight played over the warm green grass, and a sea of yellow dandelions and white daisies bobbed in the gentle breeze.
Adam pounded the side of the truck through his open window. "We're here!"
Brad rolled the truck to the edge of the meadow, and they hopped out.  Mark jumped from the back and walked around carefully, stretching his stiff back and legs—dust billowing off him as he moved.  
Brad watched Mark, studied his face closely.
"What?" asked Mark, suddenly self-conscious.
Brad pointed to a smear of mud running down the side of Mark's face. "You got a little something right there…."
Mark held up his middle finger, and the boys laughed.
Ahead, there was a flattened area at the tree line and a ring of rocks with a past campfire's charred remains.  Adam knelt beside one of the stones, lifted it, and retrieved a worn brass Arrow of Light Boy Scout pin.  He rolled it around in his hand and studied its weathered surface—it had been his father's.  He placed it back before the others had a chance to notice; it wasn't a memory he wanted to share.
"Tents go over there," Adam said and pointed. "And coolers are here next to the fire."
Brad surveyed the area. "This place is amazing, good call!"
"It's gonna get me laid for sure!" shouted Mark as he trotted back from the river, his face dripping but clean. "So, you know the girls are never going to find us up here, right?  Like never!  Sasha can't find her damn car in the parking lot at the mall."
Adam opened the tailgate of the truck and started handing out gear. "Jess's been here. They'll be fine."
Mark staggered under the weight of a beer cooler. "Bros before hoes, man!  You showed her this place before us?"
Adam shrugged. "You've been here before."
Brad helped Mark with the cooler, and they set it next to the fire ring. “I don't think Adam's looking for alone time with you, asshole."
[image: image-placeholder]The boys sat on the bank of the river, their legs splashing in the current.  Mark crushed a beer can and added it to several others on the ground beside him.  He cracked a fresh one as he lay back in the soft green grass. "So, you and your brother used to come up here with your dad?"
Adam waded a few feet into the river, the ice-cold water refreshing in the warm afternoon sun. "It was our hunting camp during the fall. There are game trails all through the woods around here—deer and elk come down for water.  We’d camp here during the summers too."
Mark propped himself up on his elbows. "Good hunting, huh?"
Adam nodded. "You can always get something up here."
"I never liked hunting, myself, don't like the taste of game meat," said Brad.
Mark scowled. "That's because you could afford not to like it.  If we don't get something, we don't eat meat at my house.  My lazy-ass dad has never made enough money for store-bought meat."
"It's not like we're rich. I just don't like venison.”
Adam worked his way back towards the bank. "Are you two dumb-asses really arguing about who is poorer?" Adam stood, dripping dry on the grass. "We should get the tents up before the girls get up here; don't wanna be doing it in the dark."
[image: image-placeholder]Mark sat beside a smoldering fire cleaning a rifle laid across his lap.  The rifle was a bolt action 30-06 his father had bought for him when he turned 12.  Hunting was a big thing in Mark's family, so as soon as he was old enough, he was expected to do his part and help put food on the table.  It was an old WW2 rifle with a heavy barrel, thick wooden stock, and a cheap variable power scope that was reasonably accurate.  The gun was Mark's pride and joy, and pretty much the only thing his father had ever given him.
He rubbed an oiled piece of cloth over the barrel—he always loved the smell of gun oil. It reminded him of the few good times he could remember with his father.  Life in his house had not been easy.  His father was a hardened drunk, and when he wasn't sauced, he was hungover and mean as hell.  The day his mother left was the best and worst day of his life. She'd been a drunk too, but she'd been kind to him.  When she couldn't take the beatings anymore, she ran.  She didn't have anywhere to go—or any money, so Mark had to stay with his father.  At least with his mother gone, he didn't have to worry about her anymore—that was the part he was thankful for.
As soon as he turned 18, he was gone, and he'd never go back—not ever!  Before he left, though, he was planning on settling up with his father—payback for being his old man's punching bag all these years.  His dad was twice his size, but he'd learned a thing or two since the last time they'd gone toe to toe.  That time, Mark had landed in the E.R. with a broken arm and a mouthful of missing teeth. He'd been stupid back then, had let his emotions get the better of him.  His dad had said he'd seen Mark's mother whorin’ on a corner near some bar he'd been at.  Mark couldn't take that.  He knew she wasn't perfect, but his mom was his Angel; she was the good in his life.
The only reason Mark didn't die that day was that his bus driver saw him run out of the house with his dad chasing him as the driver stopped nearby on the morning route.  The driver saw Mark's dad catch him and throw him against a tree.  The driver came off that bus moving faster than any three-hundred-pound man before him ever had, and he had a two-inch end wrench in hand.  By the time he finished, Mark's dad had a fractured skull, shattered cheekbone, and a bunch of broken ribs.
Adam stooped by the fire, dropped an armful of wood, then poked around the ashes, stirring up the coals.
Glancing at the rifle, Adam asked, "Why'd you bring that?"
Mark rubbed the stock lovingly. "I always bring this when I'm in the woods; you know that."
"I don't like guns, and you know that!"
Mark shrugged and kept at his work. "Like you don't have a handgun in your pack."
Adam blew into the fire, and a small lick of flame flared up and wrapped around some dry twigs. "It's for emergencies only—it never leaves the pack."
"Well, same with mine then," said Mark with a smile as he continued rubbing down the gun. "Only for emergencies."
"Just put it away when the girls get here—Jess doesn't even like it when I have a gun."
Mark smirked. "And she doesn't like me anyway, so this would really piss her off."
"She likes you fine, Mark; she just doesn't know you very well.  Plus, you do about everything you can to make her uncomfortable whenever she's around—and you know that's true."
"You just remember who was here first! Bros before hoes!  Don't know what she's doing with a loser like you anyway."
Adam smiled and tossed Mark a fresh beer from one of the coolers. "Me neither, so let's not ask, all right?"
Just then, Brad called out from one of the tents. "Can one of you guys gimme a hand? I think this damn tent's missing a pole or something."
Mark and Adam looked at each other, and shared a laugh.
"He's useless," said Mark.
"Tits on a bull," agreed Adam.
[image: image-placeholder]The girls rolled into camp just as the sun was setting low in the sky.  Warm light wrapped through the trees, and a light breeze stirred the smoke from the campfire around the small meadow.
Julie—Brad's girlfriend, parked her jeep beside his truck.  The jeep was an old hand-me-down, dented and scratched with spots of rust.  The stereo speakers were in one-pound coffee cans tied to the seatbacks, and the roll bars were wrapped in crumbling padding.  It didn't look like much, but it was her ticket to freedom, and she loved it!
The top of the jeep was off, and the girls were covered in dust.  The boys trotted over; Brad opened Julie's door, swept her into a hug, and kissed her deeply, lingering.
"Mmm," said Brad. "Sweat and dust—just the way I like it!"
Jess laughed, "Save it for the tent, you two!"
Julie pushed Brad off playfully, embarrassed. "Where's that river? We need a little freshening up!"
Adam helped Jess climb over the seat and hop down.  He squeezed her hand tightly and gave her a little kiss.
"This place is beautiful. I never get tired of it," said Jess.  Adam smiled as he led her down to the water.
Mark stood beside the jeep, hands raised. "Where's Sasha?"
Julie grabbed her bag from the back with a poof of dust. "She's working.  They had an extra shift at the mall, so she picked it up."
Mark slammed his hand against the side of the jeep. "Well, that's just great! It's the last day of school, man!  Now I gotta listen to you assholes all night!"
Julie fixed Mark with a parental stare. "You know she helps her parents pay the bills, right?  If she has a chance to make some extra money, she takes it, so give her a break."
Mark screwed up his face in a mocking imitation of Julie.
"She'll come up tomorrow. She's off the rest of the weekend," called Julie as she and Brad headed down to the river.
Mark watched as they walked away. He slammed his hand on the jeep again in frustration, and grabbed a big cooler from the back of the vehicle.
"Oh, don't worry," Mark called out. "I'll just unload the jeep. You guys take your time."
Brad waved over his shoulder toward Mark. "Thanks, buddy!"
"Asshole," said Mark as he carried the heavy cooler over to the camp.
[image: image-placeholder]The couples paired off around the campfire.  Adam was propped against a log, his arms wrapping Jess while Brad and Julie snuggled on a blanket.  The remnants of a meal—provided by the girls—and beer cans were strewn everywhere.
Mark sat off to the side tucked into a sleeping bag, sulking while he waved his phone around, searching for a signal. "Anybody have service?”
Several of the crew checked their phones—no one had any luck.
Adam shook his head. "There's no signal out here, guys.  The last service was about halfway up."
Mark tossed his phone down, picked up his rifle, and continued cleaning it. He'd been distant most of the evening, feeling every bit the third wheel while everyone else had someone to be with.
Adam watched his friend. "Think maybe Sasha called?"
Mark shrugged, focused on his work.  
"Take the truck down in the morning and meet her—make sure she can find this place," said Adam.
"Yeah, maybe I'll do that." Mark held the rifle up and looked through the scope at the stars.
Brad chuckled as he took a sip of beer. "Polishing your tool over there, Mark?"
Mark sneered at him and jacked the bolt back and forth a few times loudly.
Jess looked at the gun with concern, and pushed up to her feet. "I'm ready to turn in." She held her hand out to Adam.
"Sure—yeah, me too," said Adam as he stood, brushing off his pants.  
Brad and Julie got up as well. Brad adjusted the front of his pants uncomfortably. "Alrighty, Mark, well, you have a good rest now." Laughing, he said, "I guess you'll take first watch?"
Mark returned a blank stare, flicked his eyes towards Brad's crotch. "You sure?  It looks like you're up and ready; maybe you want first watch?"
Brad ignored this as he lurched drunkenly toward his tent.  Julie giggled, trailing him closely. "You're disgusting!"
Mark smirked. "Am I?"
Adam took Mark another beer. "You gonna be okay out here?"
Mark took the beer.  He hadn't bothered to set up a tent since he was sleeping by himself. "I'm good." He gestured upwards. "At least I have the stars to keep me company."
Overhead, the dark sky was filled with a million shining points, their brightness glowing in the dark mountain air.
Adam squeezed Mark's shoulder. "Sorry about Sasha—tomorrow, though, yeah?"
Mark leaned back, got comfortable, and nodded as Adam and Jess made their way to their tent.
Giggles could be heard coming from Brad's tent.  Mark shook his head as he snuggled down into his sleeping bag, rifle tucked beside him.  He pushed in some earbuds to cover the nocturnal sounds of his friends as he stared into the star-filled sky above.




Chapter 9

Moonlight danced across a vast expanse of rough water.  The hulking form of the USS Freedom—a Nimitz class aircraft carrier—cut a deep trough through the raging seas.  Waves crashed against its sides, sending spray a hundred feet into the air.
Strike Group Commander, Captain George Howes, stood on the deck of the massive ship, rain pouring down around him in sheets.  This whole situation was unacceptable.  Howes would never have agreed except that the orders came from the top, President Forester.  Whatever was going on, it was above Howes's pay grade.  Until now, he hadn't been aware there was anything above his pay grade.  As commander of one of the most powerful warships in the world, he had the power to start wars, end wars, and generally do whatever the hell he pleased.  Whatever this was—well, he'd be back in control soon enough.  He wasn't in the habit of taking orders aboard his ship, and it sure as hell wasn't going to start now, 100 miles off the Eastern Seaboard of the capital—a stretch of water he was sworn to protect with all the might and fury of the military at his disposal.  Whoever came off that plane was going to have some fast damn talking to do.
Off the carrier's port side, brilliant lights in the sky blazed through the downpour, approaching fast.  The ghostly gray airframe of a C-130 Hercules filled the sky, its four turboprops growling loudly, shaking the deck as it did a close pass.  The plane roared toward the distant horizon before banking sharply, turning back to line up an approach.
The deck of the carrier had been cleared, the other aircraft stashed below.  This served to make a larger landing area for the large inbound aircraft, but it also made the carrier vulnerable.  In times of war, readiness was a critical component of the strategy—having the entire air fleet below decks was foolish but unavoidable, given the current situation.  The landing of a plane as large as a C-130 on a carrier was not normally attempted outside of a time of war.  Howes would readily agree the world now conducted itself as if it were in a constant state of war—no country trusting another, ally relations constantly strained—and so should the US military.  However, until it was declared, the country was not at war, which made this hazardous landing an unnecessary risk.  
Somebody would be held accountable.
The C-130's roar was deafening on its approach.  The aircraft seemed to be barely moving; its speed cut to 81mph, the slowest possible speed that allowed it to stay in the air.  The low speed was necessary, considering the landing zone.  An aircraft this size typically required a minimum runway length of nine hundred meters to land safely— the deck of the carrier was just over three hundred meters.  If the pilot overshot the landing, the plane would be in the waters off the ship's bow.   There were usually no survivors in such a water landing, especially after being run over by the carrier.
The plane's enormous tires screeched across the deck, its airframe leaning heavily on the forward gear as it braked aggressively.  Howes hoped the cargo was well secured. Be a damn shame to lose a shipping container through the cockpit.
The C-130 came to a roaring stop.  Rain poured off its frame, steam and exhaust billowing from the engines like the breath of a dragon.
Around Howes, a platoon of battle-ready Marines fanned out across the deck, taking flanking positions around the C-130.  Beyond the original order and the coordination of landing the plane, there had been no communication—there was a blackout around this mission—Captain Howes had no idea what was about to come out of that plane.
The cargo bay door slowly dropped to the deck.  The interior of the plane was dark, giving nothing away.
A group of twenty-five heavily armed soldiers dressed head to toe in unmarked black uniforms marched down the ramp and stationed themselves strategically outside the craft, facing off against their Marine counterparts.  
The rain continued driving down, drenching everything, keeping visibility low, and making communication impossible.  
Fingers were itchy on triggers; a tragic outcome seemed almost a certainty at this point.  Howes wished he'd stayed secure in the tower until initial contact had been made—a dead commander was of no use to his troops.
Finally, a mountain of a man strode confidently down the ramp, followed by his guard.  Howes looked for some rank or branch designation on the man, but there was none—which most likely made him and his men private security, usually operating beyond the boundaries of the law and the rules of engagement—mercenaries.
The man extended a dark meaty hand, and waited for Howes to take it as he said in a thick South African accent, "Captain Howes, I am Colonel Shaw.  I appreciate you inviting us aboard your ship."
"You've got five seconds to declare your intentions before I have you and your men escorted to the brig."
Shaw pulled his hand back, and took a fat cigar from his pocket instead.  He turned to stand beside Howes, admiring the C-130 as he lit the cigar.
"Nice to meet you, Captain.  My boys and I are delivering a couple of items that are to be stored aboard this ship."
Howes stepped away, scowling. "You are trespassing aboard an American Naval vessel. Your unlawful presence here constitutes an act of war."
The troops around the men stiffened, fingers sliding onto triggers as feet planted.
Shaw chuckled, blew out a big cloud of smoke into the rainy air.  He clapped Captain Howes on the shoulder good-naturedly.
"Come on now, Captain Howes!  You and I both take orders, isn't that right?  I got a job to do the same as you.  What say we keep off each other's toes so we can get through this just as quickly as possible?"  Shaw once again extended his hand. "Now, how 'bout that?"
Howes sized up the man again, turned on his heels, and walked away.
Shaw shrugged, tucked his cigar between his teeth, the cherry glowing brightly in the misty darkness. "As you wish, Captain.  Alrighty, boys, let's get to unloading." He checked his watch. "Wheels up in two hours."
Once inside, Howes turned to the Marine flanking him. "Get me Hank Murphy on the line right away."
The Marine lit up the com, placed the call.
Howes paced angrily.  Who the hell was this man, and what was he doing aboard his ship?  Until he knew for sure, he couldn't do what he wanted—toss him and his damn plane into the sea.  Hank would know more—something this brazen could only come from the top.
The soldier at the coms turned toward the captain and shifted uncomfortably. "Sir, there's been an incident involving the secretary of defense."
"Is he unavailable?"
"He's dead, Sir—it seems there was some kind of weapons failure at the Pentagon."
Howes's steely composure faltered as he digested the news.  What the hell was going on?  Was there some kind of power transition afoot? "Get me the undersecretary."
[image: image-placeholder]Colonel Shaw watched out on the deck as his men guided a large shipping container down the ramp and onto the deck.  The container was blacked out but had red blinking lights at all the corners.
A soldier on the deck crew approached Shaw, rain pouring from his foul weather gear.
"Any special considerations for the container, Sir?"
"None at all, Son. It's self-powered and self-contained.  Just strap it to the deck, and we'll be on our way."
The soldier saluted the colonel and returned to his work.  
Dawn light crept across the sky, revealing dull gray clouds to the horizon.
Shaw took a final puff on his cigar, then tossed it over the side of the ship into the churning seas.  He walked the perimeter of the container, inspecting the lashings. "Sure as hell wouldn't wanna be on this boat when this thing opens," he said to no one in particular.




Chapter 10

Early morning light filtered through the trees along the water.  Adam pushed aside the flap of his tent and stepped into the crisp air.  As was his habit, he had woken early, never having been one to sleep late despite his best efforts.  He glanced back inside. Jess was curled in a tight ball, the sleeping bag pulled up around her shoulders.   Even though it was the beginning of summer, there was still a chill in the mountain air. 
Mark was tucked into his sleeping bag by the smoldering fire as well, his head hidden from view, a steady drone of snoring the only sign he was in there.  
The camp was a mess; beer cans and paper plates were strewn about.  Adam knelt by the fire, stirred a stick around the ashes, uncovering hot embers.  He blew on them while laying a shredded paper plate over the top, and soon he had the flames dancing.
He glanced over to Brad and Julie's tent.  Those two had been up long after they had all gone to bed; he didn't expect to see them anytime soon this morning.  
He and Jess had fallen asleep quickly.  She was a very private person and hadn't been up for messing around after they'd heard how easily the sounds coming from Brad and Julie carried through camp.
Adam walked down the short path to the shore of the river.  The water was running high this time of year with the snowmelt coming out of the mountains.  It would be too dangerous for a boat on the river for another month at least.  
A dozen yards ahead, a deer was bent at the water's edge as it drank.  It perked up at Adam's approach, then froze, trying to blend into the landscape.  Like Mark, Adam had grown up hunting as well.  Their family always needed the meat, and it was a rite of passage—learning to harvest from the land to provide for one’s family.  It was a tradition he missed with his father and brother—so distant now it seemed like someone else's memory he'd read about in a cherished book.
The deer bolted, hopping nimbly toward the tree line before disappearing, its caramel coloring camouflaging perfectly in the dappled morning light.
Adam walked the shore, letting his fingers drag through the tall grasses along the waterline, the cold blades twisting over his skin, slick with morning dew.  The water's churning put Adam at peace, the warm sunlight and crisp breeze off the water restorative.  He couldn't help but wonder what the future held for him—a place his mind would often stray these days.  The path ahead wasn't clear; the military was out, and college too expensive.  At least he had his job at the hardware store.  It wasn't much, but he liked it there, and it would give him a little time to figure out his next move.  One thing was for sure, he couldn't stay with his grandparents—they could barely afford to take care of themselves.
Adam turned to the water, pulled down his shorts, no longer able to ignore the ache in his bladder.  Maybe he should just stay up here and live off the land like old man Croft.  Hell, he knew these woods better than almost anybody.  Peace and quiet—Jess could even stay with him for the summer.  Adam vaguely recalled reading a book like that when he was younger; it had always sounded like a peaceful life.
A hundred yards across the river on the opposite shore, he spotted some movement through the trees.  It wasn't uncommon to see wildlife near the water, especially in the morning—like the deer. He'd be surprised if he didn't see at least a few more animals this time of day.
Adam strained to see—at this distance, it would be hard to make out much.  Whatever it was, it was bigger than a deer, and darker in color too.  
Sunlight glinted brightly, reflecting off metallic surfaces, accenting movement.  It wasn't an animal at all, but some kind of machine.
A bot maneuvered through the branches and stepped into view.  It was painted in dark colors and blended well with the landscape.    The dark color, however, did little to dampen the specular sheen of its machined surfaces.  The bot moved toward the water, then stopped on the bank, facing downriver, standing utterly still.
Adam had never encountered a bot in the woods.  They were a common sight around the city as they went about society's custodial jobs—picking up garbage, fixing roads, cleaning sewers—things humans didn't want to do if they could avoid it.
The bot turned directly toward Adam in one fluid motion, then froze again.  Even at this distance, there was no mistaking the fact it had locked on to him—it was unnerving.
Adam pulled his phone from his pocket to take a picture. He'd send the image to a techie friend he had back in the city when he had service again, get his take on it.  There was nothing ordinary about a bot being up in the mountains.
Adam framed up the bot to snap a shot; it wouldn't be much of a picture at this range, he thought. 
A low ebbing pulse sounded from the direction of the bot, and the screen on Adam's phone went blank.  
He punched at the buttons, then tried to restart his device.
Nothing.
The phone was dead—suddenly, completely.
Glancing back up, he watched as the bot navigated smoothly over a large log and stepped into the water.  Adam could see the fast-moving current of the early summer river churning and splashing against the bot's legs.  The bot continued forward, moving deeper into the river, on a path vectoring directly toward Adam.
The way the bot seemed to navigate the rough terrain with such ease worried Adam, its nimble movements almost human. 
The bot was chest-deep now and moving steadily forward, the water cresting around it with white-capped splashes.
There was no doubt the bot was headed directly toward him.
Adam bolted for the camp.  He made it a hundred yards downriver before tripping over an exposed tree root along the shoreline.  He pushed himself to his feet, gingerly trying his weight.  Pain shot up his leg, but it was bearable. 
He looked back and saw the bot was still coming.  The water cascaded over it—covering it, then exposing it—carbon fiber and steel surfaces glistening in the early morning sun.  The pace of the bot was steady—the river didn't seem to be slowing it down at all.
[image: image-placeholder]Lazy tendrils of smoke curled from the campfire.  A camp robber was perched on the side of a paper plate, nibbling at bits of leftover food.  As Adam limped into camp, the bird flew to a nearby tree.
"Mark, get up!" Adam kicked at his sleeping bag as he passed by.  
Mark stirred then turned over, blinking sleepily in the morning light. "What time is it?" He hoisted himself to his elbows then tumbled back onto the pillow, hands clapped to his eyes. "God, my head!"
"Get up!" Adam moved to Brad and Julie's tent, and shook it. "Brad, get up, man."
Behind him, Jess stepped out of their tent wrapped in one of Adam's flannel shirts, hair askew. "You okay, baby?"
Adam pushed his way past her into the tent for his pack. "There was a bot down by the river; we gotta find cover."
Jess stared at him, confused; her mind fogged with sleep. "You mean an animal or something?"
Adam shook his head as he emptied his pack onto the floor of the tent. "It was a bot. I've never seen one act like this."
Brad leaned out of his tent, clad only in his boxers, half asleep.  He stepped carefully over to Adam's tent, his bare feet tender on the forest floor. "What's going on?"
Adam grabbed his handgun from the pile and stepped out of the tent, pushing past Jess and Brad.  He looked toward the river, trying to see through the trees.
Brad saw the gun, instantly alert. "What is it?"
"A bot!" said Adam.
Brad glanced at Jess to see if she understood what he'd said. "A what?"
Julie called to Brad from inside the tent. "What's going on, baby? Come back to bed!"
Adam ran over to Brad's truck, looked through the window, saw the keys weren't in the ignition, and turned back to Brad. "Where are your keys?"
Just then, the bot stepped into view from the tree line.  It was covered in mud and river grass, water pouring from it in rivulets as the mechanics purged.
Brad stared, eyes wide. "What the hell is that!"
Adam saw the bot and shouted, "Where are the keys?"
Brad stepped forward, instinctively placing himself between Julie in his tent and the bot.  The bot stood at the edge of the camp, swiveling around as if taking inventory.
From inside the tent, Julie called again, "Baby, I'm cold. Come warm me up!"
Brad called out to Adam as he watched the bot, "Keys are on the dash."
Adam climbed into the truck and searched for the keys.
The bot moved into the campsite, its smooth carbon fiber surfaces glistening.  In a digitally synthesized voice, it spoke. "A mandatory curfew is in effect.  All citizens are required to return to their homes.  Compliance is mandatory.  Transport is en route to this location.  Please remain calm."
From across the camp, Brad's truck roared to life.  Adam revved the engine as he backed it up and turned toward the road.
The antenna on the back of the bot rose again as it had down by the river.  It emitted a low ebbing pulse, and the truck instantly died.
Brad moved forward, his tender feet forgotten, pissed, puffed up. "What the hell do you think you're doing?  You can't just walk in here and tell us what to do, damn it.  I mean, what gives you the right?"
Brad stepped aggressively toward the bot, looking around for a weapon as he moved.
"Brad," called out Adam from the truck. "Be careful!"
The bot turned to face Brad as he approached.  A compartment on the side of its forearm slid open to reveal a taser probe. 
Adam saw the probe from his position in the truck, could see a bad situation developing.  Bots could be extremely dangerous; everyone had heard the stories.  There were rules around their actions, but things didn't always go as planned. Also, bots could be hacked—there were those stories too. "That thing is armed," he yelled.
Brad stooped, picked up a log from the fire ring. "You better get the hell out of here," he said.
The bot regarded him with the unreadable detachment of a machine, hundreds of sensors reporting on every aspect of the confrontation, an advanced paralleled processing unit running variables, predicting outcomes.
Brad advanced, the log raised like a club. "I said get the hell out of here!"
The bot raised its arm and pointed the probe at Brad. "Compliance is mandatory. Stand down immediately, or you will be pacified."
Brad swung the log, the muscles in his back and shoulder pulled tight with the effort.  In a blur of movement, the bot deflected the swinging log while at the same time arming the probe.  
An arc of energy wrapped around Brad; he seized—every muscle and tendon stretched to the point of breaking—before he crashed to the ground, twitching, mouth gaping like a fish as he struggled for breath.  
"Brad!" Adam leaped from the truck, sprinted to his friend's side.
The bot stood watching them, the probe still raised. "Compliance is mandatory.  During the transition, there will be casualties."
An explosion rocked the camp, and the bot was tossed to the ground, a smoldering hole carved into its chest.
Mark sat upright in his sleeping bag, covers tossed aside, rifle clutched tightly in his hands.  He climbed nimbly to his feet, the rifle trained on the bot.
The bot lay still, a soft whir coming from its internal fans as it ran through a series of diagnostics.  It began to move after a moment, first sitting up and then pushing itself to its feet.  The barrel of a gun protruded from another compartment on the bot's forearm, replacing the probe.  In a whir of motion, the robot spun toward Mark in full attack mode.  
Mark was ready—he fired again, advancing while he pulled the trigger, fearless.  The blast shattered open the bot's chest area, exposing the mechanics beneath.  It fought to balance, but Mark fired another shot—point-blank this time.  The bullet ripped through metal, carbon fiber, and fiber optics, peeling the bot open like an exploded can of beer.  
Mark aimed his rifle again; “Nobody fucks with my friends." His final shot cratered the bot's head, sending it crashing to the ground.
The bot lay on the ground sparking and twitching, flames burning from its power pack, acrid smoke swirling around its ruined mechanical body.
The camp seemed still in the aftermath of the attack.  Birds called from the branches of distant trees, and a gentle breeze whispered through the clearing.
Julie stood in the flap of the tent, stared around in horror at the downed bot, and Brad lying on the ground. 
"Oh my God, Brad!" She ran to him, collapsed by his side, held his head in her hands.  His eyes fluttered open, focused on her face, before squeezing shut again. "What the hell happened?" he asked.
Julie wiped away bits of dirt stuck to his skin, smoothed his hair, tears flowing freely. "Are you okay?"
Brad struggled to sit up, blinking painfully in the bright morning light. “Feels like my head is gonna split open!”
Adam stood over the fallen bot, examining it.  He nudged the arm with his foot, rolled it over to expose the weapons compartment.  
"It hit you with some kind of taser, I think," he said. "It was like a bolt of lightning, though, must have been one hell of a charge!”  
He glanced over at Brad, noticed that every hair on his friend's body was sticking straight up. "You sure you're okay?"
Brad nodded. "What was that thing?"
Adam kneeled over the bot, studying it closely. "It's some kind of reconnaissance bot."  
He pushed around in the chest wound, fingering the shattered carbon fiber plate armor. "It's not heavily built.  This one was for long deployments.  My brother showed me bots similar to this at the base, but nothing this advanced.  Bots aren't cleared for autonomous combat; they're always deployed with a platoon."
"You sure you should be touching that thing?  Might still be charged up or something," said Brad.
Adam pushed the shoulder of the bot around so that it was facing Brad.  A unit designation was visible, and below was a flag.
Brad shook his head, trying to clear the fog. "It's one of ours?  That can't be right—it must be malfunctioning.  Maybe the military's running a training op or something?"
Adam shrugged. "No way; my brother would have known about it.  Besides, it said something about a transition." Adam stood and wiped his hands on his pants—the smell of electrical burn staining his fingers. "We better get back to town."
From behind Adam, Jess emerged from their tent, then stopped. "Mark, are you okay?"
Mark staggered, dropped his rifle into the dirt.  A dark red stain was spreading across his abdomen. "I don't know."
Adam ran to his friend, helped lower him to the ground.  He peeled up his blood-soaked shirt, saw the dark edges of a circular bullet wound in his side.  He pushed his hands hard against the wound, tried to stem the oozing blood.
"Jess, grab my pack!"
Jess stared in shock at the blood seeping through Adam's fingers.
Adam looked over his shoulder toward her. "Jess," he shouted, "I need my pack."
She ran to the tent and disappeared inside.
Brad stood unsteadily and staggered over. "Oh, shit."
"Damn thing must have gotten off a shot before Mark took it out," said Adam as blood pooled around his fingers. Mark's skin was pallid, his breath coming in short gasps.
Jess trotted over with Adam's pack, the contents from the tent floor stuffed hastily back inside, and she pulled it open. "What am I looking for?"
"There's a compress in the first aid kit."
Jess pulled open the kit and found the compress; she ripped open the package and handed it to Adam.  He pushed the compress hard to the wound despite Mark's howls. "Brad, push down here—hard."
Adam rummaged through his pack, found a roll of medical tape.  He worked quickly to secure the bandage.
Jess stood watching. "Will he be okay?"
Adam rolled Mark onto his side to look at his back; he didn't see an exit wound.
Mark seized with pain, gasping for breath.  
"He won't be if we don't get him to a hospital right away," said Adam. "The bullet's still in there."
The compress seemed to be working; the bandage's surface was still snowy white; no blood had yet leaked through.  Adam stabbed his friend in the shoulder with a single-use syringe.  Almost instantly, Mark relaxed, his eyes rolling back as his lids closed.
Brad, Julie, and Jess stood over Mark and watched as Adam worked.  They all looked terrified, stunned by what had just happened.
"He's field dressed.  I gave him some morphine, but I only had the one dose," said Adam as he looked up at his friends, specifically Julie, she being the one with a medical background. "He's in bad shape."
Behind them, smoke curled from the bot on the ground.  There was a sharp crack as an internal charge detonated with a shower of sparks and flames.
"Everybody get back!" shouted Adam.
Flames engulfed the bot as it burned down to the armored shell, leaving behind curled bits of carbon fiber and metal.




Chapter 11

Chemical smoke curled from a dozen small fires burning around the loading dock.  Small arms fire had knocked out the electricity, leaving the vast space in darkness; the smoky flames providing the only illumination.
A Marine sat propped against a stack of smoldering crates, his breath ragged.  He had several bullet wounds in his legs.  He’d taken a hit to his chest as well, but was wearing a bulletproof vest, thank God.
Archie poked at the wounds in his legs and saw the blood on his fingertips.  He tried to bend his knees to stand but gasped as pain ripped through him.  He relaxed, breathing heavily.  “Ah, shit,” he said to no one.  He chanced a glance around the side of the crates.  It was too dark to see much, but he could make out the lifeless forms of several men from his unit.
Archie checked his radio; coms were down.  Everything electrical was out—fried.  When the black shipping container had opened, that was one of the first things to happen.  The deck commander said it was some kind of an electromagnetic pulse, an EMP—whatever the hell that was.  Archie didn’t know much about technology—he was a grunt.  One thing he did know for sure—when that container opened, all hell broke loose.  
The container had arrived several days before, accompanied by a platoon of non-designated Special Forces soldiers.  They all assumed the soldiers were part of a clandestine branch of the military—no way a mercenary force would be allowed onto the base.  The container was self-contained, and sealed with heavy mechanical locks.  The quartermaster ordered it opened after the delivery team left, but it had proven impossible.  The whole unit was hardened, and there was a sixteen-digit encrypted electronic lock on the door.  Tech Ops said it would take a thousand years of brute-force attacks using the base’s supercluster to work through all the possible combinations.  
Archie had favored a crowbar, or better yet, some Semtex, but there hadn’t been any support for that.
So, there it had sat for the last several days—a black monolith taking up a good chunk of real estate in the central loading dock.
Then two hours ago, lights on the container had flashed red, and the doors opened.  The interior had been supercooled with liquid nitrogen, creating clouds of steam that obscured the contents.  What came out was nothing short of a nightmare—over two dozen heavily armed bots.  They were of an entirely new breed—nobody there had ever seen anything like them—fully armored, fully autonomous, with enough weaponry to start a small war—and they did.  
Archie and the rest of the warriors hadn’t stood much of a chance.
Once the power was out, chaos had ensued.  Through the smoky darkness, the bots came.  They were programmed to pacify, but it was apparent lethal force was just as much an option.  They emoted their mantra over and over as they advanced: “Compliance is mandatory.  During the transition, there will be casualties.” 
Archie hadn’t seen anyone taken prisoner; every man had fought hard—and was executed.  After three years on the base, these weren’t just people he passed in the hall; they were his family—he couldn’t think about that right now.  Somehow, he was alive, which meant he could still get on top of this, but he would need backup.  He clicked the radio on his belt; it was almost certainly dead, but he checked anyway.  If he couldn’t raise anyone, this was going to be a lot more complicated.
Archie chanced another look around the crate he was hiding behind.  The immediate area seemed to be clear, but he could hear the fight still going on in other parts of the base.  With the wounds in his legs, he wouldn’t be walking anytime soon—but he could crawl.  The loading dock was huge; it was at least a hundred yards to the nearest door.  Beyond that was a long hallway that led to the barracks.  He didn’t want to think about all the Marines who had been caught in their bunks, unarmed.
Archie pulled himself around the crate and began to crawl, one arm over the other, across the expanse of the dock.  Agony.  A trail of blood smeared behind him.  There were bodies everywhere, and the acrid smell of cordite and gun smoke was heavy in the air.  That soldiers would be slaughtered like this?  It was a tragedy.  Someone somewhere would pay—he’d make sure of that.
Ahead was the mechanic's pit.  If he could make it there, he could find a creeper—a sled the mechanics used to slide under the vehicles.  That would speed things up for sure.
An HMMWV sat perched on a heavy lift, the hood open and the engine partially lifted for service.  A creeper leaned against the heavy-lift, not ten feet away.  Archie pulled himself forward, arms slipping on the grease-coated floor.  He reached out and carefully brought the sled to the floor and heaved himself on, sweat pouring from every pore with the effort.  It was a hot time of year, and the fires burning from the fighting made it like an oven.  He paused to catch his breath, chanced a look around.  In the middle of the dock, a dozen yards away, he saw a bot.  
The bot worked its way methodically around a large stack of pallets, scanning, recording.  From this angle, Archie was fully exposed.  Any movement would draw its attention.  
Christ, where had that thing come from?  The dock had been empty; he was sure of it—well, not sure, it was a big space.  With all the smoke and fire, it was impossible to establish a full field of view, especially from his place on the floor.  His sidearm was empty; maybe he could get a gun off a body?  Not a body, damn it—a friend!  He’d have to wait till the bot shifted position and went to the other side of the stack of crates.  There was a man close by; he had a gun.  It was Rodger.  God, he had a son and a young wife!  Archie had seen the picture—his kid was tiny, and now he’d never know his father.  Not now.  There would be time; he would remember them all.
The bot had disappeared, must have moved around the crates.  Now was his chance.  Archie rolled forward, the metal casters of the crawler scraping across the concrete.  Carefully, he reached for the weapon and pulled it gently from the hands of his fallen friend.  He’d avenge Rodger; if it was the last thing he did, he’d make sure they paid.
Archie had the gun now; he wasn’t sure if it was loaded, and he didn’t dare charge the action—the sound would carry like a gunshot in the loading dock.
From behind Archie, by the HMMWV, he heard movement.  Cautiously, he turned to look.
A bot stood before the vehicle; its red eyes were staring down at him from the smoky darkness, glowing like burning coals.  “Compliance is mandatory.  During the transition, there will be casualties.” 
Archie jerked the gun upwards, but his speed was no match for the bot’s.  Their movements were difficult to track—they moved so fast, almost like they jerked between positions, the actual motions just a blur.  A shot caught him just below the ribcage.  In his prone position, the projectile ripped upward through his torso, ruining his insides.
In the final moments of his life, Archie felt more than saw the other bot from across the dock moving toward him.  The damn things communicated, not like pack hunters—far more advanced, like some kind of hive intelligence.  That was how they’d gotten the drop on the men. Every bot knew what all the other bots knew.  Hell, the damn things were probably aware he was there all along—they were toying with him.




Chapter 12

Adam looked around the group and saw panic in the faces of his friends.  
“We’ve gotta get Mark back to town,” he said as he walked over to Brad’s truck. “Let’s find whatever we can to make a stretcher.” 
Inside the truck, Adam tried the key again.  Still nothing. The vehicle was completely dead.  He ran over to Julie’s jeep and tried it—dead as well.  Back at Brad’s truck, he opened the hood and disconnected the battery.
Brad walked over. “What are you doing?”
 “Trying to reset the computer,” said Adam as he reconnected the battery.  “Try starting it again?”
Brad pulled himself behind the wheel, turned the key.
Nothing.
The truck wouldn’t even turn over—it was completely dead.
Adam shook his head.  “The electronics are fried.”
Brad peered around the hood from the driver's seat. “What does that mean?”
“It means the vehicles won’t be taking us back to town,” said Adam. 
Brad ran his hands over the steering wheel; he loved this truck.  “Well, can’t it be fixed?”
Adam shrugged. “Not out here.  The same thing happened to my phone down by the river when I first spotted the bot.  It blasted some kind of EMP and killed it when I tried to take a picture.”
Julie glanced up as she lashed a bundle of tent poles together. “EMP?”
“Electromagnetic pulse,” answered Adam.  “Basically, it fries the electronics, and since almost everything has electrical components,” he pointed to the cars, “when an EMP goes off, nothing within range of the charge works.”
Julie stood, watching Adam, and shook her head.  “How do you know about all of this stuff—EMP, field dressing, morphine!” Her voice was rising with panic.  “This bot,” she pointed to the burned-out shell on the ground, “and the cars won’t start—Mark’s been shot!”
Brad tried to comfort her, but she pushed him away.  “I want to know, Adam, how do you know all this stuff?”
Brad glanced at Adam.  “What does it matter?”
Julie cut him off, her voice shaking. “From him.  I want to know.”
“My father was in the military.”
Jess stood next to Adam; she knew he didn’t like to talk about this.
“We all know that,” said Julie.  “My Dad is a mechanic—it doesn’t mean I can fix a car!”
Adam shook his head. “He was Special Forces, all right?  He was deployed all over the world and saw a lot of awful shit.  He made sure Asher and I could take care of ourselves.”
Jess held Adam’s hand tightly.  He never talked about his father.  His father’s death made Adam an orphan and proved that the worst day of his life had not been when his mother died, but when both of his parents were gone, leaving him and his brother alone in the world.
Mark groaned deliriously as he rolled his head from side to side.  Jess knelt beside him, felt his forehead.  “He’s burning up.”
“Can we walk?” asked Brad.  “You and I can carry Mark?”
Adam shook his head. “It’s forty miles back to town. We’d never make it.”
“Well, you and Julie are the ones with medical training.  How about you guys stay with Mark, and I’ll go back.  I’d be a lot quicker on my own,” said Brad.
“None of us can stay here; what if there’s more of those things out here?”  said Adam.  “Besides, we have no idea what’s going on back in town.  For all we know, these damn things are everywhere—you guys heard it mention a curfew, right?  We gotta stick together.”
Brad threw his hands up in frustration. “I don’t know what to do then!”
Adam grabbed his pack and slung it over his shoulder.  “I have an idea.”  He looked at the girls.  “Can you get Mark ready to move?”  
The girls glanced at each other, then nodded.  
“Grab whatever you can carry; we may not be back up here,” said Adam as he stooped beside Mark.  He studied his friend’s face, his features calm as the morphine coursed through his veins.  “Hang in there, buddy.”
Adam stood, collected Mark’s rifle.  He jacked an empty shell from the chamber, then reloaded it from the ammo holder on the butt of the stock.  He swung the gun around with practiced ease, gripping it widely, the barrel pointed toward the ground.  
Brad watched him—he’d never liked guns, had never learned to handle them.
Adam started toward the beach—Brad followed.
They slowed as they came to the edge of the woods.  Adam pointed. “It was right over there.  I came out to take a leak, and the thing was just watching me.”
The river rushed before the boys, swollen with the snow runoff.
“How’d it get across?” asked Brad.
Adam moved out onto the shore.  “It just plowed into the river; the water didn’t slow it down a bit.”
Brad shook his head. “What if there’s more of those things out here?”
Adam shrugged as he picked his way carefully over the boulders.  There was nothing to be done—they’d fight back if they had to, run if they could. 
“You limping?”  asked Mark.
Adam continued, picking up his pace on the wet sand by the river’s edge, where the walking was more manageable.  “I twisted my ankle earlier.”
Brad fell silent as they walked.  He could tell it was hurting Adam like hell—the way he pulled his weight to the side every time he stepped and the sharp catches of breath.  How had things gone to shit so quickly?  Mark was shot; they had no way to get back to the city with the vehicles dead.  Wherever Adam was taking him, it had better be a way home—he’d gotten them into this mess in the first place, wanting to come way out into the mountains.  It would be one thing if it were just him, but Julie was here too, not to mention Jess.
[image: image-placeholder]Several hundred yards down the shore, Adam stopped to adjust his pack.  The curve of the shoreline had taken them beyond the sight of their camp.  Brad glanced around—they were indeed in the middle of nowhere.  Rugged terrain stretched in every direction, with no visible signs of civilization or other people anywhere.  There wasn’t even any garbage along the shoreline.  That was because nobody came up here.  It was too rugged and remote, and there were no services.  If you got hurt or stuck—as they were now, you were on your own to figure your way out of it.
“Where are we going anyway?”  asked Brad.  They’d been gone too long, the girls were back there by themselves, and of course, there was Mark.
Adam headed off again. “It’s not too far now, another quarter mile or so.”
“Ok, but where are we going?”
“Old man Croft—his place is up here,” said Adam.
Brad stopped.  “Isn’t that the crazy old guy you told me about?  The one the police were going to haul in but ended up leaving because his place was too remote and hard to get to?”
Adam called over his shoulder, “He’s harmless—so long as he recognizes me and doesn’t shoot us first.”
Brad hurried to catch up. “That’s comforting—sounds like a good friend.”
[image: image-placeholder]Another hundred yards down the beach, a rickety old fishing cabin sat perched along the shoreline.  It was raised several feet on rotting pylons to guard against runoff during spring.  The whole affair gave the impression it was held together with bootleg liquor and foul language.
“Stay close,” said Adam.  “He’s sighted on us for sure.  The last time I was up here was with my dad. Let’s hope he recognizes me.”
A shot echoed down the river from the fishing shack, and the sand several feet in front of Adam and Brad exploded in a fine spray, showering them with gritty particles.
Carefully, Adam laid the rifle on the ground, then stood, hands raised.  “Put your hands up,” he whispered fiercely to Brad.
Adam turned slowly, showing that he wasn’t armed.
A raspy old voice called out, “The other one too!”
Adam nodded to Brad, who turned slowly as well.
“It’s Adam Wesley, Mr. Croft,” called out Adam.
“Says you!”  came the reply.  “Adam Wesley’s a boy, besides he has better sense than to be up here without his daddy.”
Adam called back, “It is me, Mr. Croft, just been a while.  We used to come up here with my dad, and you took me and Asher fishing.  We caught that trout just past the big boulder on the other side of the river.”
The boys waited.  Adam wasn’t sure how Mr. Croft would take him being up here after all this time.  Croft and Adam’s father had been close, but that was a long time ago.
“Who’s that with ya?”
“He’s a friend from school. A group of us came up to camp for the weekend.  Mr. Croft, we need your help—we don’t have much time.”  Desperation played across Adam’s face.  He knew Mark was getting worse every moment they were out here.
The older man stepped from behind a large pine tree near the shack.  He lowered his rifle but kept a ready grip as he hobbled toward Adam and Brad, sizing them up.  When Croft was a few yards away, he stopped and peered at Adam through his thick glasses and shaggy hair that hung low over his brow.  “I guess boys do grow up.”  He hobbled the last few yards and crushed Adam in an awkward hug.  
Brad watched them, bewildered.  Was this the same guy who had just shot at them?  He was bat-shit crazy—Brad just hoped he could help them.
Croft hugged Adam tightly again.  “This boy’s the closest thing I got to a grandson.”  Croft held Adam at arm's length. “Been a lot of years, but he comes back.”
“I’m sorry it’s been so long, Mr. Croft.”  He hadn’t remembered the older man being so affectionate.
The old man squeezed his shoulder. “—heard about your old man.”  Croft steered them toward the porch of his cabin.  “What’s the trouble y’all got yourselves into?”
“One of our friends is hurt pretty bad,” said Adam.  “And the cars are dead, so we’re stranded up here.”
Croft looked at Adam with surprise.  “Can he walk, your friend?”
Adam shook his head. “He’s hurt too bad for that.  We could carry him, but we don’t have time—he’s shot.”
Croft stared hard at Adam and Brad.  “One of you-all do it?  Messing around with guns?  I’da thought you knew better, Adam, knowing your old man.”
“It was a bot—it attacked us.”
“A what?”  A bot was well outside old man Croft's frame of reference.
“Doesn’t matter,” said Adam.  “I patched him up the best I could, but he needs a hospital.”
“Only other way out’a here is the river—it’s running high, though.”
The old man steered them toward the edge of the shack.  Adam glanced at the churning white water as it boiled and crashed over the boulders in the river.  Perhaps this wasn’t such a good idea?
Croft pulled back a rotted canvas tarp, uncovered an old aluminum boat with a 2-stroke motor mounted to the back.  The engine was ancient but looked like it had been taken care of.
Croft saw Brad eyeing the boat skeptically. “It’ll float, don’t you worry—motor runs good too,” said Croft.
Adam was already stepping in.  He crouched over the motor, checking the fuel can, then opened the choke and pulled the starter.  The engine coughed to life, spewing clouds of black smoke.  Adam revved it a few times then shut it back off.
“Thank you, Mr. Croft. We’ll bring it back up to you,” said Adam as he gestured for Brad to get in.
Croft waved him off.  “You take care of that friend of yours—careful on the river!”
Adam pulled the starter again, then pushed on the choke—the motor settled into a loud purr, running smoothly.  “We will.  Thank you, Mr. Croft!”
Brad stepped in unsteadily.  The boat was decrepit but had thick aluminum sides and looked up to the challenge of navigating the river's swollen waters.  He held tightly to the sides as he settled onto a seat, uncomfortable in the rollicking waters.
Adam started to untie from the shore.  Mr. Croft thought of something and trotted off toward the cabin, calling over his shoulder, “Wait one sec!”
He came back carrying a small bottle of pills, and tossed them to Adam.
“Some pills I have for my back—should make the trip down more comfortable for your friend,” said Croft as he pushed the boat away from the shore and into the current with his boot on the prow.  
“Thanks!  Hold on, Brad.”  Adam opened up the throttle wide with a twist of his wrist on the tiller handle, and the motor dug into the waves, pushing the front of the boat up as they roared down the river.  Brad gripped the sides with white knuckles, his eyes wide.
Croft watched the craft till it disappeared around the bend.  The years had changed Adam—he wasn’t a boy anymore.  Croft felt bad as hell about Adam and his brother losing their father.  He knew it had hit them both hard, Adam especially.




Chapter 13

Adam steered the boat through the roaring current, searching the churning depths as he went.  With the river running so high, they were unlikely to bottom out on a sand bar or a boulder, but there was still plenty of floating debris.  Snagging on a branch or running into a submerged log would end their trip quickly.  It had been a heavy weather year in the mountains.  
Adam pulled the boat to the shoreline near the camp and killed the motor.  As he hopped out, he grabbed the bottle of pills Croft had given them, being sure to land carefully on his tender ankle.  He pointed to a rope in the prow of the boat.  “Find somewhere to tie off.  Better come up when you’re done; I’m sure we’ll have to carry Mark down.”
Brad watched his friend as he picked his way through the boulder-strewn shoreline.  He hadn’t realized until that very moment how reliant they all were on Adam up here.  Adam was a natural leader, always had been.  People were drawn to him, and it was something Brad resented.  It was like they were in an unspoken competition, but Brad seemed to be the only one playing.  Adam’s confidence came from having to be self-reliant after the loss of his parents.  Brad was captain of the football team, had a beautiful girl, and a good ride—why shouldn’t people look up to him?  Maybe they did, but not the way they did to Adam.
Brad found a log several yards up the rocky beach and tied off the boat.  He started up the trail to the camp but met the others as they were coming down.  Mark was upright, leaning heavily on Adam as they ambled to the beach.  He had a goofy grin on his face, and his head rolled lazily around his shoulders.
Brad hurried to them and pushed his shoulder under Mark's other arm.  
Adam was blowing hard with the effort.  “The bleeding stopped—I gave him some of those pills.  Let’s hope our luck holds; he’s in pretty good shape considering.”
The girls followed closely, each with a pack over each shoulder.
The group made it down to the boat.  Brad and Adam helped Mark in.  They put him in the middle and settled him on the floor using the packs for support.  Adam propped up his head, trying to get it off the bottom in case they took on water.
“We got pretty much everything except the coolers,” said Jess as she watched Adam secure Mark.
Julie took Brad’s hand as she stepped unsteadily into the boat and squeezed onto the front bench beside him.  “Are we all gonna fit?”  The boat was a decent size, but with five of them—one lying on the bottom, plus their gear—there wasn’t much room.
Adam helped get Jess settled, then moved to untie from the log.  “We don’t have any choice.”  She was right—the boat was too full for the river in this condition.  It would be a miracle if they made it down without flooding.
 Adam pushed the boat into the current, then hopped into the back.  The boat started to drift down the river, spinning, tipping side to side as the fast-moving current crashed against its sides.
The friends stared into the churning depths as they drifted from the shore.  Millions of gallons of water poured endlessly around them with unimaginable power.  If the boat went over, especially considering all the debris in the runoff, they’d be in trouble.
Jess watched as Adam fiddled with the motor, and she quietly asked, “You know what you’re doing, right, baby?”  She always assumed he knew what he was doing, but it didn’t often involve life or death circumstances.
Adam turned to her and saw the fear on her face—on all their faces.  “We’ll be fine.”  He hoped he looked more confident than he felt.  With a pull of the cord, the motor roared to life.  This time when he opened the throttle, the boat moved sluggishly forward, barely keeping pace with the current.  The motor was struggling with the extra weight in the boat, and they were riding low in the water—too low.
Adam piloted them out into the middle of the river, where it would be the deepest and, he hoped, the slowest moving.
Up ahead, things got choppy.  Everyone braced as the waves broke over the front of the boat, sending up sprays.  The river had swollen over the banks with snowmelt, and the water was freezing.
Several inches of water sloshed across the bottom of the boat from the latest dousing.  Adam steered hard to the port side, trying to miss a large boulder, but the side of the boat dipped into the churning current, and more water spilled over the side.
“Look in the packs, anything you can find to scoop water,” said Adam.  “We’re gonna swamp if we don’t get it out.”
Soon all the friends were bailing as fast as they could.  Adam checked on Mark.  His eyes were closed, but his chest was rising and falling with a regular rhythm.  Lying on the bottom of the boat in the freezing water would quickly drop his body temperature, but there was little they could do about that for the moment.
 A dozen miles downriver, they rounded a bend and saw a bridge ahead.  Adam had been on the lookout for the last couple of miles—he’d hoped they would see a car or truck crossing over and could flag them down.
As they slid beneath the bridge, they saw no one.  Brad turned in his seat to look at Adam, and flicked his eyes toward the bridge.  Adam shook his head, indicating he’d been thinking the same thing.
 “Isn’t that Habits Creek bridge?”  asked Julie.
Adam nodded. “Yep.”
“Well, we’re not that far from town then, right?”  she asked.
“The river shaves off some miles, but we still have a ways to go.  Also, when we go through the gorge, we’ll have to get out and pull the boat through.  It’ll be impassable this time of year with the current so high.”
Julie looked concerned. “What are we gonna do with Mark?”  she asked.  “He won’t be able to walk.”
Adam stared ahead as he piloted them around a swell in the river—water rushing over a submerged log.  “I’m working on it.”
Farther down, the banks to either side drew closer together, narrowing the river, and the current picked up considerably.
“We need to find a place to pull out,” Adam called over the motor.
Trees marched down to the water’s edge on either side.  Later in the year, there would be a shoreline with some beach, but with the water running high, it was all under water.
The river seethed with white caps as it rushed along, the banks becoming steeper and steeper.  
The boat pitched roughly, water splashing over the sides.
“We gotta get the water out of the boat, or we’ll swamp!”  shouted Adam.
Ahead, the river tumbled over a rock shelf several feet tall.  Adam turned the boat, trying to take them to shore, or to at least avoid the drop.  As they turned to the side, the boat pitched dangerously against the current and nearly swamped.  He yanked the motor back, turning the boat into the flow.
Adam shouted, “Grab onto something!”
Brad pointed to the shelf and yelled, “We can’t go over that!”
“Current’s too strong.  We’re going over!”
The girls grabbed at the sides of the boat, freezing fingers on wet aluminum, making it hard to grip.  
Brad braced on his knees at the front of the boat, paddle in hand.
As they headed toward the shelf, the boat scraped over the submerged rocks.  Adam tilted the engine out of the water to save the blades.  The boat dragged and water poured in, causing them to tip forward as they teetered over the edge of the shelf.  Adam lunged backward, trying to shift weight to keep them upright.
“We’re gonna tip!” shouted Brad as he tried to push them free with the paddle.
The boat went over the shelf with a terrifying scrape, crashing into the water on the other side.  
In the relative calm beyond the shelf, the group breathed a collective sigh of relief.  There was over a foot of water in the bottom of the boat, causing them to sit dangerously low in the river.  
At least they hadn’t tipped.
Jess pulled Mark onto her lap and turned his head to be sure he could breathe.  The others bailed furiously to lighten the boat.
Julie paused to rest her aching arms.  “I thought we were going over,” she said through tears.  “I thought we’d be smashed on the rocks.”
The roar of rushing water traveled back up the river towards the group.
“What is that?”
To either side, the river was compressed further by the canyon's slanting sides, creating a torrent of white water.
“It’s the gorge,” yelled Adam as he tilted the motor up and locked it down.  If anything caught or dragged this time, there would be no stopping them from going over.
“Adam, we gotta pull out!”  shouted Brad as he pointed downriver.
The boat rocketed into the mouth of the gorge, the rushing water impossible to navigate—they were along for the ride.
“Grab onto something!”
Ahead, a large boulder loomed into view, and they were heading right for it.  Brad braced himself, thrust the paddle forward to push them away from the rock.  The paddle ripped through his fingers and crashed into his chest, knocking the wind out of him before falling over the side.  The boat collided against the boulder with a rending crash and sent them spinning sideways.
The world became a swirl of mist and whitecaps, landscapes to either side blurring past.  The boat crashed against rocks and logs, spinning uncontrollably as they rode the rapids.
Through it all, the friends held on tightly, hands numb from the frigid water.  The boat swamped entirely, and most of their supplies tumbled overboard, but somehow, they stayed afloat.
Jess held tightly to Mark, trying desperately to keep his head above the water.  Adam wrapped himself around her, bracing to hold them in the boat.
Finally, they were through.  The gorge opened, the river stretching out to either side, the flow of water slowing considerably.
The friends slumped into the boat.  They were wet through and through and chilled to the bone, but they were alive.
Adam buried his face into Jess’s wet hair and kissed her.  “You okay?” he whispered.  She shuddered as tears flowed, but nodded she was.
“Everyone else—anything broken?”  he asked.
Brad coughed and gasped as he fought to catch his breath.  “That,” he said, “was the dumbest thing you’ve ever done.  Mark would have loved it!  He’ll be so pissed he slept through the whole thing.”
Everyone laughed as they started bailing water.  Adam tilted the motor back in and fiddled with the choke before giving the handle a pull.  It sputtered, then roared to life.  He turned them down river and opened up the throttle.




Chapter 14

Amira Fahmi stepped through the line at the security checkpoint as she headed home.  Most security guarded against someone coming in—the Corporation also checked everyone as they left.  Take no chances, protect the company against all possible threats, including theft—that was Travis’s philosophy.  It didn’t exactly inspire loyalty and goodwill amongst the employees.
Amira walked through the tinted glass doors at the front of the building, heading toward the subway station nearby.  Thick concrete pylons stood like sentinels around the perimeter.  Roving security details patrolled entrances and exits, and in every direction, Amira saw security cameras watching her.  She was sure all this had been there before, but the place was definitely on heightened alert since the start of things.  She’d been stopped twice on her way out of the building—that was new, and she was sure her traditional dress didn’t help much either.
Amira had been in front of her workstation for nearly thirty-six hours, working to oversee the first phase of deployment.  She was exhausted—beyond exhausted, really.  The world seemed to sway as she walked, movements smeared, sound raspy with echoes.   
Travis had installed her in a small office on the top floor near his.  Her desk wasn’t the only thing that had changed.  She had received a new badge and security rating, giving her access to almost everything as far as she could tell.  
It had been so busy; she hadn’t had time to process all that had happened.  The rollout was massive, spanning the entire country—tens of thousands of individual events that had to be coordinated and overseen.  AI was handling the bulk of the work, but Travis still insisted on a human touch.  That was where Amira came in.  Of course, there were many others doing the work as well, but Travis had appreciated her ruthless approach with the Pentagon situation and wanted her more involved.  To Amira, it wasn’t ruthless but efficient—pieces on a chessboard, thinking many moves ahead.  She chose the most straightforward and effective solutions she could in all situations.  The fact that people were on the other side of the blinking icons that filled her screen mattered little to her.  She hadn’t met them and most likely never would.  This detachment made her a brilliant programmer, but she knew it was also why she had no friends.  Her black and white view of the world was challenging to resolve in social situations.  Other people separated work from home—lived for the time off, especially at the Corporation.  For Amira, there was no division—it was all the same to her.  Problems, solutions—and the most direct route between the two.
Amira stepped onto a subway car, looked around for a seat, and found the car nearly empty.  Odd for this time of day, but of course, the curfew was in effect—what did she expect?
Several pairs of wary eyes followed as she made her way to a seat.  No matter how many years she lived here, no matter that she had been born in this country, Amira would always be an outsider as long as she chose to respect her heritage and dress traditionally in a hijab.
The subway car was plastered with graffiti, peeling posters, and a million stickers.  Video screens placed throughout the cars had long since burned out or been broken.  The floors were dark with dirt and grime, and trash was strewn everywhere.  The seats were filthy as well, but they were better than standing when you could find one.  Amira, like everyone else, had long ago stopped noticing the shabbiness of things around her—everything seemed to be in a state of decay.  The only place she knew with the shine of wealth was the Corporation.  There, money seemed to be of little concern.  Everything was the best, and there was plenty of it.
As the train bumped along, a mechanical voice called out approaching stops.  Amira lived near the heart of the city in the China Town district.  She had tried living in a Muslim community, but the men there often took her traditional attire as a sign of her submission and treated her poorly.  In China Town, she was as much an oddity as anyone else there and was accepted—or rather, people didn’t seem to care one way or another.  Also, the food was different and interesting.  Food was the one indulgence Amira allowed herself, and the closest thing she had to friends were the people who frequented some of her favorite restaurants.  Maybe she would order something tonight.
The mechanical voice announced her stop—she stepped exhaustedly off the train.
The ordinarily busy subway station was empty.  Trash blew around in the train wind, and the smudged and broken wall tiles glinted.  Amira quickly hurried up the steps out of the station; she found the lack of people unnerving and didn’t want to be caught out by herself.
The street was mostly deserted, the faint glow from the red- and gold-colored paper lanterns overhead washing everything in a warm light.  Amira walked quickly down the road, sticking to the shadows where possible.  She felt exposed and vulnerable on the empty sidewalks.  The usual crush of people provided a sense of security and anonymity.  Without the noise and confusion, every sound seemed amplified and bound to draw attention to her.
Outside one of her favorite restaurants, there was a commotion as several people were shoved roughly through the front doors.  A bot was behind them, pushing them forward.  The proprietor, Mr. Lee, shuffled with a cane, his wife beside him.
Mr. Lee stooped with age, his skin nearly transparent, and he was frail.  He had always been kind to Amira, seeing past her cagy nature and hijab to the young woman beneath.
Amira hurried forward, calling out, “Mr. Lee, are you okay?”
Mr. Lee waved her away. “Go home, Amira!”
The bot pushed the group forward again, and Mr. Lee fell.  Amira stooped to help him stand.  
“You are a good girl,” he said, “but you shouldn’t be here.”
Amira checked the older man over, made sure he had a firm grip on his cane.  “Are you hurt?”
The bot pushed forward again. “A curfew is in effect; compliance is mandatory.”
Amira turned to the bot.  It was a scout variety, lightly armored and armed.  These were the bots doing the bulk of the work in the cities.  She’d overseen the deployment of thousands of them, had watched their progress through their video feeds.  It was her first time being on the receiving end—they were intimidating as hell.
“These people are with me.”  She held out her ID.  The bot scanned it, then turned aside and headed in a different direction, looking for others to corral.
The others scattered as Mr. Lee leaned heavily against Amira while she helped him back into the restaurant.  Mrs. Lee walked in front, moving chairs aside and leading them through to the kitchen, where she opened a door to a narrow set of stairs near the back.  Amira knew the old couple lived above, but of course, had never been invited up.  She helped Mr. Lee navigate the stairs—he was far too old to be climbing, she thought, but it was the plight of most people these days.  One had to make the best of their situation; there was often little chance of changing it.  The Lees were better off than most.  The restaurant had been in their family for generations, and somehow, they had managed to hold onto it despite the downturn.  Amira knew it wasn’t because of their business savvy; she was pretty sure they gave away as much food as they sold.
Upstairs, the apartment was shabby, made up of old furnishings, tattered rugs, and drapes.  Mrs. Lee flitted around, embarrassed, trying to tidy the clutter.
“We don’t have many visitors up here,” she said.
Mr. Lee slumped into an old wooden chair with threadbare cushions.  He carefully leaned his cane against a table beside him stacked high with Mandarin newspapers turned to the crossword section.
The older man fixed Amira with a kind smile.  “Thank you for your help, Amira.”
She smiled back; Mr. Lee must have been handsome in his youth—even the wrinkles and sagging skin couldn’t hide that.
Mrs. Lee hovered over a small stove, placing on a pot of water.  “Please have tea with us, Amira.”
Amira could feel the fatigue settling into her bones, her eyes heavy, and her head buzzing.  “Thank you, another time, perhaps.”  She glanced around.  “Will you be all right here?”
Mr. Lee patted her hand. His skin felt like warm putty.  “We’ll be fine, child.  You must be very important for them to listen to you.”
“It’s just my work—they gave me a badge.” How could she explain?
Mr. Lee nodded as he tried to understand.  “Ah!  Your work.”
“At the Corporation—I’ve been promoted,” stammered Amira.  She had never tried to justify her work to anyone before, had never cared what someone might think.
Mr. Lee’s kind features held no accusations, just confusion.
Amira turned for the door.  Her work was just something she did; it wasn’t who she was.  How could she explain that?
Mrs. Lee came over to Amira, her movements unsteady, and pressed a small bundle of food into her hands.  “Be well, my child.”




Chapter 15

President Forester said his goodnights to the staff as he entered the residence.  As president, he was never really off the clock, but when the residence doors were closed, there had better be one hell of a problem to disturb him.  The last two days had been the most protracted and stressful of his presidency, and that was saying something considering the times during which he presided.
Forester shed his jacket, loosened his tie.  He poured himself a tall bourbon then settled down on a couch beside one of the big arched windows in the residence.  Outside, the final rays of light lanced through the darkening sky, turning wisps of clouds into glowing smears of fire.  Below, the streets were mostly empty save the several dozen bots on patrol.  The typical flow of taillights was absent, as were the streams of people normally on the sidewalks at this time of day.  The stoplights were continuing to direct non-existent traffic, giving the whole scene an eerie, apocalyptic feeling.
The curfew had been far more effective than Forester had imagined it would be.  Secretly, he'd worried this would be just another failed attempt to rein in the country's steadily deteriorating state.  The curfew was just the first step, but if all this worked—truly worked, it would give the country a clean slate from which to start anew.  
If people felt safe, felt secure, business would start again, people would go back to work.  The money would flow, and the economy could start the long climb back from the brink of disaster.  Public works would be possible; cities could be cleaned up, and long-term growth would rise.  If people could believe in the country again, they could save it.  All the pieces were there if he could bring them together—the strings of kites blowing in a storm.  
Forester initially had been wary of Travis—an industrial tycoon with just the right answer at the most crucial moment.  Of course, it had meant temporarily giving over power and authority, things the Congress, military—virtually everyone in his government had fought against handing over.  But they were all too entrenched, too married with the old ways, and the current methods of doing things.  No one was interested in change; it was all about making it through the next election cycle.  What they failed to see was that the country was taking its last breaths.  They were living through the final generation—if something drastic were not done, there wouldn't be another election because there wouldn't be a country to lead.  
Not everyone shared his dire assessment; somehow, they found hope.  The president knew they were delusional.  It was his responsibility to see things as they were and to act accordingly.  The country, the world, counted on it even if they fought him every step of the way.
Forester felt isolated, a position in which every leader eventually found them self, he thought.  He loved this country and believed it was worth saving—he would do what was necessary to give the people another chance, another opportunity to reimagine this great nation.
A knock sounded on the door.  The head butler, Mrs. Ailes, entered with his dinner.  It wasn't customary for her to bring the food, but much of the help was gone now.  The senior staff worked hard to maintain the rules of etiquette within the White House, but they were running with minimal crew since the start of the curfew.  It was just as well, thought the president; people should be with their families during times like this.
The president directed Mrs. Ailes to set the tray down on the coffee table by the couch.  He had taken to eating dinner in front of the TV since the passing of his wife.  After the chaos of the day, it was too quiet in the evenings by himself in the residence.  His wife had insisted they take their meals in the dining room, had tried to maintain some consistency and normalcy in their life—now that she was gone—well, he tried not to dwell on that.
Forester stood, walked over to the drink cart, set down his bourbon glass, and mixed himself a martini.
"Can I offer you a nightcap, Mrs. Ailes?"
The old lady straightened and smiled as she finished laying out his meal. "Oh no, Sir, much still to do with the short staff and all.  Thank you."
"Thank you for your service, Mrs. Ailes; I can always count on you!"
"It's my job, Sir; we all have our role to play." With the table arranged, Mrs. Ailes gave the room a quick once-over.  It was immaculate, everything organized and in its place—she'd seen to it herself.  It would be a challenge to maintain the usual standards now, but somehow, they'd manage. "Will that be all, Sir?"
Forester took a sip of his drink, tasted the clean sweet savor of lemon oil, felt the flakes of ice on his tongue.  This wouldn't be the last one of these tonight, he thought. "I'm all set, thank you." He pondered what she had said, “Our roles to play.”  As president, he had many roles: Leader, Executive, Diplomat.  How would he be seen this time?
Forester clicked on the TV as he cut into his steak and surfed through channels until he found a 24-hour news feed.  The job might be challenging, but at least the food was good—though he did feel guilty dining on such elegant fare when many people in the country were barely making ends meet, or were going hungry altogether. 
The images Forester saw on the TV screen were dramatic.  Bots marched the streets in roving patrols, herding people before them.  Fires were burning, and looters were everywhere.  Ash and thick smoke drifted through the air like filthy flakes of snow.  The president dropped his fork, grabbed for the remote.  The images on the other channels were all the same.
This couldn't be, thought the president. He'd received constant updates in the war room as things rolled out—these weren't the images he'd been shown over the last forty-eight hours by Travis's staff and senior advisors.  Had they deceived him, curating the information he was shown to guide his response?  He caught the tail end of a special report detailing how a female reporter had been pacified and arrested.  Gruesome images showed her being tasered to the ground and cuffed before being bodily tossed onto a detention bus.  The cameraman found a similar fate.  As he crashed to the ground, the camera landed on its side, close up on his face.  Viewers were treated to a visceral feed of what it was like to be tasered up close—rolling eyes, crushing teeth, spit and drool pouring from his mouth, screams of panic and pain.
All the channels showed similar situations—people were terrified, running for their lives. 'What the hell is going on?' thought the president; this was not a peaceful transition with pockets of resistance.  That was the plan he had agreed to—the plan he had ordered into motion and had been reviewing through briefings over the last two days.  This was martial law and complete disregard for the citizens of the country—cities burning, people brutalized?  How could this have all gone so wrong?  Computer simulations had been run—social engineering models, predictive behavioral analysis, every variable accounted for.  Forester had seen the data himself, and the results were conclusive—given a sufficient show of overwhelming force, resistance would be minimal, compliance the only acceptable alternative to the inevitable violence that would come from stepping out of line.  If there was a possible fly in the ointment, it could only be with the models themselves—if the data sets were skewed, incomplete—failed to recognize the inherent unpredictability of the human spirit, they could produce wildly inaccurate results.  Of course, all of this had been discussed; assurances had been given.  Considering the imagery he was seeing, Forester could see it had all been a sideshow to distract him from the real mission.  A nationwide coup, starting at the top and working through every layer of society—the subjugation of the entire country.  And he, President Forester, had been the key to pulling the whole thing off.  Without his complete support, his ability and willingness to remove obstacles, people, this could never have happened.
Forester drained his glass before reaching for the phone.  The operator answered, "Good evening, Sir, how may I be of assistance?"
"Get me Travis." He continued channel surfing as he waited to be connected.  The images were awful and graphic, things you would expect to see in some distant third world shit hole, not on the streets of this great and proud country.  
"Mr. President?" The monotone voice of Travis came over the line.
"What the hell is going on?  The images on the TV!"  Forester's speech was beginning to slur.  It felt like days since he'd had a substantial meal; the alcohol was hitting him like a ton of bricks.
"Well, I'm not sure, Sir—"
The president cut him off. "It's on every channel—cities are burning, people are being herded like cattle.  This was supposed to be a peaceful transition."
"We have experienced more resistance than anticipated, Sir, but rest assured we have it all in hand.  There is more than enough of a presence to bring the situation under control."
The president hopped to his feet, furious. "The simulations we ran—was that all bullshit?  I want this stopped immediately, do you hear me?  Immediately!"
[image: image-placeholder]Travis sat in the massive conference hall alone, the holographic table blazing before him.  He sipped at a glass of sparkling mineral water, sourced from the glaciers on Mount Fuji—rare and pure. He'd long ago given up alcohol, favoring a lucid mind.  Complete control required a total presence of mind.  Even now, he could hear the alcohol pulsing through the president's veins, dulling his responses, slowing his cognitive processes.  Hell, even his speech was slurred—pathetic!
"Sir, as you may recall, until the transition is complete, things are on a bit of an autopilot, I'm afraid."
The dimensional imagery on the table slid from city to city, detailing the movements of the bots.  Statistics floated over the flashing red icons—numbers of detainees, casualties, percentage of compliance, estimated timelines.  It was all going perfectly, thought Travis, precisely as their models had predicted—not the simulations he'd shared with the president, of course.  If anything, they were a bit ahead of schedule.  It was difficult for algorithms to model fear, and it was turning out to be a great pacifier.
"This is unacceptable, Travis!  You understand when this is all over, it will be these people who put things back together—who rebuild this country.  We can't treat them like animals!"
"Sir, you asked for a transformation, and that is what I am giving you.  This is a rebirth, not a rehabilitation; we shall build anew—the proverbial Phoenix from the ashes!  And whoever is left when the dust settles will have to decide what role they will play—each of us will."
"Don't you threaten me, you son of a bitch," growled the president over the phone. "I am still the president, and I order you to stop this immediately."
Travis waved his hand over the map.  It slid sideways and registered upon the capital city.  
"Sir, I would appreciate your continued support, but strictly speaking, it is not necessary."
The silence from the other side of the line was telling.
With a few additional gestures, red icons started moving toward the Capitol Building.
Travis settled back into his chair as he watched, and took a sip of his water. "Do you know why I chose to stay in the private sector?" he asked. "Civilians aren't governed by military purview.  The only way the military can actively police citizenry of a country is through the declaration of martial law. Of course, that would require a standing military, not to mention government.  You could ask Congress to declare a state of war and then issue an executive order, I suppose, but again there's the matter of enforcement.  You must trust my Corporation and me—as you already have, with the future of this country.  If I may say, Sir, you are in good hands.  We are quite prepared to do what is necessary."
[image: image-placeholder]The president stumbled backward, sat heavily onto the couch.  His hands were numb, his whole body tingling—his vision swam as if he were dreaming, trapped in a nightmare from which he could not wake.
"God, what have you done?"
From the phone receiver, Travis responded, "It would be more accurate to ask, 'What have we done?’  As president, you have had a hand in planning this every step of the way—now is not the time for a change of heart.  Great change, great progress demands a price.  Might I suggest you avoid the news if you don't have the stomach for it?" The line went dead.
Forester stared blankly ahead, his anger giving way to a deep sense of fear and the sickening realization that everyone around him had been right with all their warnings, their misgivings.  Even now, in the earliest stages of the transition, the cost in human life was unimaginable.  For the president, it had started with Hank Murphy, perhaps his oldest friend, and possibly the one man who could have kept all this in check.
Travis was an invading superpower, and Forester had opened the doors and welcomed him.  If there was one ounce of comfort to be found, it was that Forester's wife was no longer alive to bear witness to this epic misstep.  A stumble, which left uncorrected, would bring about the downfall of the greatest nation on Earth.




Chapter 16

The golden magic hour glow was fading as Adam and his friends navigated around the last bend of the river.  The city buildings stood in silhouette in the fading light, their usually bright lights dark, adding to the strangeness of the situation.  
The current was gentle in this section of the river as Adam killed the motor and let the boat drift toward the shore.
Everyone was battered, bruised, and soaked to the bone—but despite the odds, they had made it.  Mark was beginning to groan and mumble incoherently, and he was burning up.  Adam had wanted to give him a pill but wasn't sure of the dosages.  An overdose in his condition would be bad—Julie had recommended they wait until he was alert and could ask for it.  She had offered a steady hand with Mark on their way down the river.  Adam knew how to deal with emergencies from his father, but Julie had actual experience.  Even if it was just in a nursing home, it was more than the rest of them.
As the boat bumped against the shoreline, Brad stepped out, bowline in hand, and pulled them up onto the wet sand.
A bridge stretched overhead, spanning the wide river.  No vehicles had crossed since they had approached—that definitely wasn't normal.  This close to town, traffic was usually heavy at this time of night.
Adam sat in the back of the boat, holding it steady while the others unloaded.  He looked around, searched for any signs of movement—any signs of life at all.
Jess struggled to push a comatose Mark into a sitting position; Adam reached around to help her.
"It's kinda quiet," said Jess, looking toward the darkened city.
"Yeah," said Adam. "Too quiet."
Together they got Mark up.  Brad and Julie waded into the water next to the boat and helped lift him to his feet. Mark's head rolled, and he moaned.  He wasn't supporting much of his own weight.
Brad had his hands under Mark's arms, and dragged him over the side of the boat, and up onto the beach where he could lay him down. "He's pretty out of it; we're gonna have to carry him."
Adam offered a hand to Jess as she stepped from the boat. "What if there's more of those things in town—it's too quiet."
Adam grabbed their few remaining items from the boat and tossed them onto the beach.
Mark groaned, his breathing increased, sweat beading on his forehead.
"You think we should give him one of those pills?" asked Julie as she knelt beside him, her hand on his brow. "He's burning up."
Adam looked at the bottle of pills Croft had given him. "I want to—I don't even know what these are."
Mark seized, then settled down, sliding back into a drugged sleep.
Jess glanced worriedly at Mark. "What are we going to do?"
"We stick to the plan," said Adam. "We get Mark to the hospital.  We keep to cover as much as we can and stay out of sight.  We lost most of the ammo for Mark's rifle on the river so—"
"Maybe we can find something along the way," offered Brad. "I think we pass the sporting goods store the block before the hospital."
Julie looked toward the town, the eerie quiet unnerving. "If there are more of those things, shooting a gun, especially when it's so quiet—"
Brad looked doubtful. "We have to defend ourselves."
"She's right," said Adam. "It's a last resort.  I feel like we got lucky with the last one."
"You think Mark feels lucky?"
Adam glared at Brad—the guy could be a real pain in the ass.
"And what about after the hospital?" asked Brad. "I need to get back to my family."
"We all do," said Adam. "We can split up once we get Mark taken care of."
[image: image-placeholder]The crew stepped from under the bridge and hurried across the street to a row of buildings.  After a few yards, Brad and Adam got the feel of carrying Mark between their shoulders—he was awkward and heavy, but it was doable.  Julie and Jess took up positions to the front and rear, checking as they went to be sure the path was clear and that they hadn't been spotted.
They worked their way several blocks up toward the heart of the city and the hospital.  Adam steered them across the street to a hardware store nestled in the shadows.  The old store's worn facade looked shabby among the larger, more modern office buildings surrounding it.  For the locals in the neighborhood, it was a staple.  Adam and his brother had come here with their father for as long as he could remember, so it was a natural fit for him when he needed an after-school job—he was practically family anyway.
Brad and Adam set Mark down, their arms and shoulders aching from the heavy load.  Brad slumped against the front window, rubbed at his muscles, and flexed his fingers to regain feeling.  Adam glanced past the closed sign hanging on the inside of the glass front door.  The place was empty, there were no people in the aisles, and the lights were out—very unusual for the store.  Mr. Gunter, Adam's boss and the proprietor, made it a point to be open in the evenings so they could catch people on their way home.  The man was proud of his store and did his best to keep the shelves stocked even though the merchandise was getting nearly impossible to source these days.
"You know…." Brad glanced up and down the street. "We haven't seen a single person since we got to town."
Adam shrugged off his pack. "I noticed that," he said as he dug around inside and came up with a ring of keys.  He unlocked the front door and waved his friends inside while he hurried to disarm the alarm.  The panel was dark.  Of course it was, just like every other electrical thing, thought Adam.
As he returned to the group, he dropped suddenly behind a display, hiding from the front windows.  He waved anxiously for the others to follow suit—they all dropped low, finding things to hide behind.
A bot was making its way down the street, its head on a constant swivel as it scanned the buildings around it.  This bot was heavier built than the one they'd encountered in the woods, wrapped in thick plates of carbon weave armor, and it stood a foot taller.  Adam could see it was holding some kind of weapon in its hands—it was hard to tell from this distance if it was lethal.  This must be an enforcer bot, he thought.
Across the way, a door opened, and a panicked woman ran into the street.  She yelled hysterically as she approached the bot.  It was difficult to hear clearly from their position inside the store, but it sounded like she needed help.
“What is she doing?” whispered Jess desperately.
The bot spun toward the woman and advanced on her. "There is a curfew in effect.  All citizens are required to proceed to relief centers and await further instructions."  
The bot's mechanical voice boomed, loud and clear, easily heard by the friends.
Adam did a quick check, made sure everyone was behind cover.
Out on the street, the situation was escalating.  The woman danced around, her hands waving as she screamed, "We need help!  My husband collapsed, it's his heart!  All the lines are down, I can't call anyone.  Please help us!"
The bot's industrial mechanical features were indifferent as it scanned the woman's face with a gridded blue light. "A curfew is in effect.  Compliance is mandatory."
"Listen to me, damn it!" shouted the woman. "We need help, please!"
Inside the store, Jess turned to Adam. "We have to do something!"
Adam shook his head.
Outside, the bot trained its weapon on the woman.  Seeing it, the woman panicked and backpedaled quickly towards the door, hands raised. "Please, we just need—"
The bot fired a bolt of electricity from the weapon, and the woman crumpled to the ground.
Jess was hyperventilating. "Oh, my God!"
Brad rose a little from his cover, unable to keep still in his agitation. "Holy shit!  That thing attacked her!"
Adam put his hand on Brad's shoulder, pushed him back down. "It just stunned her; she'll be all right."
Julie hugged Jess close, then held her at arm's length and smoothed the hair from her sweaty face. "It's okay, look at me. It's going to be okay!"
Jess struggled to control her panic. "No, it's not—that poor woman!  We have to help her."
"You have to calm down," whispered Julie urgently. "You know what can happen when you get excited—just breathe with me."
Jess watched Julie with wild eyes, trying to follow her steady breathing.
On the street, several more bots came onto the scene.  A smaller built model picked the woman up and headed off down the road.  The other bots formed a perimeter around the building, blocking off the street.  The enforcer bot entered the woman's building.
The friends huddled together, chancing glances out at the street, desperate to stay hidden, torn by their need to help.
"What are we gonna do?  We can't let them take anyone else," said Brad.
Adam could see the panic beginning to rise again. "Listen to me—we can't get involved. We have our own situation to deal with."
"We can't just do nothing!" hissed Brad.
"What are we gonna do?" Adam shot back, frustrated. "There's four of us; we're unarmed.  And what about Mark?  If we don't get him to the hospital—" They didn't have time for this; they needed to be on the same page and working together.
The fight went out of Brad—it was apparent there was nothing they could do for the woman, but it wasn't right.  How could they stand by and watch this happen?
Adam looked at Brad, could see the conflict coursing through him. "You know we can't do anything, right?"
The bot inside the building was coming back out, the limp body of a man draped over its arms.
Brad tore his eyes from the terrible sight. "Yeah—I know."
"We're only a couple of blocks from the hospital.  We just gotta hold it together a little longer."
Jess's breathing had returned to normal, and she'd managed to push back the panic with Julie's help—at least for now.  There seemed to be even more bots now—they were gathering like vultures to a kill. "The hospital might as well be on the other side of the city.  We can't go back out there."
"I don't think we'll have to." Adam pushed his shoulder under Mark's arm, and Brad followed suit. "I have an idea—try to stay low."
Adam guided the group down several aisles toward the back of the store.  Julie hurried forward and held open the large double doors that led out onto the loading dock.  As the last of his friends rushed through, Adam inserted the key he'd used at the store's front into the deadbolt lock and secured the door.  It was more from muscle memory than a sense of propriety, but he still felt a surge of pride knowing that Mr. Gunter would be proud of him for remembering to lock up despite everything that was going on.
They moved as quickly as they could across the large space, Adam and Brad struggling with the weight of their friend.  Adam gestured to a broad set of stairs leading down into the darkness.
Brad looked at the steep concrete steps. "Aren't we going out the back?"
Adam urged him forward toward the stairs. "There's another way, and it'll keep us out of sight—it should be safe."
Julie tried a bank of light switches at the top of the stairs.  Nothing, all the power was out in the building—as it was everywhere else.
Adam and Brad set Mark down at the top of the stairs.  He stirred, his eyes flickering open as he wrenched forward, and a loud groan issued forth; he looked wildly about, panicked.
Adam knelt by his side, held his hand tightly. "Mark—hey buddy, we're almost to the hospital."
Mark looked at Adam but didn't see him through the pain.  He grabbed at his abdomen, trying to dig his fingers through the bandages.  Adam pulled Mark’s hands away, fought against his friend's manic strength.
Jess knelt beside Adam and tried to help hold Mark's hands. "What's wrong with him?"
"He's in shock," said Adam. "He woke with pain—we gotta get him more meds." He dug in his pocket for the bottle of pills.
Mark was really thrashing now, his screams echoing around the loading dock.  Brad stood by the side, at once terrified of his friend's pain and that the bots would hear.
Jess was fighting a losing battle.  The pain had given Mark superhuman strength. "Brad, help her!" called Adam.
Mark started kicking around—Julie threw herself across his legs, taking a few kicks to her side and face in the process.
Brad fought to hold Mark's arms down. "Whatever you’re gonna do, now's the time!"
Adam forced his fingers into Mark's mouth, prying his gnashing teeth apart as he pushed a pill in.
The medicine seemed to have an almost instant effect as it dissolved.  The fight went out of Mark; he slumped to the ground, his breath settling as his head lolled to the side.
Julie rolled to a sitting position and cradled her hand to her nose. "I wonder what that stuff is."
Adam shook the bottle; there were a dozen pills left. "No idea—hopefully, we won't have to use any more."
  Adam watched Julie run her hand over Mark's mouth and nose, feeling for air movement. "You all right?" he asked.
Julie nodded as she leaned her head back and pinched the bridge of her nose. "Just a bloody nose."
Adam stood and glanced around. "I'll be right back."
To the side of the loading dock was a small office.  Against the wall was a desk with a computer and a cabinet lined with hooks, keys hanging from them.  Adam ran his fingers over the keys, then pulled one down with a dirty piece of yellow tape wrapped around the base.  There were also some flashlights stacked on a bank of chargers.  He grabbed several and flicked the switch of one of them to test it.  The white light of the LED bulb shone brightly.
Adam ran back to the group.  Brad was at the other side of the loading dock, where they had entered, now listening at the door.  Adam turned one of the flashlights on and off to get his attention. 
Brad sprinted back out of breath. "I could hear them at the front of the store. I think they're looking for a way in—they must have heard us!"
Adam glanced at the door as he stooped to pick up Mark. "Were they inside?"
Brad helped lift him to his feet, pushed his shoulder underarm, and heaved with a grunt. "I don't think so, but I could hear breaking glass."
"Mr. Gunter’s going to be pissed if they do anything to this place—he loves this store." Adam adjusted Mark, settling him as well as he could between him and Brad. "We have to be as quiet as we can."
Mark's head rolled to the side; his eyes peeled back to show the whites.  His breathing was shallow but steady.  Adam and Julie exchanged a glance.  Whatever those pills were, they were really strong. 
Adam and Brad started down the steps, careful of their footing as they went.  Julie led the way, lighting the stairs with one of the flashlights.  Jess took up the rear, keeping an eye on the store's door and the rest of the loading dock.
At the bottom of the steps was a short hallway leading to another set of double doors.  Jess took the key with yellow tape from Adam, hurried forward, and fitted it into the deadbolt.  She turned the key, and the lock opened with a thunk.  The door swung wide to reveal a long, dark corridor that stretched well beyond the light of their flashlights.
When they were through, Jess locked the door quietly behind them.  She pressed her ear to the door—the sounds of the bots seemed to be getting louder.
 "I think they're in the store," she whispered after the others.
Adam hurried them forward down the passageway.  The space itself was relatively well-kept.  There were bits of junk stacked around—abandoned legs of scaffolding, stacks of old folding chairs, but the area was mostly clear. Massive runs of cable, piping, and ducting covered the ceiling above them.
After fifty yards, they came to a junction.  Another set of stairs rose before them, and the passageway continued to either side.  There was a map on the wall beside the stairs.  Julie studied it, trying to figure out where they were.
"We go left," said Adam.
Julie traced her finger along the map. "Looks like the hospital is just up ahead if I'm reading this right."
They moved forward.  Jess held back, listening for any sounds coming from back up the tunnel where they'd just been.  Nothing.  Maybe the bots hadn't followed them after all.
Brad breathed heavily, his arms burning with fatigue as he adjusted Mark on his shoulder. "What is this place?"
"Service tunnels," answered Adam. "Mr. Gunter told me the Chinese workmen dug them back in the 1800s when they were building the railroads.  Now the tunnels are mostly used for service access."
Brad slowed and tried to catch his breath. "How have we never heard of them?"
Adam shrugged, eager to move on. "It's not a secret—lots of buildings are connected.  The tunnels run all through downtown. We use them to move stock when the streets are jammed up—plus, it's where all the utilities are."
Julie pushed on while Brad and Adam caught their breath.  Another dozen yards ahead, a ladder stretched up the side of the passageway to an access panel overhead.  Julie crawled up the ladder and shined her light onto the panel, the word “Hospital” embossed in the middle.
The others caught up below.
"This is it," Julie called down. "The panel says Hospital."
Adam looked back the way they had come.  He traced over their path with his eyes as he tried to imagine the street overhead. "This looks right."
Brad watched Julie twelve feet above on the ladder. "How the hell are we gonna get Mark up that ladder?"




Chapter 17

Mist greeted the evening as a light rain fell, the brightly lit hospital entrance reflecting in the wet asphalt, the word "Emergency" framed in large neon letters over the doorway.  Somehow, the hospital still seemed to have power despite every building and streetlamp around it being dark.
Several heavy bots patrolled around the entrance, their bright LED lights illuminating the surrounding area in stark contrast.  
The large automatic doors at the emergency room entrance scrolled open, and a woman stepped into the night air—Dr. Emery.  She wore blood-stained paper scrubs and a bonnet, which she pulled off and tossed toward a nearby garbage can.  She ran her hands through her hair and rubbed at her eyes.  She was into her fortieth hour this shift—she hadn't been this exhausted since rotations in the last year of med school. She'd never seen so many wounded.  It had been like living a nightmare—or worse, a war zone.  First one ambulance, then another—an endless stream, lined up around the block and down the street—swirling lights in the burning sun.  The drivers and paramedics would drop off their charges as quickly as they could before rushing back out to the seemingly endless stream of calls.  Then all the vehicles had lost power, becoming stranded in the line. They'd heard about the power going down all over the city—vehicles too, so it wasn't a surprise.  Things had slowed down somewhat after that, which was a relief, but Dr. Emery knew it wasn't for lack of need—the wounded just didn't have a ride anymore. 
The hospital still had power, thank God—they were running off the backup.  
There were several massive generators stashed underground.  Dr. Emery was on the board of the hospital.  She remembered the fight with the surrounding neighborhood—no one had wanted the generators out in the parking lot where they would typically be placed.  So, at terrific expense, they had been relocated underground, beneath the parking lot.  It seemed like that had saved them.  Whatever was killing the power hadn't made it below ground yet.
Inside, the hallways were full of gurneys, every available surface becoming a triage operation site.  Hell, she'd stitched some poor guy’s severed arm up with the hope he'd make it to surgery—on the changing table in the women’s bathroom.  Sanitation was a joke; bleach from the janitor's closets splashed around then wiped down with handfuls of paper towels.
The stories they heard were horrific.  Bots were enforcing the curfew, and nobody was spared.  Panic spread like wildfire—people running each other down with cars, gunfire, fistfights, robbery, and looting.  Blackouts spread through the city.  Entire blocks dropped out and never came back on.
As bad as all that was, the encounters with the bots were worse.  Stun weapons were the first line of offense, but more lethal forms of repression were used when those failed to control the masses:  blunt force trauma, projectile weapons—any means necessary.  It had been a blood bath.  No human—armed or otherwise, could stand up to a heavy bot.  With no apparent limits on their confrontation programming, the bots ripped through people like cabbage leaves in a garbage disposal.  One man she'd treated with a crushed thorax and lacerated face said he'd rammed a bot with his taxicab.  The bot stopped the car like a steel pylon and sent the man flying into a losing battle with the steering wheel and windshield.
Then, as quickly as it had started, it stopped.  The ambulances trickled off, and the phone lines stopped ringing.  Once the bots arrived in force, all the activity outside the hospital ground to a halt.  It wasn't possible all the injured had been retrieved, but they weren't being brought in.  Dr. Emery refused to accept there were countless people still out there suffering—dying.  She tried to send the ambulances back out, but the drivers were scared.  Then the vehicles died—some kind of electric disruption. After that, they couldn't leave anyway.  Some of her colleagues felt the same way.  Several doctors and a handful of nurses went into the city to triage the wounded.  Nobody had seen or heard from them since, and that had been over eighteen hours ago.
When the power grid dropped at the hospital, the chaos started all over again.  Backup generators kicked on, but the redundancy fail-safes were overwhelmed.  Computers crashed, medical monitors blinked out, and it all stayed down.  Dr. Emery heard rumors that everything electronic everywhere in the city had simply stopped—from cars to cell phones.  The hospital had escaped that so far because of the backups, but there wasn't enough power to run everything.  Once the generators ran out of fuel, they would be down as well.
Dr. Emery leaned against a wall off to the side of the entrance doors, and lit a joint she'd retrieved from her pocket.  She blew the smoke into the air, felt a pleasant fuzziness spread down her body.  If she were caught smoking, they'd have her license for sure, and they could have it as far as she was concerned.  The horror she had witnessed over the last day and a half—the agony and death, would haunt her.  It wasn't the kind of thing you shrugged off before the next shift. She'd never been in a theater of war, but it had to be just like this.
The bots took note of her presence, but hospital staff seemed to have been given a free pass, at least so far.  She took another drag, savored the burn at the back of her throat as the smoke curled into her lungs.  If she could feel the pain, she wasn't dead.  If she wasn't dead, she could still help.
[image: image-placeholder]Across the parking lot, a manhole cover inched over the lip of its steel frame and slid heavily to the side. Adam's head poked up as he carefully looked around.  The hospital was the only light in the area, a beacon of extraordinary brightness—and hope, in a sea of black.
Bots patrolled the area around the front of the hospital; Adam and his group wouldn't be able to approach from this position.  Perhaps if they made their way around to one of the side entrances and if it was unlocked.  The odds weren't good.  It would only take one of the bots looking momentarily in their direction for them to be discovered, and after what they had witnessed on the street outside the store, he had little doubt how it would go.  They were going to have to find another way.
The main entrance doors to the hospital opened, and a woman stepped outside.  Adam watched as the bots turned toward her, scanned her, and then continued with their patrol.  Clearly, people who worked for the hospital were not being rounded up—yet.
The bots turned and worked their way across the front of the building, and briefly disappeared from view.
Adam pulled himself out of the manhole and kept low to the ground.  He took several steps forward, cringing at the sound his shoes made on the asphalt's rough surface and loose gravel.  Once the bots reached the end of their patrol, he would have only moments before they turned and headed back this way.  Desperate, Adam searched through his pockets and found his trusty cigarette lighter.  It was an old Zippo his father had carried.  Their mother had given it to him on their wedding day.  There was something inscribed on the side of the lighter, but it had long since worn off.  Adam had always meant to ask his father what it read.
[image: image-placeholder]Dr. Emery took another drag, held it in her lungs a brief moment before she coughed it out.  Her legs felt thick, and her head was swimming—whether it was the weed or being on her feet forty plus hours, she couldn't tell.
A flicker of light bloomed out of the darkness across the parking lot.  The light was dim, but at the edges of its glow, she could just make out a face, and there was a hand beckoning to her.  Dr. Emery glanced toward the patrolling bots.  They had completed their round and were headed back.  Whoever was out there signaling her had better extinguish that light, or they'd be seen for sure.  She waved her hand as casually as she could that the light should go out.
The lick of flame bobbed a moment longer then flickered out.  Dr. Emery leaned casually against the wall, and took another drag defiantly.  The bots crossed in front of her and continued their patrol, paying her no notice.
She waited till they reached the edges of the building and turned the corner, then she hurried forward across the parking lot toward where she'd seen the light.
[image: image-placeholder]As the bots disappeared from view, Adam flicked the lighter on again and set it on the ground.  He stood over the manhole and helped pull Mark's limp form the last bit out of the hole as Brad pushed him from below.  Adam dragged him to the side, laid him down carefully.  The woman had reached them by then; it took her only a moment to size up the situation.
Dr. Emery knelt beside Mark, and felt for a heartbeat as she checked his airways.  The boy's pulse was slow but strong.
"What have you got him on?" asked Dr. Emery.
Adam pulled the bottle of pills from his pocket and dropped it into the doctor's outstretched hand. "I don't know—a friend gave us these.  We gave him one, and it knocked him out."
Dr. Emery dumped some pills out into her hand.  White tablets with embossing and numbers.  Who the hell knew what these were? She'd have to look them up in the reference in the pharmacy when she got back inside. "Just one, right?  How long ago?"
Adam shrugged. “An hour, maybe? We'd given him morphine before, but that was this morning."
Dr. Emery's hands raced over Mark's body and found the field dressing.  At this point, triage was as second nature to her as brushing hair from her sleeping daughter's forehead as she kissed her goodnight.  She felt along the edges of the dressing, didn't see much seepage.  Whoever had done this knew what they were doing.
"This your handiwork?" she asked.
Adam shook, terrified he'd made a mistake. "He was shot; we were in the mountains, didn't have—"
Dr. Emery put her hand on Adam's arm and squeezed it. "He's alive because of you.  It's good work," she said, touching the bandages.
Adam breathed a sigh of relief. "He'll be okay?”
Dr. Emery felt Mark's cheeks and his forehead—he was burning with fever.  He had some kind of infection raging, but she wouldn't know anything until she got him inside.  
Brad was half out of the manhole watching Adam and the doctor.
Dr. Emery turned back to the building; the bots would be back around any moment. "You guys gotta get out of here before the bots come back."
"Can you tell us what's going on?" asked Brad, panic creeping into his voice.
Dr. Emery hushed him, pushed Adam toward the hole. "There's no time.  If they see you—"  She looked for the bots again. "You've gotta stay out of sight. They're rounding everyone up." Dr. Emery headed back toward the building.
Adam called out, "What about our friend?"
Dr. Emery turned. "I'll be back. I'll need help to get him inside."
"Will he be all right?" Adam persisted.
The doctor looked at the two boys, could see they'd been through hell.  It was getting to be a common theme.
"I—I don't know.  You did the right thing coming here."
Brad disappeared from view as Adam reached out to Mark a last time, squeezing his hand. "You're safe now.  I know you'll be all right—we'll check back on you."
[image: image-placeholder]Adam scrambled down the ladder after he pulled the heavy cover over the manhole.  Brad, Jess, and Julie stood below, waiting for them.  With Mark taken care of, they weren't quite sure what came next.
"He's in good hands; he'll be all right," said Adam.
Julie shined her light around. The tunnel continued forward into a T junction a dozen yards ahead. "What are we gonna do?"
"We all want to get home, but I don't think we'll make it far above ground," said Adam.
Brad nodded in agreement. "There are bots everywhere up there—who knows how many."
Jess moved over to Adam and took his hand.  His fingers felt rough and calloused. "Can we stay in the tunnels?"
"I know somewhere we can go," said Adam as he started off toward the T junction. "I think we need to get out of the tunnels as soon as we can, too.  Those bots from the store are sure to find their way down here sooner or later."
[image: image-placeholder]Dr. Emery charged across the parking lot; several attendants wheeled a gurney after her.  The attendants were big, capable men, but both watched the bots warily as they passed.  Neither man had ventured outside the safety of the hospital since this whole mess started; they weren't sure they were safe even now.  There had been one or two doctors and a handful of staff who left earlier on, against hospital policy during a crisis—none had been seen since.  Had they chosen to stay away to be with their families, or was it more alarming—perhaps they were unable to return?
The bots let them pass but watched as the men picked up Mark's limp body and placed it onto the gurney.
"Gently," said Emery. "He has a wound in his abdomen."
Dr. Emery trotted by the side of the gurney as the men pushed Mark toward the hospital.  Her fingers played over his arm, searching for a place to start an IV.  He was dehydrated, but still, she felt a corded vein beneath her fingers.  She had no idea how this would turn out, but at least he had a fighting chance.  Thank God for the strength of the youth!




Chapter 18

President Forester sat on the edge of his couch.  He glanced at his watch, willing the hands to turn faster.  He hadn't slept more than a few minutes all night—images from the news broadcasts assaulted him every time he closed his eyes.  The horror of his culpability, the terror brought against the people of this country, the disruption and violence, the loss of lives—it was paralyzing.  At some point, in the depths of the night, Forester realized that to indulge in the despair of the situation was a twisted form of self-pity—Look at me, look at what I've done!  Self-flagellation, while warranted, wouldn't help—plenty of time for that later.  History would judge him without mercy; legacy could no longer be a priority if, indeed, it ever was.  However, he was still the president, and until he wasn't, it was his responsibility to lead and protect the people of this great nation.  There had been grievous missteps; it was time for a course correction.
Forester had contacted his press secretary, Tia Fiore, and instructed her to arrange for a studio where they could record.  Secrecy was vital—she was to tell no one except the handful of technicians they would need.  Forester would pre-record a message and get it to the news agencies in time for a mid-morning broadcast to coordinate with his address to Congress.  In a few hours, the entire country would know of the duplicitous plot to overthrow the nation—and they would know of the role that he, their president, had played.  He was unsure of the effect this would have, but could no longer afford to be anything but transparent.  It was unlikely anyone would forgive him—hell, he wouldn't forgive himself, nor would he ask.  But they might just follow him into battle—for that was what lay ahead—a protracted, uphill battle.
A knock came at the door, and Mrs. Ailes quietly pushed into the residence, holding a tray with coffee.  She was a vision of readiness, not a hair out of place or a wrinkle to be seen on her uniform, but Forester could see the exhaustion in her eyes.  He was sure she hadn't slept more than a few hours in the past several days.
"Morning, Sir, I will have breakfast brought around when you're ready," she said as she poured a cup of coffee and handed it to the president.
He accepted the cup, took a sip, the hot strong brew sharpening his focus. "Just coffee this morning, Mrs. Ailes."
The president stood and pulled at his cuffs.  He was dressed impeccably, in the same suit he'd worn for his inauguration.  His wife had this suit made for him, and it had been the one he wore to her funeral as well.  He hadn't donned it since, but somehow it felt right to wear it today.
"How do I look, Mrs. Ailes?"
The aging lady blinked at the president, her expression making it clear she had never been asked this before. "Well, Sir," she said as she appraised him self-consciously, "like a president."
The president handed her his empty cup and smiled. "Thank you."
[image: image-placeholder]President Forester stood before a podium, the presidential seal on the front.  They had set up in a small conference room in the sub-basement of the mansion.  Ordinarily, this space was reserved for lower-level staff meetings, but today it met the president's requirements perfectly—out of the way, secure and private.  He could be sure they would not be discovered.  
Tia Fiore had put together what she assured him was a minimal crew of a half dozen people—sound, lighting, camera, and makeup.  He had to look presidential, she said; he needed to impart a sense of authority, of leadership.  The people needed to know they still had a president who was willing to fight.  Although he agreed, every person there represented a risk to what they were doing.  If word got out too early, it would undermine everything he was trying to do.
Tia checked over his makeup. "It makes me nervous to be doing this without a script." Tia had been with Forester since the early days of his campaigning—it all seemed like ancient history now.  She was a scrapper, just like he was.  Tia could turn a lunch counter into a whistle-stop or organize thousands of supporters at a rally—whatever the day called for, she always had a plan to pull it off because she was always prepared.  Shooting from the hip was not her style, and it made her uneasy.
Forester straightened his cuffs and looked into the camera. "No time for that; besides, it will sound more genuine off the cuff." 
Tia fussed with a light, didn't look convinced.
"We did this a million times stumping—remember all those campaign speeches, all the places we've been?" the president asked with a smile.
Fiore shot back a little too quickly, "There was never so much at stake!" She sighed, forced a smile—there was nothing to be gained by making him nervous. "Your right—give 'em hell, Mr. President."
Forester touched her on the arm. "Thanks for getting this together—I can always count on you." He looked at the man behind the camera. "Ready?"
The man rolled the camera. "Yes, Sir." He counted down from five with his fingers, and pointed to the president on one.
The president drew a deep breath. The chaotic fury of his mind drew to a sharp singular point, his breathing settled into a steady rhythm, and he felt himself relax.  Years in the spotlight had made him numb to the stress and anxiety that usually came with moments like this.  The greater the stakes, the more relaxed he felt—a by-product of the job, he supposed.
"My fellow citizens," began the president. "Roughly seventy-two hours ago, a series of actions was put into motion, actions that have had a profound effect on all of us.  The first thing you must know is that I, your president, am responsible.  While I did not act alone, I played a significant role in planning what I believed would be a transformative event in the history of this country.  No citizen is blind to how far we have fallen as a nation.  We stand on the brink of collapse—the time has come for a course correction.  Change is often painful—as I knew it would be this time.  I also knew it would be the end of my presidency, but it is a sacrifice the office requires.  Through months of careful preparation, I believed we had created a plan that would allow this transition to occur with minimal disruption and cost to human life.  I was wrong.  I was lulled into a false sense of trust—a belief that those who were charged to carry out this transition love and believe in this country as much as I do.  I tell you now—we are under attack as we have never been before.  Every level of government, every police agency, every military base is compromised.  Though it is not a burden any of you should bear, the responsibility falls to every citizen of this country to fight.  Fight for your families, fight for your friends, fight for yourselves.  Let there be no doubt in any man, woman, or child—this is the defining moment of our great nation—of our lives.  If we do not unite, come together as one people to cast off this aggressor, we will surely fall.  Life will become unrecognizable, and many of us will not survive." 
The president paused to catch his breath.  Faces around the room were ashen, eyes wide.
"I know I do not deserve your trust after the role I have played in this, but I am one of you.  I will fight—God willing, I will lead.  We will carry the day.  Though, as a country, we have faltered, as your president, I have never lost faith.  Our great nation will rise again—each of us must do our part.  It is our destiny.  May God protect us and guide us."
[image: image-placeholder]Travis stood watching over the shoulder of Amira in the control room as the president finished his speech.  He shook his head sadly.  Forester had been a valuable ally during the many months of planning—paving the way, removing obstacles and people.  As a leader of the free world, he was able to do things that would have been impossible for Travis, even with his Corporation's vast reach.  Despite his nearly unlimited resources, some doors would only open for a select few people in the world.  But like so many things, this too had run its course.  Travis had known the president would lose his backbone eventually, though perhaps not this soon!  The man fundamentally believed democracy worked despite every indication to the contrary.  The country, left in the hands of the people, had run itself into the ground.  The rich living on islands and the poor fighting for scraps.  The tremendous democratic experiment had failed.  It was time to place the power into the hands of individuals who knew how to get things done.  Every great and lasting nation the world had ever known understood these basic principles—be singular in focus, be decisive in action, and never accept less than complete victory.
Travis cleared his throat. "You are sure no signals left the building?"
Amira opened a window with a graph showing the transmission strength from the antenna array mounted atop the Capitol Building.  The graph was flat.
"We're the only ones that saw this besides the people in that room." 
"Excellent," said Travis as his eyes flicked discreetly over the woman.  What an odd one, he thought.  He knew virtually nothing about her except that she was incredibly skilled and efficient.  Because of her traditional hijab, he doubted he'd be able to pick her out of a line-up, even after nearly constant interaction over the past several days—that had the potential to be an issue.  He would task a security detail—he was all for personal privacy when she was doing so much for him, but he wouldn't tolerate a security risk.
"Send a team to retrieve the gear.  Make sure all traces of that recording are scrubbed—the last thing we need is a martyr.  People will hold the president responsible for this—we need to make sure they don't have any reasons to believe otherwise."  
"Of course," said Amira.
Again, that efficiency!  Travis smiled as he walked back to his office.  Not three words when two would do—she will fit nicely into the organization, he thought.  He needed more like her—blind loyalty with an ax to grind.
"Send me a copy but destroy everything else," Travis called out as he left the room.
Amira waited till she heard the door to Travis's office click shut.  With a few deft keystrokes, the president's speech popped onto her screen.  She scrubbed through the file; it was all there—a high-definition image with crystal clear audio.  She had intercepted the signal intended for an offsite backup.  
This video was a rallying cry, a call to arms—the first real obstacle she'd seen to Travis's plans.  If people saw this—well, it was a seed; she couldn't be sure what would grow, but there would be a response. She was sure of that.  
Amira knew she should delete the file as instructed. She could do it easily and securely—a low-level safe delete scrubbing the ones and zeros.  Then again—during her time with the Corporation, she'd always managed to be in just the right place at just the right time, which had allowed her to leapfrog her way through the organization.  Perhaps this was another one of those occasions.
Things didn't appear quite as simple as they once had—the bad guys weren't so apparent; although Travis did like to wear black, she thought with a chuckle.  Amira couldn't tell if the situation was changing or if it was her.  Whichever it was, for the first time, her path forward was unclear.
She copied the video file of the president's speech to a remote, secure file server outside the Corporation's network, then sent a copy to Travis before scrubbing the local file.  As long as she was the only one with access, the remote file would remain safe.  Until she had a better understanding of the way forward and her role, that was how it would remain—to be shared or destroyed as she chose.  Survival relied upon being one step ahead—nothing was certain anymore if indeed it ever had been.




Chapter 19

Adam and his friends walked along the dark passageway.  The chatter had died down some time ago as fatigue and hunger set in.  It was slow going as the darkness pushed in from all sides, their visibility limited to what they could pick up with the flashlights.  Adam shined his light around, looking for anything he might recognize, any indication of their position above ground that he could use to orient himself.  A ways back, the tunnels had turned from poured concrete to crumbling brick as they made their way into the older parts of the city.  He’d only been this far into the tunnels once before, and that had been with Mr. Gunter, who knew his way.
Adam approached an old metal sign riveted into the brick; he rubbed at the grime to reveal the faded lettering.
Brad waved his light around.  Water trickled over the crumbling bricks and pooled across the floor, reflecting the networks of ducting, cables, and pipes overhead—mold covered much of the walls, and in places, a low mist clung to the floor.  “You sure you know where you’re going?  This place is creepy as hell.”
Adam shrugged as he examined the plaque, unable to make out the lettering.  “I think so?”  He pointed his light to the ceiling a dozen feet overhead, traced along the pipes and cable runs.  “We’re actually in the sub-basements of the buildings in the downtown area—they all run together down here.”
A stream of water ran through the middle of the hallway, and dripped into a grate in the floor.  “Supposedly, there’s an old subway system below us,” said Adam as he pointed his flashlight at the streaming water.  “Never been down there, though.”
“I didn’t know the city had a subway,” said Julie.
“It was only partially built out.  I guess it was abandoned before it was finished—something about the tunnels being unstable.  Anyway, it’s supposed to have been sealed off, but I’ve heard that people go down there—even to live sometimes.”  Adam found another plaque on the opposite side of the tunnel. This one he could read—it read Lionell’s Den.  The swirly script of the engraving reminded him of something one might see on an antique hatbox.  “I remember this; we’re getting close.”
Jess stood beside Adam, looked at the plaque, and traced the curling letters with the tips of her fingers.  “So, this guy we’re going to see—he’s a friend of yours?”
“Skip?” asked Adam.  “I’ve known him for years.  We go way back—he went to school with my brother.  His mom owns the Chinese restaurant on the corner right above us.”  Adam pointed his light up, trying to envision the front of the old restaurant with its neon lighted sign, a dragon curled around the edges with flaking gold leaf lettering.  He’d taken his first girlfriend there on a date, and Skip’s mother had taken special care of them during dinner—something he’d appreciated as his mother had been gone several years at that point. 
Brad came over to join them.  “You mean the nerdy fat guy that’s never taken a shower and has pink hair?  That Skip?”
Adam nodded—it wasn’t the most flattering description, but it was accurate and about what he would expect from Brad—Skip wasn’t his cup of tea.  The truth was, Adam had known Skip so long he didn’t notice that stuff anymore.  Skip was incredibly eccentric, but he was brilliant.  Besides, Adam was pretty sure it was all an act, a way to put people off their guard.  He knew for a fact that Skip had enough money to buy the entire block and put a giant fence around it.  But that would draw too much attention—besides, it wasn’t Skip’s style.  Why pay for things you could take for free?
The Skip Adam knew was very different from what people assumed when they saw him—he was likely one of the few people who had a clue as to what was going on.  “Trust me; there’s a lot you don’t know about him.”
Julie leaned against Brad.  She shivered as he wrapped his arm around her.  Even though it wasn’t cold underground, she hadn’t been able to warm up since the soaking in the river.  She was exhausted—they all were and were nearing the end of their endurance.
Brad pulled off his flannel shirt and wrapped it around her shoulders.  “Are we close, Adam?  We’re going to have to stop soon, and we need food.”
Adam led them down a narrow passageway off the main route.  “We’re here.  I’m not sure how he’ll react to me bringing you guys.”
At the bottom of a small set of stairs, they reached a recessed doorway.  The door itself was ancient, held together with large metal rivets, and hung on rusting steel straps.
Adam reached up to knock on the door, then stopped, suddenly nervous.  “Skip’s a little strange, but he’s a good guy.  He’s not going to be happy I brought you here.”
Brad glanced around at the others.  “We’re cool, right, guys?  We can be cool with Mr. Weirdo?”
Julie chuckled.  Jess did, too, but tried to hide it from Adam.  
Adam scowled.  He knocked lightly on the door at first—his knuckles against the solid steel made little sound.  He hit again, harder this time.  There was a low ringing, but mostly it was the sound of his skin slapping against the door.  Adam glanced at Brad, then smacked the door hard with an open palm.  He beat at it a dozen times—nothing.
Brad kicked a loose brick away from the wall, picked it up, and handed it to Adam.  Adam stared at the heavy piece of masonry; Skip would be pissed—he didn’t even like it when it was just Adam by himself.  Adam swung the brick hard against the door.  The steel rang loudly and reverberated through the tunnel.  
Brad smiled with satisfaction.  “There, he’s gonna hear that!”
Adam banged the door again.




Chapter 20

A heavyset, late twenty-something Asian guy, Skip, sat before a bank of monitors.  Linkin Park pumped through mismatched speakers surrounding his desk, suspended at various heights by an intricate series of wires.  Cables crawled over every surface, connecting monitors, stacks of computers, hard drives, and endless blinking lights—the soft whine of CPU fans whispered like the respiration of a sleeping creature.
Skip wore a heavy metal shirt and thick glasses that reflected distorted imagery from the monitors, his face framed in a shock of red-pink hair—not an easy feat for someone with naturally black hair.  He'd discovered in high school he could bleach his hair with hydrogen peroxide first to get a dirty gray before going for the more intense colors—reds, blues, occasionally orange.  It was a far cry from his conservative, strict Catholic upbringing of buttoned collars and smoothly combed hair, and it drove his parents crazy—his father especially, or at least it had.  Skip hadn't cared about any of that for a long time.  He loved his parents as any child should, but no longer required their approval—or anyone's for that matter.  Most of his life, he lived through his avatar, Madox.
Online, he was a ghost, a whisper—an electronic pulse between lines of code.  Since childhood, computers had been his refuge.  He was a pariah on the outside, ridiculed for his weight, race, and peculiarities.  In the machine, he was elite, a mental athlete with extraordinary reach and abilities.  In today's world, virtually everything interconnected—the internet of things, it was called.  For Skip, that meant he could surf through people's connected lives observing, influencing, recording—unnoticed unless he chose to be noticed.  Electronic memory was forever, and he was the all-seeing eye that never blinked.
Skip referred to his hideout as the Nest.  It was essentially a steel cage—a large steel cage—suspended within a massive plenum beneath his parents' building within the city's service corridors.  Although such voids were rare within the tunnels, they did occur from time to time when passageways aligned.  
Skip's family owned most of this particular block—at one time, they had been quite wealthy.  All very predictable businesses for a well-established Asian family—two restaurants, a doughnut shop, a laundry, and a neighborhood family law practice.  All remnants of a more extensive empire Skip's great grandfather had established.  During his grandfather's time, the businesses had been fronts for more colorful enterprises.  Most of those elements had been closed down decades ago, which was why Skip felt duty-bound to honor the family tradition by following his grandfather's example.  Legitimate business was dull, didn't pay nearly as well, and frankly, was a lot of work.
Where his grandfather had used labor bosses and teams of enforcers to run things in his day, Skip found he was able to command a far larger enterprise from the comfort of his chair and keyboard.  It had all started innocently enough, modding games, hacking multiplayer tournaments, he even put together a clickbait scam for one of his school's yearbook advertisements.  From there, he dabbled in online gambling.  Skip was a savant with numbers, and a natural at poker, but the art of the game lay in playing your opponents as much as the cards in your hand—not his strong suit.  So, he started running a game out of a supply room at one of his parents' restaurants.  It was strictly an “after hours” affair when his parents were asleep—mostly it was workers from other nearby restaurants, but there were the occasional high rollers.  
The high rollers were easy to spot—dressed to the nines, flashing wads of cash, and acting like they owned the place.  They rarely traveled alone—usually with one or two heavies in tow, bulges under coats, necks impossibly thick, and conversation limited to grunts and blank stares.
One night his father was closing up one of the restaurants for a manager who was out sick.   To hear his father tell it, he heard some noise from the back of the building and went to investigate.  He walked in and discovered Skip's little enterprise.  
It had been a rough night, and things had gotten out of hand.  Tables pushed over, cards and chips everywhere.  Skip was curled into a ball on the floor, getting the shit kicked out of him by a local businessman he'd just fleeced.  The man owned a giant construction firm and was used to being the one twisting the screws—getting his ass handed to him by a chubby 18-year-old Asian kid with pink hair didn't sit well.  The man's goons stood guard as their boss went to work.  The other players were none too eager to jump in and help Skip—he'd ripped off every one of them at some point or another.  Everyone had seemed to know he would mess with the wrong guy eventually, and they probably figured he was getting what he deserved.  
Of course, Skip's father charged in to help his son.  He was older—in his mid-sixties, and his heart was in permanent arrhythmia, but that didn't stop him from taking down both bodyguards and the high roller as well. He'd lived his life on the streets and knew how to scrap—something his son had never had to learn.  But it took its toll—a week later, he had a massive heart attack and never recovered.  Skip was crushed, rightfully felt the weight of his father's death settle onto his shoulders.  He swore he would protect the family and their legacy—but he would do it his way.
The poker games, while profitable, were too risky. Personal interaction with persons from the shadier haunts of society had proven disastrous.  Skip realized he needed to conduct business at arm's reach, out of harm's way.  Through the internet, he could remain anonymous and conduct business halfway around the world just as easily as in his own neighborhood—a much safer enterprise for him.  Of course, to do this, he would need things, a place to operate, and technology.
He rolled the earnings from his burgeoning poker empire into hardware—the most cutting edge computer gear money could buy.  Next, he needed a place to set up, out of the way—secure, secret.  The Nest was just the place.  Originally, it had been a maintenance platform for servicing the lifts and ventilation systems that ran throughout the block.  With Adam's help, Skip had enclosed the platform with heavy wire mesh, forming a gridded set of walls.  While the walls themselves might have appeared insubstantial, they created an effective armor against electrical attacks—a Faraday cage.  The idea of a Faraday cage was that electromagnetic energy was redirected across the wire mesh's surface instead of traveling inside the cage and frying the delicate electronics within—in Skip's case, racks of computers, servers, hard drives, and surveillance equipment.
An electromagnetic pulse, or EMP, powerful enough to cause the kinds of disturbances Faraday cages protected against was extremely rare and mostly lived within the fantasies of extremists and preppers who believed civilization would one day be reset to the days of covered wagons by a dirty bomb.  A nuclear detonation at ground level was also capable of producing an EMP—of course, most things within the blast radius would be vaporized, so the EMP was somewhat of a secondary effect.  Either way, EMPs worked to destroy anything with electrical components, which Skip knew was nearly everything.  So, he'd protected himself against it.
Second but equally important was the connection to the outside world.  The Nest was located within the city's service corridors, which meant access to fiber lines.  After a few online purchases and a handful of videos, Skip had everything he needed to splice himself onto the information superhighway.  He gave himself unlimited bandwidth, which was important considering his primary stock and trade was information.  All sorts of information—about people, places, things: the world was a massive web of surveillance—cell phones, traffic cameras, computers, dash cams, even refrigerators—anything that monitored its environment was susceptible to eavesdropping from those capable of doing so, and inclined to do so.
Overall protection of the place was mainly approached with a “security through obscurity” philosophy—meaning, in Skip's opinion, the concept of a facility like the Nest existing at all, let alone below ground, suspended within a ventilation shaft was highly unlikely.  Nobody would ever think of looking for him there.  Also, there were some heavy steel doors with sturdy locks and an array of cameras covering all approaches.  Not exactly high-security access control, but it would have to do.
Few people in the outside world knew of the Nest, and fewer still understood the true purpose of its existence. Skip's mother had visited him there once and thought it was all some kind of elaborate gaming rig.  VR goggles, towers of soda cans, pizza boxes, and garbage mounded at the sides certainly helped sell that illusion.  Her main concern was the rats it would all attract! He’d received a thorough dressing-down that day and had spent a solid afternoon tidying the place up to get his mother off his back.
Adam was a trusted confidant, had been a friend for many years, and had helped Skip build the place.  There was more, though, something more profound.  Both had lost their fathers and, in their own ways, found themselves alone in a world filled with realities they neither were prepared for nor wanted to be part of.  It didn't mean they were close— Skip was socially awkward, and Adam mostly preferred his own company, but they had an understanding and a friendship that allowed for silence, which made it work.
Skip leaned back in his chair, a can of Coke balanced on his belly.  He waved his gloved hand through the space before him, his fingers dancing in the air as deftly as a concert pianist’s.  Though there was nothing there, through his virtual reality goggles, he was studying an array of video files that floated a few feet before him—local reporting from the last several days of the bot takeover.
Skip had discovered relatively early on there was simply too much data, too much content to paw through it window by window, folder by folder.  One of the first assignments he'd given himself was to build an interface that allowed him to navigate his ever-growing collection of information.  The interface was dimensional—things floating above, behind, all around—and it was auto sorting.  Similar content was contextually filtered, arranging itself into ever-refining groups.  Skip called it living memory.  Algorithms ran in the background—categorizing and refining groupings based on dozens of variables.  The longer the system ran, and the more access it had, the more refined the understanding of the information became.  Artificial intelligence (AI) allowed the system to teach itself as it went along.  It was slow going at first—Skip was forced to base the algorithms for his AI on models that could run on standard computing hardware.  As his enterprise grew, so did his resources.  Eventually, he was able to invest in quantum computing, and that changed everything.  The AI took on a life of its own.  It started suggesting pairing, not based on lists of finite variables but on a deepening understanding of the interconnected context of the information itself, deriving associations even Skip would not have come up with on his own.  This gave him a kind of sixth sense and provided his customers one-of-a-kind insight.  Of course, this unique technology would squarely put a target on Skip's back if anyone were to discover the extent of his collected information. So, he lived in the shadows, conducted his business through dozens of aliases, and never met anyone in person.
The images Skip was watching now came from all over the country, but he focused on the caches from his own city.  All the feeds were from the first forty-eight hours—after that, everything had abruptly stopped. He had never seen anything like it.  Virtually anything could be a source, so the possibility of the information flow stopping or even slowing was unlikely, inconceivable even—but it had.  Bits and pieces still trickled in—the odd traffic camera or a cellphone mic teased on, but nothing like the extensive web he usually saw from a dense city like his.
Skip watched as the first bots showed up on the scene.  At first, things had been peaceful—the bots acting as sheepherders moving people along.  Then the chaos started.  People had not responded well to being ordered around, and things escalated quickly.  Legally, aggression was strictly forbidden by any artificial intelligence, but clearly that was no longer the case.  The bots used any means necessary to subdue their prey, and the atrocities were unspeakable—people were being treated like a rodent infestation.  
Things went to the next level when the power grids began to fail.  The bots appeared to have the ability to generate EMPs. Wherever they went, everything electronic blinked out like a switch had been thrown, never to power up again—the internal circuitry fried.  Eventually, the entire power grid collapsed, forcing Skip to switch over to his alternate power—a series of generators located far below in the bowels of the cities.  The generators connected to the city's central natural gas lines, so theoretically, there was unlimited power—so long as those didn't get fried too.  Skip thought he should be safe against the EMPs within his Faraday cage Nest—of course, he'd never actually tested it.  It was hard to stage a large-scale EMP event, say a small nuclear bomb, covertly.  Oh well, he thought—he was either protected, or he wasn't; there was nothing to be done about it now.
As the song switched over, from Linkin Park's “Numb” to “In the End,” Skip could swear he heard banging—the metallic ringing of something smashing against metal.  Impossible this far below ground, but still—he pulled up the local security network and searched the camera feeds.  There it was—a group of kids standing at the south entrance to the Nest.  How the hell had they found the door, and why the hell had he not been alerted as they approached?  Skip ran a diagnostic.  The warnings were there, just as they should have been—he'd missed them in his focus on the other feeds, and possibly the music was a bit loud.  All the information in the world was useless if it went unobserved.
Skip zoomed the door cam—it was Adam.  That was a relief, but he had no idea who he had brought with him; Adam knew better than to bring anyone down here.  Although given the current state of things, he couldn't say he was surprised—unusual and unthinkable seemed to be the new norm.
[image: image-placeholder]Skip carefully disarmed the door handle countermeasure to the Nest.  It seemed insane, even to Skip, to have the handle charged with enough current to blow your hands and feet off—and attached to a metal cage.  However, Adam had argued that if someone ever did find the Nest, it would be the last thing they'd ever expect.  Plus, it was entirely safe to have it attached to the steel cage with the proper insulation.  Regardless, Skip still triple-checked the kill feature every time he touched the handle.
Skip walked across the steel walkway that spanned the plenum space toward the doorway landing.  Adam had better have a good explanation, he thought.  Given everything that was going on, it was now even more critical that the Nest's security not be compromised. Indeed, whoever was behind the bots, controlling them, would see someone like Skip as a grave threat—an unfortunate side effect of his expertise.




Chapter 21

Adam smashed the brick against the door again.  The brick crumbled to dust.  His hand ached from the effort, and there was barely a scratch on the metal surface.  He searched the walls for another loose brick.
Brad grabbed Adam's hand and pulled him around. "This is a waste of time, and you're making so much noise, you'll bring the whole city down on top of us. He's not there, or he's ignoring us, or you got turned around, and this isn't even the right door.  There must be dozens of doors just like this down here."  Brad shined his light back up the way they had come.  The darkness reached beyond the feeble beam, hiding whatever might or might not be there. "We've gotta find food and water—and we need to rest; we're all going to drop soon if we don't stop."
Adam shrugged his friend off, reached above the door, and carefully pulled away a loose brick to reveal a hidden camera peering through the crack. "This is the right door."
Brad stood on his toes for a closer look.  “He's ignoring you, then.  Either way, we need to go."  Julie wrapped her fingers into Brad's hand, resolved.
"Look, Adam, maybe we should find another place—just for now. We can always come back," said Jess as she brushed the dust off the front of his jacket.
Adam looked at his friends.  He knew being with Skip in the Nest was the safest place they could be, and the only hope they had at getting some answers.  Where the hell was he?  After all they'd been through, he wouldn't just leave him high and dry—would he?  The very fact that he was unsure made Adam wary of the whole situation.  Brad was right; they couldn't stand here, beating on the door all night long.  It was only a matter of time before they were discovered, and with the racket they were making, that would be sooner rather than later.
The crew turned to leave just as the door screeched open behind them.  A rotund Asian man in a vintage Iron Maiden shirt peered around the edge of the door, pink hair falling into his eyes.
"What the hell, Adam?" asked Skip. "What's with the banging, and who the hell are they?" Skip fixed Brad and the girls with accusing stares.
Adam spun around at the sound of Skip's voice, and trotted back to the door. "Skip!  Man—I wasn't sure you were here!"
"Or that you would answer," added Brad.  Adam shot him a look.
"These guys are my friends," said Adam, gesturing around. "We ran into some trouble; I'm sure you've seen what's going on top side?"
"Obviously," said Skip. "What are you doing here?  You know the rules."
"We need your help, and we don't have anywhere else to go."
Skip started closing the door. "Sorry, can't help ya."
Adam jammed his foot in the door, pushed it back open a few inches. "Come on, man.  I know we shouldn't be here—we wouldn't be if there were any other choices."
"Not my problem." Skip stared at Adam, pissed—then relented. "You, but not them." Skip pointed to Brad, Julie and Jess.
"We're together.  Besides, you can trust them." Adam glared at Brad.
"I don't trust anyone, and you're right; you shouldn't be here." Skip tried again to close the door.  Adam held his foot fast; he wasn't going to move, and Skip knew it.
Skip turned away and disappeared into the darkness on the other side.  The door swung open behind him.  Adam glanced around at the crew, nodded them forward.
"Lock it behind you," Skip called out over his shoulder.
The group shuffled forward, Adam locking the heavy deadbolt.  An additional electronic lock clicked into place as well.  That was new, thought Adam; he wondered what other improvements Skip had made without him.  
Instantly, everyone grabbed for the railings.  Though the steel mesh walkway seemed solid, the floor was dozens of feet below them and covered in equipment, pipes, and machinery—nowhere soft to land if you fell.
Jess looked around at the steam-filled industrial space, then at the suspended cage, impressed. She squeezed Adam's hand. "What is this place?"
Skip turned to face the group. "I call it the Nest."
Lights blinked from the workstations, and the monitors flickered through the Cage's steel mesh walls.
"How is it you have power? It's out everywhere else we've been," said Brad.
They had reached the Nest by now.  Skip pushed his finger onto a biometric print scanner, and the door clicked open. "We have a protected power source—for the time being, at least."
The group crowded into the small space as Skip assumed command at his usual chair before the bank of monitors.
"But everything electronic that we've come across has been fried.  Even the cars at the camp," said Julie. "I don't see how all of this is still working."
Skip rapped his knuckles against the steel mesh of the cage. "It's called a Faraday cage.  The bots are using small controlled EMP bursts to disable electronics wherever they go." Skip tapped at his keyboard, and some footage from a security camera in the city popped up, showing a group of bots working their way down a street, all the lights around them blinking out as they went, including the camera feed. "A cage like this redirects the pulses across the steel mesh and away from whatever's inside.  Also, it’s likely anything this far below ground hasn't been affected yet."
Julie nodded. "I see." She didn't.
Adam smiled, felt a glimmer of hope for the first time. "I can't believe all this worked—glad, though."
Skip turned in his seat. "Nothing like a real-world shakedown.  So far so good," he said, giving Adam a high five. "Now that I let you in, what do you want?"
Adam glanced around at his friends.  Skip wasn't exactly the warm and fuzzy type—this had a strong chance of going sideways.
"I didn't know where else to go.  We were camping up in the mountains and had a run-in with one of those things." Adam pointed to a bot on the monitor. "A friend of ours got hurt, and we had to get him back down to the hospital." He quickly recounted the harrowing journey down the river and how they dodged through the city, narrowly avoiding run-ins with the bots. "Everyone wants to get back home, but until this—whatever this is, dies down, I don't know if we can.  Here, with you at the Nest, is the safest place I could think of."
Skip turned to his keyboard and pulled up a map of the city.  A grid overlaid the image, and red dots started popping up.  After a few moments, the dots were so thick, most of the map was obscured.
"That's an overview of everywhere the bots have been, based on the preliminary information we have. It's impossible to know how accurate it is at this point—everything's down."
"Why does that matter?" asked Julie.
"In the world of surveillance, if we can't observe—"
Brad leaned in to the monitor, searching for his parents' neighborhood. "That's basically the whole city."
"I'm hearing chatter it's far wider spread than just here—seems like the whole country has been affected, although with the communications network down, I can't confirm anything." Skip swiveled in his chair again to size up the group. "Point is, whatever's going on, it ain't temporary.  So back to my question, what do you want?"
Julie and Jess were searching the map now as well.  Everyone was visibly shaken by the revelation of the extent of the situation.  Adam had hoped it was just a few isolated incidents, but if he was honest with himself, he'd known it wasn't.  Given the direction the country had headed for the last dozen years and the general state of things, it felt pretty unavoidable something drastic was coming—the question was timing.  This was far worse than anything he'd imagined.
Jess found her neighborhood sprinkled in red dots like the rest of the city.  Tears welled in her eyes, but she pushed them away—there would be time later to worry. "We need a place to stay.  We need food.  We need showers, clean clothes, and some rest."  
Skip watched Jess a moment, then looked at Adam. "Well, I can see who wears the pants in this one."
Adam held his tongue.  He gave it a 50/50 chance Skip would help them.  He was a decent person but was also the most self-centered—Skip would claim it to be self-preservation—person Adam had ever met.  Plus, this was a lot to ask of anyone at a time like this.  He would like to think he would help out if found in a similar situation, but with total strangers?  It was a tough sell.
"Why should I?  You represent a huge risk to me and my operation.  A whiff of this place gets out, and there will be bots swarming." Skip was getting wound up.  These demanding people—who the hell did they think they were? "You shouldn't even be down here; Adam knows better."
Jess put her hand on Skip's thick arm.  Her touch was warm in the subterranean chill of the Nest.  He could count on one hand the number of times a female had intentionally touched him, and that included his mother.  He prided himself on being aloof when it came to human relationships, but he was as susceptible as any other to the attention of a pretty girl.  Plus, it was a defense mechanism.  People generally found him repulsive, and he knew it.
"Please," pleaded Jess. "We have nowhere else to go.  Whatever is going on, it's happening to all of us.  If we don't stick together, we're just doing their job for them."
Pretty and smart, thought Skip.  There was truth to what she said—more than she knew.  They had no idea of the extent of the situation, and probably wouldn't believe it if he tried to tell them.
"It's temporary," said Adam. "As soon as we get our bearings, we'll be out'a here."
Skip glanced around the group; his eyes fell on Brad—he didn't like that one.  No reason in particular, but he was a jock—Skip's history with jocks wasn't good.  Being a fat Asian kid had made him an easy target growing up.
"It is temporary." Skip hurtled out of his chair and pushed past the group, taking special care to bump Brad on his way through to the door on the other side of the Nest.
Adam sighed with relief; he hadn't expected this outcome. "You won't even know we're here." He gave Brad a pointed look as Brad mouthed the word, asshole.




Chapter 22

President Forester stood before the large doors leading to the House of Representatives Chamber.  This had never been a comfortable place for him, as most of his time as president had seen a deeply divided Congress.  It was typical in the largely failed two-party system, each side vying for their own agendas—always focused on re-election, rarely on making progress.  But in times such as these, the divisions were even more extreme.  It was the general opinion that the country would fail within a generation or would be attacked by an outside power and be incapable of defending itself.  This brought about a kind of desperation, an almost panicked determination to push policy through, partisanship be damned.  
The halls had been empty on the way over, armed bots patrolling while other bots went about the regular housekeeping chores, but not a single breathing person was on site.  Hopefully, thought the president, all the representatives were already gathered in the chamber.  It would take a majority to push forward the proposals he was bringing today.  It was unprecedented, but he believed it was their only hope.  A citizen military—every man, woman, and child called up to fight.  Their common enemy was obvious, the purpose equally so.  After the address, his message to the people would be released—hopefully, inspiring forward momentum.
The president glanced at his small entourage.  Tia Fiore gave him a curt nod, and reached to push open the doors.  Business, always business with her—a word of encouragement at a time like this would have been nice, thought Forester.  Oh well, she does her job; I'll do mine.
The president strode into the chamber.  The space was large, seating available for hundreds. Usually, the walk down the aisle to the podium at the head of the hall was a raucous, handshaking, back pounding affair.  Today it was silent.  President Forester could see perhaps five or six shell-shocked congressmen scattered throughout the chamber.  Every other seat was taken by bots.  Seated behind the podium, at the place reserved for the president himself, was Travis Eckhart.
The president slowed, taking it all in.  He was Daniel entering the lion's den, but he knew there would be no salvation for him.  In that story, Daniel was innocent.  Forester had blood on his hands—besides, who was left to swoop in and save him?  He was living through the consequences of his actions.  This was inevitable if he was honest with himself, though he had refused to believe it at the time.  He had been desperate for change, desperate to give the country another chance at life, a phoenix to rise.  Despite the warnings and misgivings of virtually every person he shared his plans with, Forester had charged forward, believing that change would favor his bold strategy.  He had handed the country over to Travis.  No fight or resistance—just a swipe of his mighty pen and the resolution of his power-filled words.  For his part, Travis had played along willingly.  He was a titan of industry with vast wealth and influence spawned by years of ruthless business—why not add what used to be the most powerful country in the world to his portfolio!
The congressmen seated around the room looked terrified, regretful to a man for coming here today.  The bots around them were unmoving—inanimate objects in a deadly still-life of stored potential energy.
As Forester strode forward, the bots turned in unison, following his progress.  The hive mentality controlling them was utterly unsettling.  The bots could move as one, like wind wolves running through a field, and then instantly become individual, each with its unique course and set of actions—a perfectly presented model of chaos.
As the president approached, Travis didn't bother to stand.  Let him squirm, he thought; he no longer bowed to this man—no one did.  There was a time they had called Forester president—leader.  Now it was he, Travis Eckhart, and they would all know his name.
[image: image-placeholder] The president settled himself at the podium before the executive bench—he'd spent plenty of time here as well, coming up through the ranks of Congress, presenting bills, fighting for his constituency. He'd wait for Travis; this was his show.  No point in tipping his hand too early.
Travis watched Forester a moment before he stood and walked casually to the podium.  The chamber spread all around him, dotted here and there by the occasional, sniveling congressman.  There wasn't a better explanation for the state of the country than this.  In a time of perhaps the most significant threat ever to the Republic, of five hundred and thirty-five members of Congress, fewer than fifteen had even bothered to show up.  There was a time in this country’s history when this hall would have been standing room only, even during times of grave danger, but that was a time long past.  
"President Forester, you have called a special session, have come here to address the leaders of this nation."  Travis spread his arms theatrically. "Where are they, these great leaders?" It was a rhetorical question, of course; this place hadn't been filled in a long time. "I am here and continue to be honorable to our arrangement, though you do not."
There it was, thought the president.  Somehow, he knows, and now I've lost the element of surprise—not that enough congressmen have shown up to give this resolution power anyway.
"There is a war raging in this country, in our streets.  Cities are burning; people are dying.  That was never an aspect of our plan."
Travis shook his head sadly. "Transitions are difficult, messy.  What is happening now was inevitable.  History shows us that people do not willingly accept change.  It takes a strong guiding hand to usher it through."
"I hear the fascist doctrine of Hitler and Mussolini echoed through your misguided words."
"To help the People, there must be change.  Left to their own devices, the People have run this country into the ground and with it, any hope for a prosperous future—these are your words,” replied Travis.
"And when they have been helped, you will step aside?"
"At a point in the future, when things stabilize. It's not the focus now, of course.  First, we must save this country."
"There won't be any country left to save!" exclaimed the president. "We planned for a peaceful transition with pockets of resistance…."
Travis cut the president off. "I will not debate this.  You asked for our help, you understood the risks, and now you want to back away because you don't have the stomach for it." Travis drew a deep breath, settling himself. "This is no longer your concern."
Behind Travis on large displays mounted around the front of the room, the president's secret speech began to play.  The audio had been scrubbed, and his face distorted to prevent future attempts to decode the words. Still, it was unmistakably him, less than twenty-four hours before, delivering what he'd hoped was a heartfelt call to arms to the people of this country.  Had he been betrayed, and by whom?
"You are a traitor to your people, your office, and your country.  The People need a leader with the resolve and foresight to follow this through and to carry the country toward a brave new future where the People can prosper once again." 
Forester glanced around as several bots moved silently toward him. "And the Republic?  Will you allow the People to choose their leader from amongst the People?”
"When they are ready—the future will unfold in its own time." Travis waved the bots forward.
Forester felt the unmistakable touch of chromed steel against his skin as the bots to either side of him wrapped his arms and wrists in their grasp. "This does not end here today.  There will be another time.  My office represents an ideal, the concept of life and liberty, the embodiment of the Republic.  While I may pass from this world, that shall never die.  It will grow like a seed planted in the souls of the People, to live another day."
[image: image-placeholder]Travis watched Forester be guided from the room, a phalanx of bots surrounding him.  That man represents the greatest threat to our enterprise, thought Travis.  He is diminished for the moment but were he to capture the People's hearts and minds again, it could be disastrous.  Hope is like a virus that thrives on the barest scratch of possibility; it spreads quickly and infects everything it touches.  If People have hope, they will have a reason to resist.
[image: image-placeholder]Forester was moved quickly through the halls of the Capital Builidng, the metal steps of his captors ringing against the stone floors.  The bots were the most highly engineered machines ever created, but even that couldn't overcome the fundamental physics problem of metal against stone.
Forester's mind reeled as he walked.  How had Travis gotten his hands on a copy of the recording?  The group Tia Fiore had put together was supposed to be trustworthy, but it could have been any one of them—hell, it could have been her.  It didn't matter now.  The moment had passed if there ever was one.  Travis was always one step ahead, and Forester had merely been playing a role—that was becoming all too clear now.  
Trust no one. 
He'd known better, everyone had warned him, but in his desperation, he'd gambled too much.   It was a disastrous lesson—the cost was more than he could bear.
As they moved through the passageways, Forester noted they were headed for the North Lawn.  If he were going to be transported anywhere, it would be from the south as there were service roads with direct access to the avenues around the Capital.  All the streets to the north had been barricaded long ago, access being too open and difficult to control.  The North Lawn would be an ideal place for an execution, he decided—less visibility, and easy disposal.  This certainly wasn't the way he'd imagined this day playing out. He'd hoped for resistance, even a fight; to end up in an unmarked grave hadn't been part of the plan.
The hedges along the North Lawn, framed by large stone columns, came into view through the entrance's tall glass doors.  As they approached, the bots in front of Forester stepped to the sides, forming a kind of rank and file.  Outside, wind beat the tall grass as a Marine helicopter landed.
A door unfolded from the side of the helicopter, and a bot nodded its head through, beckoned Forester forward.
The president looked around.  All the escort bots remained to the sides and appeared to be powered off, although how could anyone really tell?  He stepped forward, moved guardedly, expecting to be struck down at any moment.  When none of the bots moved, he quickened his pace, bending low as he approached the waiting aircraft.
The bot that had waved him forward walked past, never glancing in his direction.  Something was certainly going on, but now wasn’t the time to ponder the details.
Forester bounded up the steps into the helicopter.  Soft leather seats lined the interior, the presidential seal embossed into the headrests—every seat empty.  He moved quickly to the cockpit and found the same.  He was alone, the helicopter was his.
Forester slipped into the pilot's seat, pulled on a pair of headphones as he reached for the controls, flicked switches, and adjusted dials.  The whine and vibration of the engines greeted him like old friends.  It had been years—decades since he'd sat in the cockpit of a helicopter, but the principles of this new craft were fundamentally the same. He'd done three tours in the Air Force, had been deployed around the world.  Everyone in the country knew of his service.  His campaign manager had assured him it would win the hearts and minds of the People.  It had worked, but Forester had always felt conflicted about using his service as a justification for the People's trust.  He'd been young then, out to see the world and follow in his family's tradition.  Public service had been the furthest thing from his mind.
The helicopter climbed unsteadily into the air, and wavered a moment before rocketing upward.  Images of Hank Murphy played through Forester’s mind—his childhood friend executed for having the strength to see this disastrous plan for what it really was.
As the helicopter climbed farther into the sky, Forester knew he had been given a second chance.  He would not repeat his mistakes, would not squander the sacrifices of so many.
[image: image-placeholder]Amira Fahmi sat before her computer terminal, watching a video feed as the helicopter carrying the president ascended and sped away.  There hadn't been time to consider her actions, or the consequences.  As she'd watched Travis's speech unfold, it became clear what was needed.  The man was unhinged, drunk with power.  Whatever had been wrong with this country before, it would be infinitely worse if that man proceeded unchecked—that much was certain.
Her access had given her all the tools she needed to aid in the president's escape—to help rebalance the game.  The final step had been up to him, but she was confident he would rise to the occasion.  He was a profoundly flawed man, but everything she'd witnessed over the last several days convinced her he was still the best hope.  If there was to be a new world, she hoped it would be led by someone who could learn from their mistakes, not a man who believed himself incapable of making them.
Of course, now she had to run as well.  Time was limited, as was her ability to cover her tracks.  It wouldn't take long for Travis to discover that Forester had escaped, and when he did, he would tear the place apart looking for the traitor.  She needed to put as much distance between herself and this place as possible before it got to that point.
In many ways, she had been preparing for this all along—habits formed by a lifetime of suspicion and distrust.  She'd built dozens of back doors into the Corporation’s systems.  How and when she would choose to use them, she hadn’t yet known, but it made her feel better knowing she would still have access.  Some of the back doors would be discovered, but others might remain, and it was all about timing and influence.  Having the right tools and the proper access was the difference between life and death at times like this.
Amira had one final thing to do. She'd written a scrubbing program.  It wasn't too damaging, just enough to cover her exit.  Her program would crawl through the web, poking into every corner to scrub any instance of her it found; every image or video file, blip of audio, line of code, and document.  In the virtual world, she would cease to exist, would become a ghost.  She couldn't help people's actual memories—Travis certainly wouldn't forget her—but when they dug for information, there would be none to find.  It was the best way to cover her tracks, but there were side effects; no more credit cards or bank records, which meant no access to funds unless she had cash.  Even her driver's license, not that she used it anyway, was deleted.  She wouldn't even be able to get on a subway as facial recognition controlled access.  She would no longer exist in the system; she would be shut out.
It was the only way.  She needed a head start.  Travis would turn over every rock, leaf, one, and zero to find her.
With a few keystrokes, the protocol ran.  A progress bar popped onto the screen, filling in as it went.  Within minutes, it was complete; her digital fingerprint, her virtual identity, gone forever.  It was amazing how quickly a life could be erased. It had taken her twenty-five years to get to this point, but only moments to erase it.  
Efficiency was one of her defining features, as Travis had commented on more than one occasion.
Now for the gift.  Amira accessed a tracking map, checked the progress of Forester's helicopter.  He was already well on his way, headed west to a location she could only guess at.  Soon he would be beyond reach, out of harm's way—for the time being anyway.  
She opened the secure remote location where she'd stored the president's recorded message, and she shuttled through the file to make sure everything was there.  The picture was pristine in its hi-def glory.  There were more keystrokes and progress bars as Amira uploaded the file to all the usual places—social media, hacker threads, and chat rooms.  She couldn’t be certain of the access people had at this point, but there were always a few who managed to stay online—they would do the job of spreading the message.  
Next, she sent the file out to all the major news networks.  They would get it eventually but with people losing access, every moment counted—this story would be front page for a long time unless Travis managed to shut them down as well.
With this final task complete, Amira left no ambiguity as to who the perpetrator was.  There were a few with enough access to control the bots, but only she had the president's message.  Travis would be on her like a bloodhound.  She had single-handedly given the president and the People their resistance—she would never be safe again. 
 Now she had to run.
Amira stood from her terminal and gathered her few things.  She had placed a timed virus into the system that was already hard at work.  It would confuse the systems long enough for her to get out of the building, but after that—she wasn’t sure; the AI was brutally efficient.  More planning would have been ideal, she thought as she shuffled toward the elevators.  She had no place to go and only a small amount of cash on hand—she was on the lam, she thought with a flicker of excitement.  Adventurous or foolish, which was it?—not that it mattered now.  
Amira stepped onto the elevators, and the doors hissed closed behind her.  As she whisked downward, she noticed that hallways and rooms once filled with people were now empty.  Bots were on patrol, but overall, the place was desolate, abandoned.
She'd done what she needed to do—of that, she was certain.  It wasn't a matter of right or wrong so much as balance.  No person should hold sway over so many.  If technology was the great equalizer, she was the power surge—an EMP rebalancing the sides.  Thoughts to keep her warm through endless nights as she scurried amongst the shadows, desperate to avoid capture, on the run as enemy number one.




Chapter 23

Adam, Brad, Jess, and Julie spread out around a roomy storage area on old lumpy couches pushed to the edges.  The place was stacked with janitorial supplies and dry goods from Skip's family’s restaurant.
The room itself was shabby with water-stained walls, thread-worn carpets, and naked overhead fluorescent lighting.  Adjacent to the Nest, the room was connected to the service tunnels with a lockable metal door, making it reasonably secure.  The door was rarely used to access the room; Skip preferred to enter through the Nest.  
Off to the side was a small bathroom with an ancient shower, toilet, and sink.  It was apparent the place had never been cleaned, or at least not recently—a fact that didn't bother Brad or Adam.  The girls had already quietly declared the room and bathroom unfit for use.
Adam reached for a case of Coke, pulled out a warm can, and offered it to the others.
Julie refused as she burped through a mouthful of ancient Twinkie. "I don't think I've eaten this much sugar ever in my life—feel like I'm gonna be sick."
Skip walked into the room, grabbed the can from Adam, cracked it before taking a long slug, and belched proudly. "Hacker's diet!" he proclaimed as he rooted through a storage bin and came out with a fresh pack of Oreos.
Jess tried to hide her disgust.  “Not that we don't appreciate it but is there any real food?"
Skip feigned a hurt expression as he shook his head through bites of cookie. "You can munch on some of the dried stuff if you like, but otherwise, there's not much down here besides the essentials." He pointed with his foot to a shelf stacked with cases of Coke, cookies, and Twinkies.
Jess glanced around at the stacked bags of uncooked beans and rice.  With no way to prepare any of it, a steady diet of sugary snacks and soda would be the menu for the immediate future.
"We'll figure out other food, but for now, this works," said Adam as he squeezed Jess's hand. "Thank you, Skip."
Brad peeled open another Twinkie and popped it into his mouth. "Suits me just fine!"
A beeping sounded from the Nest. Adam glanced at Skip questioningly.  
"Incoming message," said Skip as he trotted from the room.
With their host gone, the others settled a little.  Adam looked around at his friends, could see their resolve wavering.
"I know it's not ideal, but it's safe, and at least for the time being, Skip's gonna let us stay here."
Jess held Adam's hand tightly, then hugged him, sagging with exhaustion. "You're right.  After what we saw out there, we're some of the lucky ones."
Julie pulled a ratty blanket over her and Brad as she snuggled against him. "I'm not even going to think about the stuff that's probably happened on these couches." She glanced at Brad, but his eyes were closed tightly, his breath steady as he snored quietly.
[image: image-placeholder]Adam stood looking over Skip's shoulder as he talked through a series of waveform images on the monitor.  There were large clusters of squiggly lines running through the middle of the graph and a handful running along the bottom.  The bottom waves were much longer with fewer peaks and valleys.
"So, these," said Skip, pointing to the middle of the screen, "are normal wave frequencies, what you'd expect to see on a typical scan—radio stations, cell phones, WIFI networks."  
Skip then pointed to the waves lower on the graph, traced his finger over the longer lines.
"These waves started several days ago.  You can see they run at a lower frequency and much greater wattage."
Adam studied the images, tried to make sense of what he was seeing.  This was dipping into deep geek-speak, a place where Skip was perfectly comfortable but not an area Adam or most other people could readily follow.
"I don't know what I'm looking at," said Adam.
Skip chuckled to himself—few people could keep up. "Basically, there's been a ton of new activity on frequencies only the military uses, as far as I know."  
"And this all came about in the last several days?”
"Yep, coinciding with the bot invasion."
"The bot invasion?" asked Adam.
“That’s what we’re calling it—but we’ll get to that.”
Adam stepped back.  The correlation was obvious, but he wasn't sure of the relevance.  Skip had a tendency to chase tangents; it could be a terrific time waster.
Skip punched at the keyboard, and the graph cleared, replaced with the scrolling of new waves.  The middle of the graph was mostly empty, but the lower frequencies were thick.
"Now we're watching a real-time scan around the city.  All the normal stuff—cell phones, radios, WIFI—basically gone, which makes sense considering everything is fried.  But the new low-level frequencies are running full-on."
"What kinds of things run on those lower frequencies?"
Skip turned around and nodded with a smile, his thin eyes buggy through the thick lenses of his glasses.
"Communication mostly but other stuff, too—networking and data."
“So that's how they communicate, on these low-level frequencies?  Can we listen in?"
"It's encrypted.  Assuming the bots are using standard 256-bit encryption, it's theoretically unbreakable.  Given the time it would take to crack, the information would be useless by the time we decoded it—if we could decode it."
"Is there a way to listen in without decoding it?"
"Possibly, if we had a transceiver, but even then, the information is most likely in machine code, which itself is a kind of encryption."
There it was—tangent.  “So, what does all this mean?"
Skip shook his head. "I'm not sure yet; it's just part of the puzzle."
Adam leaned against the desk, watching as the graph drew itself across the screen.
"Why are the bots still working when everything else is fried?"
"Somehow, they're shielded against EMPs. There's a lot of stuff that doesn't make sense.  These low-level frequencies usually require huge antennas, like hundreds of meters in length, but the bots must have them on board if they're using the waves to communicate.  And the power sources—most service bots can run for a day or two before charging.  Even military bots have fairly limited runtime."  
Skip pulled up a video showing a group of bots working their way down a street during one of the previous evenings, people running before them, buildings and cars burning all around.
"These bots have been running the better part of a week, and I bet they go much longer still—it's not like they're all gonna return to the mother ship for a juice-up."
Adam sank into a chair beside Skip, staring at the images in the video.  They seemed foreign, abstract.  If it weren't for the streets he recognized, he almost could have believed this was all just a bad dream and that he was waiting to wake up.
"There's some chatter going around on the boards. There's a plan to try and capture one of these things, figure out what makes them tick."
Adam sat forward. "You've heard from other people?"
"Oh yeah, bot invasion, remember?” said Skip. "I'm not the only one that did a little pre-planning!  I told you something like this was going to happen." 
Typical Skip, thought Adam.  He saw it all coming; it's just the rest of us who are idiots.
Skip tapped at the keyboard again, and a new window opened.  The graphics were very low res, glowing green in color.  The rough image of a skull was rendered in slash marks and special characters with a dancing border of flaming torches.  The whole effect looked like something you would expect to see on an old Apple computer from the 1980s.
"A couple of the old BBSs are back up and running."
Geek-speak—Adam rolled his eyes. Skip loved to roll this information out bit by bit to be sure it was apparent just how little you knew.
"BBS?"
"Bulletin board system, kind of like the early days of chat rooms.  People host them on their computers, not servers in the cloud—so you have to know the right number to dial in."
"But how are you able to connect?  I thought everything was down."
Skip pointed to an old silver and black box the size of a paperback book sitting beside his keyboard, a series of lights dancing across the front.
"Dial-up modem, 56k baud rate—bet you haven't seen one of those in a while," chuckled Skip.
Or ever, thought Adam.  He nodded like he was in on the joke.
"The phone lines are still there and lit—the main terminals are working so connections can get through if anyone has a working device.  Since pretty much no one uses landlines anymore, it appears they haven’t been targeted yet." 
"I don't follow," said Adam.
"It's not that complicated.  The internet we normally use runs on big server farms.  You didn't actually think the internet was in the clouds, right?"  Skip turned to Adam as he made air-quotes, giving him a, ‘you spilled your Froot Loops' look.
"Of course not." Adam was sure he'd never even thought about it.
Skip turned back to his keyboard and scrolled through a few pages on the BBS by tapping the spacebar.
"Anyway, these server farms, the cloud, is down, probably all fried. That's where BBSs come in.  A few people are still able to host, so we can connect to them."
Adam shook his head, exasperated.  “But if everything is fried, how can there still be people with working computers?"
"I'm still up.  Look, Adam, I'm not the only one who thought a day might come when our entire world—which is completely dependent on computers and the internet—might come crashing down around us.  A lot of us believed this was inevitable and planned accordingly." Skip flicked Adam a glance in the monitor's reflection. "Not all of us, of course."
There, he's said it, now that was out of the way—Skip was brilliant, and everyone else, fools.  Adam rolled his eyes. "You can't honestly believe everyone else is a moron because we didn't plan on the world ending in a robot invasion!"
Skip shrugged. “Seemed obvious to me.”
"Ya know, it's pretty obvious that at some point, if you drive a car long enough, you'll get a flat tire, but you couldn't change one of those if your life depended on it!"
"So?" Skip genuinely didn't follow.
"So, fortunately, you are uniquely suited for the current crisis."
Skip stared at Adam, his eyes distorted through the thick lenses.  He either didn't get it, or he was being obtuse—you could never tell with Skip's flat effect.
“I don’t drive.”
Adam rolled his eyes.  “So, what's the plan."
Skip opened a new window, and Adam saw several users chatting back and forth.
"It's early, but as I said, there's talk around trying to catch one of these things so we can figure out what makes them tick."
"Why would we want to know what makes them tick?"
"Well, right now, they're pretty unstoppable, right? They're heavily armed, heavily armored, and can fry any technology we throw at them.  If we're going to have a chance at fighting back, we gotta know what we're dealing with."
"Fight back? There's too many, and they're armed to the teeth—I've seen it firsthand, and that wasn't even one of the heavy ones." Adam shook his head, agreeing with himself. "We just gotta ride this out and see what happens."
Skip whirled in his chair. "Ride it out?" he shouted. "Maybe you haven't been paying attention to what's going on out there, Adam.  This isn't like riot police with tear gas putting down a rowdy crowd at a Pantera concert (ancient reference, Skip's attempt at being worldly).  People are being killed—the bots are destroying infrastructure, so we can't survive on our own. I've read accounts of people being loaded in semi-trailers, and train cars, shipped off to God knows where.  Pretty soon, there won't be anyone left or anything to come back to.  People who are able have to do something."
Adam stared at Skip, taken aback.  This couldn't be right, could it?  It was all some massive fuckup—technology run amok or maybe a power-hungry corporation?  They would be dealt with; the government wouldn't stand by while something like this happened.  There were the military and the police—it would take time, but things would be brought under control.  Hell, he was sure his brother's unit was prepping a response as they sat here debating this.
The door to the Cage squeaked as it opened—the analog, physical sound contrasting with the whirs and beeps of the computers in the Cage.
Jess moved beside Adam and rubbed his shoulders. "We heard you guys talking; everything okay?"
Brad was there as well, rubbing sleep from his eyes, Julie beside him.  Five was a crowd in the Nest. "Yelling, you mean!”
Adam glanced at Skip; he didn't want to alarm his friends.  Besides, he still wasn't sure if this was real or some crazy theory Skip and his online friends had cooked up.
“We’re good—just having a discussion, nothing to worry about,” said Adam.
Skip glanced at the new arrivals. “Don't touch anything!" He turned back to his keyboard and pulled up a new window.  With a few keystrokes, the image of the president filled the monitors around the desk—at least half a dozen.
The president looked different, not his usual polished television presence—his suit was rumpled, hair askew.  He wasn't in the Oval Office or some other recognizable venue.  It looked as if he were in a small basement conference room.
The friends gathered around the monitors as the video played.  Skip stood, pushed his way out of the Cage, pressing bodies with almost everyone as he passed—especially the girls, much to their disgust.
"My fellow citizens," began the president. "Roughly seventy-two hours ago, a series of actions was put into motion with profound effect for all of us—"
[image: image-placeholder]Skip tore into a plastic-wrapped flat of Coke, fishing out a fresh can.  He cracked it open, took a long drink, and burped contentedly.
"Are we sure that video is real?  I mean, can't those things be faked?" asked Julie as she tried to find a perch on the couch that wasn't directly on a stain.
Brad took a few gulps of his own Coke, then belched loudly to match Skip’s.  Both guys laughed. "Yeah, like where they replace the face—you know, put a famous actress into a porno, things like that?  I bet that's what this is.  Someone is trying to get people stirred up."
Skip sat down beside Julie.  Even after a ride down the river, sneaking through the city, and sleeping on a couch, she still smelled good.  Skip loved that about girls, most of them anyway—they always smelled good.
Julie scooted as far as she could to the edge of the couch, which wasn't far enough.  The hell with stains, she thought, better than sitting next to Skip.
"You're talking about deep fakes," said Skip. "We checked; it's genuine.  Deep fakes aren't all that convincing if you look at the imagery on a sub-pixel level.  The software leaves fingerprints all over the place—mismatched grain, pixel smear, and halation.  Pretty easy to spot, actually."
Jess came back from the bathroom, rubbing her wet hands on her pants.  Adam handed her a Coke they were sharing as he searched her eyes—she gave him a quick head shake, then perched on the edge of the couch next to Julie.
"If the video is real, then we have a much bigger problem."
Everyone glanced at Adam.  Even though he didn't want it, he was the group's unspoken leader, and everyone knew it, even Skip—even Brad.  His acknowledgment of this made it feel more real somehow—a lot scarier.
Skip shifted on the couch, got just a little closer to Julie. "As I said, there's some organization going on.  People wanna try and get ahold of one of those things—there's even talk of a meetup in the mountains at some point."
Brad sat forward, a glint of hope in his eye. "Yeah, I like that.  If there were more of us, we might stand a chance—you know, fight back!"
Julie looked at Brad. "Fight back? This isn’t a movie; people are dying out there!"
"But they're not organized.  Do they even have weapons?"
Adam shook his head. "That's not the priority right now; we need to cover the essentials first.  Food for starters and water—we can't live on Coke and Twinkies," he said.
“Amen to that!”  Julie pushed to the edge of the couch; she couldn’t go much farther away without making it a thing.
"What about our families?" asked Jess. “It's been days since we checked in—we don't know what’s happening with them, and they must be worried sick about us!  And Mark, we need to check on him too." She was breathing fast, her hands felt tingly, and she was getting light-headed.  Things felt like they were getting rapidly out of hand.
Adam pulled her close to soothe her.  They didn't have any medicine if she had an attack now—it had been lost on the river.  The best thing to do was try and calm her down—and the rest of the group as well.  This would quickly escalate if he didn't re-direct them—especially Brad. He'd always been a shoot first, ask questions later, kind of guy.  He would get them into big trouble if they weren't careful.
"We'll get to all of that—first things first, though.  Skip, looks like you're stuck with us for the time being."
Skip shrugged.  The moment he'd seen the president's video come across, he had to have known that would be the case.  Kicking the group out under the current circumstances, even if he could get them to leave, would be tantamount to sending them unarmed to the front lines.  It wasn't a part of his personality he liked to think about, but he did have some semblance of a conscience—they were kids, after all.
"We need to take stock of what we have, supply-wise.  Food is the biggest concern, and water," Adam reiterated.
"Water should be fine for the time being," volunteered Skip. "The mains for the city run by near here; the building's hooked into them."
"Good, and we need to figure out some way to cook all of this," said Adam, nudging with his foot at the pile of bags filled with rice and beans. "There's a lot of food here. I imagine there's more in the restaurant upstairs?"
"There will be some things.  There hasn't been refrigeration for days since the power went out, so I'm sure everything in the coolers is bad.  There are some dry goods and canned things, though," said Skip.
Brad smirked. "So much for 'all fresh ingredients,' huh?"
"It's Chinese food—fried, not fresh!" Skip shot back.
Adam rolled his eyes. "Okay, that'll get us started—there's five of us, and it'll go fast if we're not careful. Let's get things organized, so we know exactly what we have." Adam glanced at his watch, a self-winding chronograph that had been his dad’s—some things just needed to be analog.
"We'll wait till it's dark, and then Brad and I can go up and take a look around, bring back what we find."
The group looked at Adam, faces full of worry.  He couldn't blame them; he felt the same way.  He couldn't focus on that now; there would be time later.  His dad had talked a lot about compartmentalizing, especially in times of stress.  He’d told Adam and his brother stories of being in combat, watching people die around him but knowing he had to push forward anyway.  There would be time later to come back around; you couldn't let emotions cloud your judgment.
"Jess and Julie, you guys figure out what food we have down here. Let's get everything onto the shelves over there.  Brad and I will get our water situation sorted out.  Skip, can you give us an idea of what's going on outside?  Before we go upstairs later, I'd like to know what's up there."
"There's nothing running topside that I've found, but I can check the boards and see if there's any new info."
Adam squeezed Jess's hand; she seemed to be calming down.  Tasks helped people focus, kept their minds busy. "Guys, don't think too far ahead.  Stay in the moment, one step at a time—we need to stay focused."
Brad stood from the couch and crushed the can in his hand. "Just one question, who put you in charge?"
Adam looked up at Brad, trying to decide if it was an actual challenge or if he was just being a pain in the ass. "You want the job? Cuz I don't."
Brad didn't have an answer for that.
Adam stood and started to follow Skip. "We all have a role to play—we just need to work together."




Chapter 24

Travis sat alone in the massive war room, the holographic table before him surging with motion, orange triangular icons weaving across its surface, clustering around the cities.  
Travis gestured through the air, controlling the map, zooming, covering vast distances to bring a city into view—his city.
The Corporation's monolithic tower rose from the center of the map, dominating the buildings and streets around it.  Everything was rendered in pulsing micro voxels, giving the impression of a massively complex stippled painting.
Orange triangles covered the city, flowing up and down the streets, with clusters inside buildings, vehicle depots, municipal centers.  Every triangle represented a bot, and in some cases, multiple bots when they were too tightly spaced.  Not every city around the country had received this level of occupation. It wasn't practical or necessary, but in the capital of his new empire, Travis had wanted to be sure he had complete control.
Phase one was nearing completion—surface pacification and resource control.  It had been a bloody affair.  No one had known what to expect—not even with the predictive models, but Travis hadn't been surprised by the collateral damage.  People faced a choice: Step into line, or face the consequences.  Where the models had failed was in predicting humanity's fatalistic tendencies.  Once people realized that no matter what they did, the bots would keep coming, they had nothing to lose by fighting back.  But it had still been their choice to make—all very democratic, Travis thought with a chuckle.
The broad strokes were falling into place nicely, and now it was time to begin the next phase.  The majority of the population had been moved to more controllable venues—sports arenas, convention centers, fairgrounds in the rural areas—even high school gymnasiums.  Of course, there were pockets of resistance, those who had chosen to dig in—barricaded buildings, people in the mountains, and outlying areas around the cities.
The resistance efforts had gained momentum since the pirate broadcast of the president's message.  How that message had survived could be attributed to only one person, Amira Fahmi, who had suspiciously gone missing directly afterward—a traitor and a reminder of an unforgivable misstep Travis himself had made.  He’d been blinded by the woman's gifts with technology and coding, all the while assuming she was loyal and sympathetic to their efforts. He'd quickly elevated her far beyond her low-level position at the company, giving her unhindered access and authority as the operations played out.  A massive misstep that would not happen again.  
The cold logic of AI wouldn't have made that mistake.  AI wasn't impressed with a person's ability or apparent loyalty.  It made qualitative assessments of all possible variables, predicting future outcomes, playing out scenarios based on the data.  Travis firmly believed intuition was a critical attribute that elevated humanity beyond all that.  It was fatally flawed—humans could perceive things no algorithm could capture, but a person's biases would always color that perception.  Essentially, human beings were simply too human.
An image of Fahmi floated onto the table before Travis, her file beside it.  He flicked through the pages, scanning as he went.  The company knew almost nothing of the woman. The information was generic; mother, father, grade school, high school, a local college—no known friends, hobbies, or favorite foods.  The information was too generic—he wasn't even sure the picture was actually of her. She'd always worn a face covering, Travis assumed out of commitment to her religion, but now it seemed obvious there was more to it—she had wanted to hide her identity.
Fahmi had almost certainly accessed the system and scrubbed any personal information they had.  He smiled despite himself—precisely the kind of thing she was so clever at doing.  He hadn't been wrong to be impressed with her abilities; the mistake had been trusting her.  Trust was irrelevant in the age of AI.  With access to large enough data sets, a leap of faith wasn't required.  AI could sort through the variables and derive the appropriate information.  AI wasn't susceptible to simplistic human tendencies, and that was better, thought Travis.  Human intuition was flawed, influenced by emotion, and shouldn't be trusted.
Phase two.  If the citizens had thought the first phase was brutal, they were in for a real treat, thought Travis with another chuckle.  Phase two was a clean sweep rooting out those in hiding, the entrenched—anyone offering resistance, and they wouldn’t be so gentle this time.
If politicians had been able to stop politicking for even a moment, they would have realized the root of the country's problems lay with over-taxed resources, an underserved population, and the lack of sustainability with the projected growth models.  In short, there were too many people.  In any situation, take away half the population, and the tensions would ease.  Neighbors fighting?  Lose a neighbor, problem solved.  Not enough jobs?  Cut the applicants in half.  Inadequate food supply?  Drop demand by fifty percent.  Humans were parasitic in their growth, rapidly expanding to fill every void, gobbling resources, excreting endless waste through their consumables.  It hadn't been sustainable for a long time, and yet it continued.  All those many years ago, China had been right to institute the one-child law, thought Travis.  They recognized the limits of their resources and took preemptive steps.
There was a simple reason this seemingly obvious solution hadn't been allowed to gain traction—nobody wanted to be part of the percent that was eliminated.  Self-sacrifice wasn't a natural tendency for living creatures—another time when AI would lead the way.  Numbers were not people; numbers were quantifiable and could be ranked, ordered, and prioritized.  Optimal values could be estimated, plans of action outlined, outcomes predicted.  In short, there was an algorithm, and it heavily favored the self-sufficient, healthy fifty percent.
An important aspect of phase two was carrying out the Argus Program.  This was Travis's pet project, something he'd been working on for years in a secret research facility outside the Corporation's structure.  The goals were highly controversial but essential to the long-term success of his plans.
The new program revolved around an extremely advanced biosensor that would be implanted in every man, woman, and child—eventually, it would become part of the birth process.  The sensor itself was tiny—smaller than a grain of rice.  It was powered through the host's motions, like a self-winding watch—and could also use heat generated within the body through the thermal conversion of small amounts of biomass, mainly fat deposits.  The sensor recorded the vitals and provided the precise location and movement of the host.  That data was correlated with a living database that cross-referenced and tracked every aspect of the host’s comings and goings, providing a nearly complete accounting of every moment of their life.  One additional feature of the Eye—that was what Travis called the tiny device—was a personal-sized micro-dose of neurotoxin.  This feature was highly classified; only Travis and his closest researchers knew of it.  The toxin could be delivered in one fatal dose or slowly over time, gradually breaking down the host to the same result.  Because it was a neurotoxin, its origin would be nearly impossible to trace—there were endless possible causes of toxic exposure in today's tainted world.  
All bots now deployed were equipped to read the Argus sensors.  In phase two, any person found without a sensor would immediately be implanted with one.  In the future, a law would be passed, making the seeding of the sensor mandatory, and any person found without one would be remanded into custody and processed.
The Eyes were being administered to everyone currently in holding—part of a mass immunization initiative was the cover story.  Since the pandemic, people were more amiable toward vaccines.  
As the data came online, even Travis was astounded by the sheer density—it was like tracking every snowflake in a blizzard.  What he'd accomplished through the vastness of his Corporation—tens of thousands of people and millions of bots, with facilities and resources spread across every continent in the world—would change the face of civilization.  Even the greatest kings and leaders of the past couldn't claim the magnitude of his success.
There would be time for reflection; indeed, history would be the most significant mirror.  Now, however, there was work to do, and Amira Fahmi was at the top of the list.  She was a traitor—she would be hunted down and eliminated.  It had to be done quickly, quietly.  People like her had the annoying habit of becoming martyrs, rallying points for resistance.  Travis couldn't allow that.  Right now, she was anonymous, known to only a few inside the Corporation.  He had to be sure it stayed that way.  She needed to disappear as if she'd never existed in the first place.
Travis motioned over the control area of the console before him. Amira's dashboard popped up, displaying her pulse, body temp, blood oxygen levels, and most importantly, her precise location at that moment.  The granularity of the system was extraordinary.  To think the information would soon be available for billions of people worldwide—it was intoxicating.  Of course, when it came to Amira's stream, there was a good possibility none of the information was accurate.  She had almost certainly overridden her biosensors, replaced the feeds with someone else's.
There was a secondary page within the interface labeled Confidential—access required administrative privileges.  Travis opened the page.  This part of the system even Amira hadn't known about.  Travis had trusted her more than he should have, but he'd known better than to let this secret out of the bag.
 There were two buttons—one labeled Therapy and the other Treatment.  These were the controls to administer the neurotoxin.  It would be easy to scrub her out instantly, a swipe of his finger.  First, though, he needed to know her actions over the past several days.  It would be just like her to have left care packages tucked into the code, covering her path and wreaking havoc across the system.  He might still need her to undo her handiwork.  She would have to be convinced to help—he could be convincing, very convincing indeed.




Chapter 25

Amira leaned back into her seat, resting her head.  The hospital chair was worn from years of use and thousands of patients—Amira herself had sat here hundreds of times, probably more.  The cumulative days she'd spent staring at the water-stained ceiling tiles, incessant buzzing of fluorescent lighting overhead, a steady drip from a nearby leaky faucet—they were like backdrops to her life.  
Rather than a place of treatment, the clinic itself looked more like a series of dilapidated storage rooms crammed full of patient records, medical supplies, and broken equipment.  Records were all still done long-form by hand; it was probably one of the only clinics in the world still doing it that way—that had been her father's idea. He'd never trusted computers, preferring instead to see things written out.  Amira had realized what a blessing that was as she grew older and started her career with the Corporation. Travis's minions had fingers everywhere, could peek into virtually any digital system on the face of the planet and comb the data, but the records at the clinic were beyond their technological reach.  As such, Amira's condition was kept as things like this should be—private.
She pulled down the top of her shirt, exposing a port just over her left breast—another permanent fixture in her life for as long as she could remember.  A nurse inserted a needle into the port, then pushed a button on a large blood recycling machine in the corner of the room.  The device, originally built for dialysis, had been modified by her father to help with her condition—the last of several he had adapted.  The machine whined as it started, its internal pumps spinning to life.  There was a sticker of a purple tiara on the side of it, something Amira had put there when she was a child—in the good times, her father had called her “little princess.” The edges of the sticker were peeled, bits of dirt and lint stuck to it from years of worrying fingers as she sat attached to the machine.
Amira settled into the chair, watching as her blood flowed through the clear tubing and into the machine.  She was exhausted, felt rundown and depleted—this would help.  Her condition was rare. Her father had told her as a child she had super blood, and they needed to save some of it to help other people, which was why she had to be hooked to the machine.  Later, she had learned it was a condition where her body was unable to process the toxins she absorbed through the environment. Usually, a person would pass the toxins through their kidneys and liver—Amira's body couldn’t do this, so toxins looped back into her bloodstream.  Even on an extremely restricted diet, within a week or two, her blood would become poisonous, making her very sick.  Her father had developed a procedure to scrub her of these toxins, removing what her body could not, and returning the cleaned blood into her body.
It was a life-saving gift, something he had been able to do for her when he could barely do anything else—he'd always been more adept with technology—like father, like daughter.  When she ran away from home, she had continued to come to this clinic.  She never saw her father again, but she noticed the machine was kept in good working order with minor upgrades and refinements throughout the years.  It was how her father showed his love when he couldn't express it any other way.
The machine was a life-saving gift for her, but now also became a significant issue—she was tethered to it.  It was fortunate the clinic was spared in the initial sweep.  All medical facilities had been kept in working order whenever possible, but she knew in later phases of the operation that would not be the case.  Additionally, she knew Travis would make it a priority to hunt her down.  After significant personal debate, she had decided to close off all connections with the Corporation. She'd been tempted to leave a path in—a back door.  This would have allowed her to monitor things remotely, but she also knew from her years of hacking that back doors could lead them to her as well.  None of the other programmers in the Corporation would be capable of backtracking to her—it was the AI that worried her.  Travis was relying on it more and more, and it was very clever.  A clean break was the safest way but also left her blind.  
Amira knew what the next phases of the operation entailed, but was also aware things could change as the AI developed strategies based on real-time intel.  Travis and his minions planned the overall strategic initiatives, but the AI ran the day-to-day.  It was the most effective military strategist in the history of warfare, using real-time data from the bots scattered throughout action zones to guide minute-to-minute operations.  If one area was overwhelmed, the AI would shuffle resources, pulling assets from less-conflicted zones.  The constant flow and granularity of the data gave the AI a 95% accurate battle awareness at all times—a terrifying revelation for any opponent and an almost insurmountable advantage.
The only chance she had was staying out of sight and away from technology.  Any piece of tech connected to the internet was susceptible to intrusion and could be used to locate her—unfortunate for a person who relied almost entirely on technology.
Amira touched the tubes, felt the warmth as her blood flowed into the machine, and then back out into another port in her abdomen.  Her next move was a tough call.  She had to stay within range of the clinic but off the streets and out of sight.  She would need to visit her apartment at some point, collect a few personal items.  Right now, it was too dangerous—she was certain bots were conducting house-to-house sweeps looking for her.  The next forty-eight hours would be the most dangerous.  After that, phase two would be underway, and Travis wouldn't be able to commit the resources to hunt her down.  Unless, of course, he was obsessed and determined to get to her no matter the cost or compromise; then she would never be safe.
The clinic would be a target in phase two; she was sure of it.  Phase one had been about pacification—an overwhelming show of force meant to disarm state and local law enforcement and military.  The streets would be kept clear; people would be herded and imprisoned when necessary.  Casualties were expected as some people would naturally respond violently to the transition, but the real resistance would come in phase two.  At that point, there would have been time to organize.  They would know the transition was a long-term situation and that the sooner they resisted, the better chance they stood of gaining a foothold against the bots.  
Although the larger military and police organizations had been dismantled, there would, of course, be any number of outliers assembling to take a stand.  It would take time for large numbers of people to organize.  Weapons wouldn't be an issue for them—this country was the most armed nation in the world.  It was a circumstance that had gotten completely out of hand as far as Travis was concerned—she knew that to be true—and was one of the things that would be eliminated during the transition.  Amira knew Travis’s view: Mob mentality was dangerous and unpredictable—people's loyalties changing like the wind, following political feuds, race and gender lines, general dissatisfaction.  He believed individual citizens should not have the ability to organize resistance.  The real change came through the government's structure and guidance—a government over which Travis would have control.  When the transition was complete, the rebels, as Travis called them, wouldn't be able to take over a lunch line, let alone influence governmental decisions.
Amira had never had any need for a gun; her weapons were the skills she'd spent years developing on a computer.  As she sat hooked to the machine, exposed and vulnerable, she accepted the reality that being able to defend herself in the physical world was now a priority.
Of course, the best defense was a good offense.  Something she was currently unprepared to handle—at present.
She was a fast learner.




Chapter 26

Brad and Adam stood at the back of the large open dining room of Skip’s parents' restaurant.  The passage leading downstairs to the Nest was somewhere behind them through a series of halls and doorways.  
The front wall of the dining room, facing the street, was built with floor-to-ceiling glass windows.  Blue moonlight shone in from outside.  From their place at the back of the room, the boys could see the street out front was empty—at least for the moment.  
Many of the dining room tables were still covered in dirty plates and half-empty platters of food.  Chairs were askew, napkins and silverware discarded, drink glasses half empty.  It was as if dinner service had been in full swing when suddenly, everyone just stood and left.  The effect was creepy—life frozen in mid-action.  With the streets and sidewalks empty, the only noise was the occasional buzzing of flies as they feasted on the abandoned food.  There wasn't even the comforting hum of overhead fluorescent lighting because the power, of course, was out.
Brad and Adam lurked in the shadows, gazing across the expanse of the room and out the large windows.
"This place is pretty exposed."
"Keep low; I think the entrance to the kitchen is over there," said Adam, pointing to a pair of swing doors across the room.
As they worked their way forward, Brad glanced nervously around, and noticed a pile of egg rolls on a table.
"What are you doing?" whispered Adam.
"I'm starved!" Brad hissed as he poked at a roll.
“They've been sitting there for days!”
"I don't think you can get food poisoning from egg rolls—everything's been deep-fried." Brad lifted one, sniffed it, then took a tentative bite, the crunch ringing in the silence of the room.  He chewed thoughtfully and smiled. "Not bad—not bad at all," he whispered as he picked up another.
"Really?" Adam peered skeptically at the pile of greasy rolls, then reached for one himself.  He's right, he thought as he chewed; not bad!  The oily, flaky crust shattered between his teeth—cold but delicious.  Real food, if these could be called that, tasted amazing after the steady diet of sugary snacks over the last several days.  
"Who said all fried food is bad?!” Adam grabbed another roll, then ducked toward the kitchen.
Brad munched happily as he perused the other tables, searching for other things to sample.  “Twinkies, egg rolls, and cockroaches,” he said. “That’s what’ll be left after the nuclear apocalypse.”
Adam glanced back before entering the kitchen, and whispered, "You coming?"
"Yeah, right behind ya,” said Brad as he poked at a pile of fried rice with an orphan chopstick.  Toward the front of the dining room, on a table near the large glass windows, he spied several more egg rolls and a pile of crispy chow mein.  He straightened with a grunt, his back killing him from all the hunching over.
At the table, he brushed a couple of flies from the rolls before digging in—hunger had a way of lowering one’s standards, he mused.  As he raised a roll to take a bite, movement out the front window caught his eye.
A bot was standing outside the window on the sidewalk before the restaurant, not five feet from Brad.  It was darkly painted, nearly invisible in the shadows and half-light of the moon.  
The bot was much larger than the one they had encountered at the campsite.  It was powerfully built; its outer shell sculpted from carbon fiber with Kevlar overlays, and massive cannons were mounted on its shoulders.  Hydraulics gleamed beneath miles of cabling and wires, and the armor was pitted and charred in places from small arms fire.  The backside of the bot was scorched black, maybe from an improvised firebomb of some kind—this thing had seen action.
The bot stood motionless, its devastating kinetic potential held in reserve as its sensors read the surrounding area.
Brad froze, the roll halfway to his mouth.  His breath coming in short gasps, he felt light-headed, his pulse racing like an exhausted runner’s.  How long had the bot been there—had it seen him?  It could be on him in a moment, through the plate glass window—it would come on like a Mack truck, unstoppable.
The bot whirred to life, the LED floodlights embedded in its armor flashing on—a hundred thousand watts of searing light bathing the street before it.  The bot stood turned away from the restaurant, its lights sweeping the buildings opposite, illuminating the crumbling brick facades in garish hues.  
Brad sank low to the floor, the egg roll falling from his hand.  His senses piqued; every scent and sound heightened, his vision razor sharp. Time slowed, every moment punctuated by the ragged fluttering of his pulse.
The bot swung into motion, its heavy treads rumbling against the concrete.  Vibrations transferred through the ground and into Brad's bones.  The bot’s blinding lights swept toward the restaurant, coating the interior in dazzling brightness.
Brad froze again, and held his breath, his eyes squeezed shut.  By chance, there was a chair between him and the front window—barely any cover but possibly enough to obscure his form.  
The light swept around Brad, knifing through the space like a physical presence—he could almost feel the heat as the blinding shafts carved the air around him.  The lights blinked out as quickly as they had come, and the rumbling began again as the bot continued on its way to search another area.
Brad remained motionless, his breath coming in shuddering spurts, his mouth gaping like that of an oxygen-starved fish.  There was an incessant buzzing in his ears, and even though they'd been closed, his eyes burned brightly with afterimages.  That had been close—devastatingly close—footsteps away from a speeding train wreck close.
I don't think I like egg rolls anymore, thought Brad, sweat beaded on his brow.  He felt on the verge of vomiting, and he couldn't catch his breath; I’m having a panic attack—that thing could have killed me!
He crept cautiously forward on his hands and knees toward the door Adam had gone through.  This bot had been entirely different from the one they'd encountered in the woods.  That bot at camp had been lightly built—minimal armor and weaponry, much smaller.  What he'd just seen was of an entirely different breed—a bulldozer with weapons.  How would they ever be able to fight back against something like that?  He had to let the others know.  Skip said there was a plan to capture one of them—it would be suicide.  He was sure a machine like that could stand up to just about anything—and what if this wasn't the biggest one? What else was out there?
Brad looked back toward the street, and could see the searching lights of the bot a block away sweeping over another building.  He shuddered; they were in trouble if there were more like that.  The group's most significant advantage—maybe their only advantage—would be to stay hidden.  No way could they get into a fight with one of those.
[image: image-placeholder]In the kitchen, Adam moved around the cooking stations.  Pots and pans were piled about, dirty, covered with bits of rotting food.  The dishwasher obviously hadn't made his shift before the place shut down.
Brad entered the kitchen, carefully swung the door shut behind him.  He was pale, eyes wide, panting.
"You okay?  Bad egg roll?” Adam asked with concern.
Brad hissed at Adam to be quiet, and pointed nervously with his eyes toward the door.  He moved quickly through the kitchen, staying low, and gestured for Adam to get down.  He crouched, putting a counter between him and the door, and pulled Adam down beside him.
"I just—saw one."
Adam eyed his friend; he'd never seen him like this. "A bot?"
Brad nodded and pointed back toward the dining room, his eyes closed as he took a deep breath and tried to slow his breathing—there was that buzzing in his ears still.
Adam stared at the door with alarm. "Inside the restaurant?"
"Keep your voice down," hissed Brad. "On the street out front—right out front, on the other side of the window."
"Shit!  Did it see you?"
Brad looked at Adam as if he were a child. "If it saw me, would I be here right now?”
Brad slumped against the counter, then slid to the floor.  He put his head between his knees, taking big gulping breaths.
"It was massive, nothing like the one at the camp.  Even the ones we saw on the way over here were nothing like this.  It was huge and had all this armor and these lights—it had cannons too." Brad paused to draw a breath. "I think it was looking for us."
"For us?" asked Adam, alarmed.
"For whoever, like it was searching.  I thought….” Brad shuddered. He'd thought it was going to kill him, is what he'd thought, but he couldn't say it, not out loud—that would be too real.
"Damnit.  I knew it was a mistake to come up here.  If it'd seen you—"
Brad grabbed at Adam, cutting him off, eyes wild again. "Skip said they are planning to capture one.  We have to stop them; they won't stand a chance."
"Okay," said Adam, trying to sound soothing.  Brad was on the edge, he had to calm him down. "Okay, we'll tell Skip, and he'll let them know."
Brad closed his eyes, hung his head as he tried to steady his breathing. "Jesus, what are we going to do? We're completely reliant on Skip and his nerd cave.  One thing goes wrong—if one of those things gets in there—we're dead."
Adam shook his head. "Skip's place is set up well. We're safe there.”
Brad cut him off, "We're not safe anywhere—we need an actual plan, Adam. I'm not just going to sit here while these things hunt us down.  You didn't see it—once they figure out where we are, it's game over."
"If you know of another place we can go, I'm all ears." Adam waited a beat before making his point. "Skip is the best option we have right now.  Otherwise, we'd just be hiding in a house or a building like everyone else, and they'd find us for sure—nobody knows about this place."
Adam pulled Brad to his feet. "If you go back downstairs like this, you'll freak everyone out.  We got to get it together; they're looking for us to know what to do."
Together they went over to the walk-in refrigerator.  The door hung open, and the inside was as warm as the room.  Food containers were pushed around on the shelves, dumped onto the ground.  Someone had already come through here looking for food.
Adam pushed the lid of a container open to reveal a bloom of yellow and green fuzzy mold. "Doesn't look like there'll be anything we can use.  Even the canned goods have been picked over."
Brad fingered a few cans of water chestnuts and bamboo shoots—not much nutritional value, but they were something. "Might as well take what we can anyway."
[image: image-placeholder]Jess and Julie had all their provisions stacked along the shelves at the back of the room.  The spread was meager.  Outside of the Coke and Twinkie stockpile, which was dwindling, there wasn't too much else.
"A few old bags of chips, a can of ground coffee, and a big box of powdered creamer. That's not going to be much help," said Jess.  She nudged at a bag of rice on the floor. "We'd have a lot more food if we could figure out how to cook this stuff."
"We know how to cook it; we just don't have the stuff." Julie looked at Jess. "Remember that hardware store Adam worked at?  If we could get back there, they had little camp stoves—that's all we'd need!"
Adam and Brad came into the room from the door leading upstairs.  Both had pots with a few canned goods in each.  
Jess gave Adam a kiss on the cheek. “Anything good up there?"
"Not really, it's all been pretty picked over," said Adam.
Skip was lurking in the doorway, looking at the supplies.  He certainly wasn't going to be part of these little supply missions, but he was concerned about the food situation as well.  All the sugary snacks had been giving him indigestion—he was ready for a big plate of his mom's Kung Pao beef as soon as possible.
Brad pushed his pot onto the shelf then collapsed to the couch.  He was pale, the encounter upstairs replaying in his mind over and over.  Julie sat beside him and gathered up his hand. "Everything okay, baby?"
"I had—almost had a run-in with—a bot.”
"Oh my God, are you okay?"
"It didn't see me, but if it had—it was massive and….”  
"Brad!" Adam cut him off.
"Bullshit, Adam, you didn't see it.  They have a right to know what we're up against." He was pissed—Adam had been running this group like it was his to run, and they weren't doing so well.  Whatever happened next, they would decide as a group; they were in this together.
"There was a bot out in front of the restaurant.  It was massive, way bigger than anything we've seen yet.  It was armored, had weapons, and these massive lights.  It didn't see me, but it's like it was there, waiting in the dark.  It just came alive and started looking into buildings—searching for people.  I was only a couple of feet away, inside, and didn’t even see it.  I hid behind the table, and eventually, it moved on.  If it had seen me—I couldn't have stopped it. I doubt I could have gotten away."
Skip spoke up from the doorway. "There's been a couple of postings on the boards that sound similar to that.  People are starting to see them around; it's like the next surge or something.  One guy was talking about a run-in he'd seen. It wasn't pretty.  The bot went right through the side of a brick building and scooped up a family hiding in a bathroom."
"You knew those things were up there?"
Skip shrugged.  “I read lots of things—who knows what’s true?”
Julie's eyes were wide as she stared at Brad.  She crushed him in a hug; his head pushed to her chest as she ran her fingers through his hair.
"What does this mean?" asked Jess.
"Nothing," said Adam. "It's the same as it was before.  If one of those things sees us, it's over.  We need to stay down here, out of sight where we're safe."
"That's great in theory, Adam, but we don't have any food," said Brad.
Jess was looking into the pots they'd brought down from upstairs. "This all you found up there?"
Adam nodded, collapsed onto the couch.  Brad was right; they couldn't stay down here much longer if they didn't find some food.
"We do have all this rice," said Jess, pointing to the bags on the floor. "But we don't have any way to cook it.  We were thinking that we remembered seeing some portable camping stoves at the hardware store."
"Yeah, assuming they're still there—but that's halfway across the city," said Adam.
Jess shrugged and sat beside Adam. "We'll use the tunnels again.  They got us here the first time—and there's a grocery store near there.  We can hit them both in one trip. You never know, maybe we'll get lucky, and there will still be food."
Brad sat forward. "Yeah, that could work.  I like the tunnels; they keep us off the streets.”
"You remember the bots were following us out onto the loading dock?  They could be in the tunnels by now, and it's a long way; it's too exposed," said Adam, frustrated.  It was like Brad was manic—a second ago, he'd been terrified, now he couldn't wait to get back out there.
"If you have a better idea, let's hear it!" Brad mocked Adam's tone from upstairs. "Otherwise, I say we go for a stove and hit the store. Anything's better than sitting here waiting to be found while we starve."
Adam didn't like it.  Down in the Nest, they were out of sight; they were safe.  Food was a problem—he didn't have an answer for that yet—but there had to be a better way than taking the risk of leaving. "What about what just happened up there—you suddenly develop amnesia? There are bots everywhere; you saw it yourself!"
"That's why we're not going above ground.  Guerrilla warfare, right?  You told me all those stories from your dad—that's us!  Small groups, hit and run style." Brad was getting excited; he preferred action to sitting around.  The run-in with the bot topside had terrified him, but he also felt energized.  He couldn't take the idea of those things sneaking up on them.  If he went down, he wanted it to be on his terms; he wanted to fight!
Adam shook his head, exasperated. "Those were stories, Brad, battle theory, Special Ops training—training none of us have.  This isn't like those games we played in the fields with BB guns.  Besides, look at what happened to my dad, and he knew what he was doing!"
The room went quiet; no one had heard Adam talk about his father—not in a long time, even Jess, who was closer to him than anyone else in the world was.
Jess took his hand. "I thought the military refused to give you information about your dad's—your dad. "
"Well, I know he's not here!  I know all the training and equipment and top-secret clearance couldn't save him—how the hell do we stand a chance?"
Brad knew it was killing Adam to talk about this, but it didn't matter anymore.  They had to do something—everybody here had a past, things that made it hard to get out of bed in the morning.  They had to get beyond that if they were going to make it out alive. They had to be proactive, take the initiative when they were able.
"Listen, I don't know what happened to your dad, but we have to do something.  Coach always says, if you see an opening, you take it, and if you don't, you make one.  Going for that stove is the best idea we've got. It'll give us access to all this food.” He kicked the bags of rice, spilling some onto the floor. "And we might find more in that store.  I say we go, and the sooner, the better—we're as prepared as we're going to be."
Adam shook his head in frustration, staring at the floor.  Jess scooted beside him, unsure if she should touch him or leave him be.  Even after all the time they’d been together, and the things they’d been through, she still couldn’t read him.
Silence.  Everyone knew what needed to be done, but it didn't stop it from being terrifying.  The fear of what might be waiting outside the Nest had grown in their minds, a faceless menace—murderous and indestructible.
"Not quite," said Skip from his leaning post by the door.
"What?" asked Julie.
"You're not as prepared as you could be," Skip called over his shoulder as he disappeared through the door.  
He returned a moment later with an ancient handgun and a box of bullets.  He glanced at Adam, who refused to meet his gaze, and handed them to Brad.
Brad read off the box, "forty-five ACP." He tested the weight of the gun in his hand.  It was heavy but felt balanced, the steel barrel and polymer grips cold against his skin.  He held the gun and rounds out to Adam. "I've never fired a gun."
Adam took it with resignation, expertly ejected the magazine, then locked the slide back to be sure the gun was unloaded.  He pushed the mag back in, then racked the slide into place, loading the weapon before pushing the safety forward with his thumb. "Not sure what good this will do against one of those things."
"Couldn't hurt," said Skip.
"Not necessarily—if you're armed, you're a bigger threat, meaning you deserve a bigger response," said Adam.
Skip put out his hand to take the gun back. “Little Miss Sunshine!  You don't have to take it."
Adam tucked the gun into his belt. "Brad and I will go.  Skip, can you check the boards and see if there's anything there we can use?"
Julie gave Adam a dirty look. "What about me and Jess?"
Adam shook his head and glanced at Brad for support. “The fewer of us, the better.  The bigger the group we have, the more at risk we all are.  We need to move quickly and quietly."
"Adam, we have just as much at stake in this as you do," said Jess with a squeeze of his hand. "I'm going."
"So am I," said Julie. "I've been taking care of myself since I was old enough to walk."
"Besides, we're hoping for food and supplies, right?  It might take us all to get things back here," said Jess.
Adam looked at Brad again, pleading.
"She has a point about carrying stuff.  If we had someone in front and someone behind to keep an eye out, it seems like it would be a lot safer," said Brad.  He felt like a traitor, which he resented—Adam had a way of making you feel like not agreeing with him was the same as going against him.
"Four people make double the noise, have twice the movement.  If anyone is seen, it exposes us all." Adam scowled at his friends—even Jess.  They all thought this was a game.  They had no idea how high the stakes were, what could happen to them.  It was zero-sum.  If discovered, there would be loss of life, no doubt about it.
Jess stood beside Julie. "None of us can do this on our own.  If you and Brad get caught, Julie and I would have to try by ourselves, and we'd be even less prepared."
"We sure as hell can't just stay here; that'll be the end of us, same as getting caught," said Julie. "No offense," she said to Skip.
Skip shrugged. "I'm not a babysitter."
Jess looked at Skip in his filthy, baggy shirt with his squinty eyes and greasy hair. "You can come too.  You have the right to fend for yourself."
"Oh, that's okay. I'm most useful behind the keyboard.  Besides, I really would get you caught," Skip said with a smirk.
Adam shook his head. “This is a big mistake."
"It's ours to make, Adam.  Nobody is asking you to protect us; we know the risks," said Julie.
"No, you don't—none of us do." Adam turned his attention to the few supplies they had. "Everybody gear up; we leave in ten minutes."
Skip headed back toward the Nest. "Stop by on your way out. I'll see what I can find on the boards."




Chapter 27

Adam pushed open the door to the underground tunnels.  Jess and Julie followed; Brad brought up the rear.  Each of them had a flashlight, but the plan was only Adam and Brad would have theirs on.  Their lights were wrapped in a single layer of newspaper to help dampen the bright LED glare.  This would stop the lights from being so visible while emitting just enough to help them see.
Skip had done some checking on the boards before they left.  There was a lot of speculation the bots didn't just use the visible spectrum, but relied on infrared and motion as well as advanced forms of LIDAR and visual computing through an array of cameras to create dimensional awareness.  There were reports of them operating in total darkness, coming out of nowhere, which matched with Brad’s story.  Whatever the case, it was a good bet dampening down the flashlights wouldn't help them all that much, but bots weren't the only things they had to worry about.
On the boards, there were also stories of roving gangs looting and attacking.  They were mostly after supplies, but there were a couple of instances when people were being used as decoys.  If bots got too close to the larger group, they would toss out a prisoner and use the distraction to try to escape.  Desperation brought out the worst in people—some of them had been desperate for a long time.
It was inevitable, thought Adam, that people would eventually turn against one another.  They were doing it before the bots had arrived, and it was bound to be much worse as resources ran out.  The whole of society had been balanced on a razor's edge for a long time.  This latest round of events would push it over, and those who had survived the first wave were sure to be even more desperate.  
Adam was less worried about the people.  It was true they were dangerous, but they were also a known quantity.  The bots were a complete wild card.  No one knew quite how they worked or communicated, what technology and weaponry they had hidden beneath their layers of armor.  Skip was right—if they could capture one, it would give them a real advantage—some understanding of what they were up against.  There was even the possibility they could use some of the bots' own technology against them.
The other grave concern surrounding the bots was that their motivations seemed to have shifted. It did appear they were now in the next phase of whatever disastrous plan was being carried out.  Many of the smaller bots had been replaced with larger, more powerful ones, similar to what Brad had seen.  There were reports of injuries and even fatalities—more often than not.  It seemed the directives had shifted from “pacify and capture” to “subdue or eliminate.”  At this point, an encounter with a bot had as good a chance of being fatal as it did of simply getting them captured.
It was all the more reason only he and Brad should be going, Adam thought—or even just him.  He had no desire to be a hero, but he did want to survive.  Taking a large group out was a mistake.  They did have a right to their own fate, but at what cost?  They knew the tunnels about as well as he did now.  If he'd refused to include them, they could have gone out on their own, and if something happened to them, it would be his fault.  It was precisely the situation he'd tried to avoid all his life.  After his father died, Adam had realized how important it was to be self-reliant.  You couldn't count on anyone always being there, and he didn't want anyone depending on him like that either.
That, he was discovering, was impossible.  You couldn't be in a group without becoming part of it.  Like it or not, his friends needed his help—but he wasn't sure he needed theirs—even Jess.  He loved her, but she was a liability.  The guilt of this realization crushed him, but he couldn't help it.  Life, right now, felt binary.  Self-preservation was as strong a force as any he'd ever known. It was what he and his brother had been taught first and foremost by their father.  Relationships were liabilities; the only people you could count on were family—and even that had failed him.  If he could reach his brother—but who even knew if he was still alive.  Reports on the boards said the military installations had been among the hardest hit.  Besides, his brother had other responsibilities now, just like their father had.  They had both given their lives to the military and their fellow troops above their own families, and in doing so, had broken the family-first rule.  If Adam was truthful—in the darkest part of the night when he was alone with his thoughts—he hated them for it.  His father and now his brother had deserted him when they put their careers first.  He was on his own and had been for a long time.
In the faint glow of LED light, the tunnel was barely visible, but it didn't look as if anyone had been down here since they last came this way.
After several minutes, Jess, positioned behind Adam, tapped him on the shoulder and whispered that she needed to stop.
A few yards ahead, there was a doorway that offered some cover; Adam headed for it.
Jess was seeing stars, her breath coming in rapid, short gasps.  She was doing her best to control it, to be quiet, but it was becoming impossible.  She stumbled against Adam when he stopped, and she sank to the ground, head between her knees.
Adam dropped to her level and brought up his light to see her better.  She was in rough shape, her shoulders heaving with the effort of breathing, her eyes were wide and blinking, tears pouring down her cheeks.  
"What's wrong?" asked Adam.
Between gasps, Jess choked out, "They could be anywhere, in the dark—could be watching us right now."
Julie was beside them, holding Jess's hand. "She's having a panic attack—my mom gets them."
"It's her breathing—she's been having issues," said Adam.
"What?  Since when?" asked Julie.
Adam shrugged. "Sometimes when she exercises or if she gets upset—"
"Does she have asthma?" Julie asked. "That sounds like it." She turned her attention fully to Jess. "Do you have an inhaler?"
Jess shook no, her head bobbling on her neck as a euphoric high set in from the lack of oxygen and her muscles began to loosen.
"She doesn't have one," said Adam. "Her mom said they couldn't afford to go to the doctor unless it got really bad."
Julie shook her head as she held Jess close, forced her glazed eyes to meet her gaze. "Jess, you have to calm down.  Can you hear me?  We don't have any medicine, so you have to do this yourself."
Jess stared at her, unseeing, her eyes rolled back in her head.  Her skin was clammy in Julie's hands, and she could feel her body starting to convulse.
"What's happening?!"
"She's going to have a seizure." Julie settled onto the ground, pulled Jess into her lap, and held her tightly.  She forced the end of her flashlight between Jess's teeth—it wasn't ideal, but it would have to work.  If she swallowed her tongue, they'd have bigger problems.
Adam watched, horrified. "What do we do?"
Julie held her friend tightly.  Her jerking movements had begun to subside, her body going slack. "I've seen this at the nursing home—nothing we can do without medicine."
Adam stroked Jess's forehead, his hand wet with her sweat. "I've never seen her like this—never this bad!"
"I can't believe she didn't tell me.” She looked at Adam accusingly. "You should have said something."
"She asked me not to.  Besides, we weren't even sure what was going on—she'd just had trouble breathing a couple of times."
Jess was out cold in Julie's lap, her wheezing giving way to slow, steady breaths.
"Will she be okay?" asked Adam.
Julie pushed her fingers against the skin of her friend's neck, feeling for a pulse. "I think so—she needs a hospital. She'll be out for a while."
"A hospital?" Brad stood over his friends, casting wary glances at the tunnel around them.
"My mom was in the hospital after an attack like this—we couldn't afford her inhaler either and….” Julie shrugged, what did it matter? "You gotta find her an inhaler."
Adam felt Jess’s cheeks—could see faint color coming back. "There could be one at that store."
"Yeah, check the pharmacy," said Julie. "They're pretty standard."
Adam stood. "All right, let's get her back to Skip.  Brad and I can carry her—"
"We shouldn't move her till she wakes up," said Julie.
Brad stood looking over them. “We can't just leave you guys here."
"It's as good a place as any—it's dark and quiet. She'll be able to sleep," replied Julie.
Adam stood. "And you'll be fully exposed; I don't think it's a good idea."
"I'm telling you, we don't have a choice," Julie pushed. "If we move her now, she could have another attack.  Without the inhaler—”
Adam looked at Julie, holding Jess in her lap, the faint glow of his covered light giving the scene an almost warm, cozy feel.  Damnit, what should we do—another in a long list of impossible choices.
"All right," he said, "we'll be fast."
Brad knelt to kiss Julie on the forehead. "You sure about this?"
Julie tried to put on a brave face, but her eyes betrayed her—she was terrified. "We'll be fine—don't forget us on your way back!"
Adam clapped Brad on the shoulder. "Let's go—we're all exposed standing around here like this, and we're making too much noise."
Brad and Adam took a few steps down the tunnel; Julie called after, her voice edged with emotion. "You got what you wanted—just the boys!"
Adam turned to look at her but couldn't see much in the half-light.  Julie and Jess should have stayed back at Skip's behind a locked door, where it was safe—they didn't need to be here; it was an unnecessary risk.  If there were any bots down here—he couldn't afford to think like that.  They had a job to do—in and out.  Quiet, quick, and safe.
[image: image-placeholder]Skip sat at his desk reading through a series of messages on one of the boards, a pile of Twinkies close at hand.  He bit into one, cream filling squishing between his teeth, coating his tongue—amazing, he thought with a smile—still the perfect food!
He punched at the keys, bringing up a screen.  Someone had put up a map of the city with red Xs to indicate bot sightings.  Skip hovered over the area just outside the front of the restaurant and clicked, leaving an X.  The map was fairly covered; every street had marks, some had dozens.  Of course, there was no way of telling if each sighting was a unique bot.  They were probably being tagged multiple times at various locations, but still, it was worrying how widespread the sightings were—nearly the entire city was covered.
Skip checked the area where Adam and the crew were headed.  There had been sightings there as well—no way to tell when, though.  He could fix that.  If they time-stamped the sightings and color coded the Xs—brightest for most recent, it would give them a sort of heat map of the bots' movement.  Once they had some history on the data, Skip could collate it, build a tracking system.  It would be based on human observation and information they keyed in, far from ideal, but it was a start.
Skip took a long gulp of warm Coke, belched as he rubbed his soft belly, the sugar sticky in his mouth.  Yeah, real food would be good, he thought as he set to work.
[image: image-placeholder]Brad and Adam moved carefully but quickly through the tunnels—they were leaving the older sections of crumbling brick and entering newer concrete areas.  They spaced out a dozen yards—if one of them got into trouble, Adam wanted the other to have a chance to react—a split second was all the advantage they could hope for.  Every few yards, he checked their progress against the markings on the walls, making sure of the heading.  They were making good progress, both of them familiar this time around with the tunnels.
A few minutes later, Adam pulled up short and held up his hand in a closed fist.  Brad stopped as well, seeing the signal, his pulse picking up a few notches.
Adam knelt to the ground and signaled Brad forward.  Most of the tunnel floors were coated with grime, making for ideal tracking conditions—and for leaving their own footprints.  Adam could clearly make out prints in the area ahead and around them—he was sure a number of the tracks were from their first passage.  There were others, however, over the top, partially obscured, and there was no mistaking the deep regular impressions left by a bot.
Brad shone his light around, seeing the prints.  He retraced their path, followed the tracks several dozen yards through the tunnel before returning.
"Seems like they stop just back there before reversing," he said in a whisper.
Adam stood, peering into the darkness ahead, unable to see far in the dim light. "It clearly followed us down here—its tracks are on top of ours."
"We don't know that.  It could have been down here any time after us and for any reason," said Brad.  
"But we heard it in the basement when we came this way last time—" It didn't matter, thought Adam, Brad was right—they couldn’t be certain one way or another.
"Whatever—it didn't go far.  I mean, our tracks aren't hard to pick up on this ground; I've been seeing them almost since we started," said Brad.
"I don't think that's why it stopped.  Remember what Skip said about the bots coordinating their efforts—probably with radio transmissions. I'd bet the signals can't travel this far below ground.” Adam shined his light around the wall and ceiling of the tunnel. "It probably went back to the surface because it couldn't phone home."
Brad studied the bot tracks, felt the mechanical ridges of dust with his fingers. "Looks like just one."
"Let's keep moving; we're not too far now."
They were taking an awful risk, thought Adam.  Even with Skip's pea-shooter, they wouldn't stand any chance at all if they happened upon a bot.  Their only hope for survival would be to split up and run.  Given what they'd seen back at camp and how fast these things moved, the best they could hope for was that one of them could get away.
[image: image-placeholder]Julie brushed a few strands of hair away from Jess's eyes—her color was coming back.  Even in the dim light, Julie could make out the blush in her cheeks and the steady rise and fall of her chest as she took shallow breaths.  It was the breathing of someone sleeping deeply, not struggling for air.  
Julie leaned back and adjusted herself against the rough brick wall.  The air down here was stuffy but cool, and there was the ever-present hum and rumble of machinery running deep underground.  It wasn't altogether unpleasant, she decided; in fact, it was kind of peaceful in a completely exposed and vulnerable sort of way.  Her mind began to wander.  Over the last several days, there had been little time to focus on anything beyond the tasks at hand—mostly survival and avoiding being caught.
Jess moaned in her lap, her breath faltering.  Julie brushed her hand over her forehead, smoothing back her hair. "It's okay, just rest." The concerned wrinkles smoothed across Jess's features and her breathing normalized.
Caring for her friend came easily to Julie, like a mother with her child. She'd been in a similar position with her sister for as long as she could remember.  Julie still recalled the day her parents brought her sister home from the hospital.  Being a young child herself, the memories were impressionistic, but she remembered excitement—a baby sister! She'd helped get things ready for months—a new cradle and paint for the baby's room, a big round carpet at the center of the floor.
When her parents arrived, she could tell something was wrong.  Her mother barely noticed her as she came in, and her father told her to keep out of the way—they were both tense, and quick to anger.  But this was supposed to be a happy day—Julie didn't understand.
Her sister didn't use the fancy bed they'd set up for her baby sister.  She had a plastic box with a soft blanket in the bottom atop a rolling metal cart.  Men brought in machines—scary machines with blinking lights and wires that made weird noises.
Things had been different after that.  Her parents worked a lot.  The happy feelings that once permeated the house faded to distant memories.  As she got older, taking care of her sister, Eleanor, had become Julie's responsibility.
Julie looked over her friend sleeping soundly in her lap, wondered where her family was now.  Had they been swept up in the raids?  Did they even care she was missing?
[image: image-placeholder]Brad and Adam moved carefully onto the loading dock, trying to be as silent as possible.  The boys hadn't encountered anything, living or otherwise, since they left Julie and Jess in the tunnels below.  It felt odd that the vast tunnels could be so devoid of life—much like the city above.
The loading dock appeared to be undisturbed.  Both boys vividly remembered hearing bots inside the hardware store, but they didn't seem to have made it out onto the dock.  The rear doorway to the store was intact, and there were no signs of the heavy-treaded metal feet on the smooth concrete landing.
Adam stood at the back of the store, listening.
Nothing.
He slowly turned the doorknob—closed just as he'd left it.  Adam pulled the key from his pocket and slipped it into the lock, then twisted it with a reassuring click.
[image: image-placeholder]Inside the store, shelves had been knocked over, items scattered everywhere.  It appeared the bots had followed them in here—at least Adam assumed it was bots as it didn't seem the place had been looted—the standing shelves were still fully loaded.
He crept forward to get a view of the front of the store.  A warm afternoon light glowed through the front windows. Overhead the high, pressed tin ceiling glinted.  Like all the buildings in this section of the city, this one had known many lives over the years.  Originally, it had been a ballroom, which explained the tall ceilings and ornate tile floors.  Mr. Gunter had been thrilled by the idea of that—had told Adam stories of coming to dances here with his parents when he was a boy.
It was odd seeing sunlight, thought Adam, to have an indication of the day after living underground.  Below, time was relative—with nothing to mark its passage, you fell into a pattern of being awake or asleep depending on how you felt rather than the usual rhythms of light.
The windows he could see appeared to be intact at the front of the store, and the main door was in place.  He wasn't sure how the bots had made it through the locked door; perhaps they could open locks as easily as they seemed to do everything else?
Brad followed closely, his head on a swivel as he surveyed the aisles nervously, expecting an attack at any moment, from every direction.
"I think it's clear," said Adam.
"Yeah," said Brad, unconvinced. "What are we looking for?"
"Up ahead, there's some camping gear.  I got Mr. Gunter to stock a few things."
The boys squatted low to the ground, moving quickly along the back wall, Adam leading the way.
The gear selection was limited: a small tent, some odd pots and pans, a couple of freeze-dried meals.
Adam plucked several old-style frame packs off the wall. "I guess we grab whatever we can carry."  
They pawed through the selection, going for the food packs first.  Towards the bottom, on a back shelf, Brad found a small portable burner with several fuel bottles.  He turned, smiling at Adam as he slipped them into his pack.
"Rice and beans for dinner!"
There was winter gear—parkas, hats, and gloves, but they decided to leave those.  Hopefully, whatever was going on would be over long before the colder seasons rolled around.
"I think we've got everything here," said Brad. "Anything else here we can use?"
Adam shrugged. "We can always come back if we need to."
Brad looked past the shelf out to the front windows of the store and the street beyond.
"I wish there was a better way out of here than the front door.  Stepping onto the street, we'll be exposed."
Adam thought for a moment. "You know, there is another way. It's kind of roundabout, but it will give us more cover."
Adam led the way, keeping low to the ground, back to the store's rear entrance, locking the doors as they left.
On the loading dock, off to the side of the small office, was another metal door.  Adam motioned for Brad to follow as he clicked on his flashlight.
"This will get us up onto the roof. We’ll be able to see a lot more from up there,” said Adam.
The boys moved quickly down a long dark hallway and around a corner to a set of metal stairs.  Adam went first and played the light backward so Brad could see.  The steps made several switchbacks as they climbed, eventually leading them up and out.
[image: image-placeholder]As the boys stepped onto the roof, the waning sunlight was blindingly bright, a stark contrast to the dark hallway and the underground world of Skip’s Nest.  
Both boys breathed deeply of the fresh outside air, felt the wind against their skin.  Adam had always been more comfortable outdoors, preferring a walk in the warm sun to sitting inside at a desk or in front of a video game.  As for Brad, he spent most of his time on the field at practice, football in the fall, lacrosse and track during spring and summer.  Being cooped up below ground was stifling for both of them; the light and airy expanse of the rooftop was a welcome change.
Adam pointed to the perimeter. "We'll be visible from the streets below."
The city spread around them as the boys crouched at the edge of the roof.  They didn't see any bots near their location, but of course, that meant nothing. Bots could easily be concealed from view, waiting for a hapless wanderer.  The way the bot outside the restaurant had seemed to materialize from the shadows beside Brad would haunt him for the rest of his days.
The streets and buildings were eerily quiet, no signs of people, cars, or movement of any kind.
"Where is everyone?" asked Brad. "I know the bots have been rounding people up, but still—how do you make hundreds of thousands of people just disappear in a couple of days?"
Adam shook his head, another of the many questions they couldn't answer. "Skip said there are reports of people being loading onto buses and trains—no idea where they’re being taken.”
"And why empty the city?" Brad shook his head.  There was an even darker side to this all, a number of unimaginable scenarios.
Adam shuffled to a different corner of the roof on the alley side, keeping low.  An old-style fire escape stepped off the roof and led to the ground.  The thing looked rusted through and brittle with age, but he hoped it could take their weight.
"The grocery store is over there," Adam said as he pointed to a sizable, industrial-looking box store several blocks away.
Brad stepped over the edge of the building onto the top landing of the fire escape.  The aging metal groaned in protest under his weight.  He bounced up and down, testing it. "Feels pretty sturdy to me!"  
There was a loud bang as one of the brackets attaching the landing of the stairs to the building snapped.  The metal staircase sagged, pulled away into open air.  Brad held tightly to the rail, blood draining from his face.
Adam reached out to grab hold of the platform and tried to pull it back toward the building. "Go, before it breaks completely!"
Brad sprinted down the stairs to the next landing, swung around the corner and raced down another flight.  He reached the final landing, still fifteen feet above the ground.  There was a ladder that slid down the rest of the way, but it clearly hadn't moved in decades.
Adam peered through the metal struts and steps as he strained to hold it. "You'll have to jump," he grunted as loudly as he dared.
Brad shot him a dirty look; a hell of a plan!  It would be like jumping from the peak of a roof.  He looked around, desperate for another way down.  Unless he turned into Spider-Man and crawled down the building's sheer brick face, jumping was the only option.
Adam's arms were shaking with the effort of holding the fire escape steady.  There had to be thousands of pounds of metal in the staircase leveraging precariously off the side of the building—he couldn't hold on much longer!
Brad lowered himself over the edge of the staircase, getting as low as he could before he chanced a drop.  The ground was still a dozen feet below his feet; this was gonna hurt like hell.  He needed to land and roll to break his fall.  If he took the full impact with his feet, considering the trash and debris on the ground, he could break an ankle for sure.
The staircase swayed sickeningly away from the building—the rusted metal failing under stress, popping and creaking as it moved—Adam was being dragged over the ledge.
Brad released and dropped, air rushing around him—the world frozen in silence as he fell.  He crashed to the ground, throwing his weight sideways as he tried to deflect the impact. 
He lay still for a moment, carefully moving his toes, then his ankles, then his legs—he was scraped up, but nothing felt broken.  That was a bit of good luck, he thought, certainly more than he deserved after a fall like that.
Above him came several more loud bangs as the last few bolts holding the metal structure to the building exploded under pressure—raining down shattered bits of brick and rusted metal.  He rolled to his feet, scrambling to launch out of the way.
[image: image-placeholder]The staircase slammed to the ground with a deafening crash.  Adam searched the wreckage desperately from his perch atop the building.  He couldn't see Brad—he must have gotten away from the falling staircase.  Or he could just as easily be crushed beneath it, hidden by the clouds of dust and twisted metal.
Adam sank behind the ledge of the building.  There was no doubt all the noise would draw unwanted attention—he had to get out of sight and fast.  Also, he'd need another way out of the building.  This had turned out to be a terrible idea—there was no way he could have known the metal staircase’s condition, but still, he should have gone first instead of letting Brad take the risk.  
He chanced another glance over the ledge.  The dust had settled some—he was reasonably sure nobody was beneath the twisted metal.
Already Adam could hear movement on the street; the bots would be here any minute.  He had to hope that Brad had gotten clear after the fall.  If he was still down there, he would be caught for sure—there was nothing Adam could do about it.
[image: image-placeholder]Brad crouched against the building, shaken but otherwise unhurt.  He glanced up, saw Adam disappear from the roofline.  They were separated now; he wasn't sure how Adam would get down—probably out the front, the way they should have come—this had all been a terrible idea.  One thing was for sure: He couldn't stay here in the open, exposed.  They had been worried about scraping their feet or banging a door.  The staircase falling off the building's side was likely to bring every bot in the city.
Brad moved quickly down the alleyway, heading toward the supermarket.  They still needed food—that was why they were out here in the first place.  And Julie and Jess were still in the tunnels—he had to hurry.  With any luck, Adam would just go back and help them get to the Nest—wouldn't risk leaving through the front of the store when all those bots were on their way.
At the end of the alley, Brad peered cautiously around.  So far, the street appeared to be empty.  The store was two blocks away—a hell of a distance considering the circumstances.  It would never be any better than it was now.  Bots could be here any moment, and then it would be too late.
Brad sprinted along the side of the building, keeping low, and moving as quietly as possible.  The strain on his legs after so many days below ground made him feel alive—energized.  The movements came easily, the speed natural.  He was the running back on his football team and a born athlete.  Aside from the scrapes and bruises from the fall he'd just taken and a steady diet of junk food over the past several days, he was in peak shape.  A run like this should be easy for him.
At the end of the next block, Brad cut along the side of the building and headed for the back.  It was a longer route, but there was more cover.  Besides, he didn't want to approach the store from the front, through the sprawling parking lot that offered no shelter.
With a hundred yards to go, he poured on the speed, his legs pistons, almost mechanical in their precision.  The ground blurred beneath him, his lungs expanding with each breath—for the first time in days, he felt alive!
Trees shadowed the building at the back of the store, storage containers and dumpsters tucked between them, garbage piled everywhere.  Most importantly, there was plenty of cover.
The back door to the building was closed, and the knob had been smashed off, leaving a twisted metal stump.  Brad grabbed what was left and pulled, careful not to cut himself.  The door swung open.
Solves that problem, Brad thought.  He hadn't been sure how he was going to get into the store once he got there.  On the other hand, it meant someone had already been here—might still be.  He would need to be careful—besides the typical bad nature of people in stressful situations, any noise he made could be mistaken for a bot.  If somebody was in the store, there was a good chance they would be guarding whatever supplies were left.  It had only been a few days, but Brad was sure people had started hoarding as soon as they realized the bots weren't going away.  He wished Adam were here—he wasn't much of a diplomat, and two against whoever was in there would be better than going in alone.
Brad slipped through the door and closed it softly behind him.  He kept still, giving his eyes a chance to adjust in the darkness—he didn't dare to turn on his flashlight.
The corridor was narrow and littered with trash.  Brad picked his way forward as quietly as he could.  The passageway emptied into a break room—several old tables were scattered about, surrounded by metal folding chairs.  On a back counter next to a filthy sink was an old coffee machine that looked like it could still make a pot.  That might be worth grabbing if he could figure out a way to carry it back.
Beyond the break room was the store's central stock area with the actual aisles just through an open doorway.  Brad moved forward, his feet brushing lightly on the concrete floor.  The place was eerily quiet, a sea of shadows—stores were always brightly lit, bustling with activity.
"Take it easy, friend."  
The soft voice came from behind Brad.  He spun toward the sound, heart in his throat.
A scruffy-looking middle-aged man, thick around the middle, tweedy in dress, regarded Brad with a weary half-smile.  
The man stepped forward, extending his hand. "Name's Albert," he said in a whisper. "We keep things quiet ‘round here, don't wanna draw the locals, if you know what I mean.  Course, most of the time it's just a hungry city dweller scavenging food but sometimes—"
Brad regarded the man a moment, then took his hand. "Brad," he said.
“Others are through here," said Albert, gesturing for Brad to follow, chatting as he walked. "They stash me in the back on the lookout, got tired of listening to my jaw'n!  No matter, not one of them has anything interesting to say.  More time now than we know what to do with, but not a conversation to be had. Isn't that a tragedy?" Albert patted a thick book in the pocket of his old coat. "Better friends in the pages anyway.  I taught literature before this whole mess—did I mention that?  Plan to do it again when this all blows over."
Albert led Brad along the back wall of the store to the bakery section.  A half dozen people were there, sitting on counters and overturned buckets, all looking thoroughly bored.
Albert stopped before the group. "This is Brad. Brad, this is the gang."
The gathered people stared back at Brad; nobody seemed surprised to see him.
A man who looked like he taught CrossFit for a living stood and walked over to Brad.  He had close-cropped hair and tattoos up both arms, military-style.  Brad had seen something similar on Adam's brother—the guy was military, no doubt about it.
"Came in through the back?" asked the man.  
Brad nodded.
"Made sure you weren't followed." The man looked at Brad, intense.
Brad shrugged, acutely aware of all the eyes on him. "Yeah, I didn't see any bots if that's what you mean.  I was careful."
"Need ya to be sure.” The man gestured to the group, and he moved uncomfortably close to Brad. "Kinda a lot at stake, can't have any mistakes."
Brave or stupid, Brad had never been one to back down from intimidation.  A lifetime on the football team and a bully for a father had taught him that once you backed down, you lost all respect—and respect was all there was in these kinds of situations.
"No," said Brad, holding the man's gaze. "I wasn't followed, I'm sure."
The man stood with his face in Brad's. "Good," he said as he turned back to his seat. "That's good."
"And that," said Albert, "is Reggie." He patted Brad on the shoulder then wandered back toward the rear of the store.
Brad was unsure about how to proceed.  He had an agenda and a timeframe, but he wasn't sure these people would just let him walk and start taking things.
"You're here for supplies?" A woman who looked to be in her mid-twenties stood and walked over to Brad.  Her filthy cutoff shorts, stained tee-shirt, and messy hair did little to hide her beauty.
She extended her hand to Brad. "I'm April. Don't let Reggie scare you; he's just looking out for us. We've had some issues, so we're careful."
"Issues?" scoffed Reggie.  He reached over and retrieved an M4 rifle leaning against the counter and started cleaning it.
What is it about guys and their guns, wondered Brad, remembering how Mark had done the same thing back in camp—it seemed like ancient history now.
Brad was charmed by April's kind manner—still, he had no idea who these people were. "I understand; we've had issues of our own."
"Seems like everyone has," said April. "It's rough out there; anyone that has made it this far is definitely beating odds.  How many of you are there?"
Brad eyed the group with suspicion. “Several.”
April smiled. "You don't have to be specific; it's smart to be careful.  The thing is, we let supplies out based on need.  When we got ahold of this place, we realized we'd need to ration things, or there'd be a run, and it'd all be gone."
"I'm surprised you let people take anything from here.  You could just keep it all for yourselves," said Brad, gesturing to the shelves of food and supplies that stretched the length of the store.
"It's not ours to keep," said April. "Everyone needs help.  We just need to be smart about it."
"Besides, wouldn't take much to call attention to this place if someone say, felt slighted," said Reggie as he peered through the scope on the rifle, finding a spot on the far wall toward the front of the store.
"We're in this together." April rolled her eyes at Reggie.
Brad watched Reggie with the rifle. "How effective is that against a bot?"
"Hard to say," Reggie said with a shrug. "How many bots, how many rifles?  One on one, it'd be a tough fight, but against a smaller one—a scout, say, it could even things out."
"My friend took one down with a rifle.  It was definitely a lot smaller than the bots we've seen in the city," said Brad.
Reggie looked at Brad with new respect.
"Really—where was that?" asked Reggie, suddenly interested.
“By the river,” said Brad. "Way up in the mountains.  We were camping up there at the end of school when this whole thing started.  The bot followed my friend Adam back into camp, started coming at us.  Mark, our other friend, took a couple of shots, brought it down."
Reggie was standing now. "What kind of gun?"
"Don't know, it was a rifle he uses for hunting," said Brad.
"Is it still there, the bot?" asked Reggie.
"We left it, I would assume so," said Brad.
Reggie looked at the others in the group—there was an unspoken conversation going on. "You think you could find the place again if you went back up there?"
"Yeah, of course, it's Adam's hunting camp, been there tons of times. I'm telling you, it's way up in the mountains.  We came back down on the river cuz the cars were fried," said Brad. "Just saying it's not walkable.  Besides, there's nothing up there—no supplies or anything. Don't know why you'd wanna go back."
"There's been talk of trying to capture one of them—a bot," April said despite the dirty looks she was getting. "He's all right, Reggie.” She turned back to Brad.  
"Some people think if they could get their hands on one, the technology could be reverse-engineered—maybe we could figure out how the damn things work, get a leg up in the fight."
"The problem," said Reggie, "is taking one down. It's a big risk when they're firing back.  And we know these things communicate—their movements and tactics are coordinated.  Even if you managed to take one down—one of the smaller ones like a scout—it would send out a signal, draw others to it. It'd be suicide."
"So, you want the one up at the camp?" asked Brad.
Reggie shrugged, sat back down, and went to work again on his rifle. "If it's still up there."
"I've heard people were trying to get their hands on one from the guy my friends and I are staying with," said Brad.
The group exchanged glances at this again.
"What's his name?" asked another member of the group Brad hadn't met yet.
Brad glanced at the man.  He was cut from the same cloth as Reggie but seemed like he'd be more at home behind a keyboard than holding a gun—but he also looked like he could handle himself just fine.  Brad was suddenly on his guard. He'd been giving these guys a lot of information—maybe that wasn't a good thing.
"Brad, meet Signal," said April. "That's not his real name, of course—at least I don't think it is?" she said with a questioning look.
"Sig for short. What's his name, your friend?" repeated Sig.
"I don't think I should be using real names—"
"His handle, not his real name."
Brad looked at the man with a blank stare; he had no idea what he was talking about.
"It's a computer thing," said April.
"If he knows about capturing one of the bots, then he's on the boards," said Sig.
Brad nodded. "I've heard him talk about the boards, BBS, I think he called them? He's got all kinds of computers."
The group exchanged looks again, especially Reggie and Sig.
"I think we're gonna want to meet your friend," said Sig.
Just then, Albert came around the corner.
"Picked up another straggler," he said. "I think these two know each other."
[image: image-placeholder]"Adam!" exclaimed Brad.
Adam and Brad hugged, then immediately felt awkward with all the people staring.
"I can't believe you weren't crushed when that fire escape fell," said Adam.  
"Couple of scrapes," said Brad. "Nothing serious—how'd you get out of the building?"
"Through the front," said Adam. "That staircase coming down drew a dozen bots, but they weren't paying attention to the front of the building."
Reggie stood at the mention of the bots. "You sure you weren't followed here?"
"Adam, meet Reggie," said Brad.
"I wasn't followed," said Adam. "I took a roundabout way and doubled back to be sure."
Reggie looked unconvinced. "Albert, you heard from Marcus?"
Albert shrugged as he headed toward the back of the store. "Not since the watch change."
"Check in with him before you go back to your post, have him report down to us," said Reggie.
Albert gave Reggie a mock salute. "Aye, Captain."
"Marcus is up on the roof.  Reggie has us on rotating watch twenty-four hours a day," said April as she extended her hand to Adam (another dirty look from Reggie, which she returned with equal intensity). "I'm April."
Adam took her hand, noticed how beautiful she was, and immediately felt guilty, an image of Jess collapsed on the floor of the tunnels in Julie's lap floating into his mind. "Adam." He glanced at Brad. "My brother would do the same thing—with the shifts."
Reggie looked at Adam with renewed interest. "He military?"
Adam nodded. "Stationed out at Peebles."
Reggie looked at Adam for a moment, then glanced at Sig.
"Peebles was hit pretty hard," said Reggie. "You heard from your brother?"
"No," said Adam, worry etched on his face. "We haven't had communication with anyone."  
"Except on the boards," added Sig.
Now it was Adam's turn to give out dirty looks.  Brad just shrugged.
"What have you heard about Peebles?" asked Adam.
Sig shrugged. "We were staging out of there to deploy when it all went down.  Managed to get a helicopter out with our team, but we were shot down right after takeoff."
"Lost the whole team except Sig and me," added Reggie. "There was some good men at Peebles, a hell of a firefight going on when we lifted off—don't know too much more."
Brad watched as Adam took in this information.  After his grandparents, his brother was the last real family Adam had left.
"You didn't stay and fight?" asked Adam with more accusation than he intended.
"We had our orders," said Reggie.
Emotion burned across Adam's face as he struggled to make sense of this new information.
Sig could tell the younger man was struggling. They'd all have moments like this in the coming days—he was sure of it.
"It was an overwhelming force, Adam," said Sig. "It's possible some of the guys made it out—I just want you to have all the information. We've lost teammates during this thing too; I'd want to know if it was my brother."
"They did ask for volunteers—the bots," said Reggie.  Sig shot him a burning look.
"Volunteers?" asked Adam.
"Turncoats," said Reggie.  
Sig shook his head with disgust, walked to his seat by the back counter.  
"The bots kept going on about this transition.  They were looking for volunteers to help persuade people to go along," said Reggie. "There were a few takers—what was your brother's name?"
"His name is Lieutenant Wesley," said Adam.  It was clear Reggie was trying to bait him; Adam knew enough to hold back his anger—this guy didn't know anything.
Reggie held Adam's gaze as he considered the name. "Nope, haven't heard of him," he said as he settled back down onto his seat.
Brad stared down at Reggie—this guy was a real piece of work.  He was grateful Adam hadn't taken the bait.  He was usually levelheaded, but that all tended to go out the window when his family was involved.
"So, you guys need supplies," said April, trying to break the tension in the room. "Let's start over here; most of the canned goods are down this aisle.  As I explained to Brad, we're rationing things, but we'll get you what we can."
April walked ahead, gestured for Adam and Brad to follow.
"We need some medicine too," said Adam as he followed along, then he added a bit too quickly, "My girlfriend has asthma—and vitamins if you have any, we’re not getting much nutrition with our current diet."
April glanced at Adam. He could see she'd noticed him checking her out—not that it was a new experience for her, he was sure.  Even in this day and age, it wasn’t normal to see a woman geared up for a fight.
"Don't have much, but we'll see if we can find what you need,” said April.
"You're an asshole," Sig said to Reggie as he got up to follow April and the boys.
Adam knew the bases had been hit hard; he'd already heard that from Skip, who'd read it on the boards.  Coming from these guys, even a piece of work like Reggie, somehow made it feel more real and far more worrisome.  He realized he hadn't actually considered that his brother could be in trouble.  Somehow Asher always seemed to pull through—deployment, fights when they were kids.  He never could get past their dad, though—then again, their dad had been a Ranger.
Sig walked beside Adam. "Reggie's a prick; he can't help it.  Fact is, we don't know anything.  Peebles was one of the worst firefights I've ever been in.  Hell, we didn't make it a thousand feet into the air before getting shot down.  There were a lot of good men on the base.  In all the chaos, I'm sure some of them made it out."
Adam walked ahead, didn't answer.  He couldn't deal with that, not now.  People were counting on him—Jess needed him, needed medicine and food.  Asher was a certified badass—that was what they'd called him—he and his dad, it was their inside joke.  If anyone could come out of a scrape like that, it would be Asher.
Brad pulled up short before a shelf stacked full of cans of beans.  
"Whatcha think, Adam, good idea in small spaces?" Brad asked with a chuckle as he tried to draw Adam out.  They couldn't afford to have him in his head, not at a time like this.  There was nothing like talk of family to get Adam brooding.
April laughed as well. "Lot of protein—they pack a punch in more ways than one!"
Adam didn't notice; he was thinking about his brother.  He was a badass, but he couldn't leave well enough alone—never could.  If someone needed saving or if a bully required a taking down, Asher would be the one to do it.  Admirable but not smart when you needed to keep a low profile.
Shit, Adam thought.  He wasn't going to be able to let it go.  He needed to know—was his brother alive?  He was sure the others felt the same—would be getting restless—would want to know about their families as well.  They had all been living in the nightmarish cocoon of Skip's lair, focused only on survival.  Meanwhile, the world outside was falling apart; everything and everyone they knew was either gone or had been changed forever.
Brad nudged Adam with his shoulder as they moved onto the next aisle. "Adam, how about it?"
Adam shrugged and headed toward a large overhead sign mounted on the back wall that read, Pharmacy.  
"Whatever you think," he said.
Brad scowled as Adam walked ahead.




Chapter 28

Adam sat beside Jess on the couch in the back room of Skip's hideout.  He was helping her with the inhaler he'd gotten from the store.  Her shallow breaths were deepening, color blooming in her cheeks.
Julie stood watching, worked her hands nervously. "Looks like it's helping.  Do you feel better?"
Jess nodded and took another pull off the inhaler, and then leaned against the couch, eyes closed, chest rising and falling steadily.
"I got a backup just in case," said Adam, indicating the inhaler in his hand.  
"Only the one?" asked Julie.
"It's all they'd let us take," said Brad. "Things are being rationed.  Might be different at another store, but we couldn't carry more anyway."
Jess opened her eyes and took Adam's hand. "Who's doing the rationing?"
"There's a group at the store," said Adam. "They could have taken it all for themselves, but they're giving things out—they just want to be sure there's enough to go around."
Brad emptied their packs of supplies, stacking things on the table.  Skip picked up a large can of pork and beans.  
"Go around?" asked Skip. "Everything is going to run out sooner or later.  We need to grab as much as we can, while we can."
"You can tell that to the guys with the guns," said Brad.
"Military?"
Adam nodded. "Special Forces."
"You think your brother knows them?" asked Skip.
“Not sure—they didn't recognize his name." Adam shrugged. "They said they'd been at the base—apparently there was a big firefight."
Jess squeezed Adam's hand. He pulled away and stood—walked to the table to look over their supplies.
"There was a lot of confusion; they said there could have been survivors," said Brad. "It's a big base."
Jess, Julie, and Brad exchanged looks.  They knew what Adam's brother meant to him, knew they would all find themselves in similar positions at some point.
"Look," said Adam, "I'm going to the base. I've got to find Asher; maybe he needs my help."
"There's no point, Adam," said Skip. "The base is completely overrun. It's one of the main staging areas for the bots."
Adam turned to face Skip, his face streaked with tears. "You got that off the boards?"
Skip shrugged. "It's the best source of information we have."
"And where does all that information come from?  People like you, right?  You haven't been outside since this whole thing started; what the hell do you know?"
"I'm just telling you what people are saying," Skip shot back. "Going to the base is suicide; there's nothing left to find."
That was harsh, Skip knew, but there was no point in promoting false hope.  Things were going to get a lot harder, and they had to deal with the facts, not chase fantasies because they couldn't accept the way things were.
Adam's face darkened. "You don't know that."
Jess stood next to Adam but didn't hold his hand.  She knew better than to try to comfort him at a time like this.
"They are shipping everyone out—the same thing is going on all over the city.  He might have gotten away, or he was captured and shipped out.  Either way, he's not there anymore," said Skip. "Go to the base if you want to, but you’ll be captured long before you get there.”
"Or he didn't make it in the first place." Adam's voice squeaked with emotion as he wiped at his eyes in frustration.  He hated when his emotions betrayed him—it had been that way since he was a child. "You don't know my brother.  If anyone made it, he did."
Jess grabbed Adam's hand, desperate to offer comfort. "I believe you—I'm sure Asher got out."
Adam started to yank his hand away, then stopped.  Jess was just trying to help.  He had to get control of his emotions—he couldn't let his anger take over.
"He's alive, I know he is—and wherever he is, Asher is our best chance of getting out of here," said Adam. "Skip's right—supplies are going to run out.  Whoever is left will get desperate—including us.  We can't stay in the city."
"And go where?" asked Brad. "The soldiers at the store said there was a resistance building.  They think if we capture one of those things—one of the bots—maybe we can figure out how they work—then we could fight back."
"They're fools!" shouted Adam. "Sticks and pop guns against tanks—and these tanks can think. There's never been a fight like this.  Right now, the bots are programmed to round people up.  Somebody flicks a switch, and they start hunting and killing."
"What's the plan then, Adam?  Where do we go?" Brad was getting frustrated as well.  Despite Reggie being a prick, for the first time in a while, he'd felt like there might be a chance with his group.
"We run," said Adam. "We find someplace safe, somewhere we can defend, and we look for others.  Someday there will be a fight, but we have to choose when and where—on our terms.  We can't win in a straight-up battle—we're outmatched in every possible way."
Brad shook his head. “But Reggie and Sig said—"
Adam cut him off. "They're soldiers—that's what they do, they look for a fight.  I grew up in a family of them." Adam could see Brad didn't believe him. "Look, maybe they'll win a fight, take down a few bots.  Ultimately, they will lose.  The bots have overwhelming numbers and firepower—they can't win a fight in the city, on the bots' home turf, where they have all the advantages."
Brad shook his head, confused. “Are you saying we should leave the city?” Reggie and the others had seemed so sure—they were soldiers, with real combat experience.
“For starters—but I don't know.  Maybe in the mountains where the bots can't bunch up or where the terrain is too rough for the bigger ones—but it doesn't matter, going against the bots is suicide."
"Skip, how about the boards?" asked Brad. "These guys said there was talk of a resistance; is that true?"
"Yeah, after discussions about missing people and where to find food, pretty much all the talk is about taking down the bots," said Skip. "Problem is, the few people that have fought back haven't lasted long enough to talk about it."
Adam shot Brad a knowing look.  This was precisely what he was talking about.
Skip went on. "If you want my opinion, there's no organization to the efforts yet.  A bot needs to be captured and taken apart so we can figure out what makes them tick.  If I could get a look at the communications tech—the antenna array—I might be able to reverse-engineer it, figure out how to listen in on their network.  That would give us a huge advantage, or at least a place to start.  But like I said, nobody trusts anyone, and they don't have to—they're not desperate enough yet—but they will be.  Water is running out; food will be next."
"People will come together to fight these things; they just need to be led," said Brad.
"Or they will prey on each other," said Adam. "One group will see what another has and go after it.  Maybe they can't fight against the bots, but they can take the supplies they need."
"It doesn't have to be like that," said Jess. "Situations like this can bring out the good in people too—like the group you guys ran into at the store."
Everyone was looking at Adam now—he felt singled out.  They were fools, all of them!  How could they not see what was going on?
"Are you willing to bet your life on that?" It was a rhetorical question. "This is an every person for himself situation.  We have to protect ourselves and our resources. I'm not willing to gamble on people's goodwill."
Adam pushed past the group, headed for the Nest.  It was the one place down here he could be away from the judging looks of the others.
As Adam moved past, Skip called out, "Don't touch anything!"
Adam flipped him the bird over his shoulder as he disappeared through the doorway.
"He's a coward," said Brad, spitting his words. "He's afraid to fight."
Skip pushed past Brad roughly, grabbed a Coke off a shelf.  Brad might have been a football player, all muscles and good looks, but Skip had sixty pounds on him, easy. "Adam's no coward—but he doesn't trust anybody either."
"He trusts his brother," said Jess, grateful he was sticking up for Adam. "Nobody is talking about the base on the boards?"
Skip shrugged. "There was talk—none of it good.  Now, it's a black hole, radio silence."
"I don't know what to do," said Jess. "Adam's got the best head for this stuff—maybe he's right."
"I'm not sitting around while those things hunt us down, or waiting while we slowly starve to death, hoping for the best," said Brad.
"I'm sick of being here. It's dirty, and it smells—no offense, Skip," said Julie, realizing too late that might have been a bit too honest.  
Skip shrugged. "It's not for everyone."
"And I'm worried about my family.  What if they need my help—"
"If they're even around still," observed Skip, always without the filter.
Julie stared at him, stricken.
Jess stood to follow Adam. "We don't know they aren't!  Until we do, let's just assume everyone is doing the best they can, and we'll all be together again soon."
"Exactly," said Brad. "Let's just stick our heads in the sand and pretend everything is going great!"
Julie shot him a murderous look.
"Look—" said Skip, clearly hating that it was up to him to lighten the mood. "It's not all bad news.  There have been successes—people have taken some bots down, just not very many."
"Will it be enough to make a difference?" asked Jess.
Skip shrugged. "We don't know how many there are, how they communicate, where their bases are.  But if just one of those things can be taken down, they all can.  It gives people hope—long term, it might help us bring the fight to them." 
"I don't know how you can be so optimistic—don't you ever wonder about your parents?  I mean, why aren't they down here with us?"
Skip shrugged, took a drink of his Coke, and burped loudly as he fished through the supplies Brad and Adam had brought back.
"You don't care about anything but your stupid computers.  Being stuck down here is like living in a nightmare you can’t wake from—I'm done." Julie started gathering her things.  Brad watched for a moment, then followed suit.
"Dad's been dead a long time," said Skip. "I know what happened to my mom." His voice had an edge of emotion none of them had heard before. 
"So?" challenged Julie.
Skip stared into space; saying it out loud made things more real—he wasn’t sure he was ready for that.
"She was on the street in front of the restaurant when the bots showed up.  She must have had a heart attack or something because she collapsed.  They just left her there, in the gutter, for the cleanup crew.  I couldn't get to her because of the bots—I watched on the video feed until they killed it."
The friends stared at Skip, stricken, trying to process what he'd said.
Julie dropped her things and stumbled toward him, her arms outstretched. "I'm so sorry."
"No, thanks." Skip pushed her away.  As much as he craved physical contact, pity wasn't on the list. "She was old; she had a good life.  Besides, I think maybe she got off easy."
"I don't think you mean that," whispered Jess.
"Does it matter?  She’s gone now—her troubles are over."
"I still want to find my parents," said Julie quietly.
"So do I," said Brad, standing beside her.
Jess looked at her friends—it was true, they'd been so busy taking care of themselves, there hadn't been time to think about much else. "I do too," she said, feeling like a traitor.
Skip pointed to the door. "Then go look for them; nobody's stopping you—except maybe Adam.  But know this, the cities are being emptied by the trainload.  Anyone that stays behind is hunted—and they're not taking prisoners anymore."
Skip turned to leave, then stopped.  
"There's something else—it's shown up on the boards over the last twenty-four hours.  The bots are injecting some kind of tracking device into everyone they capture—and apparently, you can't remove the tracker without releasing a fatal toxin—so there's that."
Stunned silence.
"What does that even mean?" asked Brad.
"It means—" Skip looked around, made eye contact with each person in the room. "It means if you leave and get caught—even if you do manage to escape, you can't come back. You'd lead them right to us."
Skip disappeared through the door into the Nest.
[image: image-placeholder]Adam sat before the screens and stared as lines of text scrolled by. He'd never been great with computers, but this new interface with the boards took things back forty years—it was totally beyond his reach now.
He reached for the mouse, navigated to a window, and clicked around.  There were several chat board icons.  One of them had the name Peebles in the thread.  Adam clicked on it, and a new window popped open—the history of a chat Skip had been having still visible.
Madox:  What part of the city are you located in?
Adam remembered that Madox was Skip's computer handle.
Aventador:  No locations.  For all I know, you're a bot.
Madox:  Bots don't use the boards yet—but fair enough. I'm looking for information on Peebles.
Aventador:  The base?  Not much information is coming out of there since the bots took it over.
Madox:  I had heard there was a big fight?
Aventador:  Yeah, bots came in—I hear most everyone was killed—apparently, they don't take prisoners at the military bases. I can't confirm.
Madox:  When was this?
Aventador:  In the beginning—it was one of the first places to be hit.  A guy that got away said the bots had been delivered in special shipping containers—that's how they got inside.  I heard this from another base too.  Pretty smart, Trojan horse— somebody knows their history.
Madox:  What guy?
Aventador:  An airman.  Several from Peebles made it out from what I hear—possibly more, there were many people stationed there.
Madox:  Got it, thx.
Aventador:  The place is a stronghold now—full of bots. It's some kind of a staging area.  But who knows, tomorrow it could be empty.  The only thing you can count on with the bots is nothing happens the same way twice.  What have you heard?
Madox:  Not much.  We know several guys made it out, but that's it.
Aventador:  Understood.
Madox:  Thanks for the info.
Aventador:  Sure thing.
[image: image-placeholder]This was pretty much what they'd heard from the guys at the store, thought Adam.  The bit about not taking prisoners was new—there had been hundreds of people stationed at Peebles.
Adam clicked around some more, desperate for more information.
Skip stood behind Adam. "I thought I said, don't touch anything."
Adam navigated back to the chat window, and brought it to the front.
"Why didn't you tell me about this?"
Skip shrugged. "It's nothing we didn't already know.  I started poking around after you guys got back—it's all pretty much the same.  Talk about a black hole—how did the bots keep hundreds of people from escaping, let alone talking about what happened?"
"You know Asher—think it's possible he made it out?"
"Who knows?  I think if anyone had a chance, he would."
Adam nodded.  Skip was being kind.  There was no way they could know, but he appreciated it.
"I can't stand not knowing.  If he were gone, that'd be one thing but—"
Skip pointed for Adam to get out of his seat.
Skip navigated through the screens, fluid with the system.  Another window popped forward, showing a map of the city covered in dots.  At the far side was an outline of Peebles.  There were a few dozen dots over the base, but otherwise, it was dark.
"Just so we're clear, going to Peebles to try and find your brother is not an option." Skip traced the cursor across the map, along a path from the Nest to Peebles.  There were dozens of dots along the route.
"The dots are bots—points where someone either had contact or observed them and marked up the map.  So, even if you could make it past all the bots on the way there, which you couldn't, there's no way into the base, and we have no information about what you would be up against if you did make it there."
Adam traced the route with his eyes. "Yeah, I know.  But Asher might be looking for me, putting himself in danger."
"If he is, there's a good chance we'll hear about it." Skip brought the chat windows forward. "I have contacts all over the city—from everywhere, really.  I can put the word out too—gotta be careful, but we have our ways.  Did you guys have a family code or something?  Maybe a place you said you'd meet?"
Adam shook his head. "It's just been Asher and me for years.  When we were kids, we played war games in the woods—we wore camouflage, had BB gunfights.  My dad called us the 'Midget Patrol.'  I doubt Asher would remember that."
"It's worth a try anyway," said Skip.
Adam pulled up another chair, sat down next to Skip.  His head dropped into his hands.
"I don't know what to do. We are safe here, right?  I mean, we should just wait it out?"
"Wake up, man—there's no coming back from all this. We're safe now, but that could change in an instant.  We have to be thinking long term," said Skip.
"I just don't see what other options we have.  I mean, we can't fight back, we can't leave—we're stuck."
"We need to form alliances.  There are others, like us, hiding out."
Adam shook his head. "How can we trust anyone?  The longer this goes on, the more desperate things will get.  We won't be people anymore; we'll be targets.  People will act as our friends so they can get close—we can't let that happen."
Skip turned from Adam, focused on his screens. "You've got some serious trust issues, man.  Anyway, it's not up to you.  Brad isn't going to just sit here and do nothing—neither are the others—neither am I. It's up to you whether you want to join in.  This is like one big game of musical chairs—right now alliances are being formed—whoever gets left on the outside will be on their own."
Skip pulled up a music app—Linkin Park pounded out of the speakers around the Nest, drowning out further conversation.




Chapter 29

Amira slipped quietly between the buildings, the coarse cloth of her hijab rustling as she moved, blending with the shadows.  The streets were more dangerous than ever now—especially for her, but she had no choice.  Food was scarce, water almost impossible to find.  She was forced to wander farther and farther to find supplies.  Every step she took was another chance she would be seen—captured.  It petrified her at first.  Now, strangely, she realized she had grown comfortable with it.  If she was caught, it was all over—no more reason to worry.  If she survived, there was always another day, more opportunities.  Is this what they mean when they say, a person with nothing to lose? she mused.  Amira had never considered herself to be a fatalist—if anything, she was pragmatic.
As much as she needed food and water to survive, what she missed the most—what she craved, was a connection to the net.  Computers were her native tongue—losing that connection had felt like losing her sight and her hearing.  Any advantage she'd ever had came through her skills at the keyboard.  Out here, on the street, scurrying in the shadows, she was the same as anyone else.  She had no advantage, no upper hand.  She found herself wondering if it had all been an illusion—perhaps now she was awake, and this was the real world, all there had ever been.
It had been several days since she'd been to the machine—that was something that needed to happen soon.   Her vitals had been fine on her last visit, but the output had warned she was dehydrated—dehydration with her condition could be a significant issue. Usually, she would visit a hydration lounge, get hooked up to a liter of fluid—that wasn't an option anymore with all medical facilities outside of the hospitals being shut down and monitored.  She had managed to grab a bag of saline on her last visit to the machine, but hadn't found any place she felt safe sitting still for a couple of hours to take it.  
Amira had known what she was getting into when she'd decided to leave the Corporation—to run a wrecking ball through their operation.  Now faced with the daily realities of that choice, she didn't regret what she'd done, but also knew she had seriously underestimated the difficulties she would face.  She had also been astounded to see how quickly the system had identified and eliminated the various countermeasures she'd planted on her way out.  The network was functioning like an immune system, ferreting out foreign invaders, eliminating rogue bits of code, writing around more significant issues until long-term solutions could be found.  
Even though she had been to the depths of the programming, spent countless hours crafting countermeasures, it seemed to have made no difference.  Had she ever really understood the system she was trying to manipulate?  Maybe she'd only been given a cursory glimpse at the inner workings—perhaps it had been her ego that misled her, tricking her into believing she had a more profound understanding.  These doubts plagued her every step, and as her situation became more desperate, they ate away at her like a parasite.  The AI was just too smart, it was that simple—and the longer it ran, the more resources it had access to, the more intelligent it became.
Meanwhile, her reality simplified—no double lives to lead.  Now her goals were specific.  She required water and food to survive.  She needed a safe place to rest; she needed access to her machine.  Anything outside of these immediate concerns no longer mattered.  
On the block ahead was a grocery store.  Amira had heard whisperings at the clinic that the group in control of this particular store was giving out supplies.  How they had managed to evade notice by the bots was anyone's guess.  It was a last resort for Amira—she preferred to live in the shadows, slipping in and out unnoticed, grabbing what she needed, relying on no one.  But now, she didn’t have a choice; anything within easy reach was gone.
It was times like this she cursed her traditional dress.  She was devoted to her religion and felt ashamed to be questioning its guidance, but it added a whole other layer of challenges.  It was hard enough to beg help from these strangers, but to do so dressed as she was, to know most of the people she encountered viewed her with as much contempt as the bots that were attacking them—she could only fight so many battles, but to sacrifice her identity would set her adrift.  Amira knew herself well enough to know she was too fragile for that—whatever backlash her hijab brought, it would be less dangerous than being lost in the dark corridors of her own mind.
The store was directly ahead now.  The best entrance was probably through the back, where there was at least some cover.  There was a parking lot to cross, but it was already late in the day—soon, it would be dark, and it was always safer to move under cover of darkness.  Of course, Amira knew that it was mostly an illusion.  The bots could see no matter what. But the darkness made it more difficult for other people to pick her out.
Amira sank to her heels and glanced at the sky to watch as golden streaks flicked through the clouds overhead.  A gentle breeze caressed the skin of her face, the relative quiet of the nearly deserted city, embracing.  No matter where she was, she always tried to watch the sunset each day.  Somehow, the intense beauty of the day's ending gave her hope another would follow, and with it, another chance.  
With power now out across the city, she had made another discovery to keep her company through the nights when often her demons fought to carry her away.  The heavens above were filled with the most intense display of stars.  Of course, they had always been there, but she couldn't remember ever having seen them so vividly before.  She chose not to recognize the obvious—without power, there was little to no light pollution, so they were brighter—perhaps she should see it as an upside.  With her days now spent in near-complete solitude as she scurried from one hiding place to the next, to know that billions of eyes had looked upon the very same stars, could be looking still—somehow helped her to not feel so alone.
The back of the store was covered in shadow now.  There wasn't much of a moon tonight; anyone watching would have a difficult time picking up her movement as she worked her way across the parking lot.
Amira stepped past the edge of the building and made her way quickly across the street and into the parking lot.  The back entrance to the store was more than a hundred yards away, but it would take only a few minutes to cover the distance if she moved quickly.
Suddenly, a scream cut through the evening air.  
Several blocks away, coming toward her fast, a man and a woman rounded a corner running flat out.  Behind them were several bots, their arrays of lights turning the night into day.  
The couple cast long, chaotic shadows as they sprinted, their movements desperate.  In contrast, the bots seemed to move with ease, their efforts coordinated like a pack of hunting tigers.
Amira was caught in the open; she had to run as well.  Perhaps the bots would be too focused on those two poor fools to notice her.  She knew there was little chance of that—each bot could process hundreds of sensor inputs, millions of bits of information per second, but she had no choice.
The man sprinted a few yards ahead of the woman, then spun to face the bots.  He was carrying some kind of weapon.
The woman leaped to the side as a massive gout of flame curled past her through the air.  The man had a flamethrower, either military or improvised—Amira couldn't tell from this distance.  
Bright orange fire wrapped around the bots as the man sprayed the weapon at them.  Fire—the heat was one of the few things that could disrupt the bots' sensor arrays—this was her chance.  
Amira’s feet flew beneath her as she sprinted across the parking lot.  She shouldn't head toward the building—if they saw her, they would follow her.  There must be other people in the store—she would put them in danger.  What choice did she have?  She needed cover and fast!
Fifty yards now, would she make it?  Her lungs heaved with the effort; her fingers tingled.  Bile rose in her throat—damn the dehydration and damn her tainted blood.  
So close, there were trees and a few dumpsters.  If she could make it that far, there would be cover—then she could plan her next move.
A brilliant flash caused her to see double through the afterimages seared into her retinas.  She must keep moving, but she needed to see—something had happened.
Behind her, where the man with a flamethrower had been, an enormous fireball curled into the sky—even at this distance, its head pricked at her skin.  The fuel pack for the device must have gone off—either it had exploded or had been hit by gunfire from the bots.  It must have been improvised—military units were built to take a hit.  
The bots' steel and carbon fiber exoskeletons twisted and charred in the heat from the blast.  They might have been nearly indestructible, but few things could withstand an incendiary charge reaching several thousand degrees.
Amira made it to the back of the store and dove behind a dumpster.  She fought to steady her breathing, bring herself back under control.  
She'd been lucky—not so for the other two souls out there on the street.  At least they'd taken a few of the bots with them—there had to be some comfort in that.
Amira knew about the bots' attack patterns, had watched on computer screens as they swarmed locations, disarmed and arrested dissidents.  Seeing it in person—the speed of the bots’ movement, their calculated precision—it was utterly terrifying.  She had been a part of that, had personally optimized portions of the AI to improve the predictability algorithms.  That information had to die with her—it was unforgivable.  No matter what she did now—if she found a chance to do more than scratch out her survival like a parasite—it would never change what she'd done, how she'd helped to build the monsters they were now fighting.  
It had been a game—and she'd been so good at it; abstract exercises in refinement and enhancement.  Modifying and improving the codebase to perfect routines—to create warriors—giving them tools and advantages against their adversaries.  
Adversaries that turned out to be mostly ordinary people—not foreign invaders or marauders—but citizens of the country in which she lived—that she was part of.
She felt light-headed, the exertion and guilt working in concert against her.  Her lungs ached as she forced her breathing to slow—it was agony.  She deserved it, deserved all of this, even death if it came to that.
Amira's ears popped with a sudden change of pressure.  A deafening roar buffeted the dumpster she hid behind as a hulking sky jet roared past overhead.  This was something new. She'd heard about the aerial program but hadn't been around long enough to get involved.  The Corporation had developed advanced aeronautic resources to be deployed tactically in certain situations.  The general thought was that the transition would rely mostly on a ground deployment as herding citizens required a street-level, building-by-building approach.  Air support was there for when things escalated beyond the scope of the ground troop presence or when unforeseen situations arose—clearly, this was one of those.
A large part of the battlefield planning had revolved around obfuscation.  The bots were heavily armed, heavily armored, and had next-gen battle networks that allowed for coordinating movements—all of this was guided by the most advanced AI ever created.  Together, these assets made for an incredibly advanced ground game.  
In his dark genius, Travis realized that despite all of these advantages, the real power of the bots would be the mystery that surrounded them.  Nobody had ever seen anything like them, had ever fought against something like this—the less that was known about the bots, the more they would be feared—become like phantom apparitions that lived in people's nightmares.  Fear was as powerful as any weapon they had created and was their greatest asset.  And the most potent component of fear was mystery.  Where did the bots come from?  How did they work?  Could they be defeated?  Without answers to these questions, their threat potential increased exponentially.  People were fighting the myth and fear of the bots as much as the machines themselves.
Amira knew this was why the jet was circling overhead now.  It would scoop up the destroyed bots, leaving no evidence behind.  By doing this, the mystery persisted—there'd been a fight, people had died.  Had bots been taken out?  Impossible to tell—there was no evidence to be found. Initially, when Travis had described this to her during one of his late-night ramblings, she had dismissed it as his obsessive fascination with the technical marvels he'd created.  Now she could see the truth in it and the cold brilliance.  There was enough new technology within the bot to make them extremely difficult to understand and thus predict.  For example, nobody outside the Corporation understood how they communicated—frequencies, machine languages.  Because of this, so far as she knew, no one had been able to listen in on the battle network, so they had absolutely no idea what the transition's overall goals were—where the bots might show up next, when tactics might be shifting.  They couldn't even detect increased traffic on the network, which would be something at least, even if they could listen in—because the firewall had proven, thus far, unbreakable.  Amira knew that even if the firewall was somehow breached, the code would be impossible to decipher.  It had been one of the earliest aspects of the cipher design.  The programmers worked in human-friendly coding languages to build the routines, but as they were deployed, everything was compiled and piped into machine language.  The primer for this was one of the most well-kept secrets at the Corporation; only Travis had access to it.
Amira knew the bots were nothing more than a collection of metal and carbon fiber parts and pieces, sewed together with computer chips and weaponry—the essential components of any modern warrior.  They were defeat-able if you could get through their technology.  To do that, you would need to deconstruct one, and figure out how it worked.  The Corporation knew this, so they did their best to make sure no one ever got their hands on a bot.  Eventually, it would happen.  One would be captured. But would it be too late?
The other main component of the transition was the complete lack of information.  Had it not been for Amira releasing the president's message, there would have been almost a perfect blackout around the events.  This was, of course, another intentional part of Travis's plan.  Confusion and lack of information would further isolate people.  There wouldn't be some dictator ranting from behind a podium, spouting a national agenda, calling for change.  Figureheads like that gave people a rallying point, something to fight.  
It was always better to know, however horrible the reality might be.  That was part of the truth Amira could bring if she was able to find her voice—gain access to technology so she could share what she knew.
The airship lifted off, taking with it all evidence of the destroyed bots.  Smoke from the explosion whipped about in the downdraft of the takeoff.  Then it was over—bits of fire burning, embers drifting lazily about.  Somewhere out there were the remains of the two people—Amira doubted there was much left.
It was a perfectly executed extraction, done to the letter of the Corporation handbook.  No evidence, no information—black box.
Amira noticed a man standing in the doorway at the back of the store.  She moved toward him.  He turned and saw her, startled.
This is the moment things usually go downhill, thought Amira.  She wasn't sure if it was the way she dressed or just a general distrust given everything going on, but usually, people turned her away.
The man at the door called out quietly, "You see what happened?"
She nodded.
"Are you hurt?"
Amira moved closer. "I'm fine.”
The man pushed the door open wider and gestured to her. "Better get in here before more of them show up."
She moved forward, slipping past him, desperately grateful.  Truth be told, she was wrecked.  Days and days on the run, sleepless nights, little to no food combined with her condition had left her with few reserves.
And those people who had been lost.  She had seen so many awful things, a parade of horrors waiting for her every time she closed her eyes.  She would grieve them in time when she least expected it.  It was like her emotions were mired in wet sand, struggling to keep pace—but eventually, everything caught up.  At least she had borne witness to them—had seen them in their final moments, their bravery, their sacrifice.  She would remember.
She never thought it mattered, but lately, as she had scurried from shadow to shadow like a rodent searching for scraps of food and shelter, she realized what she feared most.  
To be forgotten, lost amongst the chaotic events of this horrific moment in time.




Chapter 30

Adam and Jess sat on the edge of the couch in the back room, playing another round of cards.  Neither was really into it—after the last several dozen hands, the game held no real interest, but it was something to do.
Things had been quiet for the last several days.  With their new supplies, the crew was able to hunker down and avoid going outside.
There had been some movement overhead in the restaurant, but it hadn't come to anything.  Most likely, it was some wandering person scrounging for supplies.  Of course, there had been a healthy debate on whether to go up and take a look.  In the end, Adam had won, and they had stayed put.  What would it matter? he argued.  If it was a bot, the last thing they wanted to do was show themselves.  And if it was someone looking for supplies, they couldn't help anyway; they had nothing to spare.
No one had been happy about it, but they had gone along with Adam, grudgingly agreeing to stay put.  As Skip had said, they had to plan long-term—at the moment, that meant surviving.
Brad was talking with Skip, getting the update for the day from the boards.
"Any more information about that big explosion the other day?"
Skip shrugged. "Not really.  Someone saw it happen, apparently, but if they know anything, they aren't talking. It's been unusually quiet, actually."
Julie poured herself a half glass of water from a jug they kept on a back shelf.  When she and Jess had gone down several days ago to refill their water supply, both had noticed a marked drop in water pressure.  That had prompted a new round of discussions, digging through the BBS boards, fresh worries.  This seemed to be the case all over the city.  Somehow the bots had gotten to the main water lines that supplied the city and had managed to shut them down.  There were still millions of gallons in the system, but when that ran out, unless they figured out how to get things restarted, they'd be without water.
Skip had pointed out they were next to several rivers and lakes—they would have to go there for resupply.  Nobody was excited about the prospect of lugging water out in the open, through the city, but they realized they might not have any choice.  There had been a rumor circulating on the boards that the reservoirs may have been poisoned and weren't drinkable.  
Nobody believed that—when this was all over, people would return—this wasn’t a scorched earth, invading army scenario was it?
In the meantime, they found every container they could and filled them up.  Everyone took a quick bath in the utility sink in the supply closet as well.  That would most likely be the last one of those for a long time.
Brad poked around the supply shelves, looking for something to eat.  In the hermetic environment of the Nest, it was impossible to tell if it was morning or night, light or dark.  His body couldn't decide if it wanted breakfast or dinner, but it knew it was hungry!  
"Shelves look’n bare,” he said to no one in particular.  
They had been getting low for the last day or two; now, they were down to scraps.  It was amazing how much food five people consumed, even with rationing.
"There's plenty of rice," answered Adam.  
Brad rolled his eyes.  By itself, rice wasn't very nutritious, and it certainly wasn't satisfying!
"If I never eat another grain of rice—”
Adam wandered over to stand by Brad, and surveyed the barren shelves.  
"Agreed."
Food wasn't the only challenge they faced.  Boredom was a constant enemy.  Adam remembered hearing his father and brother talk about it during their deployments.  At first, the group kept themselves busy gathering supplies, organizing and tidying the space—but that didn't take long with five of them, and there were a lot of hours in the day—a lot of time to consider their situation, and to worry about the people they couldn't reach and what they would do next.  
Skip was content.  In truth, not much had changed about his situation—his status as hermit tech genius was well in hand.  The snack selection had definitely taken a hit—it was possible he'd even lost a pound or two!
"Yeah," said Adam. "We're gonna need to make another food run."
Jess and Julie looked up from their card game.  Anything to break the monotony would be welcome.
"Maybe we should all go," said Jess.
Adam shook his head. "After last time?"
"I feel better now, calmer.  Plus, I have the inhaler."
"It sounds like things have quieted down some, right, Skip?  Not as much chatter on the boards?" asked Julie.
Skip jolted at the sound of his name, his mid-morning nap underway—or was it evening?
"Well," he said with a yawn. "As we discussed, that's possibly the case.  Or we're hearing less because there are fewer people now to report.  Impossible to tell."
Jess stood and tossed her cards down on the couch.
"I'm going.  I can't sit around here anymore. What's the use of surviving if this is the way we have to live?  If I don't see some sun, feel the wind on my face, I'm going to go crazy."
Adam glanced around at his friends.  Everyone was restless; cabin fever had set in long ago.  Skip had been right; if they wanted to go—wanted to do anything at all, he really couldn't stop them.  Besides, it was better if they worked together as a team.  Being anything less than totally in step with each other when they were outside would put them in danger.
"We'll all go."
The others looked at him with surprise; they'd expected a fight.
"It's risky, but if this really is how things are going to be, we gotta figure it out."
"Thank you, Adam," said Jess. "I promise I'm feeling better; I know it was a big hassle last time."
Adam shook his head. "Nothing to be sorry for.  We all react to the stress differently. We're a team; we look out for each other."
Brad watched Adam closely.  This was the good old Adam talking, not the cynical, 'It's the end of the world, and I'm in charge' version.
"Right," said Brad. "When we're out there, we move together, as one.  Adam takes point, I'm in the rear, ladies in the middle."
Jess and Julie looked at each other—that was fine with them.
"We'll go at first light," said Adam.
"It is morning, right?" asked Julie.
Adam held up his wrist with his watch.
"It's 2 a.m., actually.  We should all try to get some rest."
"I hate it down here," said Julie.
Julie and Jess shuffled off to get the beds ready.
Brad turned to Adam and smiled.
"Surprised to hear you're in support of this—definitely thought it'd be another…discussion."
Adam selected a small package of saltine crackers, and sat back on the couch as he tore the cellophane.
"It's not like I can stop you; at some point, everyone is responsible for themselves."
"We're better together," said Brad. "Besides, I think it might be calming down out there.  We haven't heard anything in days."
Adam shook his head. "I doubt the bots have gone anywhere; I'm sure there are just fewer people.  Maybe that'll mean there's still some supplies left."
"That's cynical."
"It's just reality.  As things run out, people will get desperate, do stupid things, get themselves caught."
"Is that what you think this is with us—doing something stupid?"
"Honestly, I don't.  I mean, when it was just you and me last time, we almost got caught.  It feels like no matter what we do, we're just along for the ride.  Maybe we'll do better as a team—more brains to work on the problems."
"That sounds like a leader, Adam."
"People can rise to the occasion.  I just hope it doesn't kill us in the process."
Brad followed the girls, headed for bed.
Skip stretched, then rolled over on the couch and settled back in.
"It's the right thing to do, even if you're just shining them on."
"Now, who's cynical?" chuckled Adam.
"You've fought against it every step of the way, and now you're in support of everyone going outside, taking that risk?"
"You said it yourself—I can't stop them.  We might as well be on the same page."
"All right."
"You don't believe me?"
Skip shifted his bulk to look at him.
"I've known you a long time, Adam. There are only two people you trust in this world—yourself and your brother.  I think you put up with everyone else—even Jess, obviously me."
Skip rolled back over and almost instantly resumed his snoring.
That hurt, thought Adam.  Was it true?  Trust was a fickle thing.  It was easy to give when it didn't really matter.  Now that every step counted, especially on the outside, trust wasn't the issue—he was just being pragmatic.  The best intentions could still get them killed.  Maybe he was too hard on everyone; perhaps they could rise to the challenge.  He just didn't know anymore.  Everything was changing.  Before the world had fallen apart, he had known exactly who he was, known his role—but it was different now.  His natural tendency was to slow down, reel everything closer to home when he was out of his comfort zone.  But he couldn't do that now—not when there were others involved.  Other people, who like him, were playing with everything they had, and had all of it to lose.
*** 
The friends stood huddled at the edge of the alleyway. The street stretched before them, and beyond that was a large parking lot and then the back of a store.  It was the same store Adam and Brad had previously visited.
The early morning air was crisp and fragrant.  It was amazing how the sweet scents and sounds of nature crept back without all the people and traffic.  
Adam had imagined the stillness of the quiet city would be unsettling, but it was actually quite pleasant.  They had even seen several deer grazing amongst the abandoned cars on their way over—nature lurking at the edges, patiently waiting to reclaim its place.
"Do you know of any other stores that might have supplies?" asked Jess quietly.
"I'm sure there are others—we haven't really looked." Adam peered ahead at the empty parking lot. "What's wrong with this one?"
"It's just so exposed—getting there, I mean."
"It's a couple hundred yards; I think we're up for that," said Julie.
"We'll go out in pairs," said Adam. "You and I will go first," he said as he grabbed Jess's shoulder.
"If we go together, it'll be half the exposure time," Brad pointed out.
"That's true," said Adam. "But if there are bots, we'd all be seen. I'd rather at least half of us have a chance to escape cleanly."
Brad nodded in agreement—Adam's cold logic made sense, however unsettling it was.
Jess rocked back and forth on her heels, readying herself to run.
"How’re you feeling?" asked Adam.
"Fine," she said. "I feel fine."
Adam could see she felt anything but.  They were almost there.  One last push and they'd be indoors and safe—for the moment anyway.
"All right.  We run for that van." Adam pointed to a vehicle at the edge of the parking lot. "We'll take a break, make sure it's clear, and then we go for the back door of the building.  We run fast, quiet—don't stop, no matter what."
Jess nodded quickly, her breath already coming in short gasps.
Adam glanced at Brad, who nodded him forward.  They needed to go now before nerves took over.
Adam stepped forward, out of the alleyway. "Okay, let's go."
He took Jess's hand tightly in his own, and they sprinted for the van.
Once there, they crouched in the shadows, breath pounding.  Jess gulped mouthfuls of air as her eyes darted wildly around.
Adam peered past the vehicle; the parking lot around them couldn't have appeared more peaceful—rogue strands of grass poking through the cracked pavement, waving in the early morning air.
He turned back to Jess. "Slow your breathing, measured breaths, remember?  Nice and easy, we're doing fine."
Jess took a deep breath, trying to get herself under control.
"Ready?" asked Adam.
"Let's go."
Hand in hand, they made their way across the parking lot, weaving between parked cars as they headed for the back door.
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"It's a long way," said Julie.
"Believe me, it seems a lot farther when you're out there!"
"That doesn't make me feel better," said Julie as she watched Adam and Jess disappear behind the cover of the trees near the back of the store. "They made it!"
They could see Adam waving them across.
"Ready?" asked Brad.
Brad and Julie stepped into the street and ran to the van, where they also paused to catch their breath.
"Doing okay?" asked Julie.
"Fine—you ready?"
"Let's go."
They stood at the edge of the van, ready to sprint, when Brad caught sight of Adam waving them back.
"Wait…." Brad held Julie back. "Something’s wrong, Adam's waving us back."
Julie dropped to her knees, dragging Brad down after her.
"Shit, we're totally exposed out here," she said.
Brad glanced around, frustrated. "I didn't see anything!”
Julie was on her knees, peered past the side of the van, looked around, then back toward Adam.
"I don't see anything either," she whispered, scared. "What the hell's going on?"
Suddenly, Brad yanked Julie to the ground, shoved her roughly under the van as he crawled after her.
"Something's coming—it's headed right toward us," he hissed through clenched teeth.
It was quiet for a moment, then they heard the unmistakable sound of approaching footsteps—and there was more than one person.
Brad strained to see past the wheels, looking across the parking lot.
"It's just a couple of people," he said, “but I don't see any bots."
Julie couldn’t see from her position. She watched Brad and tried to gauge his reaction.
"They're crazy to be out in the open like that!"
The figures drew closer; they were within fifty yards of where Brad and Julie were hiding under the van.
Brad flattened himself as much as he could into the shadows.
"Here they come," he whispered.
Brad pushed his hand back, and Julie grabbed it.  She imagined she could feel his pulse racing through his fingers, beating a staccato rhythm against her. They'd been so stupid to come out here, like this—exposed, as a large group.  It was apparent now—Adam had been right—no matter how bored or claustrophobic they were in the Nest, it beat dying.  But who were these people?  How could they be so casual about being in the open, unprotected?
The figures approached the van.  Brad and Julie could see three men—all military, decked in assault gear—from where they lay hidden.  Each was heavily armed, their features obscured in silhouette as the morning sun burned brightly behind them.  The one in the lead was dressed in camouflage; the other two wore black.
The lead figure paused momentarily, and then they were past.
Brad exhaled, felt Julie work her fingers out of his grasp—he'd been crushing her hand!
"You okay?" he asked.
Julie flexed her white fingers, working the blood back into them.  "Military—do you think they work with the bots?"
"No way!" said Brad. "Skip said the military were some of the hardest hit.  They looked like soldiers from Peebles."
"If they're not with the bots, how could they just be out in the open like that?"
"Adam's talking to them," said Brad as he rose onto his elbows for a better view. "He's waving us over!"
“He’s what?!”
Brad and Julie stood in the cover of the van, peered around to be sure it was clear.
"Here we go—don't stop till we reach Adam,” said Brad.
They sprinted the distance from the van to where Adam was hidden beside the entrance to the store.  Julie kept pace with Brad as they went—despite everything going on, he couldn't help but admire her.  He was the group's athlete, football, lacrosse—constant practice, workouts at the gym.  Julie exercised as well when she had time, but she was a natural athlete.  Plus, she was just that bull-headed—she willed herself to be faster and stronger than anybody he'd ever seen.
They reached Adam, pausing to catch their breath.  Brad glanced at the troops, one of whom looked familiar, but he couldn't be sure.
"Guys," said Adam, excitement in his voice. "This is Asher—Brad, you remember my brother?”
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"Hey, guys, nice to see you again!" She gave Adam a hug.
God, she smelled good, he thought, immediately aware Jess was next to him—what the hell was wrong with him?  
"April, this is Jess—my girlfriend," said Adam.  Jess gave him a look as she shook April's hand.
"You're the one that needed the medicine?" April asked with a smile. 
Jess nodded as she appraised April, her girl-senses piqued.
Awkward.
"April, nice to see you again," said Brad, hand extended. "This is Julie."
April smiled warmly. "Your girlfriend!"
"Ah, yeah—exactly," said Brad with a stumble.
Julie rolled her eyes—pretty girls turned men—boys into idiots.  She reached forward and took April's hand.
"Back for more supplies?" asked April as she looked at Asher and his two companions.
"Sorry, I don't think we've met."
Asher stepped forward and extended his hand. "I'm Asher, Adam's brother.  These guys are with me," he said, indicating the other two men.
Reggie walked to the group from the front of the store.  He had his rifle slung close over his chest, one hand resting on the grip—assault-ready.
"Oy, Adam.  This that brother you mentioned?" 
"Reggie, this is Asher—guess he made it out of Peebles after all,” said Adam with a bit more attitude than he meant to show.
"Good, that's good."  
Asher stepped forward, his own rifle held close at hand much the same way as Reggie's.  He didn't reach out to shake hands, but instead kept a grip on his weapon.
"We've heard about you guys here in the store—wanted to come see for ourselves."
"Who are your friends?" asked Reggie.
Adam watched the exchange, could feel the tension.  Something was off about Asher; he couldn't place it—probably just the whole damn situation.
"They're with me," said Adam.
The two soldiers who flanked him remained silent, aloof.  Their black tactical uniforms and gear did little to reassure anyone.  Every item they had, from their guns to their clothes, was blacked out.
Reggie stepped closer, in full swagger mode. "We saw guys like you at Peebles, right Sig?"
Sig had followed Reggie, and now stood beside him, hand on his weapon.
"We did. Didn't seem to be part of the force stationed there—hard to tell with all the fighting, though."
Asher turned to Adam. "It's good to see you, Adam. I've been worried—I knew you were up at the hunting camp, hoped maybe you'd stayed there."
"We had to come down," said Adam. "We had a run-in with one of the bots; Mark got hurt."
"Really?  Is he okay?"
"We got him to the hospital," said Adam. "We haven't been able to check on him."
"And this is Jess?" Asher gave her a smile.
"Yeah!  I forgot we haven't met. Adam's told me all about you—feels like we already have!"
"It's nice to meet you," said Asher before he turned back to Adam, serious. "You hear about Grandpa and Grandma?"
"No, I haven't been back home yet either. We've been staying—ah, hunkered down." Adam stopped short of mentioning Skip's name—something didn't feel right.
"They were moved out on one of the trains; there was nothing I could do.  Grandpa had a hard time—I don't know too much—that was the report I got."
"Do you know where they were moved?" asked Adam.  
"One of the holding facilities. They should be fine there; those places are pretty well set up—food, doctors, whatever they need."
"Sounds nice enough to move in," said Reggie with a goading smirk.
"How do you know that?" Adam asked Asher, ignoring Reggie. "We can't get information on almost anything."
Asher shrugged. "Just what I've heard."
Reggie was impatient. "If the family reunion’s over—Asher, why are you here?"
"We heard this was the place to go for supplies," answered Asher smoothly.
"Oh," said Reggie. "There are supplies, alright." He stepped forward and squeezed Asher's bicep.  The men with Asher tensed up, gripping their weapons tightly.
"Looks like you boys been well-supplied, though.  Not sure there's anything here you would need."
An awkward silence followed.
"We're here about you all, actually," said Asher. Then to Adam, he said, “You’re the last person I expected to see here, Adam."
"What do you mean, Asher?" asked Adam.
"We're trying to help people get out while they still can."
"How do you do that?" Brad came to stand next to Adam.
Asher nodded at him. "Hey, Brad—we can assure safe passage to a transport—no questions asked, just load you up and get you on your way."
"But with all the bots out there, how can you be so sure—"
"Oh, I think they've got the inside track, right brother?" Reggie cut in. "They won't go after one of their own?"
Adam stared hard at his brother. "You work for the Corporation—with the bots?"
Everyone was focused on Asher, on his answer.
"We don't work for them.  They gave us a chance to get as many people out as we could before they start the second sweep—it's already happening in some areas," said Asher.
"Son-of-a-bitch.  You do work for them." Reggie took a step back, raised his weapon.  Sig followed suit.
Asher and his men drew their weapons as well.
"Wait!" shouted Asher. "This isn't what I want.  Let me explain."
"Talk fast, turncoat," Reggie spat.
"Adam, you have to listen," said Asher. "I'm your brother; you know you can trust me."
Adam stared at Asher; his world rocked.
Brad stepped in for his friend, held his hand up to slow down Reggie and Sig. "Say what you have to say, Asher."
Asher lowered his weapon; his men followed his lead.  Reggie and Sig remained at the ready.
"At Peebles," said Asher, "when the fighting finally died down, a handful of us were barricaded in the armory.  I was the ranking officer.  I turned myself over in exchange for the rest of the men being released."
Adam watched his brother, desperate not to hear what he feared came next.
Asher continued, "Everyone on the base had been wiped out—I mean everyone.  I heard there were a few prisoners, but I didn't see any."  
Reggie and Sig exchanged a look—so far, this was lining up.
"They took me to see someone named Travis," said Asher. "It seemed like he was in charge."
A darkly dressed figure moved forward out of the shadows and spoke softly, her face covered in a hijab. "Travis Eckhart.  He runs the Corporation." 
Everyone startled at the new arrival—feet shuffled and guns swung around.
"Who's that?" asked Adam, alarmed. "She wasn't here last time."
Reggie swung his gun to the other side as he moved closer to Amira. "She's with us."
Amira looked at Reggie gratefully.  In a world where they were all outsiders, she seemed to have finally found her place.
"Travis said they were looking for volunteers," said Asher.
“Volunteers?  For what?" asked Brad.
"To help round the last of the people up," said Asher. "Anyone that comes peacefully won't be harmed—they'll be moved to holding camps. I've been promised they'll be taken care of."
"You don't understand the man you are dealing with," said Amira, her words lilting with a slight Arabic accent that managed to creep back into her speech when she was stressed.
"God, Asher," said Adam. "You work for them?"  
Jess squeezed Adam's hand; she could feel the blood draining from him, his fingers going cold.
"It's not like that, Adam. You don't understand what's happening."
"People are dying—being hunted down by these bots. I've seen it myself," said Adam.
"You haven't seen anything—you haven't seen what's coming.  On the next sweep, there won't be any—" the words stuck like bile in Asher's throat. "Prisoners.  Next time, anyone that's left gets taken out."
"And you're helping them," said Reggie.
"I'm trying to save people, damn it!" shouted Asher.  He turned to Adam.  
"You're my brother, Adam.  You know you can trust me. You've been in hiding—you don't understand what's going on."
"I understand who the enemy is," said Adam quietly.
Asher stared at Adam; his features hardened up. "Hundreds of thousands of people are dead, millions more are in re-staging camps—with thousands more being added daily.  The world out there—the world you knew?  It's gone."
The group was silent—this wasn't necessarily new information, but to have it confirmed like this—
"And this little haven you guys have here," Asher said to Reggie with a glance at April. "This frat house thing you have going—they know you're here."
April stared daggers at Asher, then glanced at Reggie and Sig, alarmed.
"Has anyone wondered why you have so few repeat customers?" asked Asher. "They're picking people up as they leave—it's been a great way to get at the ones that refuse to come in."
“Some have returned,” said April.
Asher shrugged.  “It’s a tactic—let a few through so they don’t tip their hand.”
The group looked at Asher with profound disgust.
Reggie moved aggressively forward. “I think we’re done here.”
"I begged for the chance to bring you in—peacefully—doesn't matter if you believe me.  This is your last chance.  After this, you'll have to deal with the bots—believe me, any scrap of humanity you think they have—they don't. They're machines; they execute orders. They'll wipe you out and won't even notice. It's a war that can't be won; you all know I’m right.  I watched them cut an entire base to shreds.  Sure—there might have been some casualties on the bots' side, but all the people are gone."
"Of course, you made it out—and now you're handing out the Kool-Aid." Reggie wasn't going to be able to listen to much more of this.
"Those men were my family!"  Asher growled.
Adam was crestfallen.  Asher had been his last hope, his one light in the darkness of this whole mess.  "How can you be working for them?"  
"Adam, I expected more from you. You've always been the smart one who could see all the angles. Can't you see this is the only way?"
Adam turned from his brother, unable to face the devastating truth of him.
Amira watched Asher; she could see he was a good man, earnest, but he was wrong—so wrong.  "You should not trust this man, Travis.  His word means nothing.  He manipulates everyone, everything, to get what he wants.  He will tell you whatever you need to hear and when you are no longer useful, he will eliminate you."
Asher looked at Amira.  She was fully hooded in her hijab, only her eyes showing from the darkness. "Who are you?"
"I know Travis," said Amira.
The two men with Asher were staring hard at Amira—they exchanged a knowing glance.  Reggie picked up on it and moved protectively in front of her, triggered up.
"It's time you boys were on your way."
Sig moved his hand onto his gun's trigger as he picked a target—one of Asher's guards.
"Adam," pleaded Asher. "Please don't do this.  Let me help you, all of you."
Adam turned to his brother, his face full of emotion. "I knew you were still alive—I was certain of that.  I thought if we could just find you, we'd figure this all out together."
"I'm here—you found me.  Let me help you!" Asher pleaded.
Adam stared at his brother, saw the boy he used to play with in the woods, the one who taught him to ride his bike, sent him out the door on his first date.  He saw the man who stood graveside the day they buried their father, who had promised he would always be there.
"You have to go." Adam's fingers curled tightly through Jess's.  
"Adam, there won't be another chance.  After I leave here, I won't be able to help you anymore."
Reggie and Sig moved forward, weapons hot, pointing at Asher and his men. "You heard him.  Time to go."
Asher pushed forward and knocked Reggie's rifle to the side.  He put his hand on Adam's shoulder. "You will always be my brother."
With that, he turned and headed toward the front door. "Let's go."
At the door, Asher looked back. "I'll try and delay them—that's the best I can do. Don't be here when they show up."
With that, he was gone.
Reggie watched them go before he broke his silence. "How much time you think we have?"
Sig shrugged. “Minutes—hours, who knows?”
Jess pulled Adam close, crushing him to her. "I'm so sorry, Adam."
Adam soaked in the heat of Jess's body, felt waves of despair crashing over him.  Not yet, he thought—there's no time for this.  He gently shrugged out of Jess's embrace.
"We have to move fast.  I believe Asher—he'll do what he can to give us time—but the bots could be right outside.”
April watched Adam, her heart breaking for him. "Where are we going to go?  If they've been watching us—"
"You'll come with us."
"Skip will love that!" said Brad with sarcastic satisfaction.
Reggie looked suddenly interested. "You said his name is Skip?"
"Yeah," answered Brad. "He's the guy we're staying with."
Reggie and Sig exchanged a glance.
"And his handle is Madox?" asked Sig.
Brad shrugged.
"How many of you are there?" Adam asked April, cutting them off.  God, he hoped he was right about this—inviting them back to the Nest.  What choice did they have?
"Just the four of us now—me, Reggie, Sig, and Amira," said April.
"What about the other guy?" asked Brad. "I think his name was Albert?"
April's face clouded as her eyes dropped. "Albert and several of the others were looking for another place—we knew we wouldn't be able to stay here forever.  They haven't made it back. I guess now we know why."
"Four of you—we can make that work," said Adam. "Everything we can carry—we leave in five minutes.  Remember, we have to move fast and be quiet out there."
People jumped to action, gathering supplies and packing equipment.
Adam gathered his friends around. "This will be our last chance to resupply—maybe for a while, so load the packs with as much as you can carry."
Adam found Reggie and Sig packing up their gear.
"This going to work for you, guys?" asked Adam.
Sig finished typing out a message on his keyboard—hit send, then tucked the remote terminal into a hard case. "Yeah, Adam, this is good—appreciate being invited."
Reggie appraised Adam. "Your brother—he's basically the enemy."
Adam returned Reggie's gaze; he felt numb.
"Still, though," said Reggie, "he is your brother.  That was a hell of a hard thing to do."  
Reggie pushed his hand out; after a moment, Adam took it.
"Appreciate you giving us a place to land. Don't worry, we'll earn our keep," said Reggie.
Sig scooted a few large hard cases toward the back door of the store.  Adam joined him, his pack already bulging with food.
"What's all this?"
"Field gear, computers mostly," replied Sig.  
"We need all of it?  Gonna be a lot to carry."
"Reggie and I can manage.  Believe me, we'll want it."
Reggie approached, his pack filled.  He had a complicated piece of electrical gear in hand; several lights on it were blinking.
"What's that?" questioned Adam.
"Remote detonation," said Reggie. "We've had charges placed around to block the entrances if we had to make a stand. I'll add a bit more—we gotta send this place up when we go. There's a lot of gear we can't carry. Plus, we don't want people coming here anymore for supplies, not if the bots are using this as a pickup location."
Adam looked around at the mostly empty shelves.  There wasn't much left, but still—what a waste.  Reggie was right, though.
"Got it," said Adam. "Makes sense."
Sig put a hand on Adam's shoulder. "I'm sorry, Adam."




Chapter 31

Amira moved quietly down the narrow passageway, her robes whispering around her.  The Nest had been a revelation to her as it had been to the rest of them—Reggie, Sig, and April.  
Tucked beneath the city, woven amongst the ductwork, piping, and conduits, Skip, along with the friends, had somehow arranged a complex of rooms and hallways that provided places to live, while managing to be secure at the same time.  That there was so much space beneath the streets was extraordinary, but combining that with the availability of resources—electricity, network, water, and heat—it made a nearly perfect place to be.
And, of course, there was the Nest itself.  Suspended in a spanning plenum space, accessible by a catwalk, it was an extraordinary concentration of technology and connectedness with the outside world.  Amira had only been allowed to see the place once on the initial tour, but she knew, had heard, about Madox, Skip's online presence.  
As yet, she chose to keep her abilities with technology—computers, from the others.  She was afraid of the questions it would bring up, things she would never be able to answer because she refused to lie.  To the others, she was a refugee like them, and they were kind enough to help her.  She would have to lend her skills soon enough—she felt like a burden, and even though no one was saying it, things were too precarious to support anyone who wasn't necessary.  Besides, she wanted to help, and she was pretty sure Skip—Madox as she knew him—was on to her.  It was nearly impossible to keep her guard up around the clock, and in one of their late-night discussions as they were all drifting off to sleep, she was certain Skip had been probing her for information.  Despite how he looked, he was very clever—she was confident he could see behind her words—or she was paranoid.  
Either way, the time of trying to remain neutral in this fight was long past.  The bots were programmed machines following a series of protocols, running routines, working towards objectives.  The twist of every gear, every pulse of energy, was done under the directive of the Corporation.  So much blood, so many lives lost.  This wasn't a system rebalancing itself but a virus destroying its host.  She had been so wrong to be part of that effort—she would spend the rest of her life paying for it.  But she wasn't ready to share that, not yet.  The others would surely turn her away if they knew—she would if it were her.  On her own, repaying her debt would be much more difficult.  
Or, was it because she was a parasite clinging to her only chance of survival?  Was there any way to ever offset the damage she'd done?  Unknowable questions, waiting to terrorize her during the long sleepless nights when the darkness plunged her into the unending void.
Ahead was one of the heavy steel doors that led to the tunnels beyond.  She needed to get to her machine.  It had been too long already; she could feel the poison building in her veins, the fatigue in her bones no amount of sleep could ward off.  She had chanced going out once already.  The group forbade this, of course, but what choice did she have?  Of course, they didn't know about her condition—another of her secrets.
She turned the deadbolt and slowly drew open the door.  The passageway beyond was dark and silent.  
She slipped through, closing the door behind her.  It was dark, too dark to see, but she could go some distance by feeling along the walls until it felt safe to turn on a light.  The silence in the tunnel was complete.  Amira imagined the sounds that used to fill this place when the city above her was alive.  The constant pulse and whir of machines, the muffled rumble of traffic.  The air was still warm and muggy, the core systems of the city far below her lying restless, belching steam, slowly turning in their slumber.
She had gone perhaps fifty feet now.  There was a turn ahead, and then she could move faster.  She needed to be back before the others noticed her missing, and with the hours required to cycle her blood, there wasn’t a moment to lose.
A flickering light flared in the darkness ahead, revealing a face as a cigarette was lit.
"Saw you come this way once before," said a voice. "Saw you sneak out several times at the last place as well—where do you go, I wonder?"
Amira recognized the voice as belonging to Reggie. He'd been running patrols ever since they arrived at the Nest, but she'd thought he was at the other end of the compound.  Amira heard the man shift in the darkness and adjust the heavy rifle he always carried to a more comfortable, ready position. "I have an errand," she said.
"We don't have errands.  We don't have outings.  We don't walk the dog," said Reggie.
Amira clicked on her light.  If he was going to shoot her, she wanted to see it coming. "It's not like that—it's something I have to do."
"I believe you, but you still can't go.  You know as well as I do that anyone who steps foot outside the Nest is endangering all of us," said Reggie.
Amira sized the man up.  He had been one of the first to really accept her, which, now that she knew him better, she knew was contrary to his personality.  But he was a warrior, she would have to tell him—she would never get past otherwise. "I don't have a choice. Please, I have to go."
Reggie hesitated; he could obviously hear the strain in her voice.  As she stood there, Reggie blocking her path, she again reflected on the fact that they knew almost nothing about her.  Somehow, he trusted her, had trusted her right away—perhaps that had been a mistake. "Tell me. What's so important that you would risk us all?" he asked.
Amira undid the clasp on her hijab, loosened the wrapped fabric from around her shoulder, and pulled it down, revealing the upper portion of her chest.  She shined her light at the port beneath the skin. "I have a condition. There's a machine that cleans my blood.  If I don't go every few days, it becomes septic."
Even from a distance, Reggie could see the hard outline of the port beneath Amira's skin.  The tissue around the port was red and tight like a scar—it must have been something she'd lived with for a long time. "Even so, nobody leaves—you know that."
"I'll die—it's been too long already.  I don't have much time," Amira replied.  She could feel her world spinning; she stumbled forward, tried to hide it.
Reggie moved closer to the woman, could see her complexion ashy beneath her robe's folds, a look of concern and resignation on his face. "How far?"
"It's a dozen blocks, but I have a route through the buildings and alleyways.  I have done this many times; I won't be seen." Amira could feel her world slowing down, and the dull aches deep within her body building as her organs began to reject the toxins in her blood.  Had she waited too long?  The tips of her fingers were ice cold, and she felt light-headed.  If she wasn't hooked up soon, she would go into shock and then a coma.
She took a step, tried to pass Reggie.  Her leg failed beneath her, and she pitched forward.  Reggie caught her, could feel her dead weight as she struggled to regain her feet.  He helped her stand, then gently peeled her eyes open, waved a light across them.  Her dilation was slowed, and her breathing shallow. "You won't make it on your own."
Reggie pushed himself under the small woman's shoulder, helped support her weight.  He turned her around and headed back into the Nest.
Amira tried to backpedal, but her strength was fading fast—not that she would have been a match for a seasoned soldier like Reggie anyway. "You're—going the wrong way!" She gasped. "The machine—up top!"
Reggie balanced Amira as he opened the door and moved her inside. "We need help.  Besides, you’re not going anywhere—not like this."
[image: image-placeholder]Adam stood beside his brother, the forest all around them.  They were at their hunting camp, a light snow was falling, and the ground around him was dusted white, but somehow, he wasn't cold.  
Something hung in the tree before them.  Oftentimes, a kill would be hung if there were more hours in the day to hunt.
In Adam's hands was a rifle—it was his father's gun, too big for him.  It was his first time out with a gun. He'd accompanied his brother and father while they hunted many times, but it was always just to watch.  He had carried a stick to get the feel of the weight and balance of a rifle so one day, he’d be ready—and now he was.  His father’s rifle meant he could join the hunt.  His father had allowed Asher to use his gun his first year, and now it was Adam’s turn.
Adam had mixed feelings about this.  It was thrilling to be of age, to have the responsibility of a weapon and the chance to help put food on his family’s table.  Wild game—deer meat, had never been something he'd particularly enjoyed—and there was the killing.  It was necessary; he knew that his family had to eat, but the animals were alive and so vital.  Still, to hold a gun, and the way his father looked at him now—it was worth it.
He'd helped his father dress his last kill.  As they’d knelt on the forest floor, the smell of pine and cold dirt heady—those sweet smells were suddenly taken over by the strong copper scent of blood as his father cut through the chest cavity of the dead animal.
The deer's body shook and jerked as his father worked—he assured Adam it was just reflexes; the animal was dead.  Adam couldn't pull his gaze from the deer's liquid eyes—they seemed to be staring at him as steam curled from the lips of the creature's mouth.
His father called for his attention, pointed out things while he worked.  How to hold the knife, where to cut—to avoid cutting into the stomach sack.  He showed Adam how to reach into the stomach cavity to pull out the entrails—his fingers pushing through the warm, slippery flesh.
Asher walked forward to examine the body in the tree.  It was a fresh kill, blood still draining. "It was a good shot, Adam, a clean kill."
Adam joined his brother.  He looked down at his hands—they were stained red with fresh blood.  The stains went to his elbows and beyond.  He realized he was covered in blood, his shirt and pants soaked through.  The gun was lead in his hands—he could barely lift it.
"You're one of us now—helping to feed our family. I'm proud of you." Asher clapped him on the back.
Adam stumbled, dropped the rifle—his father’s rifle.
A strong breeze blew through the trees, whipping up the snow around them.  Adam was cold, the blood-soaked clothes clinging to his skin.
The creature in the tree swayed against the wind, twisting on the rope.  It was turning—turning towards them.
It wasn't an animal at all, hanging in the tree.  It was the body of a person—the face—Adam could see it now as the wind twisted the body around.  He moved closer, terrified to see but unable to pull away.
His father!
Adam screamed—he had to get him down, had to help him!  There was blood, so much blood.
[image: image-placeholder]Adam pitched forward, a yell alive in his throat.  Reggie was there, shaking him.  He was back in the Nest, Jess beside him; the others were there as well.  Had it been a dream?  It had all felt so real.  
The blood?  His clothes were soaked.  Adam grasped at his shirt, pulled it away from his skin, desperate to get his father’s blood off of him, but found he was only soaked with sweat.  He tried to gain control, to regulate his breathing.  
Jess was sitting beside him, smoothing his hair out of his face. "It was just a dream, Adam—you were yelling, but it was just a dream."
Adam wiped at his tear-stained cheeks and looked at Reggie, confused.
"We have a problem," said Reggie.
[image: image-placeholder]Reggie led Adam and Jess to the main communal area of the Nest.  Amira was unconscious on a couch, April hovering over her, wiping at her forehead with a wet cloth, speaking in soothing tones into her ear.
As the others entered, April glanced at them, her face full of worry. "She's barely breathing, and she's so pale—her skin has a yellow cast to it."
"What happened to her?" asked Adam, as he tried to wipe the sleep from his eyes.
"Something to do with her blood, she said," answered Reggie. "She said there's some machine she has to be hooked up to that cleans her blood.  I caught her trying to leave—looks like it was a good thing I did—don't think she would have made it very far."
"We need to get Julie; she knows about this stuff," said Jess as she pushed past to get her.
"Has this happened before?" Adam asked no one in particular.
"I don't think so," answered April. "Honestly, we don't know very much about her—she helped out at the store but never really talked much."
"She's left before without telling us," said Reggie. "When I asked her about it, she said it was for this machine."
Jess hurried back into the room with Julie.  
Julie went directly to Amira, touched her hand to her forehead, felt for her pulse. "She's burning up with fever, and she's jaundiced.  There could be something wrong with her kidneys—other things too, I don't know."
"I don't know what that means," said Adam.
"Her skin is yellow, see?" Julie pushed her finger into the skin on Amira's arm, leaving a white impression.  Amira winced with pain. "I'm sorry, does it hurt when I touch you?"
Amira's eyes clamped tight, sweat pouring from her.
"Where is this machine?" asked Adam.  
"She said it's like ten blocks—I don't know," said Reggie.
Adam looked at Amira and could see the pain and sickness coursing through her body.  If they didn't do something soon, she'd be in trouble—maybe she already was. "Amira, where is this machine?"
[image: image-placeholder]Amira stirred at her name, forced her eyes open.  She could see people standing over her in blurry, double vision.  Who were they and where was she?  She was so hot but freezing too, and the room was spinning.  When the people spoke, they sounded far away, like she was underwater.
Adam knelt by her side, placed his hand on hers, and gently squeezed her fingers. "Even her hand is hot," he said to the others. "I need you to tell me where the machine is."
Machine?  What was he talking about—machine?  Was he asking about the bots?  She couldn't tell him, not without giving herself away.  Did they know already—what had she said?  Were they onto her?  She would never tell, never tell what she'd done.
"You told Reggie about a machine you need to clean your blood, but we don't know where it is. You're very sick, we can help you, but we need to know where it is," said Adam.
The blood machine—the one her father made; it was his gift to her. She'd been on her way—she needed it; it had been too long already. "It's at the clinic; there's a back room," she answered breathlessly.  She tried to roll around, get more comfortable.  Her skin was burning, and she ached all over.
“What clinic?  Do you know the name?" asked Reggie.
"It's called Sun—Sun Medical.  My father—it's my machine," said Amira.
"Do you know where she's talking about?" asked Reggie.
"I've never heard of the place," said Adam.
"There are clinics all over the city," said Julie. "We'll need a map."
Adam glanced at Jess. "Can you ask Skip to look?"
Jess scrambled to her feet, eager to help. "I'll go ask."
"Amira," asked Adam, "what does the machine look like?"
"It's—mine," Amira said, delirious. “There’s a sticker, a purple tiara and a chair." She shuddered with the last words, started to shake uncontrollably.  Her eyes rolled back into her head, and her hands squeezed tightly, crushing Adam's fingers.
[image: image-placeholder]"She's having a seizure," said Julie as she snatched some papers from a nearby table, rolled them tight, and forced them between Amira's teeth to stop her from swallowing her tongue.
Adam pried his hand away from Amira’s iron grip, watching as the young woman thrashed about.
"Help me get her to the floor!" said Julie.
Adam, Reggie, and Julie helped pull her down while April moved things out of the way.  She pushed a pillow beneath Amira's head, then leaned close and continued to whisper, her tone soft and kind.
"What do we do?" asked Adam, terrified.
"We can't do anything.  She has to work through this," said Julie.
After a minute, Amira's movements settled down until she lay still.  Julie leaned close to make sure she was still breathing—her complexion was ashy white and her skin hot to the touch.
"Is she okay?" asked Adam.
"I think she's sleeping," said Julie. "She's burning up with an infection.  We have to get that machine."
Jess came back with Skip; she had a slip of paper in hand with an address on it. "We found the clinic; it's a ways from here," she said as she handed the note to Adam.
Adam studied the address and frowned. "This is on the other side of town.  I wonder if the tunnels run that far."
Skip stood to the side, looking at Amira.  Sick people freaked him out; he preferred the world of computer viruses. "Tunnels will get you within a few blocks," he said. "Some of them are pretty old; I haven't been that far in years."
Brad stumbled into the room, his hair askew, blinking in the bright light. "We having a party I didn't know about?"
Julie was gently folding Amira's arms over her chest. "Help me get her to her bed," she said to Brad.
"Right," said Brad as he stumbled forward sleepily. "What happened to her?"
"She's sick," said Julie. "Obviously."
April hovered at the edges and helped smooth the blankets on Amira as they laid her in bed. "Do you think she'll be all right?"
Julie glanced at April, was annoyed at how pretty she was even now, in the middle of the night, in the middle of a crisis. "How the hell should I know?"
April started at her harsh words, redirected her focus to Amira.
Julie watched April, could see the worry and hurt in her eyes. She'd been nothing but kind to all of them; she didn't deserve that.  Julie put her hand on April's arm. "I'm sorry.  I don't know—she's really sick."
April shook her head, her feelings clearly hurt.
Julie stood. "I'm a bitch—I'm working on it.  If you wouldn't mind watching her for a bit, I'm going to check in with the others."
[image: image-placeholder]Reggie and Sig were gearing up in the Nest's central area, as were Adam and Brad.
Skip came in from the Nest and handed Reggie a note with the address scribbled in his messy handwriting. "This place is quite a hike."
Reggie looked at the paper, handed it to Adam. "What do you think?"
"It's at least ten blocks—we can do a lot of that underground."
"Sounds good to me. I'll take the lead; Sig will take up the rear.  You and Brad have weapons?" asked Reggie.
Adam was strapping his handgun to his belt; Brad just shrugged. "Mark had a rifle," said Adam. "Other than this handgun, that was about it."
Sig brought over a shotgun and handed it to Brad.  The gun was short, with a pistol grip handle. "It's loaded with slugs and double-aught buck alternating," Sig said. "Should do some serious damage if you're in close range.  You know how to use a shotgun?"
Brad pumped a shell into the chamber. "Yep, I'm familiar," he said with a glance at Adam.  He had fired guns before up at the hunting camp with Adam and his family.  
Jess brought each of them a bottle of water. "You sure you all need to go?"
Adam took his canteen and stowed it in his daypack. "We don't know how big this machine is.  It might take all of us to get it back here."
"There will be a lot of you moving around. I'm worried you'll attract attention," said Jess.
"So am I."
Reggie hefted his rifle, loaded it, and slung it across his chest. "Don't worry,” he said with a wink, “we'll bring them back in one piece."
"You better," said Julie as she helped Brad with his pack.
[image: image-placeholder]Moving through the tunnels felt familiar—safe.  After the first couple of turns, Adam had taken the lead.  Reggie wasn't familiar with the layout, and it was slowing them down.  The longer they were outside the Nest, the longer they were exposed.  Being quick was as crucial as being quiet.  And, of course, with Amira's condition, they were already out of time.
Progress was fast.  They were over halfway to the clinic when Sig called for a break.  He had a map pulled up on a tablet device, following their topside progress as closely as he could.
As they huddled, Sig pointed to their location. "I think we're about here," he said. "Signal is shit down here, but I got a ping a few turns back."
Adam studied the map, traced their route forward. "I think we can get to about here," he said, tapping the screen at an intersection of streets. "The tunnels were filled in when they built that new mall up top. We'll be street level for about three blocks."
"Lot closer than I thought we'd get," said Reggie. "We'll make it work."
"When we get up there," said Sig, "it'll still be dark, so it'll feel like we have cover but remember, the bots don't care about that.  Best we can guess, they can see with LIDAR, infrared, starlight—the point is, it's always daylight for them.  The only thing that seems to mess them up is extreme heat fluctuations like fire—or napalm if we could get our hands on some."
"What do we do if we run into a bot?" asked Brad.
"Run," said Reggie. "If it's a small one, our weapons might slow it down, but the racket will draw a crowd.  If it's one of those big bots, the ones that stay on the streets—well, run your ass off.  We saw one take a hit from an anti-tank rocket, didn't do a damn thing," Reggie held up his rifle, "so these won't do shit."
Adam checked the load in his handgun. "If we get separated, we’ll meet back at the Nest."
"Don't go straight back, though," said Reggie. "These things are smart; they will let you go just so they can track you. Don't go to the Nest unless you're sure you're not being followed."
The crew worked their way along as quietly as possible, the minutes moving quickly by.  Adam couldn't shake the shallow rasp of Amira's breath the last time he'd checked her, or the worried look on Julie's face.  She didn't spook easily, but she was concerned about Amira.  That woman's life rested in their hands. He'd been in this position before, recently in fact with Mark—too recent for his liking.  Somehow, it felt different this time; not knowing her, he felt like she had trusted him—trusted them all with her life whether she meant to or not.  Of course, that was all there was these days—life, death, and the moments in between.  Everything had become so serious, the stakes always high.  Adam would have thought he'd have become numb to it all by now—especially with his brother, but he wasn't, not yet anyway.  It was one gut punch followed by the next. He'd have to learn to roll with things; he couldn't handle the roller coaster.
Up ahead, a solid surface of compacted earth rose out of the darkness.  The place was littered with abandoned supplies from the construction crews that had built the mall.
"Must be the end of the line," said Adam as he worked his way through coils of rusting cable and fifty-gallon drums to the base of an ancient ladder. "This should put us up right at the corner of the block, right Sig?"
Sig nodded. "I think so—then another three blocks after this, straight ahead."
Brad stood at the base of the ladder, looked up at the manhole cover twenty feet overhead. "How big is that machine, do you think?"
Adam followed his gaze to the manhole, and shook his head.
"She said it was big," said Brad. "That's why we're all here, right? Don't think it'll fit back down through that," he said, pointing to the top of the ladder where it terminated into the manhole.
"Shit," said Adam. "Then we won't be coming back this way."
Reggie moved forward and pointed everyone to the ladder. "Let's worry about that when we see what this thing looks like."
Brad nodded to Sig as he mounted the ladder.  Sig had a way of thinking in the moment, keeping them moving.  It was a welcome switch from the internal headspace Adam lived in.  Act, react, keep moving forward—definitely more his style.
[image: image-placeholder]Up top, the streets were deserted.  It was becoming a common theme when anyone from their group managed to get a few minutes outside in the fresh air.  Streets deserted, windows empty, the main sounds coming from the wind and birds—it could have been pleasant under different circumstances.  Even signs of recent activity—cars moved or discarded trash, were no longer noticeable.  Honestly, it was for the best, thought Adam as he crouched in the hole at the top of the ladder.  If they did run into someone, there was a good chance they were on the run from something, which meant trouble or they needed help, which Adam and his crew couldn't give.  Right now, empty streets were a good thing.  But if there were no people, what was the point of a city?  Adam wondered if whomever was behind this had really considered the long-term consequences of what they'd done.  If the cities were left unoccupied, they'd break down, making them uninhabitable.  If there was no place to live, what happened to the millions of people being held in the relocation zones?  Unless returning them to their homes wasn't part of the plan?
Right now, they had more immediate problems.  The last several blocks to the clinic were along a tree-lined street that offered plenty of cover—a lucky break.
When everyone was topside, Reggie surveyed the situation, then said in a hushed tone, "Several blocks ahead.  It should be on the right side of the street. Let's stay spaced out as we go, fifteen to twenty yards.  If anything happens, we don't want to be bunched up.  Remember, if we run up on one of those things, we run—we won't win in a straight-up fight, so don't even try."
"I hate to run," said Brad.
“We don't get into fights we can't win," said Reggie. "There'll be another time—right now, we need that machine or Amira will die—that's our objective."
"Who is she anyway?" asked Brad. "I mean, do we know anything about her? We're taking an awful risk."
Sig stepped up and got in Brad’s face. "She's part of our crew; she's our responsibility. We'd do the same for you—just to say it, we don't know anything about you either."
"Not saying I won't help," said Brad. "I just like knowing who I'm risking my life for."
Reggie nudged Brad forward. “One of your own—that's all you need to know—welcome to the teams."
Adam moved ahead, sticking close to the building.  No point in letting this conversation continue.  Nobody could force anyone to do anything—if Brad got cold feet, so be it, the mission would continue for the rest of them.
At the end of the first block, Adam peered around the buildings, down the next street.  The place was a ghost town; maybe they finally caught a break!
Two more blocks ahead was an old-style movie theater with a box office kiosk and a large entrance area that provided plenty of cover.  Adam stopped there, waited for the others. "The clinic is just ahead. Can't see the front door from here, but there's a sign halfway down."
"No more stops till we hit the door.  Sig will punch the lock if it's not open," said Reggie.
Sig led the rest of the way.  At the overhanging sign, he stopped and read, "Sun Medical.  This is it." He pushed the door, and it swung open. "Guess we're in luck!"
Everyone filed inside, moved quickly through the waiting room and into the main clinic, where they would be hidden from the street.
"All right," said Reggie. "Amira said the machine was in a back room, and I guess it has some kind of sticker on it or something?"
The group moved through the clinic room by room, Reggie and Sig sweeping as they went.  The place was mostly empty; everything that could be carried had been removed.  Toward the back, in a small room that doubled as a storage closet, they found the machine.
Adam pulled a dust cover off a sizable electronic cabinet with dials and digital readouts on the front.  He searched around, found the purple tiara sticker. "This is it, here's the sticker."
Brad, who was beside Adam, gave the machine a push.  It rolled sideways and bumped into an old heavy-duty handcart. "It feels heavy," he said.
Reggie appeared beside them and eyed the machine. "How the hell are we going to move that thing all the way back to the Nest? It's gotta weigh a couple hundred pounds, maybe more!"
"We'll have to push it on this," he said as he nudged the handcart.
Reggie frowned; he could see Adam was right.
"I don't like it either, but I don't see any other way," said Adam.
A pile of heavy shrouds was piled beside the machine—x-ray aprons.
Brad picked one up, felt the weight in his hands as he examined the heavy lead plates lining the front. "Think these might stop a bullet?" 
Adam shrugged. "Couldn't hurt."
Sig leaned in to take a look. "Bring 'em."
[image: image-placeholder]Outside, Sig jogged down the sidewalk to the end of the block, and peered around the edge of the building.  Several blocks away, he saw movement—something was heading their way.  He flattened himself against the side of the building, and looked through the scope on his rifle.  There were two smaller scout bots and one much larger one.  The scouts were going from building to building, checking doors, looking in windows, scanning.  The larger one rolled down the middle of the street, its antenna and sensory arrays spinning as it built a LIDAR survey of the area.
Sig sprinted back to the others; they were about half a block from the clinic's front door.  The cart rattled and banged as they pushed it down the sidewalk.
"Hold up," he said breathlessly. "We’ve got trouble.  Three bots several blocks over, headed this way—one of them's a heavy."
"Oh shit," said Brad, the blood draining from his face.
Sig and Reggie exchanged a look, ran through a pre-battle check of their weapons.
"Can we make it back to the clinic?  We could hide there, wait for them to pass," said Adam.
Sig shook his head. "It's no good; they're going door to door."
"Besides, we gotta get that machine back to the Nest; we've been gone too long already," said Reggie. "Sig and I will deal with the bots."
Adam stared at him. "How are you going to do that?"
Reggie shouldered his rifle, slipped his finger onto the trigger, felt the weight of the weapon balance in his hands.
"That won't do anything to a bot, will it?" asked Adam. "I thought you said a straight-up fight was suicide."
"We'll draw them off," said Reggie with a shake of his rifle. "This probably won't do much damage, but it'll sure piss 'em off."
Sig nodded to Reggie, then headed off down the block at a fast jog.
"Wait for our signal, then you guys get that machine back to the Nest as fast as you can. Don't stop for anything.  Remember, Amira's life depends on it." Reggie was off, following Sig.
"What's the signal?" asked Brad.
"I think we'll know it," said Adam as he started pushing the cart ahead as quietly as possible. "Cover us while I push. We'll switch out when I get tired."
At the end of the block, Adam looked both ways, didn't see anything, started moving forward again, careful to make as little noise as possible.
On the other side of the street, the cart's wheels bumped against the sidewalk ramp. "Gimme a hand," whispered Adam as he put his weight against the handle.  Brad joined him, and together they managed to get the heavy cart up onto the sidewalk.
Adam moved on again, his sweat-soaked shirt sticking to his back.  His muscles were already burning, and they'd barely gone a block.  This was going to be a hell of a run.
Brad took up his position behind, shotgun held ready, eyes sweeping as they went.
They were nearing the end of another block, but the going was slow—as long as they were worried about making noise, the progress was going to be.  Adam wondered what Sig and Reggie had planned.  Outside of their apparent military background, he knew just as little about them as he did about Amira.  Hopefully, they knew what they were doing.
[image: image-placeholder]Reggie inched his way along the side of the building toward the corner of the block.  If the bots had kept going in the same direction, they should be less than two streets away now.  Sig had suggested they take to the roof, give themselves the high ground advantage, but Reggie hadn't wanted to risk getting stranded.  They had no idea how quickly the bots would assess and respond to their attack, or if there were more bots in the area they hadn't seen.  It was best to stay street level, where they had room to maneuver.
Reggie knelt and peeked slowly around the side of the building, keeping his silhouette hidden behind the ivy that grew thickly up the facade.
The bots were still three blocks away.  They must have slowed down to check something out.  They were headed this way, though, so the plan was still a go.  Reggie had to hope Adam and Brad had made some progress while he and Sig were getting into position.  Now was the moment when those two proved what they were capable of.  Both talked a big game, but that had a way of working itself out when the pressure was on.
Reggie slowly raised his rifle and peered through the scope at the approaching bots.  In the magnified view, the bots were just a collection of parts.  He searched for vulnerability, an area where a bullet might do some damage beyond scarring up the heavy plate armor.  The massive bot in the center of the street was clearly built to roll into heavy fire.  It had overlapping armor plates, and all the sensors appeared to be shielded by ballistic glass.  It would take a direct hit to damage it, and even then, the muzzle velocity of small arms fire likely wouldn’t get through.
The smaller bots were a different story.  They were armored as well but built for speed and mobility—and in this situation, might actually be more dangerous as they would give chase.  There was any number of potential sites to target—Reggie chose an antenna cluster mounted on the shoulder of one.  When he and Sig were in the field, Reggie always took the target on the left, Sig, the one on the right.  After so many deployments, the two could operate in combat situations with little to no verbal communication.
Sig leaned over the top of Reggie, found his target as well. He'd decided to use his under-mounted grenade launcher—might as well make as big a mess as possible. They'd already seen the bots in action at Peebles.  They would need every advantage to get away after they fired.  Hopefully, the grenade would provide enough distraction to give them a head start—might even take one of the smaller ones out.  Sig heard Reggie draw a steadying breath, then slowly exhale.
Game time.
Reggie lightly pulled his trigger, felt the slight resistance at the end of the short pull.  He exhaled, settled his target, pulled the trigger.  The gun bucked in his hands; the antenna array mounted on top of his chosen bot exploded with a shower of sparks.  
A fraction of a second later, a loud metallic clank rang out over his head as Sig fired.  The other scout bot was tossed to the side as the rifle grenade exploded against its armor plating.
Almost instantly, a hail of explosive rounds ripped into the corner of the building they were sheltered against.  The large bot in the center of the street was returning fire with a large caliber cannon.  A twenty-foot flame spewed from its barrel as the bot hurled thousands of rounds in their direction.  The speed of the response was unnerving—nearly instantaneous target acquisition.
Reggie and Sig fell back, shouldering their weapons as they ran.
[image: image-placeholder]Adam and Brad were at the end of another block when they heard the fire starting.  Even though they were at least a half dozen blocks away, in the quiet of the abandoned city, the reports of the guns were loud—and there was an explosion.  The concussion rattled the windows of the buildings around them.
"That was the signal!" shouted Brad as he joined Adam at the handle of the cart.  Together they pushed hard, moving as fast as they could, all efforts of stealth abandoned.  The concrete flew beneath their feet, the cart crashing and banging over the rough sidewalk.  
Adam hoped the machine was up to this kind of abuse.  He didn't know much about medical equipment, but he knew these instruments were delicate, not meant to take a beating.  Nothing we can do about it now, he thought as they surged forward.  
The going was much faster with both of them pushing.  They only had a few more blocks before they would be at the front of the restaurant.  They had decided to take the machine through the front and down the service corridor to the Nest.  There was no way they'd be able to manage it down a ladder, so using the tunnels to get back hadn't been an option.  It was obviously a huge risk to be above ground for such a long distance.  If they were spotted going into the restaurant— by either bots or other people, the whole game would be up.  They had to risk it; it was the only option they had.  Hopefully, the distraction Sig and Reggie had cooked up would be enough to keep the bots occupied and would draw any others in the area away from their position.  
The battle seemed to be one-sided now; Brad and Adam hadn't heard the distinctive pop of Reggie's and Sig's rifles since the shooting began.  The boys couldn't focus on the possible reasons for that.  Most likely, Sig and Reggie had taken a few shots and run—that was what Adam would have done.  The fact that the bots continued to fire probably meant they still perceived a threat—or they were programmed for overkill!  It sounded like an entire platoon firing.  It must be an incredible sight to watch one of those things unleash hell, he thought.
The restaurant was half a block away.  Adam let Brad push the cart the rest of the way as he fished through his pocket for the key Skip had given him to the door.
When they reached the restaurant, Adam saw the key wouldn't be needed.  The windows and front door had all been smashed in, and shattered glass was everywhere.  They hadn't checked up top since Adam's and Brad's last trip.  The place had been turned upside-down and probably looted—it was impossible to tell with all the disarray.  Maybe it would work to their advantage; it looked totally abandoned now.  Hopefully, the bots would take it as a sign the building was empty and move on.
[image: image-placeholder]A window popped up on Skip's screen, indicating an intrusion alarm.  He opened a video feed and saw Adam and Brad wrangling a loaded cart across the catwalk toward the outer door.
April leaned over his shoulder, staring at the feed. "I'll let them in," she said as she gave him a light kiss on the cheek. "Good talk, Skippy."
Skip was glad for the dim light of the Nest; his cheeks were burning.  He and April had talked for the last hour about parents, about being orphaned and alone in the world.  April had been forced to grow up young when her father was killed in a car accident.  She hadn't known her mother—she'd died in childbirth.  After her father’s death, she'd bounced through foster care, suffering any number of abuses until finally testing into a private school where she could live on campus.  That had been her salvation; she'd finally found a place where she could be herself and be with people who actually seemed to care about her.
After school, she'd felt led to work with troubled kids at shelters around the cities.  She understood what they were going through and could relate to them better than many of the others charged with their care.  She was confident it was her calling, but the children's constant suffering and their situations took a toll on her.  She was forced to accept the unavoidable truth that things would never change no matter what she did.  Sure, she helped the ones she came in contact with as well as she was able, but there was an endless supply.  And the things people did to their children—it broke her heart.  
To Skip—after his mother—April was the closest he'd ever come to knowing a living angel.  She was the whole package—beautiful, kind, accepting, she even smelled good! Between the dirty band shirts, extra fifty pounds, and pink hair, most people found Skip somewhere between repulsive and a necessary evil.  Somehow, April didn't see any of that; she treated him with kindness and warmth.
On the screen, he watched as the outer door opened and Brad and Skip pushed the cart loaded with the machine onto the elevated catwalk that served as the entrance to the Nest.  
Sig and Reggie weren't with them.
[image: image-placeholder]Adam and Brad slumped to the couch, both bathed in sweat, panting for breath.  April hurried to get them both something to drink as Jess and Julie entered.
"This is the machine, huh?" asked Jess.
Adam nodded as he gulped his water, pointing to the tiara sticker.
"We had to take surface streets back," said Brad. "Couldn't get this thing down into the tunnels."
"Where's Reggie and Sig?" asked Julie.
"We split up," said Brad, breathless. "We ran into a couple of bots.  Sig and Reggie created a diversion so we could get this thing back here—we thought they might have made it back before us.
Skip leaned into the doorway, looked at the large machine.  He could only imagine how much it weighed. "You guys are the first back.  That thing must have made quite a racket going down the street—sure you weren't followed?"
Adam nodded and stood to give Jess a sweaty hug. "I'm sure, we checked as we went. How's Amira?"
"Not good," answered Julie as she got behind the cart to push it. "We gotta get her onto this as soon as possible."
Jess looked at the tangle of tubes and wires coming out of the machine. "Anyone know how we hook her up to that thing?  I was hoping Amira could direct us, but I don't think we'll be able to wake her."
"I can.  I've never done it, but I've watched—this thing basically looks like a dialysis machine,” said Julie as she struggled to push the heavy load.
April stepped beside her to help.  She was surprisingly strong—the cart rolled easily with her help.
Adam turned to Skip. "There any way to check in up top, see what's going on with Reggie and Sig?"
Skip shrugged. "We can check the boards, not quite real-time but there could be some postings.  Things have been quieting down, though, information-wise.  The bots are hunting some of the bigger cells."
"What does that mean?" Adam was concerned—weren't they a bigger cell?
"The bots are tracking the boards.  Anyone not properly blue-boxing makes an easy target.  Of course, as lines get cut off, multiple bounces are getting harder, but without it, you’re basically lighting up a line to your location.  Some crews are trying to set up a mesh network, but that's got its own issues.  Signal strength is like a homing beacon if you know how to track it, and the bots definitely know."
"Are we safe?" asked Adam.
"So far," said Skip as he led Adam to the Nest. "If we lose too many more lines, it'll be dangerous for us as well."
In the Nest, Skip sat before his terminal.  The screens lit up as he punched the keys.  Skip might have been as odd as they came out in the real world but here, in his domain, he was fluid, like an Olympic athlete doing a routine on the high bars.  It never failed to impress Adam how someone could be so completely both things at one time.
"Hmm," said Skip. "I'm not seeing anything. I'm checking the whole city—seems quiet out there."
A map popped up on the screen covered in the icons Adam had seen before.  Nothing new had been noted.
"There was definitely a shootout.  We didn't see it, but we heard it.  I think Sig and Reggie might have even taken out one of the bots—there was a huge explosion."
Skip shrugged. "It's not showing up."
"What does that mean?" asked Adam.
"Nothing.  The system is only as accurate as the reporting.  We knew eventually it would break down—there’s just not enough people reporting to keep it accurate."
Adam stood and stretched his aching back—he'd definitely pulled something pushing that machine all the way back to the Nest. "I'm gonna go check on Amira.  Sure hope that machine works after the bumpy ride."
[image: image-placeholder]Adam walked into the back room of the Nest, where the girls had set up their sleeping quarters.  Amira was laid out on her cot, tubes and wires tucked around her.
As he entered, Julie pulled up the top of Amira's shirt to cover the port in her chest. "Knock, Adam, or you might just get an eyeful."
Adam quickly turned. "Sorry—ah, how is she?"
"She's all hooked up.  Now we have to let the machine do its work.  You can turn around."
Adam settled into a chair by the bed.  The machine whirred and chugged as it worked.  There seemed to be a dozen tubes running every which way.  Several ran from the device and into the top of Amira's shirt. "I'm impressed you knew how to do this."
Julie shrugged. "Seems to be set up right—there's nothing standard about that machine though.”
Jess joined them, settled onto Adam's lap. "Amira did say her dad built it for her.  Any word from Skip on Sig and Reggie?"
Adam shook his head. "Nothing on the boards—not that it means much."
Brad stood at the door, watched the machine as it worked away. "Maybe we should go look for them?  They might need our help."
"Where would we even start?" asked Adam. "Wandering around the streets will get us caught or killed for sure.  We gotta let them do what they do."
Just then, Skip trotted into the room, breathless. "They're at the door; looks like one of them's hurt pretty bad."
Adam, Brad, Jess and Julie surged out of the room.
[image: image-placeholder]Sig was draped across Reggie's shoulders, his arm and side drenched in a deep red.  Together they struggled to the couch.  Sig winced as Brad helped lower him.
"What happened?" asked Adam.
"He picked up a stray bullet," said Reggie through strained teeth.  With Sig off his shoulder, he slumped to the couch as well.  His balance was off, and he missed his mark, sat hard on the floor.  He winced in pain, put his hand to his side.  Sig’s fingers came away red with fresh blood. "Aww, shit."
Adam started removing Reggie's body armor and found a clean hole in his side with blood oozing. "Shit, man, they got you pretty good."
Reggie seized as Adam poked at the edges of the wound, then rolled him onto his side to look for the exit wound. "I think it went through; maybe you got lucky." 
"I don't feel very damn lucky," breathed Reggie.
The blood was bright red—a good sign.  Adam remembered his father teaching him when they were hunting that dark blood meant an organ hit.  It looked like Reggie had a pass-through shot—he'd be sore as hell, but fine as long as he didn't get an infection.
Sig was a different story.  Brad and Jess had him laid out on the couch; his shirt was off.  Blood leaked from multiple wounds across his chest and abdomen, and he'd taken a hit to his leg as well.
Sig coughed up bubbles of blood, his breath raspy as the pain ravaged him.  As he drew another deep, shuddering breath, Adam could see red foam coming from one of the wounds in his chest.  Lung shot—not good.
Reggie saw it too, clawed at a pouch strapped to his belt.  He drew out a syringe and pushed it toward Adam. "Give it to him in the leg."
Adam peeled open the package.  Morphine—the same kind they'd used on Mark back on the river—that seemed like another lifetime.
Adam fished the needle into Sig's leg, and plunged in the morphine.  Instantly, Sig relaxed, his breathing normalizing to long wheezing gasps.  His head slumped to the side as he passed out, the effects of the pain and drugs overwhelming him.
Julie pushed her way into the fray, and tried to wipe away the blood boiling from the numerous wounds covering his body. "He's shot up bad." She was nervous, out of her depth, had never been responsible for someone who was dying.
"Nothing you can do," said Reggie through his teeth, his own pain level holding steady at 'hurts like a son-of-a-bitch’. "We keep him comfortable, give him an easy ride out." He reached over, looked at his friend lying unconscious, blood bubbling from his chest, wounds oozing.  He found Sig's hand, squeezed it tightly.  Reggie wasn't prone to being emotional—there just wasn't time for it in a fight, but he and Sig had been together a long time. They'd deployed all over the world, faced any number of bastards—this would be a tough one.  Reggie lay back down, breathed through another surge of pain.  The burning sensation from the wound in his side felt like a physical presence staring back at him when he closed his eyes.  He held up several more syringes to Adam. "Keep him comfortable."
"What about you?" Adam could see the man was in great pain as well.  Reggie didn't answer; his breath became more regular. He'd passed out.  He’s lucky, thought Adam; that was the best pain medicine.
Julie continued to wipe at Sig's wounds.  With her cloth soaked through, she was mostly just smearing the blood around now. "I don't know what to do," she sobbed.  Sig was pale, sweat beading on his skin.  The morphine was giving him the shakes, but he stayed mercifully unconscious. "Damn-it, the blood won't stop."
Adam glanced at Brad. "It's okay; we've done what we needed to do; he's comfortable."
Brad pulled gently on Julie's shoulders, and helped her stand.  Her hands were covered in blood, her forehead smeared where she'd wiped at her hair.  Her eyes were liquid; she was wrecked.  It wasn't easy to watch someone die, but for a healer—someone like Julie—it was unbearable.
"I'm with him; I'll keep him comfortable," said Adam.  
As Brad and Julie left, Jess settled beside him, tried to be close, provide some kind of support.
Adam turned to her, his expression calm, his eyes dry. "I need to do this myself.  I don't know if that makes sense—it's just something I have to do."
Jess stood—said, "I understand," even though she didn't. "I'll be in the next room if you need me." She tried to be neutral, but her feelings were hurt.  She didn't know how to support him—not that he wanted it anyway.
Adam watched her go, then turned his attention to Sig.  He didn't seem to be in pain; the medicine was doing its job.  If he's lucky, he won't wake up, thought Adam.  There was enough morphine to keep him floating for the next couple of hours.  With his wounds, that should be more than plenty.  This man had made the ultimate sacrifice for a bunch of people he didn't even know—it was the warrior's way.
Adam wondered if this had been what it was like for his father.  Crumpled on the ground in some distant part of the world, ripped through with holes, desperately clinging to the sweet relief of morphine.  Did he have time to think about Adam and his brother?  Did he worry about them, wonder how they'd do without him?  Adam was glad his father would never know about Asher, what he'd become.  In some distortion of reality, Adam could see how it might seem like the right choice—when desperation wiped away all hope and sense of the future.  Left with nothing but horrible options, Asher thought he was helping.  But the cost—it was too great.  He might save a few people, but he'd betrayed them all—betrayed himself.  Adam knew deep down his brother understood that.  It would be a burden he carried the rest of his life—however long that might be.




Chapter 32

Amira sat beside Skip, a yellow tinge still shading her skin even in the monitor’s cool blue glow. She'd been awake for the last day.  Somehow, the crew had managed to bring her machine to the Nest—they saved her life.  The cost, however, had been high, far too high.
Sig was gone and Reggie was recovering from a gunshot wound.  
These people had risked everything for her, even given their lives.  Her debts were rising fast—far beyond her ability to ever repay them.   
This time, though, they didn't feel like debts.  It felt like a family had taken care of her.
It had been a long time since she had been a part of anything like that.  The cleric at the mosque had been kind to her, but they'd never been close.  
The people in the Nest—each one of them—had helped her in some way, had shown her great kindness.  After all the bravura and talk of revenge, what they fought for was survival—the most basic of human tendencies.  She, Amira, would help them.  She knew things, could help in ways beyond even Skip.  Where the knowledge had come from, that would remain her secret.  She wasn't ready to share her past, not yet anyway—maybe never.
Skip pulled up a command shell and ran a script.  A window popped open, displaying a sample of the radio waves he'd captured above ground when the assault had first begun.  The low-frequency band was heavy in the graph.  Push in if you can," instructed Amira as she pointed a shaky finger at the screen.  The shakes would go away in a day or two; she knew that from experience.  Sometimes she wondered how many times her body could go through this before it had had enough.
Skip zoomed in, enlarging an area of the low band.  
There were several frequencies overlaying each other, fractionally different.  The way the curves were geometrically angled, segmented, and overlaid, could mean only one thing.  
Data.
Skip had seen all this before, of course, had examined the radio waves in detail.  Maybe Amira could point out something he'd missed?  He knew the waves were associated with the bots in some way—had started when they arrived on the scene.
"This is part of the battle net," said Amira. "It's how the bots communicate, how they coordinate their movements.  The low frequencies can transmit better through the environment—buildings, walls, and at much higher wattage."
"We figured as much," said Skip. "There was some effort going on to decode them, but it didn't get too far.  The sound is like some kind of binary handshake, like an old-school modem broadcasting down a phone line." Skip played the frequency over the speaker array he had strung up around the Cage.  
Fragmented blips and beeps rumbled through their bodies from the speakers stationed all around, like pulsing waves of heavy air.  
The sound was chilling—Amira could remember the first time she’d heard it, how it had seemed so high-tech, almost alien—now it brought nightmares.  She shrugged. "That's more or less what it is.  Of course, being Corporation technology, there is a bit more to it." She glanced at Skip, put her hands near the keyboard. "Do you mind?"
"Not at all," said Skip as he slid his chair to the side. Usually, he would never allow someone to touch his rig, but there was something about her—he was intrigued.
No longer shaking, Amira's fingers flew over the keys.  It had been too long.  She felt like a runner set loose on a flat stretch of track. 
She was building a simple viewer that would allow her to show Skip the other parts of the frequency—the business end.  
Skip watched in stunned silence as Amira worked. He'd never seen anyone move so quickly, except himself, of course—maybe not even him if he was honest.  Her coding was flawless, and in the first pass.  Who the hell was this woman?
Amira finished her build and launched it.  A simple interface loaded with bands of the low-end frequencies filled the screen. The waves separated into multiple spectrums.  With the mouse, Amira rotated the view to the side and zoomed in, exposing the third dimension to the waves. "As you can see, the frequency has far more information embedded.  For starters, there are multiple waves.  Each of those waves has dimensional matrices built in, and then the waves themselves interconnect.  This allows huge amounts of information to be transmitted over relatively low bandwidth."
Skip scooted in for a closer look. He'd never seen anything like this.  The idea that an analog signal was essentially functioning as a digital transmission was extraordinary—even more so when considering the overlay of the signals.  And the low frequency gave them an incredible range. "How do we decode this?" asked Skip. "Can you write a translator that will allow us to parse the information?"
Amira shook her head. "Unfortunately, no.  Each bot has a unique hardware identifier that works within the encryption engine.  Even if you somehow managed to spoof the unique identifier, the information is all in machine code.  It has to be processed through the bots' neural network."
"Which is why the Corporation is so quick to retrieve any downed bots?" asked Skip.
"Exactly," said Amira. "In theory, if you got your hands on a bot, you might be able to reverse-engineer the signal processing protocol using the bot's hardware." Amira set the program to orbit the looping ropes of data.  The endless configurations as the waves scrolled past were mesmerizing, like a waterfall of data. "Of course, that makes a lot of assumptions.  For example, if a bot anticipates it's been damaged beyond repair, it has a self-destruct mechanism that will fry all its internal electronics.  If the bot knows it can't be retrieved, it'll blow itself up.  With the power cores in the larger bots, it would be enough to level several city blocks.”
Skip gave a low whistle.  They had all assumed being shot by one of these things was the worst that could happen.  He turned to Amira. "How do you know all this?  I mean, is it theory, or do you know?"
"According to the specs, what I'm telling you is accurate.  Before deployment, a lot of the advanced functionality of the bots was untestable.  Live ordnance field tests are the only way to be certain, but given the sensitivity and secrecy around the project, all of that testing was very limited," explained Amira.
"So, you were there—I guess that answers part of my question—and other questions I didn't even ask." Skip stared at her intently, willing her to explain herself. "I'm pretty good at keeping secrets—"
Amira looked at the screen.  She believed she could trust Skip but knew she couldn't confide in him—couldn’t burden him with her story. "I was in a situation that gave me access to information. That's all I can tell you."
Skip studied her, tried to see into the impenetrable shadows of her shroud. "The question is, did you take the information, or did they give it to you? I'm trying to figure out whose side you're on."
"Believe me, if I were working with them, this place would have been burned to the ground long ago," said Amira as she looked around the Nest. "What you're doing here—you specifically—represents probably the biggest threat to the Corporation and their plans.  You and others like you will be how Travis is stopped—if he can be stopped."
"Given what you appear to know, you can't be high on his Christmas list either."
Amira turned to look at Skip.  Beneath the flabby exterior, bad skin, and stained metal band tee-shirts was a keen and penetrating mind.  She had a feeling he could read the subtext of a conversation as easily as he navigated his computers, even if he was utterly socially awkward. "I can help you."  
The way she said it sounded like a request, almost a plea.  Who was this woman, and what were her motivations?  Skip knew he shouldn't, but somehow, he trusted her.  Whatever her past, she could be immensely valuable to them now.
"I have no doubt of that. It's the risk that concerns me—your enemies becoming our enemies," said Skip.
“That haunts me too—please, give me a chance to help—I won't let you down," pleaded Amira.
Adam stepped loudly onto the catwalk leading to the Nest.  At the door, he double-checked the locks to see if the countermeasures were armed.  He knew Skip would never let him near without warning, but old habits died hard. "Glad to see you up and moving around," he said to Amira. "You had us worried."
"Thank you, that machine saved my life," said Amira.  She stared at her feet, unable to look Adam in the eyes. "I'm afraid the cost was too high.  Sig was a good man—I didn't know him well.  I wish—"
"I didn't know him well either; he was a good man—anyone could see that," said Adam as he placed a hand on her shoulder.
To Amira's surprise, she didn't flinch at his touch.
"We're a team; we look after each other—right, Skip?"
Skip stared hard at Amira, then shrugged. "Right—go, team!" He turned to the screens, tumbling around the frequency wave again.
"What's that?  Looks like a radio wave," said Adam.
Skip nodded to Amira. "Why don't you take this one?"
"It's the signal the bots are using to communicate," she said. "Only there's more to it than a simple wave. There are multiple signals layered together, and it's dimensional."
Skip zoomed in on the wave, revealing unique angles and points, almost like binary building blocks of code.
"What does it say?" asked Adam.
"No idea.  We can't read it," said Skip. "It's machine code, and it's keyed to each bot, so it's un-hackable."
Adam leaned close to the screens, looking for patterns or some kind of order.  In truth, he had no idea what he was looking at; this was completely Skip's domain—and Amira's, apparently. "If a message is transmitted and then it's received and decoded, it is readable, right?"
Amira smiled to herself, impressed. "Theoretically, but you'd need to have a bot to decode the information, and it couldn't know you were doing it. Otherwise—" She glanced at Skip.
Skip made an explosion sound as he moved his hands apart, his eyes buggy beneath the thick lenses of his glasses.
Adam pounded Skip on the back. "This is it, right?  This is what you've been looking for?"
Skip shrugged Adam off. "Watch the shirt.  Skid Row, it's one of a kind, man."
[image: image-placeholder]The group sat around what passed as their living room—the largest open space the Nest had to offer when the boys' beds were rolled up.  April, Brad, and Jess had scraped together a passable meal from their dwindling stores.  Soon they would have to go scavenging again.  Nobody was looking forward to that—not after the last outing.  Getting the blood machine back for Amira was a big win, but the loss of Sig was a crushing blow to them all.  
Reggie was recovering from his wounds, due in no small part to Julie's efforts, but the loss of his friend had hit him hard.  He was a warrior first and foremost, but he and Sig had been mates a long time, had been through a lot together.  It was hard to imagine a future without him.
Adam sat beside Jess; they talked as they ate.  He knew he needed to be trying harder with her.  Everything was happening so quickly, there hadn't been time for much beyond the tasks at hand, but he could see it was wearing on her. Sig's death had shaken them all.  Until now, they'd seen people hurt—like Mark, and even killed, but it hadn't been anyone they were close to.
"Sounds like you had a bit of a breakthrough, is that right?" asked Brad as he looked at Skip.
Julie sat with Brad, held tightly to his hand. Sig's death had hit her especially hard—she'd been the one taking care of him.  Nobody blamed her; he'd been mortally wounded and there had been nothing she could do, but that didn't ease her feelings of responsibility.
Skip shrugged as he feasted on his usual diet of Twinkies and Coke. "We know how the bots are communicating." There was no point in explaining further; Mr. Jock couldn't follow the conversation if his life depended on it.
Brad waited for more but quickly realized Skip had said his piece. "Well, can we listen in?  Does it help us?"
Brad watched as Skip chewed a mouthful of Twinkie, frosting squeezing out the sides of his mouth, dribbling down his chin and onto his shirt.  He was a disgusting slug of a human, no matter how important he was to their current situation.
Adam rolled his eyes; those two would never get along. 
"The signals are encrypted.  Only a bot can decode them."
Brad felt deflated.  He didn't understand all this deep level tech shit, but this seemed pretty straightforward. "So, no then."
The group ate in silence.  Every person was fighting the desperation they felt as their situation grew more dire by the day.  Supplies were running low and hard to replenish, and they'd lost a member of their crew and another had been badly wounded—it was hard to see how things could be worse.  There were some animals on the deserted streets above, deer and rabbits—but hunting with bots around would be suicide and foraging was just as risky.
Amira sat apart from the group, always the loner—old habits died hard.  Slowly, she removed the wrap from her head, revealing herself to outsiders for the first time since she was a child.  No one had seen her without her hijab since her mother—that was a lifetime ago.  She couldn't hide herself from these people, not after all they'd done for her. "There could be a way," Amira said quietly.
Everyone turned to her accented voice. Amira's dark hair curled around her face, framing her olive skin and almond eyes—deep shades of green with flecks of red.  Even with hollowed cheeks and sunken eyes brought on by her latest episode, she was beautiful and exotic.
Amira pushed on, speaking before she lost her nerve, deeply aware of her exposure. "It's a long shot, but if we had access to the processing core of a bot, I could rewrite the protocols.  We could listen in."
"Access to a bot?" asked Brad. "We'd have to capture one then, right?"
Reggie set his plate on the floor with shaking hands, wagging his head in disgust. "You've seen what those things can do—"
"It can't be a straight-up fight," said Adam. "We'd have to get one where it couldn't fight back and couldn't communicate.  If it calls for help, we're done."
"Maybe one of the smaller ones," said Brad.
"Exactly," said Adam. "A scout."
Reggie shook his head, squeezed his hands—the shakes were new.  Was it from the bullet wound or his nerves?  He couldn’t tell.  "They have light armor, not as much weaponry—but they're still lethal."
"You're sure about this?" Adam asked Amira.
She nodded, her bright eyes captivating. "Yes, it should be possible."
"So, the question is, how do we capture one of those things without getting ourselves killed in the process?" Jess spoke before she realized what she was saying. "Sorry, Reggie—it just seems impossible."
"That's because it is!"
"You know, there could be a way." April had everyone's attention. "This city is full of underground passages—service tunnels." She pointed at the concrete walls around them. "Do we know how their communication works underground?" 
"You want to bring a bot down here, the only place we're safe?" Reggie asked.
Amira shook her head. "I don't know the mechanics of the communications systems; I was more on the programming side." Shit—had she given too much away with that?
Skip swooped in to cover her slip. "The bots are communicating on a very low frequency.  Traditionally, those frequencies are used because they carry well through structures—concrete walls, buildings.  However, far enough underground, the signal might be compromised."
"Enough to cut off its communication?" asked Adam.
"Sure, if you were deep enough," said Skip.
"So, what's your idea, April?"
"If we lure a bot—" she pointed to Brad, "one of the smaller ones, underground, we could trap it in a service tunnel where it wouldn't have room to maneuver.  If it was far enough beneath the surface, its communication would be cut off—" She pointed to Skip. "We'd have our access."
Reggie shuffled his boots against the concrete floor, scraping around piles of the powdery silt that seemed to coat everything. "That's making a lot of assumptions—how do we get a bot on its own?  How do we get it to follow us without getting ourselves killed?  What if it can still communicate, even underground?  And, after we get through all that, we still have to kill it without it blowing itself up."
April looked flustered. "I mean, it's just a rough idea—"
Adam jumped in. "No, this is a good start—it gives us something to build on."
"Getting a bot on its own will be the biggest challenge," Amira chimed in. "The protocol is for the bots to hunt in packs of three, sometimes more."
"That's what we've seen so far," said Reggie.
"If you got a bot to follow you and you headed underground, it most likely would come after you," said Amira.
Jess looked at Amira, unconvinced. "How do you know that?"
Amira nodded. "It's part of the protocol.  The programming doesn't anticipate someone trying to lure a bot."
"For good reason—it's God-damn suicide," said Reggie, disgusted.
"He's right," said Amira. "Once one of those things is on to you, it won't stop.  And, we'll only get one shot at this—the AI won't make the same mistake twice."
"If we do this, we're committed. That's what I'm hearing, right?" asked Brad. "Cuz I'll tell you, that's fine by me.  At least this time, we'll be the ones making plans."
Julie shook her head. "There are so many ways this could go sideways."
Adam could feel the emotion in the room. "They won't expect this; we'll have the upper hand." He looked at Reggie; they couldn't do this without him. "It's all about surprise, right?"
Reggie shrugged, refusing to meet Adam's gaze. "It helps, but we’ll never have the upper hand—not against those things."
"We need food," said Julie. "How does capturing one of those things help us with that?"
"We have to leave the Nest to get food.  Every time we go out, we have no idea what's waiting for us.  If we can listen in on their communications, we'll know where the bots are and when it’s safe," said Adam.
"Exactly," added Brad excitedly. "We'd be able to hit those bastards when they least expect it."
"The goal is supplies—food," said Adam. "We can't take the fight to them, not as long as it's just us."
Reggie looked at Adam, could see the kid's priorities were in the right place—besides, they were running out of options. "Now,” he said grudgingly, “all we need is a plan.”
Adam felt a flush of relief at Reggie's words. "Now, all we need is a plan,” he affirmed.




Chapter 33

Adam sat hunkered down behind the edge of the building's roof.  As he scanned the area, he saw Brad several buildings over.  Brad waved to him, and he waved back.  
Nothing yet.
They'd seen a few bot patrols come through over the last several hours, but so far, the protocol seemed to be holding—always at least three bots, sometimes more; usually several scouts and one heavy.  It was clear any confrontation with a heavy bot involved would be disastrous.  They had to get a scout on its own—somehow, and then they had to lure it underground.  
It was an insane idea—but would it be crazy enough to work?  Impossible to tell.  So far, every direct confrontation had ended badly—it was difficult to see how this would be different.
Reggie and April were out in the streets on foot, getting a ground-level perspective while Brad and Adam were up top.  Jess and Julie were in a service tunnel beneath Adam's building; that was where they hoped to lure a bot.  
Skip had rigged up something special—he called it an electronic snare.  Theoretically, it would incapacitate a bot if they were able to get it onto one.  Skip said it was a delicate balance between overloading the circuits to cause a shutdown and outright frying the thing.  Of course, it was all a guess. There was no time to experiment and no way to test any of it—but Amira had agreed it was the best approach.  That would have to be enough.
Movement across the way caught Adam's eye.  Brad was signaling to him, pointing up the street several blocks.  
Adam saw it, a group of bots headed their way.  Three heavies and at least four scouts that he could see.  It was the most significant group they'd come across so far.  The heavy bots were terrifying—thinking tanks.  Small arms couldn't touch them, and what those bots lacked in speed, they more than made up for in armament.  The scouts weren't much better.  They may not have been as heavily armed or armored, but they were nimble and fast.  Together, the scouts and the heavies made a formidable team—perfectly suited to urban warfare.
What a thought, mused Adam, urban warfare.  These were the streets he'd grown up on. He'd taken his first date to dinner less than a block from here.  Now it was a war zone—crumbling buildings, blood in the streets—it was like watching an old World War Two documentary about some far-flung European city, except they were living in this one.  
The formation of bots moved past Adam's location.  He could feel the vibration from the treads as the heavy bots rumbled past—definitely not the group to go after.  Just one of those heavies could bring a building down fairly handily on its own, but three of them together?  Best not to find out.
Jess shuffled up beside Adam, keeping below the building's edge, out of sight from the street below.  Things had been a little easier between them since last evening. They'd been able to spend the night together.  Somehow knowing what the morning would bring, that it could be a turning point—it gave things a sense of purpose and urgency. 
Jess handed Adam a canteen of water and a small dish of rice and beans—some of the last of their provisions. "Anything yet?" she whispered.
Adam gulped the water greedily; the sun was hot on the black roof, and he was grateful as the cold liquid washed down his parched throat. "Several patrols but nothing we could go after. How're things at the Nest?"
Jess shrugged and snuggled into Adam. "Same," she said. "Waiting to see what develops. Skip's working on Amira's machine, thinks he might be able to scale it down, get it to be more portable."
"That could be important if this doesn't work," said Adam.  They had all been worried about pulling off an operation like this so close to the Nest, but they didn't really have a choice.  Any movement on the streets risked further contact with patrols, and besides, the weight of even a scout bot was significant—more than they could handle over any considerable distance.
"About last night," Jess began as she squeezed close to him. "It was good; I've missed you. We're never far apart, but you've been so distant."
The distant rattle of an engine through the buildings below intruded on the relative quiet of the rooftop, saving Adam from responding.
"What is that?" asked Jess, her eyes wide.
Adam spun around and peered over the edge to the streets below. "It's an engine," he said. "Something small, but it's headed this way, fast!"
Several blocks on, a dirt bike was bouncing up the street toward them, gouts of black smoke billowing behind it.
Adam pulled his binoculars up. "It's Reggie!" Through the magnified view, he could see him racing through the streets, a look of terror plastered on his face.  He kept glancing over his shoulder as he went along.  
"What's he doing?" asked Jess. "He's making so much noise, he'll bring every bot in the area down on us!"
"I don't know." Adam scoured the area through the binoculars.  Then he saw it—a scout bot, several dozen yards behind Reggie and closing fast.  The way the bot moved with human-like agility but impossibly fast—it was terrifying. "He's got one.  Looks like he's headed for the service entrance on Fifth Street." Adam dropped the binoculars and scooped up a flashlight, and flicked the light on and off toward Brad.  
[image: image-placeholder]From his position, Brad couldn't see what was going on, but he could hear it, and there was the signal from Adam; Reggie must have pulled one in.  Brad scrambled from his position, ran for the exit off the roof.
[image: image-placeholder]In the tunnels, Adam slid down a service ladder, his boots landing heavily on the concrete floor.  Jess was close behind. "Get to the Nest, tell Skip we're headed for the Fifth Street access."
They ran in opposite directions, their lights bouncing through the darkness.
Several turns ahead, Brad joined up with Adam. "Does he have one?" he shouted as they ran.
"Yeah, he's headed for the service entrance."
"Holy shit!" Brad breathed hard as they ran. "I didn't really think this would work," he said.
"It hasn't worked yet," said Adam as they rounded another corner into one of the wider main tunnels.  He dug through his pack as they went, pulling out coils of wire connected to a large battery pack—the electronic snare Skip had rigged up.  Guess they would find out if Skip really knew what he was doing—now was as good a time as any.  Adam charged ahead. "We gotta get there before Reggie, and get these snares set."
[image: image-placeholder]The world bounced violently as Reggie raced over the broken surface of the street.  Even before the bots had taken over, the roads around the city had been pocked with holes and deep cracks.  The place had been falling apart for a long time.  He chanced a glance over his shoulder again.  A block back, he caught sight of the bot as it chased him, its limbs pumping with mechanical precision as it glided effortlessly over the rough surfaces.   That was a sight that would haunt his dreams—if he made it out of this and had a chance to dream again!
The dirt bike's motor whined as he pulled hard on the throttle. It had been pure luck to find an old two-stroke bike, and even luckier that it had started.  The thing had to be forty years old and probably hadn't been started in a decade, but it didn't have any electrical components and so had been spared from the EMPs.  The bike still had one good ride left in it; Reggie just hoped it was enough to get him to the service tunnel.  From there, it was up to Adam and Brad. There’d been a signal they’d worked out, but that had gone out the window the moment the bot started chasing him.  Besides, he was pretty sure the loud putter from the engine of the old bike had given them plenty of warning!
Up ahead, Reggie took a corner at speed, the tires slipping on the asphalt of the street as he roared through the turn.  He had to be going thirty, forty miles per hour, and the bot wasn’t having any trouble keeping up with him.  Another time and under different circumstances, he would have been impressed at the engineering of it.  Right now, though, the damn thing was gaining on him!
One more block and then stairs—that would be interesting on the bike.  
The entrance to the service tunnel was via a shuttered subway access. They'd managed to get the doors open; the way should be clear.  No one had anticipated trying to fit a dirt bike through—it would be close.
Reggie chanced another glance; the bot wasn't behind him.  He eased back on the throttle.  It had been right on him before that last turn, and it wasn't like he’d be hard to follow with all the noise and smoke!
Halfway up the block was the descending staircase, and it was coming up fast.  Where was the damn thing?
Suddenly, the bot was running directly toward him from the side.  It had taken a longer route around the building to get in front of him.  
Hunting behavior.
Reggie jammed the throttle and the engine bogged down, choking for air as fuel poured into its cylinders.  He quickly eased back on the throttle, then nursed the bike up to speed.  He couldn't let the engine stall—the bike was a pull start, so if it died, he would either have to stop to start it again or pop the clutch at speed and risk the rear tire locking up.  Either way, the bot would have him.
The stairs were directly ahead, and he was going too fast.  There wasn't time to slow down and navigate safely—plus the bot was barely a dozen yards behind him now.
The front tire dropped sickeningly over the first step, the bike rocking violently as it flew down into the service entrance.  Reggie ducked, flattening himself on the back of the bike as he rocketed through the open doors at the bottom of the stairs and into the tunnels.  The bike had an old cracked light on the front that illuminated the yellowed, grimy tile and trash-strewn passageways as he flew by.
The way ahead was straight, with a small door on the left several dozen yards ahead leading to the service tunnel and their trap.
The tunnel around Reggie was bathed in bright electric blue light as the bot entered with its flood lamps burning.  The bot had to be close, but he couldn't risk looking back, not in the tunnels, not at these speeds.
The turn was coming up.  Reggie locked up the front brake on the bike, brought the rear tire around to the side.  He laid the bike down, sparks flying as the old metal frame gouged tracks into the concrete floor.  He was on his feet now, balanced atop the skidding frame.
At the hall, he leaped, slammed bodily into the side of the tunnel.  Something cracked, and pain shot through his torso as his vision filled with stars.  No time—he had to keep going, the world tilting wildly as his brain reeled from the impact.
From behind came the sound of metal scraping on concrete as the bot fought to negotiate the turn, its lights blindingly bright as it entered the service tunnel.
Just a little farther now.  Reggie could see the loops of the wire snares dropped down the walls, hanging from the ceiling.  Adam and Brad had done their part; the trap was set!  His chest was heaving as he gulped for air, his muscles burning in protest and his vision dim with pain from his shoulder.  Just a few more feet, he had to make it, had to keep going.
Cold steel closed over his arm, a machine grip devastatingly strong, a grip that could crush his bones to dust.  Reggie was through the loops, saw the wires drop, tangle around the bot.  He had to be free of the bot's hold before the snares were charged, or he would be electrocuted right along with it.
Reggie yanked his arm forward with a burst of strength, wrenching it from the bot's grasp.  That would cost him—the damn machine had its pound of flesh.  Add it to the ever-growing list of wounds, Reggie mused.
Sparks and flames erupted around the bot as the electrical charges coursed through the snare wires and into its body.  It seized, motors frozen, and toppled to the ground, unable to balance its momentum and weight.
Suddenly, Adam and Brad were there, laying the lead x-ray blankets they'd taken from the clinic over the bot, covering it to block any radio signals it might try sending out.  Brad dragged Reggie a short distance away, clearing him from the danger zone.
Now, Jess, Julie, and April were there as well.  Together, the friends strained to pull the collapsed bot onto the heavy pushcart they'd used for Amira's machine—damn the thing was heavy!  Adam worked quickly with a series of thick ratchet straps, securing it onto the cart—he hoped the straps might help in the event the bot managed to cycle back up.  
They had to get deeper underground, where radio frequency signals were limited—if the bot made a connection to the network, everything would be over.  The bot would call for backup, and they knew these things could self-destruct to avoid capture!
April crouched beside Reggie, her fingers pressed to his neck.  His pulse was strong even as his eyelids drooped low with pain.  Blood poured from the ragged wound on his arm where the bot had grabbed him—damn, this guy was tough. They'd seen him hit the wall as he made the corner—that he could take a blow like that and keep moving—incredibly lucky and warrior strong.
Skip arrived on the scene out of breath, shirt soaked with sweat—he detested physical exertion, no matter the reason.  He looked at the bot tangled in wires, strapped to the pallet, and covered in lead shrouds. "Not bad for half a plan," he said breathlessly.
Reggie chuckled, his eyes closed, head resting against the filthy wall of the tunnel. "Nothing to it!" His breath caught in his throat as a surge of pain raced through his battered body.
"How long will the bot be out from the charge?" asked Adam.
Skip shrugged, his head between his knees as he fought to breathe. "Hard to say. There'll be some kind of overload reset—just hope the charge didn't fry the thing." He wiped at his sweaty forehead, his fingers white and tingly. It had been years since he'd run that far—well, run at all!
With Brad's help, Julie pulled Reggie to his feet and pushed her shoulder under his arm. "Everyone else okay?"
The group stood around in stunned silence, nods here and there.  No one could quite believe this had worked, and to be this close to a bot—it was freaking them out.  The bots had taken on an almost mythical presence in the world above, too dangerous even to see in the open for fear of discovery.  Now, as the group stood close to one, inert, strapped to a pallet, they could see it was nothing more than a collection of parts—bolts, carbon fiber plates, hydraulic cylinders—just a machine—not a beast or some alien creature.  A mechanical construct, designed and created by man.
Machines could be stopped, could be destroyed.  Skip had been right when he said half the danger from these things was the lack of knowledge they had about them.  Not to take anything away from how dangerous the bots were, but the specter of them loomed just as large.  
That was all about to change.
"We gotta get this thing back to the Nest before it reboots," said Skip. "We'll have to shock it again if it comes around before I have a chance to disconnect its processing core—not sure how many times we can do that without frying it altogether."
Brad and April got behind the handle of the cart, and shoved together.  On the concrete floor, the wheels rolled smoothly despite the weight of the bot.
Adam watched as the others moved ahead. He gathered the last few pieces of their gear.  They were working as a team—not a bunch of high school kids or random survivors thrown together by circumstance, but a team.  Sure, they'd worked together to find food, but this was different.  Somehow, despite everything that was happening to them—or maybe because of it, they were coming together. They'd pulled this off, almost—and it was something big that could make a difference.  Something no one else, as far as they knew, had managed to do.  Asher had always said a man by himself was just a man, but with a team, he was part of an unstoppable force.  That was why he'd joined up—not only to follow in their father's footsteps but to be part of something bigger than any one person could be by himself.  Adam had always seen teams as a collection of fault points, each person a potential weak link that could let the others down—would let the others down given a long enough timeline.  Had he been wrong?  Teams were a direct reflection of their members—with the right people—well, it was working.




Chapter 34

Skip sat hunched over a makeshift workbench Brad and Adam had hastily put up for him.  The bot was stretched out over the top and strapped down, although there was no longer any need for that.  The first thing Skip had done was to disconnect the central processing core from the rest of the body.  Once that was done, the body was lifeless, no longer a threat.  The brain, though, the processing core—that was a different story entirely.
Amira was beside Skip using a terminal, setting up diagnostics they could run on the core.  The terminal was air-gapped—no connection to the outside world whatsoever.  They couldn't afford for the bot’s brain to dial home, and until they understood more about how these things worked, it was the only way to ensure it didn't.  
Skip helped Amira connect some probes to the data ports on the bot's core.  As the last step, they turned on the power—a battery unit Skip had rigged up.  Again, no connections to the outside world.  Who knew what the bot was capable of?  It wouldn't be the first time internal wiring had been turned into a kind of antenna to send transmissions.
Amira ran a command and the screen filled with odd characters.  She punched a few keys, and the characters changed into strings of code.  The lines went by too fast to follow, but they were capturing everything; there would be plenty of time later to go back through all this line by line. "Looks like a fairly standard reboot diagnostic," said Amira. "Doesn't look like the snare fried the brain."
Skip finished unscrewing a piece of carbon fiber armor from the bot's torso, and set it to the side with the others as he glanced at Amira's screen. "Must have some pretty aggressive overload circuit protection.  The guys hit that thing with both snares at once.  The plan was to just use one and have the other as backup." Skip air-quoted as he added, "Guess in the heat of battle they forgot that little detail."
"You're welcome," said Adam as he looked over Skip's shoulder, sipping a glass of water. "Believe me, when one of these damn things is coming down on top of your head, anything that might stop it seems like a great idea."
Skip shrugged, looking on with Amira.
The scrolling text was replaced by a blinking cursor. "The diagnostic finished," said Amira. "What should we try first?"
“Try to access the binary code," said Skip. "We need to find the base routines that control the mechanics.  That should give us paths to the communications sub-systems and the encryption algorithms."
"Yep," chuckled Adam into his glass. "That's where I'd start!"  
[image: image-placeholder]The group felt better now that they were safely back at the Nest with the mission behind them and everyone in one piece—mostly.  It would be a few days before Reggie didn't groan when he moved—longer still before his bruises began to fade, but considering what they'd accomplished, the cost had been relatively minor, he assured the others.
There was a debate on whether to post their victory to the boards and give others hope.  Ultimately, they'd decided against it.  At this point, it was almost certain the Corporation was monitoring the boards.  Sooner or later, they would realize a bot had been captured.  Having one fall into rebel hands was inevitable but would still be a considerable setback, one the Corporation would fight hard against.
Skip had most of the bot's outer layers disassembled by now—Julie sat nearby on the couch beside Brad.  The way Skip set the armor pieces around the bot after he removed them reminded her of pictures she'd seen of dissections where the skin was peeled away to expose internal structures.  Where the anatomy in the pictures featured veins, tendons, and muscles, the bot was made of hydraulics, bundles of wires, and electrical components.  If she were handling the breakdown, she wouldn't have the first clue where to begin, but Skip seemed to be at home navigating the internals with his box of tools and pudgy fingers—he constantly surprised!
Skip removed a plate from the leg, set it to the side, then reached back in and lifted a blue copper wire. "See this one here?" he asked no one in particular. "Seems to be one continuous run through the entire structure of the bot. I'm betting it's some kind of full-body antenna.  That would certainly explain its signal reception, although I still don't get how they can communicate with such low frequencies."
"Why does that make a difference—the frequency?" asked Adam.
"Low frequencies require huge antennas, like massive ones. That's why they're usually reserved for installations or buildings."
"Hey, take a look at this!" Amira called over to Skip.
He rolled over on his chair, bumped against the counter, and knocked a box of tools to the floor with a loud crash.
Instantly, the screen in front of Amira filled with lines of code, again streaming by so fast they were illegible. "Whoa!  The brain module seems to be responding to those tools falling—it's sending out a code storm."
"But it's unhooked from the rest of the machine," said Adam.
"It must have some sensory chips onboard," said Amira.
The lights in the space dimmed momentarily, flickering independently as if experiencing a mild brownout.  Everyone exchanged looks, glanced at the bulbs ominously.
"Was that a coincidence?" Adam asked, alarmed.
Skip looked over Amira's shoulder at the streaming code on the screen, then hastily grabbed a small metering device off the bench and clicked it on.  An analog dial with a needle lit up, bouncing wildly back and forth.  He quickly grabbed one of the lead shrouds lying nearby and threw it over the top of the brain module as he pulled out the electrodes powering it.
Amira watched the meter as the needle settled, then turned to Skip with a sickened look. "That an RF monitor?"
Skip nodded, a deep scowl etched on his face.
"What's RF?" asked Julie.
"Radio frequency," answered Amira. "The chip must have had a backup."
"Do you think it got a signal out?" asked Adam, alarmed.
"Impossible to tell," said Skip. "We're pretty deep underground here, and that module can't have much of an antenna to broadcast—but you never know.  Half the technology in this thing I've never seen before—it's radically advanced."
Brad looked at Julie, worried.  They never seemed to catch a break. "What does that mean exactly?"
Skip shrugged. "Could mean nothing—that we need to be more careful.  Or could be that the Corporation was just put on notice, and they'll be knocking down our door any moment."
Amira looked at the lump of the brain module under the shroud, crushed. "I should have known there would be a backup. It's my fault."
"There's no way anybody could know anything about these damn things,” said Skip. "We'll set up a shielded room with the lead shrouds, should muffle any more signals this thing manages to broadcast."
Amira was grateful for Skip's attempt to make her feel better, but they both knew it wasn't true.  She did know more about the bots than anyone else.  She knew there was redundancy built-in but had thought since the chip was disconnected from the main power—it was an unforgivable mistake.  They couldn't afford mistakes like this, not now with all these people involved.  Then there was the fact that she was sure she was still enemy number one for the Corporation—for Travis personally.  If the lure of the stolen bot wasn't enough, she knew Travis would move Heaven and Earth if he knew she was there.  No matter what, she couldn't let on who she was, what she knew.  Information like that would just be too valuable.  Everyone had a breaking point, especially now when so much had been taken from them all.  To tempt anyone with that information—who she was—it was too much.  If she were in their position, as shameful as it was to admit, she might just turn herself in.
Jess and April came into the room, wiping their hands on a dishtowel. "We scraped some food together if anybody's hungry," said Jess, picking up the vibe in the room—no one was paying any attention to the mention of food, which wasn't typical for this group. "What's wrong?"
"A signal may have gotten out," said Adam, his face somber, reflecting the mood of everyone else in the room.
"What does that mean exactly, a signal got out?" asked Jess as she walked over to stand beside Adam, and gathered his hand in hers.
"I'm sure we're okay this deep underground," said Skip. "We just need to be more careful."
"But if there's a chance—what does that mean?" asked Brad, fear mounting. “They could be on their way right now?"
"Technically, yes, but I don't think it’s a real possibility," said Skip with a sidelong glance at Amira.
“Don’t think—is that good enough now?" asked Julie. "And why do you keep looking at her, Skip?" Julie pointed at Amira. "What is it you aren't telling us?"
Amira was at a loss for words.  She didn't trust herself to speak, even though she knew she should.
Adam glanced at Brad. "Let's just calm down, okay?"
"Oh, I'm calm," said Julie as she shrugged off Brad. "I just want a little warning before I get shot in the face by one of these god-damn things—or worse yet, tossed in prison."
April chuckled, despite herself, the tension getting the better of everyone. "Who would've thought getting tossed in prison would be worse than being shot in the face!"
Julie focused her attention on April, acid dripping from her gaze.
"I think you're missing the point," said Brad, lamely trying to stick up for Julie.
Everyone else shuffled uncomfortably.
Amira looked at the people around her, felt the heat of the exchange, the stillness in the silence.  She owed these people everything, her life, her future.  How could she have let them down like this?  She had to leave.  There would be more mistakes, it was inevitable—she couldn't trust herself, they certainly shouldn't.
Amira moved to stand, but Adam took her arm firmly in his grasp, pushed her back into her seat.  He looked around to everyone in the room, his gaze steady. "We have no idea if a signal got out, and if one did, we wouldn't know what it said.  Did it give away our position or identify us?  We can't know that, right, Skip?" Skip nodded in confirmation.  To a person, nobody would hold Adam's gaze. "What we do know is we have nowhere else to go.  I say we stay here and take our chances."
"Doesn't look like we have much choice," said Julie as she stormed out of the room.
Brad moved to follow her, raised his hands in defeat.
"Just in case, should we activate the countermeasures?" asked Adam.
Skip shrugged. "Won't do much against the bots, but if there are people, it could buy us a little time."
"Let's do it," said Adam as he turned to Amira, his voice lowered. "Listen, we don't need a martyr.  If we have any chance against these things, we'll have to figure out how they work, how they communicate—Skip seems to think you can help him do that.” Adam glanced at Skip, whose face was impassive.  No wonder he made such a good poker player—or was it that he just cheated people out of their money—house odds?  Adam couldn't remember. "We're all going to make mistakes—and if we're going to be too afraid to make them, we might as well quit now."
Amira raised her gaze to Adam. "That sounds like something my father would have said."
“Well, my father did say it—we’re a team, you're one of us—we need you."
Skip heaved a couple of the heavy lead shrouds over his shoulder, temporarily breaking his rule against manual labor, and headed toward a small supply closet at the back of the space. "Help me get this room set up?" he asked Amira.
Amira lifted a few of the lead shrouds as well and followed him, relieved for the distraction.  She was grateful for their kindness but also confused.  They were taking—had taken—tremendous risks on her behalf, and she really couldn't understand why.  It was far beyond anything she would have done in their place.  Was it merely because she was part of their team?  It couldn't be that—they must see value in her, need something from her.  She couldn't make another mistake.  They seemed to be willing to overlook it, but she couldn't—she had to get this right.
[image: image-placeholder]Jess sat huddled with Adam, their hands and fingers wrapped tightly together. "You think we can trust her?"
"I think she's been through more than any of us know, and I think she's been on her own for so long she doesn't remember what it's like to be part of a team," said Adam.
"But do you trust her?" asked Jess again.
"We don't have a choice.  Skip said she knows more about the bots on a programming level than anyone else.  He thinks she was involved in the development of them with the Corporation."
"She worked for the Corporation?" asked Jess, eyes wide.
Adam shrugged. "It's just a guess, she’s cagey—but how else can she know the things she knows?"
"What if she's still working for them?  She could be a mole sent here to expose us!" said Jess, fear mounting.  Somehow, they'd always managed to stay one step ahead, just out of reach.  What if that was all by design, done to lull them into a false sense of security so they could be taken when their guard was down?  Maybe letting that signal out wasn't a mistake at all but a way to send a message.
"A mole?  Remember the blood machine?  If we hadn't gotten that for her, she'd be dead right now.  Besides, what's the point?  If the bots knew we were here, they would wipe us out without thinking twice."
Adam had a point.  Still, things didn't add up. "I just don't trust her—there are too many secrets," said Jess.
[image: image-placeholder]Amira had come back for more shrouds, and stood silently in the doorway, overhearing the conversation as they left to get food.  So, the trust was conditional—they needed what she could do, what was in her head.  Somehow that made it better.  One thing she didn't need—would never accept, was their pity.
She stooped and grabbed more shrouds, flung them onto her shoulder.  She would do this, work with Skip, figure out what they could from the bot.  Then she would see.  This conditional relationship ran both ways.  She needed them right now as well, for protection and food—but things changed.  With what she knew—was capable of, there would be other opportunities, other interested parties.  In a sense, she could sell her abilities to the highest bidder.  It was the one bargaining chip she had in all of this.
Skip met her at the door. "That the last of them?" he asked, indicating the shrouds on her shoulder.
"I think so, the last of the pile anyway."  
"Good, once we set those up in the room, I have something I want to show you," said Skip.
[image: image-placeholder]Skip led Amira to the Nest.  The already crowded Cage was now jammed end to end with electrical gear, and lately felt even more congested.  
A small table had recently been set up at one end and was piled high with bits and pieces of machinery and mechanical parts.  On closer inspection, there looked to be components from various medical devices.
"What is this?"
"I've been working on a smaller version of your blood machine, something more portable," said Skip.
Amira fingered a box-like contraption splayed open in the middle of the table, wires and tubes sprouting from it like a tangle of weeds.
"It's not fully together yet, but it should be able to sustain you if we have to leave the Nest and can't get your machine out.  Batteries will be the problem, but I think we can rig up some solar cells for remote charging," said Skip.
Amira turned to Skip, genuine gratitude in her eyes, and confusion. "I don't know what to say."
Skip shrugged. "It's not a big deal.  You need something more practical than that big machine—I think there might be a revolt if the guys have to haul it up the stairs again!"
Amira rushed the short distance to Skip, crushed him in a hug, trying to wrap her arms around his ample middle.  He stood there, awkwardly, arms raised.  This exceeded every personal boundary he had—he suddenly had thoughts of showers and soap.  He wasn't hug-fresh, of that he was sure!  It had been so long since someone had touched him this way, he'd convinced himself it was the way he preferred it—now he wasn't sure.
"Nobody has ever done anything like this for me, not since my father anyway." Amira stepped back, could tell how uncomfortable she was making Skip. "I won't forget it—not ever."
Skip nodded and shrugged his shoulders, acutely self-conscious in the glow of Amira's gratitude.  
In spite of himself, he smiled.




Chapter 35

Travis paced behind the technician as he pecked away at a keyboard.  Before them, the bank of screens glowed brightly with maps, diagnostic code sequences, and radio signal intensities, among other things.
"You sure it wasn't a fluke?  Maybe a spike in the diagnostic system," asked Travis.  
The technician shook his head nervously. “There's no way to tell, but this is exactly what they’re programmed to do."
Several hours earlier, one of their analysts had reported a burst communication from an emergency beacon.  Every bot was equipped with an emergency transponder, programmed to send encoded distress signals were it ever to be captured.  Much of the advantage the Corporation had lay in the complete blackout surrounding the bot technology.  Only a select few actually knew how they worked, and even then, the information was siloed—no single person had the complete picture—except Travis.  If no one fully understood the technology, they couldn't reverse-engineer it.  
There had only been a faint burst before the signal was cut off, but the signature was unmistakable.  Since then, it had been all hands on deck running through the deployed bots, cycling diagnostics as they worked to figure out which, if any, was missing.  
That a bot would eventually be captured, despite the countermeasures, was inevitable—it had been planned for.  However, this was sooner than Travis had expected, and since it was the first time, there was always a chance it was a malfunction, perhaps even a bad piece of code.
Bad code was a very remote possibility considering who had been involved, thought Travis.  
Amira Fahmi.
That woman had very nearly cost them the entire operation.  When she'd released the president's video—the video Travis had meant to keep private—the effects had rippled through the whole organization.  The general assumption had been that the president was on board with what they were doing—indeed, he had been when things got underway.  People had seen the president at corporate headquarters, knew he and Travis were close.  When it had come to light that Travis had essentially gone rogue and that the president was now against the plan—had become Travis's enemy instead of his ally, support for the whole operation went soft.  People had walked out in droves.  Some of them followed Amira's lead and tried to wreak havoc as they left.  It was only through a full lockdown that Travis had managed to keep the place from being torn apart.
Someday, he would catch up with that woman.  On that day, he would have the last word.  He would take her apart, piece by piece.  She would suffer; she would pay for the role she had played—what she had almost done.  And anyone unlucky enough to be caught with her would suffer a similar fate.  She was a criminal, and as far as Travis was concerned, anyone helping her would suffer as well.
"The transponder code is unmistakable, Sir.  The issue we're having is when the bots are cycled in and out of service for repairs.  Because of the sheer numbers deployed, some of the check-ins fell through the cracks as they were brought in," said the technician.
"So, we don't know if any are missing or simply not checked in, is that it?"
"I'm afraid that's correct, Sir.  We have technicians checking inventory now, but it could take days, even weeks in some of the larger terminals."
"I want an update the moment you have one," said Travis, furious as he left the room.  This was precisely why automation was vital in this kind of operation.  Millions, even billions of entries in a database could be parsed by the system almost instantaneously, but take a simple task like bot check-in and leave it to human workers—the whole plan fell apart.  Next time, things would be different.  This entire operation was the most extensive beta test in the history of humankind.  It had gone off surprisingly well—but next time, it would be better.  More automation and AI, less human involvement—fewer surprises.  No more Hank and his logistics department!
If a bot had been captured and their technology was compromised, the impact should be minimal at this point.  Phase two was well underway, the cities had been emptied, and now deep-level sweeps were being carried out.  There was inertia to this thing, and it would continue forward.
Holding camps were reaching capacity, but so far, supplies were holding steady.  There had been riots at a few of the outlying camps, but they were quickly put down—the bots had deadly effectiveness against the unarmed citizen.  
Phase three was still some months off.  Travis didn't want to start moving people back into the population centers until they were sure they had swept up any lingering resistance.  When they did return, people would go back to different cities, places they didn't know.  They would be mixed and matched to minimize alliances.  The harder it was for them to organize, the more dependent they would be on the Corporation, and the easier they would be to control.  And if things got out of hand?  Well, they had the Argus program.
When it became clear they had lost track of Amira, Travis had activated her implant.  With no way to verify whether she had sabotaged it, he didn’t know if she was still alive or dead.  Someone had received a lethal dose—he could only hope it was her.  Until he knew for sure, she was one of the last real wildcards in play—she and the president.  With the knowledge in her head, she could pose a real threat.  If she managed to capture a bot, that would be a problem.  But Travis was confident it would never happen.  Taking a bot down would require a team.  There were enough countermeasures in place that it would most likely be fatal.  Amira was a loner; she would never work with a group—she'd barely been able to handle the corporate structure here.  It was her pure hatred and need for revenge that had driven her to succeed.  Travis recognized the similarities between them; it had been what had brought her to his attention in the first place.  People with an ax to grind were predictable and easy to control.  Give them a chance at their goal, and you had their devotion.  Obviously, Amira had proven to be a bit more complicated, her motivations not singular.  As far as Travis could tell, her drive was toward balance—no one side having a leg up.  That made her a danger to everyone.
Travis knew he shouldn't dwell on her; it was likely she was dead already—but the blind spot he'd allowed for her continued to haunt him.  He wouldn't be satisfied until he saw her dead, broken body—until he knew she was gone.
Then, of course, there was the president—another situation Amira had gotten right in the middle of.  Travis had known Forester would lose faith at some point, but it had come sooner than he'd expected.  When he escaped, things had kicked into high gear.  Travis had a high degree of certainty the president had ruined his credibility; however, on the off chance he provided a rallying point, things had to be far enough along, and with enough momentum, that they couldn't be stopped.
The president was out there.  People had seen his message.  It would take time, but he could rebuild himself.  During his time in office, he'd been popular. He'd had the conviction to make difficult decisions despite the political cost.  It had taken years of careful seeding to bring him on board with Travis's plans—at least the version Travis had sold him on.
He would have to be dealt with.
There were rumors he'd evacuated to someplace out West, possibly Colorado.  With the transition in full swing, Travis didn't have the resources for a fishing expedition.  There would be time—there would be time for all of it.
Travis stopped and looked around.  Lately, he'd found himself pacing the seemingly endless and empty corridors of the corporate headquarters.  Consumed in thought, he would lose track of where he wandered—and of time.  With the AI controlling nearly every aspect of the operation now, the need for people had dwindled to a skeleton crew, leaving much of the massive building deserted.
He moved to stand beside a wall of windows.  He was among the clouds this time, on one of the upper floors, the city spread far below him.  It was strange to see it without lights or movement—without people.  Cities were strange things, growing organically like fungus feasting on the landscape as they spread to accommodate people.  Then, as they began to fill every last space, choke out all other life, they fell into neglect—too large to support themselves.  Things were knocked down, re-invented in a constant state of evolution.  Lately, the city around him had fallen into squalor, as so many had.  No jobs meant no money, so things went neglected.  They became breeding grounds for crime and sickness with people packed so tightly together—living on top of each other, there were few alternatives.  Travis imagined the new cities he would build, cities with clean streets and ordered layouts.  They would be self-sufficient—grow their own food, provide their own energy, process their own waste.  People would be given jobs, be part of the system.  For those who rose through the ranks, there would be rewards—and the rest?  Worker bees in the colony.  But they would be happy, would have a place and a purpose, be taken care of.  There would always be an element that stepped out of line—and that was fine too; they would be dealt with.  In any well-organized society, there were undesirable jobs, dangerous jobs.  Of course, bots could be used, but why waste the technology and the resources?  If a person saw their potential in disharmony, in going against the Corporation's organized structure, they would be given tasks fitting their commitment.
In a society such as this, a utopian society, as Travis liked to think of it, balance lay in the numbers—overcrowding would be a thing of the past.  It would be a privilege to live there, not a right.  Initially, there would be a lottery.  After the transition was completed, the numbers would be more manageable, of course, but there would still be excess.  Those who made it would be off to a fresh new start.
Travis felt a soft vibration in his ear.  He tapped at the earpiece installed there. "Travis."
"Sir," answered the technician. "We've verified the signal did, in fact, come from a captured bot. We're working now to narrow the transmission location—we're fairly certain the signal originated within the city. We're hoping to have a more exact location soon."
"Good work," answered Travis. "I'm coming down."
Travis gave the city one last look before he headed for a lift. He'd been confident they'd find the source.  Along the way, there had been challenges, but one by one, they'd been solved.  It was as if their mission, the master plan Travis had so carefully constructed, was divinely ordained.  Travis was doing God's work, and one way or another, he would succeed.




Chapter 36

Adam, Brad, and April crept through the underground passageways beneath the city.   They were spaced five meters apart and communicated mostly through hand signals and body language.  In the brief time since they'd captured the bot, the three of them had learned to function as a team, the job of food falling primarily to them.
Ahead, a side passageway led off the main tunnel into one of the countless service corridors.  Adam called for a break; the three of them could use a rest and some water.
They sat huddled in silence, passing a canteen around, gnawing on pieces of jerky they'd found in an abandoned gas station.  The search for food was taking them farther and farther from the Nest—today had been the farthest yet.  Resources were drying up—soon, there'd be nothing left to scavenge.  They all tried not to think about that; it was taking a toll on the team.
Reggie had been with them on the first couple of food runs; he needed rest with the injuries he'd sustained, but they'd all felt better when he was there.  Even injured, he was still the only real warrior in the group.  But after the last trip out, it had taken him hours to catch his breath, and he'd caught a fever that lasted through the night.  Despite his objections, Julie had insisted he sit out the food runs until he was feeling better.  Without access to medicine, infection was a great concern, and after some heated debate, Reggie had grudgingly agreed to stay put.
Adam pawed through his pack, taking inventory of what he'd found.  Pickings were meager: crackers, a few candy bars, some more jerky.  The other scavenging runs had been similar; snack food—all of it.  Anything substantial—canned or dried goods had become nearly impossible to find—fresh had run out long ago.  With the electricity out in nearly every area of the city, anything frozen had gone off as well.
One unintended upside of the streets being empty of people, was that nature was slowly returning.  Animals wandered through, herds of deer, but smaller things too—rabbits and squirrels, even skunks and raccoons.  Hunting would be the next source of food.  Of course, shooting something large like a deer—or anything for that matter—was out of the question as long as the bots were around, but snares would work for rabbits, and they were good eating.  Adam's father had made sure both his sons were trained to hunt.  The problem with snares was they would have to be revisited.  The crew tried to avoid any set patterns, and a caught animal would cause a ruckus as well.
For these reasons and more, leaving the city was becoming a pressing consideration, especially for Adam, Jess, Brad, and Julie.  Skip would never volunteer to leave the Nest—they knew that—and Amira would likely stick with Skip.  Reggie and April could go either way, but until Reggie was better, moving him would be too dangerous.  Plus, what would be the plan once they were out of the city?  Survival might be easier, but they would sacrifice communication.  Adam took the long view, favored an approach that allowed them to be self-sufficient.  In time, they would meet others, alliances would be made.  Of course, Brad wanted more of a plan than that—if there was a resistance, he wanted to be part of it.
One thing was for sure: They were stronger together, and Adam wanted them to stay that way.  Everyone had unique skills, and in a situation like this, that counted for everything; it could be the critical difference between survival and being wiped out.  For now, they had to make do with what they could find, stretch it as far as they could, and see how things developed.
Skip and Amira had made progress with the captured bot.  Unfortunately, the more they uncovered, the more obvious it became how extraordinarily advanced they were.  Adam knew from a lifetime with his father and brother that military tech was usually years ahead of what was available in the consumer markets.  Cutting edge research was often deployed through defense and weaponry first.  The tech in these bots was far more advanced, maybe decades ahead.  Skip had actually spent much of his time developing new bench tools to even be able to evaluate what they were seeing as they took the bot apart.  At first, Amira made faster progress with the coding diagnostics, but even that quickly outstepped her knowledge.  She had been with the program only a short time before she left.  Deep level, operational code had been in development for years by the time she'd come in.  Plus, with the added security measures in place, progress was slow.
They had made headway, though.  They knew what frequencies the bots were communicating on and how to gather the transmissions.  But until they broke the encryptions, it would be impossible to listen in.  The physical tech itself was more approachable.  Although advanced and superior in every way, it was just a collection of mechanical parts and pieces.  Against the proper weaponry, there were vulnerabilities, at least with the scout variety.  Heat seemed to be a particular weakness.  With all the circuitry running through the bots—even shielding was wired with antennas and sensors—significant heat caused warping and expansion, which impeded electro-mechanical function and disrupted connections.  The challenge with flame weapons was the range—you had to be dangerously close before they were effective.  Still, it was a start.  Information like this was useful, could provide a critical advantage.
Adam took the canteen as it was passed his way. "We should get moving," he said, taking a drink.
April stood and stretched. "We didn't find much this time."
"We'll have to go farther out, might take an overnight run," said Adam.  None of them wanted that.  The idea of sleeping away from the safety of the Nest—away from the others—the risks were high.
Brad stood and glanced into his half-empty pack before pulling it onto his shoulders. "If we have to plan a longer trip, we should get out of the city where we can hunt," he said. "Jerky and mini doughnuts aren't gonna take us very far."
"We'd have to get pretty far out; the sound of a gunshot will carry," said Adam.  
"I just don't see what choice we have." Brad took the canteen, pulled a long drink. "What we need is a bow. We've seen dozens of deer wandering the streets."
"I can't shoot a bow," said Adam dismissively as he set off.
Brad shrugged and trudged after him. "We can learn; I think it's a good idea."
April walked beside Brad, bumped him with her shoulder. "It's a great idea," she said with a smile.
God, this woman is beautiful, thought Brad.  He quickened his pace to catch up with Adam.  He loved Julie, she was his girl, but that didn't mean he didn't notice—unfortunately, Julie noticed too! "You know we're going to have to leave the Nest soon."
Adam glanced at Brad, annoyed—they'd already had this conversation today, for the millionth time! "Soon, but not yet—the Nest is secure.  It has communications, water, everything we need."
"Except food," said Brad. "Plus, how long before a bot sees us coming and going?  If I was them, I'd follow us back, wait till our guard was down, and wipe us all out.  It wouldn't take much to block our escape, either. We'd be pinned in, sitting ducks."
Brad was right, which made it even more annoying—plus they'd gone over all of this many times before.  The security of the Nest relied on not being found.  If they were followed, options for escape were limited—it had been a big concern of Adam's since the moment they'd arrived, and a topic of discussion with Reggie on more than one occasion. "We've gone over this—it's something we have to decide as a group."
"Sure," said Brad. "But they follow your lead.  The three of us are the only ones that know the food situation.  I mean, we tell them, but we're out here living it. We're the ones seeing the empty shelves—we're one or two food runs away from coming back empty-handed, and the three of us know it."
They walked on in silence.
Brad turned to April. "What do you think? You're out here too.”
April rolled her eyes in the dim light of the tunnel.  She didn't intend to be the tiebreaker for them. "I think you're both right."
"That doesn't help much," Brad complained.
"We will have to leave the Nest at some point; it's inevitable.  Eventually, we'll be discovered no matter how careful we are, but before that, we'll almost certainly run out of food. It's a question of timing; there's a lot to consider."
"Seems pretty simple to me," said Brad. "No food, we go."
"We can't take any chances, Brad," said Adam, getting pissed. "One of those bots sees us, it could wipe us out. Reggie's sick.  I doubt Skip would come with us, which means Amira might stay with him also.  What happens to them?"
"Anything we do will be taking a chance. I'm sick of living underground like a rat. We're caged in with nowhere to run.  When we're out of food, we're out of options.  We should leave when it's still our decision to make.  If we're forced out, who knows what the situation will be, what compromises we'll have to make.  Face it, Adam, you're always slow to react."
"I'm cautious—like we're all trying to be, and it's keeping us alive!  You know what we're up against as well as I do.  When it's time to go, we will, but we have to put things in place—make sure we can do it safely.  We need to have a plan.  Things can go bad just as quickly above ground as below."
They walked in silence for a while, the echo of their footsteps and the steady drip of condensation from the walls filling the void for them.  April glanced at each of the boys as they went—because that was what they were—boys.  Situations like this made people grow up quickly, take on responsibilities they shouldn't have to face for years to come, if ever.
They were getting close to the Nest now, just a few more turns.  Brad pulled up short, waved for Adam and April to stop.  He strained to hear; there was some kind of banging and scraping.  The others heard it too.  
"What is that?" asked Brad.  
Adam replied, "It's a long way off—maybe on the other side?"
A loud report echoed through the tunnels, unmistakable.  
A gunshot.
"It's the Nest!" Adam shouted as he broke into a run.  The others followed, close on his heels, everyone pulling their weapons.
Ahead, the back door to the Nest was locked, but the sounds coming from inside were unmistakable.  
There was a fight going on.
Adam reached the door first.  He banged on it hard, their signal for someone on the other side to let them in.  Whoever was stationed there must be with the others, fighting.  
Adam pulled off his pack and dug through it as quickly as possible, searching for the key.
"Shit, get us in there!!" Brad reached for the door handle—
"Wait! I'm sure Skip activated the perimeter defenses."  
Brad pulled back a moment before handling the knob.  He cautiously unhooked a metal carabiner from his pack and tossed it against the handle.  It exploded in a blinding shower of sparks.
The sounds of fighting were growing louder, the tap of gunfire nearly constant from inside.
"How do we get in?" yelled Brad, voice pitched with fear.
Adam found the ring of keys and flipped through them, looking for the right one. "April, there's a pair of leather gloves…."
"I'm on it," said April as she dumped his pack onto the ground.  
Screams and shouts came through the door, the gunfire getting closer.
"They're slaughtering them!"
"Got it!" Adam held up the key, and April handed him the leather gloves—he shoved his hands in, then thrust the key into the lock.
The knob clicked, and the door swung open.  Brad rushed past, gun in hand.
The interior of the Nest was filled with the smoke and fumes of an electrical fire.  
Jess greeted them on the other side, her face and hands smeared with blood. "They found us!  I don't know how but—"
"Where are the others?" yelled Brad, fighting to see through the acrid smoke, eyes watering.
"I don't know—Skip is in the Cage, but the others are in the hallways.  I couldn't find a gun; there was nothing I could do," sputtered Jess.
"Where's Julie?" Brad was near panic, in Jess's face.
"I don't know."
"Get behind us!" Adam pushed forward, following Brad.
April pulled Jess beside her, and pushed her extra handgun to her.  Jess stared at the gun a beat—even in the heat of battle, she was reluctant to take it.  April pulled the front of Jess's shirt up to cover her mouth and nose against the fumes. "Like this, it'll help you breathe."
Shots rang out directly ahead, deafening in the confined space.  A body stumbled toward them, moving backward, shooting as it went.  
Reggie bumped against Brad, spun toward him wildly with his weapon.
"It's us—it's just us!" shouted Brad. "Where are the others?"
"Everywhere, man," said Reggie, tears streaming from his eyes in the chemical fumes.  He fumbled with the magazine setup for his rifle—two mags gaffer tapped together—spun it around, and slammed in the fresh side.
Adam had his shirt pulled over his mouth as well. “How many are there?"
“Three, I think?  The countermeasures got the first one at the door, but the other two made it inside.  Space is our advantage; they can't spread out—it's too cramped. They're small ones too, just scouts."
Brad took a shot into the smoke toward a loud sound.  Adam batted his gun down. "Our friends are in there! Don't shoot unless you know what you're aiming at!"
"I think I got one just down the hallway.  Close range, the guns are pretty effective," said Reggie as he slumped against the wall.
There was blood pouring from a bullet hole in his side.  How much can this guy take? wondered Adam. "All right, we're going in.  Check your shots; we can't afford a mistake."
Ahead, the way was choked with smoke.  The ordinarily dim light of the Nest was mostly blotted out.  Adam used one of the flashlights from his pack, the beam cutting bright streaks through the dense clouds.
Despite covering up, everyone was choking and gagging on the fumes.  There was a ventilation system, but it must have been down.  Flames were everywhere, licking up the walls—what little furniture they had was ablaze.
Directly ahead, a bot lay on its side wedged in a doorway. Its leg had been shot off below the knee, and its body armor was riddled with holes.  It flailed wildly, weapons live and pointing all around.  
Brad saw it first, emptied his mag into it.  Most of the shots went wild, but a few rounds found their mark.  Chunks of ballistic armor spattered as the close-range bullets ripped through.  Adam was beside him, carefully trained his weapon on the bot, sending several shots directly into the head.  The bot slumped to the floor, although the motors and hydraulics were still actuating—spastic movements as it jerked about in the throes of death.
Brad ran up to the fallen bot, stood over it as he loaded in a new magazine.  The head was ruined, sparks and wires pouring out.
"Careful." Reggie stumbled up beside him, put a few more shots into the bot’s chest area. "They don't die like we do; they're still deadly without the head."
A loud gun report sounded in the room ahead, clearly from a rifle.  
"That's gotta be Julie!" Brad leaped over the fallen bot, running full out.
Julie was backed against the storage closet door in the main room of the Nest.  A bot was less than ten feet in front of her. It had taken a direct hit to the torso, was wheeling for balance as its diagnostic codes ran triage, rerouting critical functions to other components so it could continue the fight.
Julie was desperately trying to shove a handful of shells into a shotgun—Mark's shotgun.  Several rounds fell from her shaking fingers, clattering to the floor.
The bot was coming back online, regaining its balance as it prepared to fire.
Brad slowed enough to aim.  With Julie directly behind the bot, he couldn't afford a wild shot.
His bullets ripped into the bot.  At such proximity, they had a devastating effect.  The bot spun toward the new threat but not before getting a shot off of its own.
Brad continued to fire round after round, working his way past the bot toward Julie, his bullets ripping into the machine’s ruined frame.  The heat of battle had cooled him, brought focus.  His shots were accurate this time.  
Julie managed to get another shot off with the shotgun, taking off the bot's arm as well as a piece of chest armor.  Then she fell to the ground, clutching at her arm.
The others were there now, all of them firing into the bot.  Chunks of metal and carbon fiber flew in every direction.  All the fear, anger, and pain were directed into the gunfire, each bullet a declaration of rage and revenge.  
After a moment, Adam called for a halt.  Reluctantly, they lowered their weapons as he quickly took a headcount.  Brad, Jess, April, and Reggie were with him.  Julie was across the room; it looked like she had been hit.  There was no sign yet of Amira or Skip.
Brad sprinted past the fallen bot toward Julie.  She'd taken a shot to her arm.  Blood was flowing freely, pouring a red stain down her side and onto the floor.  April joined Brad, worked to tightly wrap Julie's wound with a piece of burnt sheet she'd scavenged on the way over.  
"You okay?" Adam could see the pain etched in Julie's features.  She nodded as the others worked on her.
Adam reloaded and headed for the Cage.




Chapter 37

Skip sat at his desk, hands resting heavily before him.  He shuddered as he struggled to breathe.  No matter how much he tried, he couldn't seem to catch his breath.  Air wheezed with bloody whistling sounds through the holes in his chest—holes too numerous to count.  His desk, once his sanctuary, was ruined, the monitors punched through by gunfire.  The once constant hum of fans now silent; shattered plastic, frayed wiring, and cables were strewn everywhere.
He reached forward with shaking fingers for a keyboard, and pressed at the keys.  It felt familiar, comforting, each weighted key resisting slightly against the pads of his fingers.
Shots continued outside the Cage—they weren't quite so frequent now.  Somebody out there was getting the upper hand, probably the bots—the bots!
What extraordinary technology they'd turned out to be.  His whole life, Skip had dreamt of working on something like that, being part of a team on the radical cutting edge.  The things that had been accomplished to bring the bots to life would usher in a whole new era of technology.  That violence and death was a primary aspect of their programming was an artifact of bureaucratic interference, not something that would have ever motivated the creative geniuses who'd breathed life into them.  
Amira was proof of that.  There was no cruelty in her—just pure creative brilliance.  The things she could do with code—only a handful of people anywhere could appreciate it.  She was a great painter creating masterpieces with each stroke of the key.  In another life, maybe if he'd been different, she could have loved him back.  It was enough now that she'd been here with him—there had been moments, innocent but singular for Skip—they'd shared things.  She was safe, he was sure of it—though beyond his reach now.  He hadn't seen her since the fighting started.
He slumped forward, his back no longer strong enough to keep him upright.  Things were blurry, perhaps his glasses were missing—he couldn't reach them, his arms impossibly heavy as they rested on the desk.
A gentle, rushing sound filled his ears, water running over a bed of rocks—it was pleasant, comforting even.  He felt like he was rising out of his chair—probably a lack of oxygen, but that was pleasant too.  It would have been nice to see his mother one last time if she could have been here with him.  He couldn't remember now where she was, upstairs probably, cooking a feast in the kitchen—he could taste the garlic and oil on his dry tongue.  Was it summer?  Maybe they could eat outside on the back patio.  With a gentle breeze, the sun would feel good.  His mother was always on him to play outside with his friends.  He didn't have many friends, didn't really care for the outside anyway.  
His father would be home soon; he'd been spending so many hours at the restaurant lately. He'd promised Skip they'd look at his homework together.  Maybe after dinner, they'd watch a movie, something fun—a Kung Fu picture.  His father loved those.  Tomorrow they'd all work together at the restaurant.  His mother was going to teach him to make dumplings.
[image: image-placeholder]Adam rushed through what was left of their living quarters, stumbling over things as he went, his flashlight barely able to cut the smoky darkness.  He choked on the acrid stench of burnt electronics and gunfire, his eyes running.
Up ahead, the door to the Nest hung off its hinges at an awkward angle, the middle smashed in.  He rushed through, terrified at what he would find.
Skip was slumped over his desk.  His back was pocked with bullet hits; blood seeped from them, ruining one of his precious heavy metal tee shirts.
Adam rushed to his friend, pulled him upward so he was sitting. "Skip!  Answer me, Skip, please!"
Skip’s head rolled forward, circled back.  He stiffened his neck with tremendous effort, turned to look at Adam.  His dark eyes stared ahead, seeing nothing through the blood-smudged lenses of his glasses.
"Skip, my friend. We're here, you're safe now—we're all safe."
Skip blinked heavily, fought for focus.  There was a voice, so far away, like a tiny bird in the sky.
Adam stooped lower into Skip's line of sight.  He couldn't ignore his friend's grievous wounds.  The sorrow he felt threatened to overwhelm him. "I'm here, Skip—it's Adam."
Skip’s eyes seemed to focus; he nodded forward. "Adam?" His voice was a raspy whisper, choked with blood.
"Yes! I'm here." Tears ran freely as Adam prayed for the right words.
"They—they found us.  I don't—we tried—"
"It's okay.  Brad, April, and I got here in time.  We stopped them."
"The others?"  
"They're fine; everyone is fine.  Your countermeasures saved them!" He wouldn't tell him about Reggie and Julie.  He had to know he'd helped, what he'd done for them all.
With tremendous effort, Skip slid a hand across the desk.  Adam grasped his fingers, desperate to give him some comfort.
Skip opened his hand, revealing a tiny microchip. "Amira will know what to do with it."
Adam picked up the chip and wiped at the bloody fingerprints.
"It's important." Skip seized, pain gripping his body.  He sputtered, struggled to breathe.  
Adam saw the bubbles foam from one of the holes in Skip's chest, knew for certain how this would end.  He closed the chip tightly in his grasp. "It'll be safe with me, I promise."
Skip's eyelids sank, too heavy for him to hold up any longer.  There was something else important he had to tell Adam—it was the most crucial thing in the world.  He was so tired, his body impossibly heavy.  The darkness was drawing him to it, inky tendrils wrapping around his senses.
Adam could see his friend was drifting—he’d never witnessed someone dying before. He'd been with death before, but never from such an intimate perspective, as it drew over someone, claimed them.
"Cheyenne Mountain," Skip sputtered, his eyes opening heavily for the last time. "That's where they are."
Skip slumped forward onto the desk and slipped into oblivion.
Adam stared at his friend, watched his lungs fill for the last time.  Skip was his childhood—he'd known him his whole life, it seemed like—almost as constant a presence as his own brother.  At times, they'd spoken daily, other times not for months.  Whenever they were back together, it had been like they were never apart.
Everything is falling apart, Adam thought as despair washed over him.  His home was gone, his grandparents with it—who knew what had happened to them?  His father was long gone, and now his brother too—not dead, but he might as well have been.  He still had his friends and Jess, of course, but they'd lost Mark and now Skip.  
Only a few weeks ago, they'd been seniors, graduating, looking forward to a summer of camping, drinking, and girls.  Now, everything was different, and it would never be the same.  Adam felt despondent with the mounting losses; it all hurt more than he could bear.




Chapter 38

Adam found the others regrouping in the main living area.  Brad was attending to Julie, changing her compress as it soaked through.  April was with Reggie.  The wound in his side was bleeding badly, the blood a rich, vibrant red.
Jess rushed to Adam, crushing him in a hug.  He held her away, searching her for wounds—she seemed to be okay.  He squeezed her close, burying his nose in her sooty hair—grief threatening to overwhelm him.  
"Skip?" whispered Jess.
Adam shook his head, fought back the tears, unable to address it. "Where are we?"
Brad finished with Julie's wound. "I think this will work for now—looks like the bullet passed through."
"Hurts like hell, but I'll be fine." Julie attempted to smile but couldn't find the strength.
Reggie played his fingers through the wound in his side, held them up, sniffed.  The blood was bright red and smelled pungent. "It's a kidney hit, maybe a liver.  I think we know what that means."
April pushed his hand away, worked hard to hold back her tears as she started wrapping him in strips of the torn sheet. "We'll get you help."
Reggie winced as she tightened the bandages. "Of course we will."  
Everyone knew there would be no help; there was nowhere left to go.  The medical facilities had been cleaned out weeks ago, stripped bare of supplies, staff, and patients.
Adam took stock of the crew.  They were in bad shape and needed rest—they had to get to someplace safe.  Although the fires were dying down, the environment of the Nest was toxic with noxious fumes.  Plus, they were completely exposed with no way to secure the place.  Now that the bots knew where they were, they would be back.
"We need to get moving as soon as possible," said Adam, knowing what he was asking of them.  “The bots will be back.”
"Where will we go?" asked Brad, clearly worried how far they would be able to travel with their wounded.
"Out of the city, on the river, I think. There's nothing left for us here—no supplies, no people, and it's full of bots.  Our best chance is to get as far away from the city as possible." Maybe Brad had been right; perhaps they should have left already before the food ran out, before the bots had a chance to find them.  Had he been slow to act? Was he responsible for all this?
"Fine by me," said Brad.  He wouldn't miss this place; he hadn't liked it from day one. He moved closer to Adam, said in a quiet voice, “It'll be slow going with Julie and Reggie—I'm not sure how far he can make it."
"We'll do what we have to.” Adam turned to the others. “Let's be ready to roll out in ten minutes.  Brad—you, Jess, April, and I will carry the packs. We'll be living off what we can find, so that's what we're packing for."
The four of them set to it gathering supplies, stuffing packs.  April worked for a moment, then put her backpack down and looked around.
"Where's Amira?" Nobody had seen her, not since the fighting started.  
It didn't take long to do a quick search of the place.  The Nest itself wasn't that big, and there weren't many places left to hide.
"Her machine's here; she couldn't have gone far." A horrifying thought occurred to Adam. "Do you think they took her?"
"There were only three bots, and they're still here," said Jess. "She was with us when the fighting started; she helped Skip arm the countermeasures."
"Maybe she ran?" asked April. "I don't think she'd ever handled a gun, wasn't much she could do by staying."
"And leave the rest of us?  I wouldn't be surprised." Brad had never trusted Amira.  Everyone else had trusted her right off the bat because Reggie and Sig did, but not him.  There was something off about her—she clearly had a past she wasn't sharing, something much worse than any of theirs. "Hell, maybe she's the one that alerted the bots!  Remember when she tripped that distress signal?  What if it wasn't an accident."
"Don't say that!" shouted April, stepping in to Brad’s face.  She wouldn't allow anyone to tear down their friend.  For all they knew, she was holed up in a dark corner quietly dying from wounds she'd sustained fighting for them. "Wherever she's at, she had her reasons. She'll come back, I'm sure of it—she wouldn't leave us."
"Well, we can't wait," said Adam.
"Don't forget about the machine," said Julie. "She couldn't have gone far; she can't survive without it."
"There's nothing we can do about that now," said Adam. "If we find her, we'll just have to figure it out. Otherwise, she'll be on her own."
April looked around at the group. They'd been through so much, but they couldn't start abandoning each other, not now, not when they needed each other the most. "I know you guys didn't really know her—I didn't know her well either." She pointed to Reggie. "But I trusted her, and so did Sig and Reggie.  Skip did too—him maybe even more than trust. She's one of us!"
"It's not an issue of trust.  I hope Amira made it out and that she's safe, but we have to go!" Adam could see what Amira meant to April, what they all meant to her.  Perhaps more than anyone else in the group, she viewed them all as her family. "We're not abandoning her; she'll always have a place with us."
April nodded and continued to pack.  There wasn't anything to say.  If Amira wasn't here, what could they do?  They couldn't afford to look for her, not with Reggie and Julie wounded, not with the bots hunting them.
Adam hurried through the Nest a final time.  Despite everything, they'd had some good times here.  This place had saved them, given them somewhere to be safe.  But without Skip it was just a collection of rooms and rubbish.
Skip.
"Brad, I need your help."
The two of them went to the Nest, and found Skip as Adam had left him.  Together, they lifted him off his desk and laid him gently on the floor.  Behind them, the others had gathered.  April laid one of Skip's heavy metal shirts over his face; others placed a can of Coke and some Twinkies nearby.  It was an odd memorial but fitting, capturing the essence of their friend.
"Anyone want to say anything?" asked Adam.
No one moved to speak; this wasn't a group prone to sentimentality, not after what they'd all lived through.  Skip had been their friend. He'd saved them more times than any of them could count.  None one would ever forget that.
"Okay, we're outta here." Adam walked the perimeter of the Nest, sprinkling kerosene from a can they had stashed just for that purpose.  Who knew what a forensic search of the place would reveal about them?  
As the others shuffled out, Adam knelt beside Skip, placed his hand on his shoulder, and said with choked words, “Thank you, my friend, we won't forget you."
Jess waited for him, took his hand as he stood.  Together they left the Nest for the last time.
[image: image-placeholder]Amira moved quickly through the tunnels, keeping to the shadows where possible.  She blended well with the dark surroundings in her hajib and robes.  Had it not been for her heavy load, she could have slipped by almost unnoticed.  The machine Skip had built for her was far more compact than her father's, but it was still bulky.  Together with a small pack of supplies, she was moderately weighted down.
It had gutted her to leave the others behind, but it was a decision she and Skip had made together.  The information they'd discovered was too important to be lost.  He would have one copy and she the other.  One of them had to make it to Cheyenne Mountain.  She knew the others wouldn't understand, but Skip assured her the good of the cause was more important than any one person.  He promised to tell them when the time was right.  
Besides, Amira had been planning to leave anyway.  She was far too great a liability; she knew Travis would stop at nothing to get to her.  It wasn't fair to put the others in that kind of danger.  They had no idea what she knew, how dangerous the information in her head was to them.  Skip had guessed at it, probably understood more than he was letting on.  Plus, things with him were getting complicated, and she couldn't allow that.  Considering her history and the price on her head, she didn't have the right to let someone into her life and expose them to the dangers around her.
Leaving was the only choice.  
The bots’ arrival had confirmed every fear she'd had. She'd left as soon as the countermeasures were armed.  She had no experience in fighting—physically anyway.  She would have been a liability, and both copies of the data would almost certainly have been lost.  She knew the others would be all right—she believed it because she had to.  Everything they'd done for her, the kindnesses they'd shown—and now to think of them facing the bots—it threatened to overwhelm her. She'd promised herself to never again rely on anyone, to never let the emotional complications that came with those kinds of relationships back in.  But that was impossible.  People were social creatures—her included, and no one could make it on their own, especially now.
She had to put all that behind her.  She had a mission, a purpose.  The best way to honor their friendship and trust was to focus on the task at hand.
The journey before her was long, well over a thousand miles.  She couldn't begin to imagine how she'd make it that far—one step at a time.  Building to building, block to block.  Soon the streets would be behind her, then the city as well.  
One of her favorite sayings as a child was from her father: “How do you eat a whale, Amira?  One bite at a time.” She could hear the words in his thick accent, the slight smile peeking through his heavy mustache. He'd loved coffee, always smelled of it.  He preferred the method from the old country, brewing in an ibrit with a little sugar and a pinch of cardamom thick as syrup.  Despite it all, she realized she missed him—and her mother—missed them so much. It had been a long time since she'd allowed herself to think of them.  They would be on this journey with her, as would her friends—Skip, Adam, Jess, Brad, Julie, April, Reggie, and Sig—all of them together, step by step.  
She would not be alone.




Chapter 39

Adam moved carefully from the shadows of the line of buildings they'd been following.  The street ahead seemed clear.  After this last block, they'd be out in the open and more exposed, but with the city behind them, hopefully, a chance encounter with a bot would become less with each mile.  Moving in a group was a risk—they could use any advantage they could get.
He knew the way well, had run here many times before.  In another half mile, they would find Peebles. He'd wanted to avoid going near that place for various reasons, but this was the most direct route in the direction they were headed.  He couldn't help remembering the last time he'd been this way—the base in full swing, troops out on morning exercise, and he'd met up with his brother, talked through the fence.  The weather had been near perfect that day, sunny and crisp—the start of summer. They'd discussed camping and the last day of school; Adam was a graduating senior along with Brad, Julie, and Mark—Jess still had another year to go.  This time was supposed to be the best of their lives, a summer of freedom with the wide-open world before them.  Only Jess had any real plans for the fall.  The rest of them—they were going to see how things turned out.  One day at a time, taking it as it came. It had been a heady feeling—and terrifying; to feel the open road beneath your feet but to have no idea where it would take you.  It was a rite of passage, he'd thought at the time, a wondrous journey to discover and be discovered.  
Everything was different now, the world—them—and it would never be the same.  So much had been lost in such a short time, the only goal now was to survive, to make it one day further.  That too was human nature, Adam supposed, no clear path but the driving urge to live on.  They had each other, and in these times, that was a lot.  Each one of them had people to remember, their stories to tell.  
There had to be other places doing better than their city had fared.  They would find them, they would fight, they would survive.
"Can we stop?" asked April, pulling Adam from his thoughts. "I need water." April looked again at Reggie, his complexion pale, sweat beading on his brow, breath ragged. They'd tried to stop before, but he wouldn't let them—a warrior's instinct that danger was always one step behind.
Brad eased from beneath Reggie's arm and settled him to the ground.  Brad had insisted on helping, felt guilty that he and Adam had been away from the Nest when the attack came. He'd been angling for a fight—had wanted to be in the thick of it—not to come upon the ruin left over.  Even though he knew it wasn't true, it felt as if somehow, he'd manifested the attack, willed it to happen with his impatience and rage.
Brad helped Reggie drink from his canteen, then took a pull himself.  The older man accepted aid, could see the weight of guilt heavy on Brad's shoulders.  What could he say, that guilt was pointless?  That a warrior did what he was told—what he had to do.  Guilt was for those who failed to act.  There were mistakes and missed opportunities—war was an imperfect affair.  Reggie wondered at the sense of it all, now that he was so close to the end.  Had it been worth it, would he make the same choices, do it all over again were he given a chance?  Regret was pointless.  Live with honor and with purpose—those were the rules he'd tried to follow.  He supposed others would decide if he'd been successful in his efforts.
"Peebles isn't much farther," said Adam. "After that, it's pretty much an open road till we're past the river."
Reggie slumped against a broken bus shelter at the side of the road, struggling to catch his breath. "Last time I was at Peebles, it was crawling with bots—you sure it’s smart to come this way?”
"It's the only road out of town in this direction.  Besides, the boards said the base had been deserted since the attack that cleaned it out."
"Are we trusting the boards now?" asked Brad.  It was an honest question.
Reggie leaned his head back, eyes sinking closed.  April exchanged looks with Julie, both fearing the same thing.  
"Adam," said April. "Why don't you and Brad go ahead, take a look at the base, and we'll catch up?"
"You sure you can manage him?" asked Brad.
April gave him a look.  She wasn’t as big as him, but was certainly stronger—years of training and toning didn't fade away after a few weeks underground. "We'll manage."
Adam looked at Reggie, could see he was beat.  They really shouldn't be splitting up, especially this close to town. "Okay.  If it's safe, maybe we can stay at the base tonight, get a fresh start in the morning.  Jess, wanna come with us?"
Adam reached over and picked up Reggie's nearly empty pack, and split up the few things inside with Brad.  Reggie didn't even notice, his chest rising and falling steadily as he drifted in a fitful sleep.
"Sure," said Jess as she stood and shouldered her pack.
Adam, Brad, and Jess headed down the road, their pace much quicker without an injured man in tow.
"Reggie's not looking good," said Brad as they went.  
"I know." Adam searched the distance for the base.  Heat rose from the road, warping the view like water over glass. "He needs rest, but it's not safe for all of us to stop, especially out in the open."
As they walked, Jess pushed her hand into Adam’s.  His fingers felt dirty and hot like hers.  She used to put so much time into looking put together, smelling good, always wanting to impress.  Now look at them; they could be the refugees they'd seen in their school textbooks—life’s journeys had a way of organizing their priorities.  Jess looked at their hands locked together, saw Adam’s stained with blood, dirt worked into the creases.  The things they'd lost, the people.  Would things ever be the same?  She just didn't know. "I wish I knew what happened to my family," she said.
This was a subject they'd all tried to avoid.  They knew what most likely had happened through the boards, but nothing was confirmed with movement around the city being so dangerous.  
It felt wrong, leaving things undone like that, thought Adam. "Hopefully, they got out before the lockdowns started."
With almost no warning, they all knew there wasn't much chance of that, and even if they had, where would they have gone?
Ahead, the gates to Peebles loomed large by the side of the road.  Smoke still curled from several buildings, but overall, the place looked like a burnt-out ghost town.
They moved through the gates—chain link peeled back, metal crushed and distorted.  All of the buildings were scorched from fires, their insides burned out through glimpses of empty windows, the walls riddled with pockmarks from gunfire.  Adam recognized the large armory from his brother having pointed it out to him.  The building was shattered and falling in on itself, its thick concrete walls split apart.
There'd been one hell of a fight here, no doubt about that.  Asher had made it out of this place alive—he'd been lucky, thought Adam.  Of course, he'd had to make a deal to save his own skin, but it had cost him plenty.  Looking around at the destruction, Adam almost couldn't blame him for choosing to survive—almost.  In a similar situation, would he have made the same choice?  Adam didn't think so; he'd been tested, he knew himself. He'd always worried about having to follow in the footsteps laid down by their father and walked by his brother.  Now he knew; his path was his own—for better or worse.
"This place looks like a bombed-out city from one of those old war documentaries," said Brad as he surveyed the destruction. "Must've been hell." Brad glanced at Adam, saw the blank expression as he looked around. "Sorry, I know your brother was here."
Adam shrugged as he moved forward. "He walked out of here.  More than we can say for most everyone else, I'm sure."
Jess watched Adam a moment, then hurried to join him. They'd all been through so much, and there hadn't been any time to process it.  His brother had been so important to him—Jess wondered what effect all this would have, how they would all change.
After some distance, they came to the mess hall building.  It was similarly scorched and ruined, but there was a large commercial kitchen—perhaps some supplies had survived.
Inside, sections of the roof had fallen in, and the large steel support beams were twisted and bent—the raging inferno that had caused that was hard to imagine.  They worked their way through the destruction, around melted banquet-style tables, scorched stacks of folding chairs.  None of them could avoid looking at the lines of drag marks across the floor, paths traced through the dust and debris, some punctuated by dark smears of dried blood.  It looked like the place had been hit during mealtime, a surprise attack.
Farther on, a large set of swinging metal doors lay off their hinges, offering a gaping entrance to the kitchen.
As they approached, they heard a crash from inside.  Everyone dove for cover, hiding anywhere they could.  Brad raised his rifle, pushed his finger onto the trigger as he brought it to his shoulder.  Adam had his handgun out and ready.  
Jess had been slightly farther ahead when they heard the sound, so she had a better view of the kitchen interior from where she was hiding.  She glanced back at Adam, eyes wide, then rose slightly, chancing a glance forward.
The kitchen appeared to be empty, but it was large, with several sections stretching beyond her view.  They heard the noise again, footsteps in rubble and then a door being forced open.  It was unlikely a bot was making those sounds, but coming upon another human could be just as dangerous.  Everyone was in survival mode, trigger fingers at the ready.
Jess strained to see.  Even though it was mid-day and sections of the roof were missing, the kitchen still had plenty of shadows.  Suddenly, she jumped from her hiding place and stumbled forward into the kitchen!
"Jess!" Adam hissed as he scrambled to catch up to her.  
Jess sprinted a half dozen yards ahead, dodging around debris strewn across the tile kitchen floor. She'd seen him!  They all thought he was dead—hell, she hadn't even liked him before all this had started, but to see him again, after everything they'd been through, it was like a glimpse at the life she thought was gone forever.
"Mark," screamed Jess as she sailed forward, knocking him against the wall in her crushing embrace.
Mark whirled to the sound, eyes wild, terrified.  He barely had time to register Jess's movement before she was on him. "What the—?"
Jess released him, held him at arm's length, noticed the heavy bandages around his middle, and instantly she regretted being so rough.
"You scared the hell outta me!" Mark held his side where he'd been shot, the area still tender. "What are you doing here?"
Adam and Brad picked their way forward as well, hardly able to process seeing their friend again.
"I can't believe it," said Adam. "I didn't think we'd ever see you again."
Mark smiled. "Yeah, thanks for the hospital visit."
"We would've come—" stammered Brad as he searched for an excuse.
"Just kidding ya, man," answered Mark in his Southern twang. "Thought I'd seen the last of y'all too.  Hell, the way things been, I figured I was on my own."
"What are you doing here?" Adam looked his friend over.  The bandages around his middle looked dirty and in need of changing, but otherwise, he seemed okay.
"I wanna ask you the same thing, man!" Mark scraped in the dust, found a place to sit on the edge of a counter.  He moved carefully, favoring the side with the wound. "Hospital shut down almost two weeks ago.  Doctors thought we'd be safe, but then the buses started showing up, taking people away." Mark saw the canteen on Adam's pack, and pointed.
Adam handed it to his friend, still overwhelmed with seeing him.
"Hey, where's Julie?  Bet she'd be excited to see me too!" Mark said with a chuckle.  They all laughed; it felt like ages since there'd been anything funny enough for that.
"Julie's coming, she's with the others—we've added a few people to our crew," said Brad.
"So, how'd you avoid getting put on a bus?" asked Adam.
Mark took a long pull from the canteen, wiped his mouth on his filthy hand. "I didn't; they forced all of us, no choice in the matter.  The buses were taking everyone to the train station and shipping them out. A lot of people were too sick to be moved like that.  I didn't see many of them make it to the train." He paused for another drink.
They all knew what that meant.  Skip had told them of messages on the boards discussing moving people and how lots of them never showed up again, just disappeared in transit.
"Anyway, at the station, there was a lot of confusion once people figured out the others were missing.  There was no way I was going on that train.  That nice lady, Dr. Emery—she gave me some pills and told me to take one every day.  She kept watch with me when we were being loaded.  We forced the door open on the backside of the train car.  I jumped through and ran like hell.  One of them bots saw her help me, got ahold of her.  There was nothing I could do—I just kept running as fast as I could." Mark paused in his story, clearly upset by the fate of the doctor.
"I'm glad you did, Mark," said Jess. "We heard things about those trains, people being taken to camps."
"How about you guys?" asked Mark, eager to change topics.
"We've been hiding," answered Adam. "In the city."
"Yeah, remember Skip?" asked Brad. "He had this place Adam helped him build."
"That guy with the Kool-Aid hair that always smelled funny, like Chinese food?" asked Mark.
They all laughed again.  With Mark back, it almost felt like old times.
"Yeah, turns out he was some kind of hacker genius.  He let us stay with him," said Brad.  
That might be the first compliment Brad had ever offered for Skip, thought Adam.
"He with ya now, coming with Julie?" asked Mark. "Wouldn't mind seeing that stinky fella again!"
Brad and Jess exchanged a look, not sure how Adam would answer this.
"Nah, he—he didn't make it." Adam stood, pretended to stretch his back. "I'm gonna go wait for Julie and the others, let them know where we are." 
The three friends watched as he left.
"You’all look older," said Mark. "It's only been a couple of weeks—I don't know, something's different."
Jess nodded, watched as Adam left. "We've had a tough time, Mark.  We've lost people, Adam especially."
Mark picked up on the vibe, knew better than to press.  There would be plenty of time for the rest of the story some other time. "How about Adam's brother? That's why I came here; I knew Adam'd link up with him as soon as he could with all this going down.  Had no idea this place had been hit like this."
Brad shook his head. "Asher's gone too. Adam's taking it pretty hard—now losing Skip too…."
Mark looked at Jess and Brad, saw the fatigue and sorrow etched in their features—could see they'd been through a lot. "I thought I had the raw deal, getting shot and dumped in the hospital—guess I got off easy.  Well, we're together now; that's all that matters."
Jess got up and followed Adam.  She felt awkward at times like this, desperate to comfort him but understanding that he didn't know himself what he wanted—what would make him feel better.  She supposed it could be like that for all of them—the things they'd experienced, lived through—it had all happened so quickly, and none of them was ready for any of it.  Were you ever old enough to lose someone you loved, would there be a time when you knew how to do it well?
Brad took a piece of jerky from his pocket, offered some to Mark. "So, how about you?  How’d you make out at the hospital?"
"Not much to tell, really.  I was out of it for the first couple of days—lost a lot of blood, they told me.  It was getting pretty boring, hanging around, to tell the truth.  With supplies running out, they took us down to two meals a day, then one.”  Mark took a bite, chewed for a moment. "I woke up one morning and found all the really sick people were already gone.  The doctors and nurses said they'd been moved during the night, but it was pretty obvious something else was going on.  That Dr. Emery—she kept a pretty close eye on me, even sneaking me extra food when she could."
“You’re lucky you got away, Mark—I’m glad you're back with us," said Brad.  Nobody had gotten this far without a steep cost.  Beneath it all, Brad could see Mark was suffering too.
"Yeah, me too."
Adam entered, Reggie draped between his and Brad's shoulders. "Clear a spot for this one!"
They lowered Reggie to the floor, leaning him against the counter as comfortably as they could.  Sweat was beaded on his forehead, and his breathing was shallow.  He sat still a moment, trying to hold the pain at bay.  Nausea roiled in his throat, but he held it back, his stomach full of bile and the last of the meds—not a good combination. "We have any water?" His words were dry and raspy through his parched throat.
April sank beside him and offered her canteen.  She held it to his lips as he took a few sips and nodded his thanks.  
"Probably feels good to rest a bit, huh, Reggie?" April looked at Adam, her eyes full of worry.
"Yeah, just a little break—I'll be ready in a few minutes." Reggie leaned his head back against the cold stainless, and within moments, was snoring fitfully.
The friends stood; Adam looked at each of them.  They were still fresh, could put miles behind them today with the remaining light—more distance from the bots.
Reggie was in sorry shape; he wouldn't be able to handle any more today.  "We can break early and get a start first thing.”
Packs were lowered to the floor as people looked for places to settle.  Julie perched on the counter beside Brad and he wrapped his arm around her. "I'm grateful we're stopping," she said in a low voice. "Reggie’s having a tough time—you know that guy would never complain, but he's hurting."
"He'll feel better in the morning—we can take turns carrying him," said Brad.  He dug through his pack, came up with what little they'd been able to scrounge from the Nest on their way out. "Gonna be a slim dinner, guys; there wasn't much left."
The rest of them looked through their packs; nobody had much of anything.
"Oh, well, lemme stop ya' right there!"  Mark hopped to his feet and disappeared into a supply closet toward the rear of the kitchen.  He came back with a large cardboard box, dropped it to the ground before the group, and pulled the flaps open to reveal dozens of dark green plastic packages. "Couple more boxes just like this back there.  Not high-class dining, but we won't go hungry."
"MREs in the kitchen," Adam chuckled to himself. "Asher always complained about the food here; now we know why!"
Jess grabbed Adam's hand and squeezed it tightly.  It was the first time she'd heard him mention Asher since that day at the supermarket.
Everyone helped themselves to a pack—it was the first lucky break they'd had in a while.
"You think we should wake him?" asked Julie as she ate.  
"Nah, let him sleep; he can eat when he wakes." April felt Reggie's brow; he was hot but looked relaxed for the first time since they'd left the Nest—free from the pain in his sleep.
As the group finished eating, fatigue settled in.  They were warm, full for the first time in days, and reasonably safe—it was more than any of them had expected—and they had Mark back.  
"I'll take the first watch," said Adam as he stood, picking up the rifle Jess had been carrying, and made his way out of the kitchen toward the front of the building.  
Jess followed him.
Julie watched as they left, and she snuggled into Brad. "What's up with them, you think?  They don't seem very close lately."
"Adam loves her," said Mark through half-mast eyes. "Somehow, she loves him back.  He grew up in a family that saw affection as a weakness.  Hell, even when my old man beat me, I knew there was some love in it."  
Brad sighed. "His dad taught his boys how to survive; that's how he took care of them.  When Adam's mom died, all the warm and fuzzy goodnight kisses were gone for good."
Julie pushed her lips to Brad's chin, her breath hot on his skin as she reached with her good hand beneath the blanket covering them. "Not for you, old man!"
Mark rolled away; it was just like old times. "Get a room, you two."
April smiled as she settled down to sleep.  Old friends—even being on the outside of it was comforting.  She was their friend.  Maybe if they all made it through this, they could be old friends together.




Chapter 40

Adam moved stiffly among his sleeping friends, the hours spent on the concrete floor still rigid through his frame.  The early morning sun was beginning to glow through the cloudy sky overhead, casting soft light through the crumbled roof.  He had let them all sleep; taking turns throughout the night with Jess, keeping watch.
As he approached Reggie, he knew something was wrong—his eyes were open but lifeless.  Adam knelt, put his ear near Reggie's mouth, could feel no breath.  He carefully moved his fingers over the side of his neck, searching for a pulse.  
April stirred, blinked the sleep from her eyes. "You and Jess take the watch all night?" She saw Adam beside Reggie. "How's he doing?"
Adam slowly closed the man's half-open eyes, and said a silent prayer of thanks he'd passed in his sleep.
April was fully awake now, sorrow cracking her face as realization dawned. "Oh, Reggie." She gave him a tearful hug.
The others stirred around them, greeted as they woke by the warm morning air and pleasantly soft light.  One by one, they came to pay their respects.  Reggie had been a great friend, risking his life many times for them.  Without the sacrifices he and Sig had made, they wouldn't have made it this far—none of them would forget that.
"We'll find a place for him in the field behind the base," said Adam. "It's nice out there with a view of the mountains and the trees." He and his brother had spent a lot of time in that field with their father growing up; camping, playing baseball.  Reggie would appreciate being buried there—the bases he’d been on around the world were probably the only real homes he'd had since childhood.  Career military were a special breed.
[image: image-placeholder]The sun climbed high in the sky as the friends walked down the road.  With each step, the city fell farther behind them, and with it, the threat of the bots.  Soon they would be at the river.  The plan was to follow it south as far as they could.  From there, who knew—they would have to see.  Adam had a general idea of where they were headed, but they hadn't been able to find a map in all the confusion of leaving.
Mark paused for a drink, wiping sweat from his brow as he squinted into the sun. "Y'all know where we’re headed, right? Hope'n it's someplace nice with room service, a soft bed, and a pool!"
They all laughed as they walked on.
"We're headed to Cheyenne Mountain," said Adam. "It was the last thing Skip told me—said we'd find help if we could make it there."
Mark adjusted the straps on his pack, pulling it tight against his back. "Cheyenne Mountain it is." He quickened his pace, fell into step beside April.  She gave him a warm smile as they drifted into easy conversation.
Adam watched Mark and April, couldn't help but think of Sasha, Mark's girlfriend.  Adam was sure Mark hadn't seen her since the last day of school.  In fact, none of them had seen or heard from their families since that day.  How could they have known, as they stepped from their homes that fateful morning, the world would be turned upside-down, that things would be forever changed?  If they were going to survive, they had to find comfort where and with whom they could.
Their packs were full of food, there’d be plenty of water once they reached the river, and somehow, against all odds, they were together again.  Things being as they were, you couldn't ask for more, thought Adam.  He reached for Jess's hand, wrapped his fingers through hers. They'd made it this far.  Together, they would keep going; together, they could face whatever came next.
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