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Аннотация
After the Cataclysm nearly wiped out humanity, the remnants of mankind survived in Havens: city-sized constructs built to reboot society and usher in a new age of mankind.
This is a world where an indecisive young man can witness the end of all things. Where a boy's impending death can lead to a new life. Where a young woman's choice to believe in herself may not save her from the truth. Where the naivety of youth can be used for evil. Where taking on that last job might be the worst mistake a desperate hacker ever makes.


Bard Constantine
Havenworld


Other Books in the Havenworld Universe

The Troubleshooter: Four Shots
The Troubleshooter: New Haven Blues
The Troubleshooter: The Most Dangerous Dame
Silent Empire

After the Cataclysm nearly wiped out humanity, the remnants of mankind survived in Havens: city-sized constructs built to reboot society and usher in a new age of mankind.
However, the new age was not the type the architects had envisioned. The same greed and lust for power that existed before the Cataclysm resurfaced and the Havens quickly became quagmires of political and economic conflict, threatening to destroy the future envisioned by their founders.
This is a world where an indecisive young man can witness the end of all things. Where a boy's impending death can lead to a new life. Where a girl's escape from captivity still may not free her. Where the naivety of youth can be manipulated for evil deeds. Where taking on that last job might be the worst mistake a desperate hacker ever makes.
Welcome
☣
To Havenworld

Author Foreword

Havenworld has been in development for quite a while now. When I wrote the first Troubleshooter novel, I was aware of the larger world outside of New Haven, as the novels progressed I knew I wanted to explore that world further. And so here we are, after two full-length Troubleshooter novels and a collection of short tales, and the inclusion of the Silent Empire novella. Are you ready for Havenworld? Because I certainly am.
This volume is comprised of five short stories that each take a segment of time and place to expand on the dystopian world of Havens and the surrounding territories. Your mission, should you choose to accept it, is to enjoy each story and then vote afterward on which one you'd like to see as a full-length novel. Simply click the link at the end of the book. The story with the most votes will be the first novel published in the Phase Two set.
Wait, so what's in Phase One, you ask? Four entirely different novels, all set in the same world. First is Vigil, a vigilante superhero story. Then Nimrod Squad, which follows the hijinks of a crew of dysfunctional bounty hunters. Following that will be Syn City, the story of a con man forced to adopt the identity of the most brilliant man alive. And closing Phase One out is The Desolate Man, a dystopian spin on the western genre.
All these exciting novels will further explore Havenworld and its residents. I hope you'll be along for the ride. The great thing about it is that although the stories are part of a connected universe, you won't have to follow them in any particular order or read all of them to understand them individually. But the more you read, the more you'll get to see the larger picture, not to mention all the Easter Eggs. So please enjoy this introductory set of stories. As always, I love hearing back from my readers. Feel free to drop a note anytime, and don't forget to leave a review if you get a chance.
All the best,
— BC

The Last Sydney Carton
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Autumn was the perfect season for a Cataclysm. The atmospheric changes had already turned color of the leaves into a blackish purple, disintegrating as they fell for the last time. The edges glimmered like dying embers and by the time they hit the ground they'd crumble into ash. It was the most beautiful and depressing thing you could ever see.
In a way, I was glad the world was ending. At least I'd be put out of my misery. I mean, I'd pretty much blown every opportunity to do something worthwhile. Not really for lack of trying, but it was like things just never seemed to work out. It was a lack of focus, I gotta admit. I thought about a poster my English teacher had on the wall of her class: If you aim at nothing, you'll hit it every time.
Pretty much says it all.
Before you go and think I'm on some sappy emo trip, let me dial things back a bit. If you go back a couple of years, I was pretty much sitting on top of the world. The Imperial War was ending, and I was in my junior year of high school. Seventeen years old and had just gotten the hang of the whole image thing. In high school, that's the only thing that counts. Way more important than academics. I mean, who was really concentrating on making Honor Roll when the Imperial War was tearing up the world? Nobody, that's who.
Of course, I didn't really care much about the Imperial War. That was something for my parents to wring their hands about. It's strange how you get used to things. I was raised in an age where bizarre things happened every day. The sky was a purple canvas of life-sucking energy most of my life, and then came the Imperial War. So what? I was trying to get through high school, man. That was enough stress for me to take on.
But the important thing about that year was it was when I'd meet the girl that would change my life. Her name was Victoria Winters. I met her at a house party. My friends always threw parties at their houses, especially during the summer. It was a great chance to dance, have fun, and meet new people. People threw a lot of parties during the Imperial War. When the immediate future was almost-certain world destruction, people needed to take a load off.
Everyone was optimistic because Commander Wolfe and his team were on the verge of ending the Imperial War. Why wouldn't he? The man was a living legend. If he said he was going to do it, then it was going to happen. Things were finally going to get back to normal.
At parties, you could either be on the dance floor or be wallpaper. By wallpaper, I mean the cowards standing against the wall like they were too cool to dance. In reality, they were just too scared. So they leaned back, pointing and talking behind their hands, sniggering at everyone who had a life. That's what losers do — spend all their time worrying about what next man was doing, not realizing the next man could care less about their little punk asses. That's where they coined the term 'haters' from.
I was no hater, so I was dancing. That's pretty much all I do at parties. I don't do choreographed steps, though. I can't stand that crap — everyone doing the same stupid dance. What's the fun of doing the same thing everyone else is? Anyone can learn a few dumb steps. I liked to dance my way and didn't care who stared.
So I was at the party, just getting down. You should have seen me in my economically acceptable outfit of khakis and patterned button-down shirt. When a slow jam started, I cooled off and looked for potential dance partners. Like I said, by that time I was pretty confident and didn't care at all about asking a complete stranger to dance. In fact, I looked forward to it. I learned that you never entertain the thought that she might say no. You'll never work up your nerve if you do.
I spotted Vicky on the edge of the floor with a couple of friends. She was casually dressed — jeans and a sleeveless blouse. She was tall for a girl, almost my height. Dark hair, pretty eyes, and was very light-skinned. Don't get me wrong. I'm not one of those black guys who only like light-skinned girls. It was just the way things worked out. The song had just started, and I walked over to where she sat with her friends. I ignored them, focusing directly on Vicky.
"Wanna dance?"
She gave me one of those shy smiles and said yes. Man, I love those girls who give you that shy smile. Sometimes I wonder if they practice that in the mirror. You know, getting that smile down just right. Probably not. But a shy smile will beat a goofy giggle any day. You can get a goofy giggle out of any girl, but when you get that shy smile — man, there's nothing like it.
We danced the old-fashioned way: one hand on her waist, the other cupping her hand. Just like an old couple. It was a chaperoned party, and that's how it was. A lot of parents were around, and you can bet they didn't care for all that dry-grinding and ass grabbing.
There was still something intimate about a slow dance. You're close enough to kiss, for one thing, just you and your dance partner. My heart always pumped twice as fast when I slow danced. It wasn't sexual tension; it was just a kind of excitement. Okay, maybe it was sexual tension. But I made like I was Mr. Cool. I could be a pretty smooth talker when I wanted to be. No kidding.
"So, what's your name?"
I never used lines on girls. The smart ones can smell one a thousand miles coming, and I like smart girls. Besides, lines are for losers. I was a little more imaginative than that. I tried to be straight up when breaking the ice, though.
"Victoria." She still had that cute little shy thing going on.
"Really? So, you going to tell me your secret?"
She blushed real pretty-like. Referring to Victoria's Secret when you first meet a girl is kinda risky, but she wasn't uptight about it. Humor is your best friend when it comes to talking to girls. Even an ugly guy can get a fine girl to fall for him if he plays his humor cards right. You'll ask her what she sees in him, and she'll get mushy-eyed and say "because he makes me laugh."
Yeah, but he looks like a hobgoblin, you want to say. But you don't.
Victoria laughed at my stupid joke. "Yeah, right. Everyone just calls me Vicky."
"Nice to meet you. My name is Lewis. How old are you?"
"Fifteen."
Two years younger than me. We were just kids, for goodness sake. The funny thing about high school is you swear to God that you're so grown up. When you get out and look at the kids that are still in, they seem like babies. It's such a trip.
I enjoyed just looking at her. She was one of those undercover fine girls. You know, the ones who don't wear a lot of makeup and don't dress all revealing, so they don't really stand out. But if you take note, you realize just how gorgeous they are.
Those were the kind of girls that always attracted me. Nine times out of ten they didn't have the attitude the glam queens had. You know — always wanting you to worship their looks and be at their beck and call and all that crap. Vicky wasn't on that ego trip. She had natural good looks and a pleasant attitude. That's a winning hand.
"You go to Canyon?" I asked. I liked my new school a lot better than my last one, mostly because the kids were a little less annoying. And I stayed out of trouble.
"Yeah. I've seen you there. You know, with your friends."
"Really? I don't think I've seen you. Guess I need to get my eyes checked."
That line was kind of corny, but I was feeling pretty good at that point. When a girl says something about seeing you somewhere, it's best to assume that she's been checking you out. Sure, she might have just casually spotted you just once. But as a rule, always assume she's been drooling over you. Does wonders for the self-esteem.
"I'll have to start looking for you now. Promise you won't act like you don't know me. It's embarrassing."
She laughed. "I won't." The song ended, and we separated but still locked gazes. She dropped her eyes first. "I guess I'll talk to you later. At school."
"Not unless I call you first."
I tried to be as nonchalant as possible when she smiled and gave me her number. Because when you're cool, you don't want to be too obvious. But when she left, the feeling didn't. I was still hyped. I really couldn't wait to see her again.
I danced absentmindedly, watching her walk over to her girlfriends, who made those teasing sounds to embarrass her. I smiled, just feeling good. A girl can just do that. You can be at your absolute worse, but a good girl can say just a few words and make your entire day.
I was feeling just that way when the sky flickered like the sun was about to trip its breaker. It was the weirdest thing. Colors I didn't even know existed flashed through the air; the ground rumbled like the big earthquake finally hit. People screamed and milled about as if the zombie apocalypse had started, but there I was feeling sorry for myself because the world was ending right when I met the girl of my dreams.
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Of course, the world didn't end. Not then.
The Imperial War finally ended, though. And with a bang. They had all kinds of names for it, like the Skygate Collapse or the Imperial Disaster. But the term that caught on was the Cataclysm. Sounded ominous enough. It was the start of a three-year period where the atmosphere tried to hold together against the reality-warping aberrant energy from the Skygate's destruction. Humans had won the Imperial War, but in the process doomed the planet.
The news changed by the hour. Endless reports of phenomena that couldn't be rationalized or explained. Everyone gave up even trying. We became numb to reports of spherical holes in the sky, deserts turning into salt, walking corpses, huge insect swarms, Bigfoot, and even more bizarre stories and sightings. Day and night were no longer reliable. Everything indicated the truth — the aberrant energy from the disaster doomed our planet.
The public wasn't told that, of course. The good ol' New World Council told us they were working on a solution. We were told to be civil and obedient. Stay in groups. Duck and cover when nature went nuts and did things like dump a blizzard in July, or open sinkholes that swallowed entire neighborhoods. Still, they insisted that things were going back to normal, so kids were still forced to go to school once the rioting and protests ended. No one pretended it was about education anymore. Schools weren't much more than structures to keep kids in relative safety while their parents desperately searched for a way to survive the coming disaster.
When I graduated, I was hired by the Restoration Corps, which was a glorified way to say 'cleanup crew.' They gave us the task of rebuilding our communities and infrastructure from the damage of the Imperial War and the riots. The PR folks worked hard at propaganda that made the cause seem all noble, but the joke was on us. The sole purpose of the Restoration Corps was to keep people busy while the Havens underwent completion.
But the info was leaked, and the world slowly got out.
The world was going to end. The governing agencies of the world knew it and had been building the Havens for decades. Since the Imperial War began. The ultimate contingency plan based on doom-predicting algorithms. There was no way to stop the coming catastrophe. No way to save the billions of people on the planet from assured destruction.
Only a remnant would survive, placed in hibernation inside city-sized fortresses called Havens. Carefully selected candidates were chosen based on the likelihood of their potential contributions to the reboot of society once the Earth was habitable again. That meant scientists of all sorts. Qualified leaders. Military personnel. Medical personnel. Visionaries and geniuses. Even artists and writers, for some reason. Oh, and rich people. Lots and lots of rich people.
The funny thing about the end of the world was that people still acted like money counted for something. I don't know what it is about bank notes with a monetary value printed on them, but it makes the world go round, man. I mean, the idea is ludicrous when you think about it, but the pain is real. Ask anyone who found themselves on the outside looking in. Which was approximately eighty percent of the world.
Shortly after the rumors were authenticated, the riots started.
I don't like to think about that time. I used to see riots on TV and thought I knew what they were about. But these riots were more like another war. A lot of people were terrified, a lot of people had guns, and that's a horrific combination in the best of times.
It wasn't the best of times.
I'm talking complete upheaval of society. People stormed any and every government location, brandishing weapons and shouting demands. All it took was a tiny spark to set the entire confrontation on fire, and sparks were always igniting. The chaos resulted in the Haven Council deploying the Android Military Forces, and the AMF had only one directive: execute violent offenders on sight. A lot of people died in the aftermath, including my dad. The messed-up thing was that he wasn't even directly involved.
He was just in the way.
It was a terrible time for all of us. My mom couldn't cope with the tragedy and wound up moving to her parent's farm in Mississippi to get away and recuperate. She tried really hard to get me to go with her, but I wasn't going to Mississippi if it was the last place on earth. Mississippi was the place where youth and hope went to die, and I wasn't quite at that point yet.
So I stayed and toughed it out, working for the Restoration Corp to make enough for food and a roof over my head. And that was seriously about all I could afford. Rioting may have been outlawed under penalty of death by android, but that did nothing for the breakdown of supply routes. The price of everything skyrocketed, and everyone scrambled around like insects tracking down breadcrumbs.
See, that's the difference between the haves and the have-nots. Money gets bunkers built, so you have a place to duck and hide when it's raining frogs and spiders or when ghost storms literally spawn from thin air and envelop a ten-mile radius with sheet lightning. Or when your vehicle or home is destroyed by crowds of angry, violent mobs who decide to express their outrage by destroying their neighborhoods and property. Money is protection, shielding those who have it from the worst of things, even during the shit-storm era of the early Cataclysm.
The rest of us had to get by any way we could.
By the time the riots ended, worldwide morale was broken. People fled for the deserts, the mountains, the woods — anywhere they figured they had a chance for survival. Neo-tribalism became the new norm — nomadic clans bonded by ethnic and other common elements. They were also known as idiot hippies, travel trash, and suiciders. The last label because wandering outside of city limits was an almost certain cause for brutal death at the hands of all the Deviants that preyed on anyone they could find. Those freaks took nirvanic until their eyes glowed electric blue and their minds fried. After that, it was a quick descent into violence, rape, murder, and cannibalism in no particular order.
So it was damned if you did, damned if you didn't. Leave the cities and die or stay and die. Suicide rates skyrocketed. Groups of people offed themselves at once. It was nuts. There were actual suicide clubs in competition to see who could set the record. Of course, you could only join once.
Hosing down the streets after jumpers splattered themselves was my main task for the Restoration Corp. The android enforcers didn't lift a collective finger to stop suicides. Guess self-inflicted violence registered as okay in their parameters. Figures, when you think about the jerks who programmed them.
One time I accidentally ended up at an Afterlife Jam — a full week of partying, drugs, and sex, capped off by a poison cocktail to send everyone to the 'next phase,' whatever that was. A friend invited me, and we both thought it was just another wild party. I gotta admit, those nutjobs sure knew how to throw a soiree. Made Burning Man look like a little girl's tea party. But once I found out the endgame, I ducked out. They had armed guards at the doors to make sure no one backed out on their commitment, but fortunately, the guards were as drunk as everyone else. I didn't get a chance to go off on my friend because he ended up staying for the whole thing. Suicide count was five-hundred thirty-two, I think. Wasn't a record, but it made a blip on the news the next morning.
I was lucky enough to hook up with a couple of friends for an apartment, but it took all I had just to pay my share of the rent. Bastards who owned property weren't buying the whole end of the world scenario, and if they did, they were getting all the dough they could to build their private survival bunkers. With violent confrontation out of the picture, all a person could do was pay up or pack up. That's the thing about most people. Deep inside, they're really lousy. You don't get to see a lot of it until it all hits the fan. When it comes down to it, it's every man for himself.
Dealing with all of the mess made it hard to focus on something as fragile as newfound love, so naturally things didn't go the way I planned with Vicky. While she finished school, my life became a mess of relocation and trying to put money in my pocket. I was tossed into the meat grinder of adulthood like a kid who can't swim into the deep end of the pool, only without the screaming and drowning. But it sure felt as bad.
Vicky lived in the same general area of North San Bernardino, so I'd bump into her now and then. I was a working stiff, and she was still in what was left of high school. That made things a little weird. Two years doesn't mean much when you're in school, but when you're out, it means a lot. I felt like an adult while she was still a kid in school.
But we had an unspoken promise that we'd hook back up once she got out of school. Whatever came at us, we'd face it together. Sometimes thinking about her was the only thing that got me through the day. I'd daydream a lot about the times we'd talk, laugh and hold hands, dreaming about something else besides Havens and Cataclysms. I was pretty sure I was in love with her. Sometimes it seemed she was the only person that mattered. The only person who cared.
But the whole out of sight, out of mind thing is a beast sometimes. Vicky became more like a dream the longer I lost myself in the drudgery of existence. Before long the months stretched longer than ever, and she became more of a pleasant thought in the back of my mind. In the long stretches of scratching and surviving, I mentally drifted far and away from childish high school days. Those times faded like a dream when the reality was so harsh and abrasive.
So I moved on. Had a few dates here and there, even a relationship for a while, but nothing lasted. Nothing felt as special as those fleeting moments with Vicky. The bad thing was that I never officially told her about it. But she found out anyway. You know how it works. The next time I saw her was such an awkward affair that I feel ashamed whenever I think about it. She had recently graduated and seemed much better prepared to handle things that I was.
I remember the scorn in her eyes when we finally talked. It was pretty terrible, even though I deserved every bit of it. She was something special, and I didn't realize it until it was too late. And just like any selfish bastard, I only felt sorry for myself. I even started writing poetry in a notebook like some corny hipster just to sort my feelings out. The less said about that, the better. Nothing is worse than poetry, I swear. When you go back and read all the sappy stuff you wrote, all you can do is feel like the biggest idiot in the world.
But the big thing was the Haven lottery started right about then. Once all the rich and special people were accounted for, the few remaining slots for a freeze-dried trip to the future were raffled off lottery style to all the pathetic norms. Maybe it was a kind gesture from the New World Council. But I figured they needed poor unfortunate souls for experiments and risky ventures, like checking to make sure the air and water were good before anyone else ventured out. Or sending groups out to dangerous locations to start new colonies once resources got scarce. Check your history books — happened all the time.
So I wasn't one of those who joined the throngs in front of the huge announcement billboards that read off the selections at the start of every week. Every district had a limited number of potential winners. You should have seen the faces. People of all sorts, staring up with hope and wonder in their eyes, waiting for a seat to a place they were never wanted. It gets more depressing the more I think about it.
But wouldn't you know it — out of all the people in the world, my name was one of the first ones they picked.
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The time for me to leave came a lot sooner than I hoped.
I was kind of bummed out and feeling sorry for myself because it was my last weekend before I went to Los Angeles for my induction into a new life in the Haven. You'd think I'd be more than happy to leave the wreck of a city and crummy civilization behind, but as the days went by all I felt was a sense of dread.
I was twenty years old. I'd been stumbling and clawing around for the last few years, trying to hold on to something. Trying to find something that mattered. Whatever I had wasn't much, but it was mine. And in the blink of an eye, it would be gone forever. When the Havens sealed their doors; when our collective lungs filled with oxygenated fluid, and we fell into a dreamless slumber for a century or so, the world would die around us. Nothing familiar would be there when we woke.
Everyone I knew, everything I had would be dust.
That's wasn't exactly the cheeriest of thoughts to ponder. Sure, everyone congratulated me, threw parties, bought me drinks and in general treated me like a celebrity. But I didn't get it. They were the ones about to face an inescapable death. Why be happy for me? It only made me feel worse, like I was cheating somehow. It's hard to explain.
It was time to say goodbye. I started at my apartment with my two roommates. It wasn't exactly a tear fest. The two years of living together had taken their toll by then. We had started off as pretty good friends, and were still friends, just without the pretty good. Knowing someone is a lot different than living with someone, let me tell you. When you live with someone, you learn stuff, like all their dirty habits and annoying personality traits. I don't like most guys as a rule anyway, so lasting this long was a miracle for me.
Randal and Donny. They couldn't be more different. Donny was one of those guys who tried to cover being dorky by being snobby but never fooled anyone. He had more money than Randal and me on account of his job as a gopher for black market vendors. His risky occupation brought him heaps of cash, and with no future to worry about he was free to blow it on anything he wanted. He was one of the first guys to get the full VR suit with sensory enhancers when they came out. It pushed the gaming experience into a new frontier, I have to admit. Even I had to borrow it now and again, even though it burned me to have to ask.
Anyway, it was a Friday afternoon and I was sitting there, bummed out because I didn't want to go to the stupid Haven and live through the apocalypse and all. But I didn't want to admit that to anyone, because any rational person would punch me in the face for my lack of gratitude and good sense. The deadline was coming up fast, and I had to go or have my slot revoked. Maybe that wouldn't have been so bad. Before winning the lottery, my mom had been pressuring me to move to Mississippi, where she moved after dad died. Her parents lived there, in Mississippi. I missed her a lot. I never said it out loud, but I did. My mom is the nicest person in the world. I used to be just like her before the world started to piss on my head all the time.
My mom said that the Cataclysm would probably pass over Mississippi because there was nothing there. That had a strange logic to it but was also the reason I couldn't see moving there. I mean, if the choice was between losing everyone and everything by going to the Haven or moving to Mississippi, I'd choose the Haven in a heartbeat. I mean, who moves to Mississippi? Anyway, the lottery killed all that. Mom was so happy when I won that I didn't have the heart to let her know how I really felt.
So in came Donny, off from another one of his gopher jobs. He swore he was James Bond or something, but the black market didn't exude the same kind of danger it used to before the War. The authorities didn't care if you were smuggling nirvanic or toothpaste. Just as long as you weren't smuggling weapons, because killing people before everyone died anyway was a big no-no. Daniel just delivered goods that were hard to come by, but listening to him you'd swear he put his life on the line every time he sat behind the wheel.
Every day he came in with a story to tell, about how someone did him wrong or stared at him the wrong way, that sort of stuff. Donny was real paranoid and insecure. It really got on my nerves sometimes. I was sitting on our beat-up couch, trying to concentrate on reading some poetry collection called Immortal Musings, by some pretentious author. I told you how I feel about poetry, but I needed something to match all the depressing thoughts running through my head. So it was almost a relief when Donny came in with one of his completely useless yarns. Almost.
First of all, he went to the fridge and got a beer. Then he kinda walked around a bit, throwing sidelong glances at me. Like I said, he tended to be a little on the paranoid side. A real twitchy kind of guy. Finally, he sat back in the easy chair and sighed. One of those big, phony sighs that people give when they want you to think that they've been working real hard, and are just so tired. You know the kind. Then he started talking. He never warmed a story up. Good storytellers always warm up the story, to get you interested and all. Donny just launched right into it, which made his stories even more ridiculous.
"Man, I was at the charge station. You know, in line paying for my charge and stuff. I still had my work clothes on, you know — real inconspicuous." He paused for a moment to see if I appreciated his use of the word inconspicuous. He knew I read all the time, so occasionally he'd try to demonstrate how smart he was by tossing in some five-dollar word. Insecure people do that all the time. Drop in words like cognizant or neuroplasticity as a way to prove they're intelligent. Or in Donny's case, inconspicuous. The sad thing was it wasn't even an impressive word. But try telling that to ol' Donny.
When he realized I wasn't at all impressed, he cleared his throat and continued. "This lady next to me in line acted like she didn't want to come near me, man — she was a real snob. I think she might be one of those Havenbound, the way she was carrying on. I mean, she looked at me all funny and then said hmph."
Now at this point, this conversation might sound real interesting to you, but to me it was as stimulating as a moldy piece of bread. But it was the typical Donny topic, and boy was he getting into it. I may have made some kind of grunting sound, so he continued, all excited.
"So, she came out while I was recharging. Man, she was just driving a regular sedan, and trying to look down at me. A sedan! It was old too. Still ran on gas." He gave a mulish laugh.
"So I pulled alongside in my skimmer, let my window down, and looked at her. I said 'hmph.' Then I drove off!" He erupted in jackass laughter again. You would have thought his car flew or something, the way he talked about it. It was a brand-new skimmer, so it had the hover option. Floating a few feet above the ground on fusion thrusters was pretty cool, I had to admit. But there's nothing that kills cool more than a person who flashes it in your face all the time.
"That's funny, Donny," I said, trying to be polite. I didn't laugh, though. I can't laugh at stuff that's not funny. I get annoyed when I see other people do it, so I make it a point never to be that fake. He chuckled for a little bit longer, enjoying his little moment of triumph. I lifted my tablet again, but it was hopeless. I just couldn't read with another presence in the room; it was distracting as hell. Plus the place was empty as a tomb because he and Randal were in the process of moving out. With me leaving, they decided to go their separate ways as well. Most of the stuff was already shuttled out, leaving just the carcass of a once lively apartment.
Donny just sat there with his beer, staring at the rounded belly that protruded under his shirt. Me and Donny didn't talk all that much. He wasn't exactly a conversational type of guy. At least not with someone like me. If he couldn't talk about cars or video games, he was at a real loss for something to discuss.
"So you leaving for the Haven, or what?"
Of course he had to ask just the question I didn't feel like answering. I yawned behind my hand to show how much I didn't care. "Of course, man. Just getting my victory lap in. Saying my goodbyes and all." Real nonchalant, like the end of the world wasn't just around the corner. He probably sensed something else was up but was too polite to say it straight out. A polite kid, that Donny. It got real quiet then; me with my dark thoughts, and Donny with his dorky thoughts.
The door opened, and Randal came in, all smiles as usual. Randal has those All-American good looks. Curly blond hair, broad shoulders and all. I liked him anyway. "Wassup, Donny boy. Wassup, Louie boy."
Randal was one of the rare guys I didn't mind being around. I mean, he was into cars and sports too, but he could talk about other stuff. Like music, and movies. History. Nature. I've always been into nature. There's a lot of beauty in the world that most people just ignore. Most people don't get it. Randall did, though. He was a photographer, old Randal. Did a lot of digital work online for book and album covers but enjoyed taking pictures of all sorts of stuff. I really liked his work.
"Sup, Randal." Donny was extremely relieved to see someone else come in. Honestly, I think Donny gets a little nervous around me. When you're not the type to sit around shooting the bull, it always makes people nervous, for some reason. What's wrong with being quiet now and then? If I can't get into a solid conversation about something substantial, then I won't talk at all.
Randal closed the door and stood there for a minute, looking at us with a sad kind of smile. "The big day is almost here. Our boy is Havenbound. Guess it's the end of an era." That cracked me up. The end of an era. Randal was good for over-dramatic statements, he really was.
"Yeah, I guess it is," Donny said, trying real hard to force his face to display something other than its usual blankness. "It's been fun though, guys."
"Yeah."
It was getting too mushy for words. "Well, let's not get all teary-eyed, here, girls," I said. "We all knew this day was coming."
"Yeah, but it just went so fast, you know?" Randal looked at me, and I already knew what he was going to say. I cut him off before he opened his mouth.
"Yeah, I know I've been stalling. Been on a victory lap, is all. Saying goodbyes. No worries. I'll be on the tram Monday. Got a little celebrating to do in the meantime."
"That's the last ride out. You're pushing it, aren't you?"
I had to clamp my lips to keep some stupid retort from escaping my mouth. I hate when people state the obvious, but he didn't deserve some scornful reply as my last words. As I said, he was a good dude.
"Sure, man. Sure. Listen, I'd love to stick around getting all sentimental with you fellas, but I got things to do, places to go, people to see." I got up off the couch, staggering like an old man. Then I doubled up, throwing a few shadow jabs at Randall. We went at it like UFC champs for a minute.
Then he did something that surprised me. He wrapped me up in a bear hug. "Gonna miss you, man."
I gave him an awkward pat on the back. "You too, bro."
When he finally let me go, tears glistened in his eyes. He was always an emotional guy, ol' Randal. He grinned like it was old times, though. "Give 'em hell, Louie boy."
"You know I will." I hesitated for a second, dreading to ask. "So… what are you guys gonna do?"
Randal shrugged. "The big underground shelter they've been building downtown. My folks are going there. We'll try to hunker down and ride it out."
Only Randal could make riding out the end of the world sound like a reasonable option. I'd heard about the bunker City Council funded. Terms like 'death trap' and 'mass grave' were commonly thrown into the conversation when it was talked about by the experts. All I could imagine was huddling in the darkness being smothered by the acrid odor of onion breath and panicked farts while the entire structure collapsed on top of everyone.
Donny glanced up from staring at a hangnail. "I think this whole thing is just a hoax, anyway. It's the Illuminati playing with our heads, man. I was just listening to a podcast last night, and they had this scientist who was saying it was all caused by time travel. Like future humans tried to make contact with the past, but the wormhole was corrupted and—"
I couldn't take it anymore. I grabbed my black bomber jacket from a hook on the wall. I loved that jacket. It that soft and comfortable leather, not the shiny kind. I headed for the door. "You boys don't stay up past your bedtimes."
"Need a ride?"
"Rather walk."
"Be safe, bro."
I threw up the deuces as I walked out the door. I didn't have any idea where I was going, but I didn't want to stay in that graveyard of an apartment any more than I had to. The place was dead, and we were just ghosts that haunted the place until we could find places to rest. I figured I'd see them again before Monday, anyway. The funny thing was that I got kinda choked up as I left. I didn't cry or anything, but it was still a pretty emotional moment. I was actually going to miss those guys. Even ol' Donny.
I headed for the shuttle station because I was supposed to meet up with Debby and Greg. They were part of the crew at Restoration Corp and were probably the only reason I could stand working at the place. They wanted to see me off right, so I was looking forward to hanging with them.
Disintegrating leaves fell like volcanic embers around me, perfect for my rotten mood. Every plant and tree on my side of the road was dry and dusty, cracked and splintered. For some irrational reason, the foliage on the other side was lush and budding with flowers that glinted like the petals were made of glass. I walked on, oblivious to either oddity. Just another day after the Skygate Collapse.
The traffic on the road was mostly industrial. There was a never-ending line of heavy trucks coming to and from Los Angeles, where the Haven was. Haven Council commandeered nearly half the entire city for the construction. Millions of people displaced and relocated like they were nothing. It was terrible to witness. The New World Council said it was necessary for the survival of humanity. Of course, every one of them had VIP residencies in the Havens, so they didn't have to worry about the mess they left behind.
The shuttles were automated, so I timed it just right for me to board as soon as I got to the corner. For some reason, I kept thinking about Vicki. It had been a long time since I'd seen her and I felt bad about that. I wondered why she didn't clear the air the last time we talked. She knew I had dated other people, and I knew that hurt her feelings. I had apologized more than once without knowing why I was apologizing because technically she and I had never been officially going out. Was that why she never asked about it?
I went out, hung out with my friends, but was distracted the whole time and couldn't really enjoy myself. I had to make some excuses to cut out but didn't even go home. I spent most of the night on the shuttle riding across the city like some drifter, missing Vicky like crazy. I swear, women don't know how weak and insecure guys really are. They have no idea how long they linger after they're gone, tormenting us with thoughts of what could have been.
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I didn't remember getting back to the apartment, but I must have because I woke up feeling sore and stiff with my head full of cobwebs. I sat around for a bit, staring at the four walls and thinking about who I wanted to call. Deep inside, I knew. I'd known for weeks. But it took a long time to muster up enough courage to finally dial that number.
The aberrant energy fallout messed up satellite and antenna signals, so it was a wonder my phone worked at all. But it did, and I nearly had a heart attack when I heard Vicky's voice on the line.
"Hello?"
I licked my lips, voice trapped in my throat.
"Hello?"
"Um… hi, Vicky."
"Hi."
"This is Lewis."
"I know who it is."
The words kinda stung, but they had a silver lining too. After all, if my caller ID showed up, it meant she never deleted my number from her phone. So maybe she hadn't completely written me off.
"How… are things?" I slapped my palm against my forehead, knowing how ridiculous I sounded. The silence from the other end only confirmed it.
Finally, she spoke again. "I was wondering if you would call."
There it was. The little sliver of hope I was looking for. I exhaled a shuddering breath, nearly trembling from the sensation of pure joy.
"Of course I was gonna call. Guess you heard the news."
"Everyone heard the news. They announced it on every channel and station. Congratulations, Lewis. I'm… glad it was you."
"Thanks, Vick. That means a lot."
You know that uncomfortable silence when both people stop talking and wait for the other person to say something? Yeah, there was a long stretch of that. Finally, I just blurted it out.
"Listen… I want to see you before I go. You know — to say goodbye properly and all."
"Okay."
"No, I mean it. There's a lot I wanna say. Just seems so impersonal on the phone and—"
"I said okay, Lewis."
"You did. Right. So… is today cool?"
There was a slight pause before she answered. "Sure. I'm not doing anything right now. My folks are out trying to follow up on a stasis pod purchase."
"I thought no one could get those anymore."
"Yeah, they've been completely sold out everywhere. But there are underground sales that pop up on the web. I don't think it will pan out, but they have to try, you know?"
"Yeah. I know. Listen, I'll be right over, okay?"
"Okay. I'll see you soon."
"Okay." The line clicked off, leaving a trembling mess of a human being. I couldn't believe the call went through. I couldn't believe she answered. I couldn't believe she didn't sound furious with me. And in that extremely vulnerable moment, I knew what I had to do.
I grabbed my leather bomber jacket off the hook by the door and stepped out for some foot patrol. Vicky lived at least ten miles away, so I hoped she was serious about having no plans for the day. Because it was going to take a few hours for me to get to her place.
The sunlight was the completely wrong color, messing up how everything looked. The trees were albinos; like they'd just caught a fresh coat of brilliant white paint. All the evergreens were orange instead of green, and glimmering dots of luminescent dust motes floated across the air like microscopic jellyfish. I didn't pay it all too much attention. Just another day.
I didn't necessarily mind the walk so much. I did a lot of walking, mainly because I hate bumming rides. I mean, I have a few friends. I know a lot of people, but I can count on one hand how many I consider real friends. And I don't like bothering them every time I need to go somewhere. People start to avoid you if you always come to them with your hand out. I learned that early in life, and I took it to heart.
The sky looked like some abstract artist tossed all his paints in a blender and kicked it across a canvas. Clouds massed in impossibly bizarre formations, flickering with ghost lightning. I hoped a storm wouldn't break. They tended to be violent and lethal, not to mention inclined to unleash unnatural phenomena like insects, fish, or frogs. Nothing worse than being pelted by amphibians on your way home from work. The last time that happened I just threw my entire outfit away, because there was no way I was putting gut-splattered clothes in the washing machine.
Fortunately, the clouds passed quickly without any trouble. I kept walking, feeling relaxed for the first time since I won the lottery. I finally had a plan to achieve, and I found peace in being able to accomplish it. I felt like Sydney Carton in A Tale of Two Cities. I never really liked the book, but I kinda dug the way ol' Sydney went out like a champ. He was the only character I liked in the book, actually. Sure, his life didn't go the way he imagined, but he was a big thinker and wiser than he let on to other people. The way I saw it, it was people who always let him down. I could relate to that.
And I had a chance to have my own Sydney Carton moment. I had been thinking about it for weeks. Almost ever since I got the news about the lottery. I'd daydreamed about it. Imagining Vicky's expression when I told her. The sheer shock and disbelief. The tears as she fell into my arms, telling me how she could never repay me for my sacrifice.
For passing my lottery win onto her.
Which was pretty much my whole plan. Call it the best I'm sorry/I love you package someone could give. Winning the lottery came with the option to pass your golden ticket on to anyone else in your district. And that was exactly what I was going to do.
It was hard to explain why. Basically, I felt like a jerk for winning. I mean, what did I do to deserve it? Nothing, that's what. I walked past crowds of people all that time, staring at the billboards whenever another winner is selected. I saw the desperate hope on their faces. Parents clutching their children. Lovers holding one another. All of them hoping, praying that their name or the name of someone they love is selected.
But in our district, it wasn't any of them. It was me. I got to walk around, basking in glory meant for someone else. It just felt so counterfeit. Like the biggest mistake in the world. I lived in constant dread that I'd arrive at the Haven just for them to say it was all a computing error. Sorry kid, you were never meant to win. Get back on the tram and die with the rest of the animals, loser.
But Vicki was different. She deserved better. Better than a future with nothing more than scrambling in fear, desperately looking for a place to hide. Spending her last moments screaming in fear when there was no place to go and the Cataclysm was bearing down on her. I could do something to change all of that. Give her something that no one else could.
It is a far, far better thing that I do than I have ever done…
I could save her. I could do that much, at least. And in doing so, maybe salvage myself in the process. Maybe I could do more than just aim at nothing. Just maybe, in my final moments, I could make a real difference.
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Vicky opened the door with the same dimpled smile that took my breath away on the dance floor three years ago. While my mouth worked soundlessly, she opened her arms and pulled me in for a close, intimate hug.
"Lewis. So glad you finally made it. I thought something might have happened to you."
I hold her tightly, losing myself in the moment. "What, you thought I wasn't coming?"
She stepped back with a delighted laugh. "I didn't know what happened. When you called me, I thought you were coming right over." She glanced at the clock on the wall. "That was over three hours ago. Things are weird out there."
"Hey, even fleet feet like mine can only go so fast." I took a glance around. Vicky's parents had a little dough, and it showed in the stylish décor of the place. Lots of polished wood furniture, lavish paintings, sparkling crystal and glass accessories. Smart tech installed to control the lighting, temperature, and security. It was pretty laid, all right.
"You walked all the way here? You didn't have to do that."
"Wasn't nothing. Besides, it was worth it." I tried to do the ol' eye contact trick, but for some reason she didn't get all flustered. The whole thing collapsed when I was the one to drop my gaze.
She gave me a triumphant smile. "You must be dying of thirst. I'll get you something. I have water, juice, soda…"
"Water is fine." I was parched, too. But the dryness in my throat was more than thirst. Now that the moment arrived, I didn't know how to get the words out. I've always had a problem expressing my feelings. I barely get started before taking the fast lane to choke city. For a guy with a soft spot for poetry and love songs, I sure had a problem coming up with anything earnest and romantic.
She came back with a tall glass of cold water that I accepted gratefully. For a second we didn't say anything, creating another one of those uncomfortable stretches of silence. I guess she expected me to talk first. I stalled by taking a long drink; mind firing blanks all the while. She finally saved me by opening up the conversation.
"So… you're Havenbound. I can't imagine what you're feeling. Of all the people, you got the pick. You must be so happy."
I set the glass on a metallic coaster and collapsed into a plush leather loveseat. "Honestly, I don't know what to feel, Vick. I mean, I guess I should be happy and all. But it's just so unfair. My mom didn't get chosen. No friends, no family. Just me. It's like I'll be leaving everyone behind to suffer while I go on my merry way to whatever life is like in the Haven. It's hard to put into words. All I know is it feels like I don't deserve it."
Vicky sat beside in close beside me, her leg pressed against mine. An amused smile was on her face. "See, that's why I always liked you, Lewis. You were never thought too much about yourself. Maybe you're looking at things the wrong way. Maybe you should look at it as a blessing."
"A blessing?"
"Yeah. If you were picked out of hundreds of thousands, then it must be for a reason. God must have a plan for you."
"Yeah, or an ironic sense of humor."
She placed her hand on top of mine and squeezed. "You'll see. I always knew you were destined for big things."
I shook my head with a sigh. "Man, I seriously screwed up, didn't I?"
"What do you mean?"
"You know. With you. With us." I gestured helplessly. "That's what I really came all this way for. I… didn't want to go without seeing you again. Without apologizing for being so stupid."
"Lewis…"
"No, I'm serious. I have a hard time saying how I feel sometimes. Okay, all the time. And I never told you how much you meant to me. I think back all the time to when things were good. We had something so… pure, so special. And I let it go like it meant nothing. And I'm sorry about that. I really am."
I should have heard alarm bells by the way she looked at me. Like she felt sorry for me. But that didn't make sense. I was the one in the wrong.
"Look, all I do now is think about you. And I can't go shuttling off to some Haven while you're still out here, doomed to God knows what kind of fate. I love you, Vicky. No, I'm in love with you. With all my heart. And I'm ready to prove it."
Vicky's eyes widened during my outburst, mouth dropping open in shock. I couldn't blame her. I guessed it was one of those moments girls fantasize about hearing from a guy. The only thing missing was soaring music and me dropping to my knees with tears streaming down my face. I was about a heartbeat away from the latter.
She took both of my hands in hers. "Lewis. That was a long time ago. We were just kids then. It's just part of growing up. We had our moment, but things change. People move one. My God, I had no idea you were still hanging on to all of that."
I blinked, not sure I heard her correctly. I had a queasy feeling I knew exactly what she meant, though. "I mean, I know it was a while back. It's just I never got a chance… Look, let me start over. There's an important reason why I came to see you. Forget everything I just said, okay? The real reason I came by was to—"
The doorbell rang.
She glanced over and stood up. "Hold on a second."
I leaped up, desperate to just get it out. "Listen. The real reason I'm here is so I can—"
The doorbell rang again.
Vicky squeezed my hand. "Be right back. Just take a deep breath and calm down, Lewis. I'm not going anywhere."
She strode to the door, leaving me to curse myself for a damn fool. Since the chance had come and gone, I was left a shaky, regretful mess. The idea of ducking out the back door and running for my life suddenly grew mighty attractive.
Vicky opened the door.
There was a time when really weird stuff happened. Before the Cataclysm, before the Imperial War, before the Desolation turned the sky purple and poisoned the air. It all had to do with some cosmic rift that opened doorways to all sorts of hellish phenomena that spawned the worst nightmares of anyone in the vicinity. They called them aberrations. I was sure I was caught in the middle of one because what came through the door was worse than I could possibly imagine.
He was tall and broad-shouldered with the lithe grace of a natural athlete. Flawless chocolate skin, chiseled face with a strong jaw, and a dazzling smile. I hated him immediately, but some small, childish hope bloomed that maybe he was some cousin I had never heard about.
That hope was shattered into a million tiny, glittering shards when she leaped into his arms and placed a lingering kiss on his lips. And unless they were in some George R.R. Martin fantasy novel, no relatives had any business kissing like that. I was completely forgotten while they sucked face and played grabby hands.
After an eternity, Chick Magnet finally pulled back, grinning like a cat in a tuna factory. "We got it, babe."
Vicky made a squealing sound. "We got the stasis pods? All of us?"
"That's right. Your fam and mine. It took everything we had and more, but Next Level Corp got us in. Your folks are in San Diego taking care of the details. They sent me back to get you. So pack your bags, baby. We got some celebrating to do."
It finally registered that someone else was in the room. He gave me a friendly, confident nod. "Hey, man. What's up?"
I nodded back, hoping my eyes weren't glistening with unshed tears. It was hard to keep my broken heart from falling out my chest and splattering all over the floor. "Nothing much. Congratulations on getting in with NLC."
A grin spread across his face as he approached. "I recognize you. You're the guy that won the lottery. Lewis McKnight, right? I remember Vicky saying you were good friends in high school. Come here, man." He forcibly slammed a hand into my back and pulled me in for a manly hug.
"Name's James. You must have stopped by to say goodbye to Vicky. That's cool of you, man."
There was no hint in his voice or attitude that I'd be over for anything else. He was completely confident that I posed no threat to him at all. The stomach-churning truth was that he was right. I could tell by Vicky's adoring stare that I never had a shot at winning her back. I'd been shot down before I even made the phone call.
I managed the world's fakest smile. "Yeah, I was in the neighborhood. Checking in on all my friends this weekend. Saying goodbyes. You know — victory lap."
He nodded. "Yeah, Havenbound. Guaranteed to survive whatever the Cataclysm throws at you. Wish Vicky had been the lucky winner."
She smacked him on the bicep. "Don't be silly. If I'd won, I wouldn't be coming with you. I wouldn't be with my family when it all goes down." She kept her eyes on me, though. Searching my face to see how badly I was hurt. The pity in her eyes was almost unbearable.
I cleared my throat. "So, what's the NLC facility like?"
"Definitely lives up to the name. State of the art. Their silos are six miles underground, energy reserved to last over a hundred years, food and water supplies for twice that long. Hibernation chambers are supposed to rival the ones in the Havens. I think we should be in good hands. I pray we will, anyway."
"That's great. I'm happy for you guys. I really am." The weird thing was I actually was happy for them. I knew Vicky had high standards for any guy she'd fool with. The way she dropped me like a bad habit was proof of her sense of worth. Her confidence and intelligence were what attracted me to her in the first place. And James seemed like a pretty good guy. I kinda hated him for it, but in a way, I was glad Vicky had someone genuine by her side.
"Listen, I gotta jet. Got some more people to see and all."
"Oh yeah. I can only imagine. Take care of yourself, man."
"You too." I turned to Vicky and offered my hand. "Guess this is goodbye."
"Get out of here with the hand." She swatted it away and stepped in for a hug. "Take care of yourself," she whispered in my ear.
I nodded, trying not to choke up as I practically tore a hole in the rug trying to get the hell out of there. I felt like such a fool. I'd walked ten miles to pour my heart out and give away my Haven lottery pick to someone I thought I was in love with. Only to have the whole dream melt away like a sugar cube tossed in a bowl of acid.
I'd made it a few yards from the house when James' voice stopped me.
"Hey."
I turned around. James had a confused expression on his face. "You need a ride or something?"
My cheeks burned. "No. I got one."
He looked around. "You sure?"
"I mean I got one coming. She's going to meet me on the way."
"I hear you, man. You sure you don't wanna stick around here and wait?"
That was about the last thing I wanted to do, other than set myself on fire and jump on a bed of icy hot needles. I didn't say that, though. I just waved a hand and kept walking. James was a smart guy. Figured he'd get the message.
As soon as I cleared the corner, I started running. No planning, no clue of direction or purpose. Legs burning, chest heaving, driven only by the instinctive need to put as much distance between myself and Vicky as my legs allowed. I ran, cursing every love song I'd ever heard, every stupid poem I'd ever written. I kept running, cursing myself for being the biggest idiot the world had ever seen.
It's funny how we fool ourselves. I'd been so concerned with obsessing over Vicky that I never took the time to consider how she felt. I just assumed she must have felt like I did, never bothering to imagine that maybe it wasn't such a big deal to her. I was twenty years old; she was eighteen. Which meant she was at least twice as mature as me at the time. She had left the past behind, left me behind, and moved on while I still held on to some childish high school fantasy that was only real in my mind.
My vision blurred, but I told myself it was just the wind kicking dust in my eyes. Maybe that was why I didn't see the upturned piece of sidewalk that caught my foot and sent my face on a collision course with the concrete.
The sudden impact with the ground made my mind up.

6

I caught the first shuttle that came by. I figured I'd be better off leaving right then and there than sticking around and risking another humiliating experience. The shuttle took me downtown where I made my way through the crowds and boarded the tram leaving for Los Angeles. I took a seat as far away as I could from everyone, but more and more passengers boarded until all the seats were taken. I avoided eye contact completely, hoping no one would recognize me or try to strike up some boring conversation.
"You okay, son?"
People really don't get a clue sometimes. You'd think if you were riding on a tram with your face badly bruised and a sour look on your face, it's a clear sign that you don't want to be bothered. But that's always the time when someone will come out of the blue to interrupt your peace of mind. I swear, it's like an unwritten rule. I even had sunglasses on and my earbuds firmly in place, but that still didn't stop the guy sitting next to me from completely invading my bubble of solitude.
He was the oldest man I'd ever seen. Just a hunched, wrinkled piece of sentient beef jerky. I couldn't even guess his ethnicity, because I was sure the crusty, yellowish shade of skin color wasn't the one he was born with. He kept on talking, forcing me to turn my music off. I didn't want to be rude or anything, but I hoped he would see the stressed expression my face and get a hint.
He didn't.
"Oh, you were listening to your music? Sorry, didn't wanna interrupt." He yelled every word like we were miles apart. I figured he was hard of hearing, but it was pretty embarrassing. Everyone on the shuttle couldn't help but hear everything he said.
I gave him a slight nod and would have put the buds back in my ears, but he kept on talking.
"You get beat up or something? You look like someone took a dislike to your face and decided to fix it with a crowbar." He gave a wheezing chuckle at his ingenuity.
"I tripped and fell."
"You fell? On what, somebody's fist? Take a piece of advice from an old man — you gotta be more inventive than that." He winked a watery eye.
"Yeah, I'll keep that in mind."
"You're the kid, ain'tcha? The one who won the lottery."
I hunched my shoulders, peering around. Sure enough, people stared at us, nudging one another and pointing. I sank further into my seat.
"Not trying to announce it to the world."
He nodded but kept yelling at the top of his lungs. "Yeah, I saw you on the news. Biggest eyes in the world. Like a deer in the headlights. You looked like you wanted to give your pick away. Like you didn’t even want it." He choked on a fit of raspy laughter.
A synthetic voice announced the imminent takeoff over the intercom. The seatbelts buckled automatically.
The old man leaned back with a contented smile. "So you're going to the Haven? Pushing it to the last minute, ain'tcha? Last shuttle leaves Monday."
I sighed. "Saying goodbyes. Victory lap and all."
The shuttle shot from the station. I stared out the window as it accelerated to its top speed. At six hundred miles per hour, there was nothing to see other than disorienting blurs. We'd go from San Bernardino to the Haven in Los Angeles in a matter of minutes. The sensation of hurtling at suicidal speeds was oblivious inside of the train. It was a peaceful, buoyant sensation.
Well, it would have been if not for the nonstop conversation.
"Yeah, I'm going to the Haven myself. I take the train ride there every weekend."
I glanced over at him. "You do? Why?"
"Same reason as everyone else. Someone misses their window then their residency goes to someone else. You gotta be there in person to get your chance, though."
"I thought only Haven employees or residents are allowed on the tram."
"I’m retired. I was a chief engineer when the Havens were in the planning stage. Drew up some blueprints, broke ground at Haven Core in New York. Then employees of a certain age were given the boot. Can't blame 'em. It's just how nature works. Elderly, infants and the sick always get shafted in times of disaster. So I was out but still retained a few privileges. Know a few people. Pull a few strings here and there, like getting me a pass on the tram so I can see about possibly cashing in on someone else's no-show."
I didn't ask out loud, but I sure wondered why the old fossil would even want the chance. Even if he got a golden ticket, he probably wouldn't survive the hibernation process. Or he's wake up a couple of hundred years from now and keel over dead five minutes later.
He looked at my expression and barked a laugh. "You think I'm too old to worry about the future, ain'tcha?"
"What? No. I was just thinking—"
"It's okay, kid. You're right — I am too old. Plus, I got terminal cancer. Don't look at me like that — I lived my life. Seen countries rise and fall, wars and ceasefires. The technology boom. The Aberrations, the Devastation, the Imperial War, and now this. The Cataclysm. I guess if I gotta go out, why not at the end of the world? I plan on barbecuing and drinking beer the day it happens. I take this little trip because I have five kids. Eight grandkids. They're all together at home. Waiting. Scared, but together. Loved, you know what I'm saying?"
I nodded, a lump forming in my throat.
He went on, eyes practically closed. "I figure if there's a chance, any chance at all I can save one — just one of those babies… well, I can rest in peace. Knowing I did everything I could. Gave everything I had. That's what it's all about in the end."
"Yeah, I guess."
His eyes snapped open, and his volume shot back up to full blast. "You guess? What's wrong with you, son? Where's your enthusiasm? What are you, sixteen?"
"No, I'm twenty years old, man."
"Who cares? The point is you're a kid. So what if the world is about to go down the drain. Where's your fighting spirit? Where's your grit? You've got the best shot of anyone in this district. You're Havenbound, boy! You're like a goddamned unicorn or leprechaun or something. You should be grinning from ear to ear. You got a shot no one else around here has. Don't be ashamed of it. Revel in it! Keep the fire burning, kid. Carry the torch. Live for the rest us who get left behind. You're the future now. You can be anything you set your mind to. Don't waste that chance. Don't let it all be for nothing."
Well, that had to be about the corniest speech I'd ever heard, but you'd never know it by the way everyone around got to nodding and agreeing from their seats. The tram slowed to halt at the LA station, and they all couldn't wait to get out their seats to clap me on the back, shake my hand, and generally act like I was some war hero coming home. I couldn't believe it. People act strange sometimes, they really do. I couldn't wait to exit stage left as soon as possible. I was so ready to get tossed in a hibernation chamber and take a two-hundred-year nap just to get away from it all.
I looked at the old man. "You're not getting off?"
"No, they'll tell me if there's a cancellation. Fat chance, but the ride is fun. Take care, kid. Make a name for yourself out there."
I nodded and joined the passengers as they exited. Stepping into the station was like stepping into another world. Everything was new and streamlined, like some science fiction movie set. Androids were everywhere, serving as most of the security and staff. A black-armored guard stopped me with a stiff arm into my chest. Its voice was suitably deep and intimidating.
"Verify your identity."
I had already been drilled about the protocol, so I looked up to allow the robot cop to perform an eye scan. I didn't know that meant blinding me with a laser from his fingertip. He followed the torture with a needle stab to my thumb.
"Authenticated as Lewis McKnight, a lottery winner from district forty-two. Report to Orientation for processing." It thrust a finger that direction in case I missed the huge sign indicating the way.
I joined a few other people going in that direction. We all seemed a little lost and nervous, to be honest. Everyone else had full rolling racks of luggage with them, most of which was taking by gleaming silver robot baggage handlers. I was the only idiot who didn't bring anything at all, not even a toothbrush. I got a few odd looks from the rest of them because of that, I guess.
I mean, I really hadn't thought about how long it would be before they put us in hibernation. Was it days, weeks, or months? It could have been months. I didn't know. The Haven sent me an introductory email with a video presentation, but I'd never gotten around to watching it. I'd regret not bringing a change of clothes if it turned out to be a long wait. Unless they put everyone in jumpsuits. In sci-fi movies, everyone walks around in tight jumpsuits. Seeing as how I was pretty skinny, I hoped that wouldn't be the case.
One of the newbies jerked his head at a small crowd of people waiting behind a barricade. "Look at them. Like vultures."
I glanced over. "Who are they?"
He stared as if I'd cursed his mom. "You telling me you don't know?"
"Should I?"
"They call themselves Hopefuls. Show up every day, hoping someone will miss their orientation so they can take the slot."
I grinned. "You telling me you wouldn't do the same thing if it were you on the other side?"
He didn't seem to appreciate my candor, stepping up his pace to get to the front of the line. I didn't mind. He reminded me of one of the main reasons why I'd been so hesitant to get to the Haven in the first place. Just the idea of spending the next hundred years or so bunched up with a bunch of snobs like him was about the last thing I wanted to do.
I took another look at the Hopefuls. Just a bunch of random people, waiting for a near-impossible chance to escape the doom coming around the corner. A woman in the front caught my eye for some reason. It wasn't because she was beautiful or anything. She was pretty plain-looking, to be honest. I think it was just the expression on her face as she stared up at the list of names on the billboard. It was a pleading look, like a silent prayer while waiting for a one-in-a-million chance. Her hand stroked her swollen belly as if to soothe the unborn child who had no idea of the dire situation he or she was in.
It was pretty sad to see. I tried to focus on my own situation. Like the old man said, I needed to see the sunny side of the whole thing. I had a chance most people would kill for. Past time to start appreciating it.
Before I knew it, I was at the counter across from a cheerful dark-haired woman. It looked like she had way too much makeup on, but then I realized she was an android. I don't understand the fixation on making them look human in the first place. It kind of creeps me out, like a mannequin come to life or something.
She flashed perfect teeth in a convincing smile. "Welcome to the Haven of Angels, Mr. McKnight. My name is Flo, and I'll be assisting you in your orientation. I understand you didn't bring any luggage."
"No, not really."
"That's okay. We'll supply you with everything you need for your transition into Haven life and eventual hibernation. Now if you'll simply follow these simple instructions, you'll find…"
I wanted to pay attention to her, I really did. But my attention drifted, and for whatever reason I found myself looking at the pregnant woman behind the barricade again. A service android approached the group, no doubt informing them that there were no cancellations. The woman nodded, eyes glistening with tears. I watched as she turned to leave with the others.
"Mr. McKnight?"
My attention refocused on the smiling android. There was no warmth in Flo's eyes, though. No emotion, no humanity. I was just an algorithm in her database. A numerical assignment she had to quantify.
I held up a hand. "Wait a minute."
"I'm sorry Mr. McKnight, but we have to continue the process. If you'll simply sign right here—"
"I don't want to go."
"I understand if you're having second thoughts. Many first-timers have similar feelings. That's why we have counselors on site. I can pair you up with one to help you negotiate this difficult decision."
"No, it's not that at all." I paused, feeling my legs tremble. "I… want to transfer my residency. I want to give it to her." I pointed at the pregnant woman.
Flo must have sent a wireless signal to the service android because it motioned for the woman to stop. She paused, obviously confused when told to wait.
Flo activated a holographic screen from the countertop. "Do you understand that your decision is final and that you will not have another opportunity to be selected again once you transfer your slot to someone else?"
"Yes." My voice was pretty shaky, and sweat broke out in all the uncomfortable places. For a second I thought I was about to pass out.
"Do you need more time to consider your decision?"
"No."
"Very well. This is a complex situation because the woman is pregnant. I will have to get approval from management." Her head tilted for a second, then her eyes flashed. "Approval granted. Lewis McKnight, your residency will be reassigned to Sally Hernandez upon signature of the transfer form." She gestured to the holographic screen.
Heart pounding, I signed the document.
"Thank you! You will now be escorted off the premises. Have a great day."
She turned her attention to the next person as a pair of beetle-black androids arrived to hustle me out the building like the unauthorized person I just signed up to be. The residents in line stared at me like I was some feral animal, but I didn’t care. For some reason, a big, stupid grin spread across my face. It's hard to explain. It was like for the first time I finally did something on my own terms.
"Wait. Please wait."
The guards paused, allowing Sally Hernandez to approach. Tears streamed down her face, but her smile was the most beautiful thing I'd ever seen. I had no idea why I had thought she was plain-looking. She wasn't. The joy that shone in her eyes practically made her face light up when she stepped up and hugged me, sobbing against my chest. The androids didn't seem to know what protocol to follow, so they stood there as uncomfortable as synthetic beings can be.
"Why would you do this? Why give away your place in the Haven to someone you don't even know?"
I shrugged, feeling really uncomfortable with everyone stopping to stare at us like some reality TV show. Some of the gawkers even started filming with their phones. I was pretty sure the news would be trending in a matter of seconds.
"Just… felt like the right thing to do." I took a quick glance around and decided to just go for it since I was a public spectacle and all. The old man's words rolled off my tongue like I rehearsed them. "You're the future now. You can be anything you set your mind to. Don't waste that chance. Don't let it all be for nothing."
"I won't. I promise." She gripped my hands so tightly it hurt. "What is your name? Please, I want to name my son in honor of the man who saved his life."
I felt tired all of a sudden. Like one of those miserable helium balloons that sagged close to the ground, just waiting to deflate. Plus I felt ashamed about repeating what the old man told me. He was probably back at home, spitting out his dentures when he saw the news.
"Carton. My name is Sydney Carton."
"Thank you so much, Sydney. I can never repay you for your kindness. I will be sure to tell my son about what you did for us."
The service androids finally swept in to separate us. They pulled her to the orientation line while the guards pulled me toward the exit. No one was more relieved than I was. I mean, I felt pretty good about transferring my residency and all, but all the crying and looking at me like I was some kind of hero was more than I could take. At least it was over. At least I could say I did something worthwhile. Like the old man said, that's what it was all about in the end.
It is a far, far better rest that I go to than I have ever known…
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I spend those last few months hiding out. Just like I thought, my 'sacrifice' became the feel-good story of its time, treated like some shining beacon of hope in a world of darkness and all. Everyone wanted to tell me about what a great guy I was and the great example I was setting for how to conduct ourselves even in the face of catastrophe. It even started a trend, people just giving up their picks when their names were selected. They called it the 'Sydney Carton clause' because it didn't take long for people to pick apart the whole transcript of my act and realize where the name I gave Sally came from. Guess I wasn't as clever as I thought.
It took the better part of a year for the Havens to finish completion and seal themselves off with energy shielding, then a few months after that before the Cataclysm finally came roaring down. Talk about taking your time. Damn forecasters couldn't get anything right.
I took to squatting in abandoned houses after they left the city. It was a beautiful kind of lonely, just me and my thoughts. I pretended I was a ghost, wandering through the remains of civilization. I'd stay at a different house every day, taking voyeuristic delight in rummaging through the lives that people left behind. So many precious things abandoned because at the end, they had no value.
Most of the houses still had water and electricity because nobody cared to manage the utilities anymore. So I was able to keep up on the countdown to the forecasted day when all hell was supposed to finally break loose. The entire city was hushed, burrowed in whatever shelters they had constructed or could find. I imagined the crowds huddled together in the downtown compound and was glad I wasn't there with them. Poor Randal. I hoped he and his family had found an alternative.
I woke up on Doomsday morning and decided to take a hike. I stuffed a backpack with water and snacks and walked out into the last dawn.
The sky was smothered in tendrils of purplish-black substance that definitely weren't clouds. I figured they were the veins of some gargantuan apocalyptic beast about to manifest itself, but my imagination has always been a little wild. There wasn't a soul visible in the entire neighborhood. I was kind of glad in a way. With my luck, I'd probably run into some nut in a clown costume eating a kid's leg or something.
Everything was deadly quiet. The birds had flown off a while ago, along with any pets left behind. Animals always did have more sense than people. The only audible noises were my shoes scuffing across the concrete. Smoke billowed in the direction of the city. It looked like San Bernardino was set on fire. I guessed the Haven had finally pulled by their peacekeeping androids, allowing people to finally go mad any way they pleased. Spending your last hours embracing family or in prayer vigils wasn't for everyone, after all. Some people wanted to go out in a blaze, a final defiant storm of violence and unbridled rage.
Fortunately, I went the opposite direction. A few months back I'd taken a solo hike to the nearby mountains and decided to climb. No trail, no beaten path, just straight up. I walked and clambered for hours until I reached the low-hanging clouds that shrouded the mountaintops. When I looked around, I couldn't see the houses below or the city beyond. I couldn't see anything except the patch of rocks and grass I stood on and white, misty clouds surrounding me.
It was the most surreal moment of my life. I know having a 'spiritual experience' might sound clichéd, but honestly, at that moment I felt closer to God than ever before in my life. It was like there was only Him and me on that mountain; like the sky could open and He'd be right there looking at me. I never felt more small and insignificant, but at the same time, it was such a relief. Like I wasn't alone. And that struck me so deeply that I curled up on the bare rocks and cried like a baby. It was hours before I finally made myself go back down.
I never told anyone about that moment. It was like a secret, something so fragile and precious that sharing it would make the memory melt away like a dream. So when I woke up that morning, I knew I wanted to go there. To get to the mountaintop again and see if I could have even a taste of the same experience. I wanted to be there when the world shattered. There was no place to hide, after all. Nowhere else for me to go.
I was nearby the foothills when I crossed a dusty, barren lot full of dead grass that for some reason had turned the color of fresh blood. I almost turned back, but I really wanted to make it up that mountain. So I kept going.
About halfway across I heard the rattling noise and instinctively leaped backward before I even saw the rattlesnake rearing back like it was about to strike. I never bothered to see if it was because I was too busy running the opposite direction. I didn't think, I just reacted. I ran as fast as my feet would go, and that's pretty fast when it counts. I'm like the Tom Cruise of runners when I want to be, I swear.
I guess under different circumstances it would be funny to hear about someone's spiritual journey thwarted by a serpent, but at that moment I didn't exactly feel the humor. My entire plan was ruined, and I didn't know what to do. Sure, I could have just taken the long way around the field and kept going, but I was seriously spooked by then and imagined snakes everywhere, disturbed by tiny seismic vibrations that preluded the Cataclysm. Getting bit by snakes and crawling across the ground while my swollen limbs turned black wasn't exactly the way I wanted to go out.
I slowed down to a trot after putting about half a mile between the snake and me. My chest burned, and my legs were pretty shaky after the adrenaline burned out. I caught sight of a man sitting on a bench at a little park across the street. A brand-new skimmer bike was parked nearby, gleaming like polished silver even in the murky light. The man stared in the direction of the city, where smoke and flames pretty much obliterated the view. The sounds of people chanting and shouting carried over the distance.
"Mind if I sit here?"
When he didn't say no, I assumed he didn't mind. I took a seat beside him and took a long swig of bottled water. "Look at that. They couldn't wait to tear everything up. No wonder the Cataclysm is happening. Can't say we didn't have it coming."
I glanced at my quiet companion. He had a cap pulled low over his brow, and I almost thought he was asleep. But his eyes were wide open, staring into the beyond. He looked to be in a state of shock. Guess I couldn't blame him.
"I remember something my English teacher said. Well, I think I do, anyway. It was something about the hubris of humanity, how our arrogance as a species led to our downfall. How nature could only sustain so much ruination before it reached limits that forced it to strike out against us. He said that we imagined ourselves as gods, never imagining we'd one day be exposed and pitiful, naked and vulnerable."
I glanced at the man, but he continued to stare off into space. Normally I would have been offended, but right then I didn't care. I just felt like talking. It didn't matter if anyone listened or not.
"I didn’t think much about it at the time, but I do now. I mean, we're all guilty. We walk around like we're something special, but most people can barely make it to the next day. As soon as we get something, we squander it. Doesn't matter how valuable it is, or how much it can help others, we'll find ways to screw it up or use it to hurt others. It just sucks, man. We had our chance. Maybe we deserve this. I don't know. Maybe we should just open the Havens up and let nature take care of things once and for all. Save us the embarrassment of screwing up all over again a few hundred years from now, you know?"
I nearly leaped out of my seat when the guy moved. He slumped over slow as can be, and without uttering a word fell from the bench and slapped the ground with his face like his bones didn't exist.
I leaped up, heart pounding. "Hey man, are you okay?"
He didn’t bother to answer the stupid question. It took me a few frantic moments to realize he was dead. He had probably been dead for a while. An empty bottle of pills was in one hand, and a folded note was in his other hand. It took a while for me to work up enough nerve and morbid curiosity to pry his cold fingers open. Scrawled across a small piece of paper was a single phrase.
Non omnis moriar.
I had no idea what it meant, but I was pretty sure it was Latin. I was surprised by the stab of anger I felt at my lack of interpretation. Here I was under a dead sky in a dead city holding a dead man's last words, and I had no idea what they meant. How important they were to him at the end. I tried looking the phrase up on my phone, but no signals were coming through that murky soup in the sky. In a burst of rage, I hurled the phone as far as I could.
It hung in the air as if frozen in some kind of invisible gel.
I stared at it, transfixed for a second. I shouldn't have been shocked, but despite all the manifestations of aberrant energy I'd witnessed or heard about, I'd never seen anything like frozen gravity before. The moment shattered when a sound like a million gasps ripped through the air. The phone was snatched away, flying toward the burning city. I looked that direction just in time to see the sky rip open like a soggy paper bag.
Sometimes words aren't enough to describe something. What happened that instant, what I saw pour out of the wounded atmosphere… defied description. Every time I try to talk about it I freeze up. Every time I close my eyes, it's there as if burned onto my corneas. It took a long time to realize that almost everyone who witnessed it described something different. Like the mind interpreted it according to one's personality or mentality.
All I can say is that it was alive. I felt its gaze like millions of staring eyeballs all focused directly on me. It was something so ancient, so primeval that it outdated time. So gargantuan that only a glimpse was visible through the gaping, fiery hole in the sky. Streams of it poured through; liquid malevolence formed inky tentacles that whipped down and flattened the entire city. It happened silently; only immeasurable tremors indicated that thousands of people's lives were snuffed out like birthday candles.
I imagined I was there, in the middle of the chaos. The city falling like a giant, invisible boot stomped on it. Buildings crumbling. I was there, with Vicky. Tears glisten in her eyes. I wipe them away and smile, telling her everything will be all right. Pulling her close to me as the city collapses.
A chunk of building debris the size of a city block landed ten yards away, interrupting my romantic stupor. My senses activated, everything crashed in on me at once. The ground exploded, pelting me with dirt and rocks. The wind howled like something mad, pulling at me with invisible arms; the air flashed from hot to cold and back like flickers of a light switch.
The dead man's body dragged across the ground, limbs limp in surrender. I leaped over him, running to the skimmer bike he no longer needed. I hopped on and hit the START button, squeezing the throttle as soon as the fusion engine hummed to life. The bike accelerated slowly, hampered by hurricane-force winds that tried to pull me back. I took a glance behind. The dead man lifted into the air along with streams of dirt, grass, and debris that shot toward the nightmare in the sky.
I pressed the booster button on the controls, and the bike shot forward, nearly throwing me off in the process. I hung on through sheer willpower as it zoomed to its full speed of two hundred sixty mph in a matter of seconds. The auto-nav and impact detector systems kept me from becoming roadkill, guiding the bike through and around potential life-threatening collisions. Abandoned vehicles and buildings became blurs that the bike somehow avoided. Grit and sand that would have struck like bullets bounced off the nanosheet polymer windshield. Tears turned my vision into glinting kaleidoscopes; my heart jackhammered right in my head until I nearly passed out from the adrenaline. My eardrums vibrated from the maddening howl of the beast behind me, eating the world in its anger. I never felt so afraid.
I never felt so alive.
It was like waking up. With the wind in my face and the devil on my back, I was struck by a clarity that couldn't be found anywhere else. The truth was I wasn't Sydney Carton. I didn't want to sacrifice myself for anyone. In fact, the thought of dying terrified me more than I ever believed it would. In the middle of the end of all things, I discovered the truth about life.
Life was all there was. All that mattered in the world. And in that moment of catastrophic terror, I found a determination I didn't even know I possessed. Just like that, I knew I would make it. I would survive. No matter what happened, I would keep fighting. Keep living. Nothing terrible lasts forever, not even Cataclysms. I just had to outlive it. I had to endure. So I kept going and never looked back.
Because what lay ahead was all that mattered. The world split apart around me, plumes of smoke and flames painted the world the color of bruises. The air seared with dying light, smothered by char and rumbling debris. Through it all I sailed, clinging to hope the way I clung to the handlebars of the skimmer bike, flying away from the cataclysmic storm and into the wild, where in the distance rays of sun cut through the clouds like crystal daggers.
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They say the oceans healed first.
The waves sparkle in the morning and glint in silver shimmers in the evening. Something left over from the healing process — metallic flashes of the algae communities that developed for the sole purpose of cleaning up the mess after the Cataclysm. The Matrons say Mother Gaia always has a plan. That was why they constructed the Renaissance Haven just off the shoreline.
They knew what was coming.
I love the smell of the salty air, the feel of the ocean breeze as it tickles my scalp. My hair is long, as long as any of the Sisters, but That's where the comparison ends. I am not a Sister. I am a mount, a precious resource to the community. I was born and raised here at the Haven. And I will die here.
Soon.
My fifteenth year came three weeks and two days ago. When I'm sixteen, I'll be recycled. No mount can remain in the Haven past their sixteenth year. The Matrons say it's too dangerous. They point to the Men on the Outside; those cruel, savage, barbaric monstrosities who constantly attempt to break into the Haven to steal, rape, and slaughter.
I have never seen a Man except on video feed from the security cameras. That's enough to convince me, though. The Soldiers did not have too hard a time suppressing that particular break-in. The Men were disorganized and fought poorly. They died easily. The Matrons say it has always been that way. They say the barbarity of Men was responsible for the Cataclysm.
I have no reason to doubt their word.
☣
It's sunset and my evening for implantation. I lie in on a gurney with my groin area covered by the extraction pump. Stimulation results in the discharge That's funneled by tubing into sample containers that are quickly sealed and taken to the Consort bed for implantation.
The Consort is Jinni this time. She's twenty-two and has borne five children. She watches as the Matrons carefully examine the results of my extraction via digitized algorithms recorded on the console. They appear satisfied, preparing Jinni for the insemination process. I'm not surprised. My track record for fertilization is outstanding. The Matrons tell me that all the time. They say it's a shame my time at the Haven is coming to an end. I don't know how to respond. It's simply the way things are.
As the younger Sisters assist me in dismounting from Extractor, I wonder what we will have for dinner. Seaweed salad and lentil wraps, perhaps. These sessions always leave me feeling lightheaded and shaky, so I take a walk to regain my strength.
It's not long before I find myself at the shore. I love the smell of the sea breeze, the whispers of the wind on the water's surface, the sight of dolphins frolicking in the evening. I suppose it's the only place I have that is private. The other mounts don't marvel at the water as I do. I can't understand their lack of wonder. The sea is magic. There's always something new to see.
Something is soothing about the sound of the waves as they chase one another to the shore. The sand wriggles with tiny crabs rushing to dive in the same waters that cast them away. I don't blame them. The sea is inviting, every move graceful. Nothing can disturb its movements or can withstand its power. The Matrons say we are like the rippling waves. We move uncomplainingly toward our purpose, and then we disappear.
When it's too dark to remain, I head back. Safety is a chief concern for mounts, and I don't wish for another gentle yet firm lecture on my tendency to wander. I'm nearly there when I hear the noise.
There's a commotion just outside of the mount quarters. The Sisters are frantic and call for the Matrons, who come running. A few Soldiers arrive as well with their firearms ready, alert for any danger. But There's no threat.
Just a body.
One of my brothers convulses on the ground. Aiden is just ten months younger than I; we have spent most of our lives together. Now he foams at the mouth; eyes rolled back in his head. The Matrons quickly calm the commotion whisk him away to the infirmary on a hoversled.
I'm ignored as the remaining Matrons bustle about, and the Sisters resume their duties. Something is wrong with the inside of my chest. It heaves without reason, and I feel my face contort. Something wet slides down my cheek.
I wipe it and look. Clear liquid drips across the surface of my fingers. My first thought is that my eyes are leaking somehow. But my blurry vision clears when I scrub my eyes.
"Are you all right?"
Camilla looks at me concernedly. She's one of the Sisters, perhaps a year older than I. Her golden hair is pulled back in a practical braid, and her limbs are lean and strong, perfect for her future career as a Soldier.
My heart thumps in near panic. "My eyes… something's wrong."
Her smile is comforting as she wipes my cheek. "It's only tears, Tristan. It happens when you're sad about something."
"Sad…?"
"Upset. One of your brothers is hurt. It's only natural that you would be disturbed." She looks in the direction they took Aiden. "Don't dwell on it, Tristan. He will be fine under the eyes of the Matrons."
"Can I… see him?"
"Not right now."
"When?"
Her sky-colored eyes become cloudy. "We'll see, Tristan."
I was born and raised in this Haven. I know from experience that we'll see means never.
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Things have not gone well with my implantation sessions. For the second time in two days, Sara clambers out of the Consort bed with a disgusted look. She turns to the Matron in charge.
"He's not working right. This is a waste of my time. He's useless now. He should be recycled."
Even the thought of recycling does nothing to alter my demeanor. I have been lost since the incident, in a place where nothing can touch me, where not even the sound of the waves can reach.
"Nonsense. Tristain one of our best mounts, and still has much left in him before his time." Matron Li is never flustered. She's twenty-six years old and has overseen the fertilization chambers for the past five years.
"He felt something for his brother. A connection that interferes with his production now that it has been disturbed. I'll speak with the Nurses and see if we can arrange a visit. At least the boy will have closure so that he can go about his duties."
"I hope it will be fast. Jinni's pregnancy was confirmed this morning, and I want his seed as well. His progeny are among the healthiest."
Sara's auburn hair swings as she stalks off. Matron Li smiles as the Sisters aid me in getting out of the extraction pump.
"Not to worry, dear one. We will attend to this little problem. You'll be back in the swing of things soon, I promise."
☣
The next day Camilla escorts me to the infirmary. She has volunteered for the duty. For some reason, she's taken a personal interest in seeing me recover. She has adopted me as a project of sorts, it seems.
We walk past rows of silent sleeping figures draped in clean white sheets. Tubes sprout from their bodies, leeching and transporting waste. Mechanized arms attend to their needs, silently whirring as they go about their tasks. As we near where Aiden lies, I hear voices.
"… becoming more and more common. It's time to push the naturals. Dr. Hamilton's projections were right."
"That's absurd. We've always had a percentage that develops ailments later in development. We certainly don't need to panic just because of a temporary spike in—"
The conversation falls short as we arrive. Mother Celeste gazes at me with dark, unblinking eyes. At thirty-eight, She's the oldest Mother that the Haven has had, proof that their work is producing results. They say that once we used to live past one hundred years. I find that hard to imagine but have no reason to question the Matrons.
Beside her is Evelyn, the head Nurse. She looks at me with the same regard as the species of mutated animals and insects that she regularly dissects and compiles data from.
"So this is our problem mount." She narrows her eyes as though I'm hard to see. "Strange, he hardly looks like the sort that would produce such hardy offspring."
I say nothing. I know better than to speak unless directly addressed.
Celeste gazes at me. I freeze under her scrutiny. She sees everything, scans me over with X-ray eyes.
"His stature is of no import. His functionality is. Come, Tristan."
I follow her obediently over to the bed where Aiden lays face up, his arms at his sides. He is encased in a pill-shaped capsule, his eyes closed.
"Your brother is going to die."
I knew the words before she spoke them. What other outcome could there be?
"It's a common illness, and simple to cure if we had the means to synthesize the proper medication. But we do not. Certain elements are out of our reach."
My heart pounds as I dare to ask. "What elements?"
Her warning glance is almost as sharp as her words. "That's not your concern."
I bow my head. "Yes, Mother."
"You must let go of what you feel. Your feelings conflict with your performance. If you can't perform, then you are of no use to us. This Haven has no place for the unproductive. Do you understand, Tristan?"
I can't meet her gaze. "Yes, Mother."
"Then say goodbye to your brother. He is asleep now, and will not awaken. You will never see him again."
I know that his sleep is not natural. Aiden lies on his side when he sleeps.
"Goodbye, Aiden."
I am forgotten. Camilla gently pulls my arm and leads me away
☣
I'm at a loss when I return to my quarters. The room is filled with the sleeping forms of my brothers. They have taken their pills and are dreaming, oblivious to the pain that only I seem to feel.
Aiden's comatose face fills my vision. I know I'll join him soon. In my mind, a rebellious thought blooms in soil that has never cultivated before now.
I won't be able to perform. If I can't perform, then there will be no use for me. They will have to recycle me.
"Tristan."
I forgot that Camilla is there. She stares intently at me with eyes that seem to draw all the light in the room. Her gaze isn't like the Mother's. There is softness there, something that tells me that she wants to help me.
"You have to do what the Mother says. Aiden is gone."
I nod miserably.
She sighs. "You're not listening. You can nod all you want, but I know what you're thinking. You can't just let yourself die."
I feel heat rise in my face as I raise my head. "Why not? No one cares!"
I don't know who this person is that shouts those words. He speaks with my mouth, but I am a mount. I have no right to deny the will of the Matrons.
Camilla places a hand on my arm. "I care."
The words hang in the air like crystallized raindrops. Her face is gentle, and her eyes filled with something I've never seen before.
The expression is quickly suppressed, replaced by a furtive glance around. "You've been given tomorrow off. The next day you will be summoned and will have to deliver. We don't have much time."
"Time… for what?"
Her gaze meets mine. "To get the medication for your brother. If we find it in time, he might live."
My heart leaps in my throat. Aiden might live. "But… the Mother said that we don't have the right elements."
"We don't."
I blink in confusion. "Then who…?"
She hesitates, biting her lip. "Men do."
Comprehension shatters.
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"Come on, Tristan!"
Her whisper is as frantic as her gestures. It occurs to me that She's as frightened as I am. I don't know if it's because she's breaking every rule in the book, or because of the cavernous underworld that she's taken me into.
The light strapped to her forehead does little except cast distorted shadows. Every shrouded object is a potential threat, a terrifying creature of nightmares that waits to rip us to pieces. There are miles of cold, slime-covered passages under the Haven. Wrapped wires snake across the walls, accompanied by ancient pipes that hiss warningly at our trespass.
I slip several times, whimpering from the abrasions on my skinned knees and hands. I don't often get hurt. Camilla examines the scrapes dismissively, shakes her head and calls me a baby.
"We'll never make it in time if you don't move faster!" The light swivels as she tried to find her bearings. The thin beam appears pitiful against the swell of darkness that surrounds us. Something squeaks and scurries away at our approach. I nearly scream before recognizing what they are.
"The rats know." Camilla follows in the same direction. I don't know what a rat is, but I have no choice but to trail her as closely as possible. I feel eyes behind me, watching. An unseen menace lurks in the shadows, hungering. In my imagination, I envision the hideous Men that lie in wait.
When we round the next corner, they are upon us.
I catch sight of gruesome and twisted shapes, hairy bodies that smell of rust and rubber, torsos with too many limbs and clawed fingers, eyes, and teeth that glimmer in the light, ravenous for flesh.
I can't move. I can't scream. There is nothing except fear so thick that I choke on it. My arms wrap around my face as I fall the wet, oily ground, unable to do anything except shudder uncontrollably.
The arms that encircle me are anything but monstrous. Camilla murmurs comfortingly in my ear. I don't understand. The creatures should have already killed us.
"It's all right, Tristan. They're just… constructions. They aren't real. Do you understand? They're not real."
My vision slowly clears. When I take a closer look at the creatures, I'm ashamed. They are clearly synthetic, covered in layers of mold and dust. Still bizarre and hideous, but I can tell that they are merely automatons, not monsters waiting to eat us.
"The Matrons used them to frighten people from coming down here back in the days when they constructed the Haven. Now, no one has much reason to come under unless something breaks down."
I walk closer along with her, looking at the warped and perverse forms. "But… I saw them in the video. They attacked the Haven." As I say the words, the truth dawns at the same time as her answer.
"It's just something they put together to make you fear Men. They made a lot of those back in the day. Come on, this way."
We pass the false monsters and continue along until we come upon a long metal ladder. I follow as she clambers up. My arms and legs grow weary from the climb. Normally I'm not allowed to exert myself. I feel as though I'll lose strength and fall back into the gloom below, broken and useless.
Camilla looks down encouragingly. "Almost there."
She pushes open a panel, flooding the tunnels with blinding light. I want to cover my eyes, but I have to hang on to the rungs. I settle for turning my face away instead.
"Too bright."
"It's ok. Come, Tristan."
When I look up again, the light isn't quite as intense. Squinting, I climb the last few rungs and accept Camilla's hand as she pulls me up. The air is harsh and thick, burning my lungs. I can taste it, smell it. Pungent odors almost overwhelm me, so different from the sterilized scent of the Haven. The smell is everywhere.
"You're Outside now."
Colors spin around in dizzy circles. Green surrounds me in myriads of shapes: vines, leaves, stems, brush, and grass that protrudes from the cracked and broken, dusty asphalt we stand on. The green covers the blasted buildings; mammoth carcasses of a civilization that has long since perished. The noises never cease. The sounds of chirping, scurrying, croaking, rustling, and whirring fills the air.
I shiver as goosebumps prickle my skin. Even the wind is different Outside; it's rougher, more unapologetic in its passage.
"I thought the world was dead."
Camilla smiled. "It got better."
I look behind and see the Haven. It's almost invisible; a massive domed surface that reflects like the world's largest mirror. Curved images of the surrounding area cover it like distorted paintings.
"Let's go before it gets dark."
She leads me into down the busted avenue. Metal skeletons of abandoned vehicles line the sides, perfect shells for birds to build their nests in and insects to turn into colossal colonies. Movement surrounds us at every turn. Bristly ants disturb the tall grasses as they march in military fashion. Long gleaming insects whir by on flashing wings. I duck and cringe at every new sound until Camilla tells me to stop.
"They're only bugs. They won't hurt you."
I'm so bewildered that I almost miss the Man that stands a few yards away, watching. He is tall, taller than anyone I've ever seen. His threadbare jacket and pants blend in with the surrounding brush and branches shadow his face.
I freeze. "Camilla…" My trembling finger manages to point him out.
She turns and to my surprise smiles at the intruder. "Gabe, are you trying to scare the kid?"
Gabe steps toward us casually. He holds a curved piece of formed wood with a stretched line of almost invisible cord, and a quiver is slung over his back, filled with feathered shafts. His matted locks are long, and hair covers the lower part of his face. The Matrons treat all mounts for hair removal on a regular basis, so the sight is one I've never seen before. I stare at it in fascination, stroking my bare cheeks and wondering how it feels.
It looks itchy.
His eyes are the grayish color of a foggy morning. They twinkle in amusement as he eyes me cowering behind Camilla.
"And what kind of game are you playing, Cammy? You into kidnapping now, like the Wilders? I bet that Celeste's legendary poker face will crack if she knew about this."
Camilla rolls her eyes. "I'm not kidnapping anyone. His brother is sick, and he can't perform. I'm worried about him. I need to borrow some things from the infirmary."
"Can't perform?" Gabe grins mischievously at me. His teeth are long and tinted with stains. "A mount, are you? You don't know how lucky you are, lad." I say nothing, both because of fear and the fact that I don't have any idea what he's talking about.
He turns to Camilla. "When is your fearless leader going to wise up on the fact that it's time to shut down that archaic operation? We grow them just as good out here in the wild. Better, in fact."
Camilla shrugs. "Not my call."
"Right. Come on, then."
He and Camilla lead, talking in friendly tones. I had thought him old, but it's just the hair on his face that makes him appear that way. He seems to be only a little older than Camilla. I follow, my mind reeling. Nothing makes sense anymore.
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After a walk through the woods that makes my legs quiver with exhaustion, we enter a large encampment. It blends so well with its surroundings that it's hard to tell how large it is. Men walk in and out of trees through doorways and on bridges high in the branches. Other doorways open from underground caverns and vine-covered hills. I notice something else that surprises me.
There are women.
They walk about with the Men, working alongside them or just talking and laughing, which is a new sight to me. They look up as we pass, calling out greetings and making jests that turn out to be about me.
Camilla takes it easily, smiling with her retorts. I don't understand how she could know so many of these outsiders.
"You've been here before?"
She looks at me as though surprised. "I grew up here, Tristan. I forget that you don't know these things."
Her casual revelation is almost beyond my comprehension. It seems impossible that there could be a civilization beyond the sterile, carefully orchestrated one that has been my complete existence. Even more so that Men appear to be only older versions of myself. Yet here I am in the midst of a completely different environment from my own in every way. Everything I have learned about the Outside is shattered, ground to dust and blown away by gusts far more powerful than any I've experienced at the seashore.
We arrive at the infirmary. It's a compound so overrun by vines that it looks as if the doorway has grown there. Inside is a brightly lit, spacious room with beds and lab tables similar to those I'm used to, if slightly more worn. The difference in demeanor strikes me as odd. Even the ones who are sick seem much more active than those who lay in the infirmary at the Haven. Some of them even smile as they speak to their nurses.
"What have we here then? A deportee?"
The man who speaks is a gruff-looking man who looks to be in his thirties. He wears a slightly tattered lab coat over his drab clothes. His beard is neater than Gabe's, though I'm still shocked by how hairy Men are.
Although his general appearance is no different than any around him, he has a presence that makes him stand out. His stance speaks of command, of giving orders. I knew because it's the same way that the Mother stands.
"His name is Tristan, Dr. Madison. He's here earlier than planned. His brother grew ill, and the sight upset him."
"How ill is his brother?"
"He had a seizure."
Dr. Madison shakes his head. "That makes how many so far?"
"Ten cases, I think."
He sighs. "I tried to tell her. All right, explain to me his exact symptoms…"
As they confer, I sit down in one of the battered seats. As soon as I do, I know it's a mistake. I'm beyond tired, and I have not eaten on schedule nor rested on time. Sleep washes over me like a silver-tinted ocean wave, gently taking me away from all the questions I have no answers for.
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I awake to the sound of humming. I have never heard anything like it before. There's something about it, the way it shifts in tone and pitch that makes it as beautiful as the sound of the wind when it washes in the bay caves. The Matrons say the wind sings. That's what Camilla sounds like as she gently strokes my hair.
I feel safe in a way I'd never experienced. I never want to leave this moment; Camilla humming and running her fingers through my hair. Then I remember Aiden, and the moment shatters. I force myself to sit up.
"You're awake." She smiles.
I nod.
"We'd forgotten how hard the trip was on you. You were suffering the effects of exhaustion. You've slept for a whole day."
I sit bolt upright. "We need to get back! Aiden… the medication—"
"You don't have to worry about that. Aiden is taken care of."
I shake my head, trying to clear the fog. "But how…?"
"Aiden was being treated when you saw him, Tristan. The information Mother Celeste told you was a test."
I slowly relax. Just a test. For what, I don't know, but the important thing is that Aiden is safe. He will live.
"I… I don't understand any of this."
"You were never meant to understand. At least not yet."
I automatically stiffen at the sound of Celeste's voice. She and Dr. Hamilton enter together. The infirmary seems entirely too small with both of them in it.
Celeste looks at me with eyes that betray nothing. I can't tell if She's angry or pleased.
"You were groomed for only one thing, Tristan. Knowledge of the Outside was deemed unnecessary for your role. We eliminated as many distractions as possible that could prevent you from performing that task."
Her dark eyes gleam. "Of course, we didn't anticipate your attachment to your brother. Once his condition affected your performance so severely, we decided to move you along to the next level earlier than anticipated."
"The next level of what?"
"Recycling."
I lean back against the pillow as a wave of dizziness makes my vision blur. "Recycling? But I thought that meant… dying."
For the first time, the corners of her usually mirthless lips hint at the existence of humor. "Did you? Then you should be pleased to learn otherwise."
"Do all the mounts come here?"
"All males eventually end up Outside the Haven," Dr. Hamilton says. "The original Matrons were fearful of corruptive influences." He gives Celeste a wry smile. "Like adult males. They established the code you have lived by all your life."
"We would never waste life so needlessly," Celeste says. "The males are placed in this habitat outside the Haven where they can thrive under less constricted circumstances. Volunteers from the Haven choose to live Outside as well. That union evolved into what you see here. When the numbers grow too large, a selected group is chosen to establish a habitat further away. We now have five separate habitats. The experiment is working."
"What experiment?"
Dr. Hamilton smiles. "Repopulation. If you feel up to it, we'll show you."
I'm lightheaded and still a little dizzy, but I manage to get up and on my feet without embarrassing myself. I follow Dr. Hamilton and Celeste through a door that leads further in the compound. Camilla falls in beside me. Now that I'm fully awake, I notice that she had bathed and dressed in a new uniform. The sweat and dust are gone, and the light glints off her hair.
She notices my attention and smiles. "Still confused?"
I nod.
She takes my hand in hers. "Aiden was already medicated and safe when you visited him. He is doing fine now. This was an opportunity to see if you could adapt to quickly changing circumstances. To comprehend the sudden revelation of the truth. It's necessary for the program."
She looks at me as though searching for something. "I'm sorry if you thought I deceived you. I did what they asked, but I would never have let any harm come to you, I promise."
Something about her expression brings a rush of heat to my face. I shrug, looking downward. "I know. I don't blame you for anything, Camilla. I'm glad that you're with me."
She squeezes my hand tightly. "I know it's a lot to take in. You're doing great."
We arrive at a nursery. Row after row of newborns lay in their hampers. The babies sleep, cry and gurgle in playful tones. There's something different about them, something in the softness of their skin and shimmer in their eyes. I have never seen the like before.
"What's wrong with them?"
Dr. Hamilton smiles as though it were his seeds that had brought the entire brood into existence. "Nothing at all. That's the beauty of it."
Camilla has one hand pressed against the glass, smiling. Celeste stares imperiously, her arms folded.
I continue to stare. "But they're not doing anything. They're just… there."
"That's right. No tubes, no hormone adjustments, no accelerated learning programs. This is natural growth, Tristan. This is infancy."
"Infancy…?"
Celeste steps forward. "We believe it to be the answer to our problems with life expectancy. In the past, it was necessary to try to produce as much offspring as possible. Now we're noticing problems in our breeding programs. Issues like Aiden's seizures are more common than ever before."
"The changes went into effect around fifteen years ago," Dr. Hamilton said. "Before the Cataclysm it was normal for children to grow at the rate that nature allows. We chose a select group to develop naturally to see if doing so would reap benefits. You're living proof that it does."
I pulled my eyes away from the babies to stare at him. "Me?"
Celeste does something completely out of character. She smiles. I'm surprised at the transformation of her face, the warmness that hides behind the mask of serenity.
"Yes, Tristan. You were one of those who developed naturally before being inducted into the Haven. Right away we could see you were different. Your attraction to the sea, your inquisitive nature, your development of certain feelings…" she looks at Camilla, who uncharacteristically blushes and peers at her feet.
Celeste turns back to me. "All things that the other mounts were oblivious to. Your generation is the next step in our development, Tristan. Already it has been predicted that you will outlive the oldest of us by far."
Her eyes grow distant. "It's time to institute the next stage in our repopulation efforts. You've already proved capable of developing relationships. We will see if you can take that to the next level."
There's a weight to her words, something that causes me to realize that events have altered in a way that will change my life forever. I look up almost fearfully.
"I… I can't go back to the Haven, can I?"
Her eyes are almost sympathetic. "No, Tristan. Life in the Haven has ended for you. This is your new beginning."
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It seems as if I've been outside the Haven forever, but it has just been two weeks. I stand and witness the true face of the ocean. It's not as serene and safe as the controlled waters of the Haven. Here the waves pound the shore; dark blue towering walls of water that collapse with powerful explosions of spray and foam. The mist showers like rain, drenching me from head to toe and filling the air with the flavor of the sea.
I love it.
"I knew I'd find you here."
Camilla approaches, her hair loose and shimmering. Her skin has darkened as mine has; toasted under the natural rays of the sun. My peeling nose and back are a testament to the lessons learned from staying out too long in it.
But there is so much to see.
Camilla is another of those raised naturally. We have been reintroduced into the habitat and welcomed by all. Although we do our share of chores as productive members, I'm given a lot of time for exploration and development.
I swallow the outside world whole. Everywhere I turn there's something new to learn, even if sometimes it's by stumbling and falling. The bruises and scrapes still sting, but I wear them like badges of honor now, showing them off to anyone who will pay attention.
I join Camilla as she sits down in the sand. The warmth of her skin tickles the tiny hairs on my arm as we listen to the wind having billowy conversations with the shore. Tiny creatures scurry along, annoyed at having to detour around us.
Camilla squints through thick eyelashes, watching the silver-flecked waves as the wind mischievously tugs at her hair.
I want to be the wind.
My little finger inches over and touches hers. "You could have stayed in the Haven and been a Soldier. You were training for that."
Her inconsequential shrug is a delicate dip of tanned shoulders. "If I wanted to."
"Why didn't you?"
"I wanted to be with you."
Camilla has a way of saying things I feel deep inside, but can never seem to express. I find the simple act of breathing suddenly impossible. My question escapes from my throat in a weak, quivery near-whisper.
"Why?"
"Because you're the bravest person I know."
The waves rumble against the shoreline, urging me to find the voice that has escaped me. Camilla wraps her arms around her knees, a small smile on her face. I think she hears all the things I mean to say.
"Do you miss the Haven?" Her eyes peer inquisitively.
I shake my head. "It's only…"
"Only what?"
"I knew what I was supposed to do there. I had… a purpose."
"Not anymore?"
I shrug. "I don't know. No one has told me what it is."
We sit side by side, watching the colossal waves tumble and cast bubbly foam against the shoreline. My hand finds hers; our fingers intertwine. Sand grits between our palms; the wind gently pushes strands of her hair against my cheek.
"Look."
I follow her pointing finger. A dark-feathered creature with a white breast and yellow beak hovers on the breeze. It soars gracefully against the shoreline before emitting a loud, harsh sound that causes Camilla and me to break out in giggles.
"What is that?"
"A seagull. They fly around here all the time."
We watch as another of its type joins it. The seagulls continue their raucous cries and soaring dives until lost to sight.
Camilla stands up, scanning the sky. "I don't think we have to know."
"Know what?"
"Our purpose." She smiles as she raises her arms in imitation of the seagulls. "I think we have plenty of time to figure it out."
She runs across the sand with arms outspread, laughing as she pretends to soar on the breeze. In no time I join her and we fly along the shoreline, far away as the waves glimmer and the wind carries us along. And I realize She's right. There is no hurry to know or be anything.
We have all the time in the world.

The Girl Who Lived
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The machines do not know me.
They don't see as I do, nor do they possess instinctive reasoning. I've been raised in the habitat since I was an infant, so I know. My earliest memories are of cold, unfeeling metallic bodies, gleaming gears, and silent, whirring parts. My sisters are like I am: human, fleshly. Alive. The machines bred us in laboratories for unknown purposes. They don't bother to tell us what that is.
The automatons are my parents, my caretakers, my teachers. They provide healthy food, adequate clothing, and protective shelter from the savage wilderness, deadly superstorms, and roving marauder bands that abduct and enslave the defenseless. In return, the machines control every aspect of my being.
They gave the name Michelle, but deep inside I have another name. A name I gave to myself, one they can't take away or control. I took a name to match my brown skin and thick, curly hair that speaks to me of the fiery sun and untamed beauty of the land of my genetic origins.
My name is Zina, and I am the first. Daughter of no one with a destiny of my choosing. The machines do not know Zina. I allow them to see what they wish, but I watch. And I wait. Patience is paramount because one mistake can end it all.
The other girls aren't as cognizant as I am. I don't know why I differ from them, but where I observe and calculate, they accept and submit. They depend on the machines for everything, so much that they're almost machines themselves. They fall into docile acceptance like the domestic animals we learn about in our history lessons, docile and compliant. I like to remind myself that those peaceful, domesticated beasts were slaughtered and eaten every day.
My daily schedule is one of monotonous routine. Exercise, education, exercise, sleep. Lines of girls in navy and white uniforms march in unison, walk in single file lines and sit in square cubicles with holovisors on as synthetic humanoids instruct us in literacy, mathematics, and earth's catastrophic history.
Of all the instruction, it's history alone that captivates me. I'm fascinated by the world as it used to be before the Cataclysm shattered its foundations. I eagerly take in the crowds of differing faces, the glittering cities, the breathtaking landscapes of yesterday's world.
It's the tragedy that attracts me for some bizarre reason. From the holographic projection of my visor, I witness the abuse of power and fathomless greed which led to hundreds of millions slaughtered in wars and conflicts, and even more dying from poverty and famine. I witness the woeful ignorance as religious and political entities tried to force their will upon the people, resulting in slavery, genocide, and insurmountable divisions.
I find it hard to believe such an advanced society could not find the means to save themselves from their own obliteration. The Skygate Collapse may have destroyed the known world, but it was almost an act of mercy. The earth was already suffering the throes of global cancer, shuddering in a slow and painful demise which happened to be punctuated by a final desperate act that unleashed the gates of a swift and sudden destruction.
The Cataclysm.
Or so we're told. I have reason to doubt everything, every so-called fact, every command given. How can one trust a cold and impersonal machine? Some fashion themselves after adults, simdroids designed to imitate humans as if to supply some artificial familiarity to our lives. But there are only circuits firing within their chests, clicking cameras behind their eyes, and cold, artificial flesh covering their gleaming insides.
So I feign obedience, supply the automatons with a mask of compliance. I learned early on that bucking the status quo only results in more attention, more time strapped to the holovisors with endless streams of submission-inducing images flickering across my eyes. I mentally sleep during those times, eyes open but my mind far away in a daydream of running through tall grasses coated with freshly fallen dewdrops that sparkle like a million liquid crystals. The air is wet and I feel alive, free to run and breathe and laugh.
When the session ends, I have learned nothing except to be more careful in the future. Machines are pattern based, and behavior is just another pattern to them. So long as my behavior falls under their accepted parameters, I have nothing to worry about. During the day I fall into place, follow the established routine. Exercise, education, exercise, sleep. I engage in mental games and physical challenges with the other girls. I give every indication that I'm submissive to the program.
But at night my world comes alive.
I have skipped taking my sleeping pill for years. Swift sleight-of-hand while pretending to ingest the drug is enough to fool the simdroids. While the other girls drop off into comatose slumber, I practice expanding my senses. At first, I would listen with my eyes closed, acquainting myself with every whir and hum. I memorized the patterns of the machines, the paths they were programmed to follow. That was when I realized I could fool them.
Ten minutes after lights out, the Moths enter the barracks. They are slow, hovering machines that scan every bed, verifying each bunk has its registered occupant. After the first batch of Moths exit, there is a two-hour window before the next wave arrives. Plenty of time for one to explore if one is adventurous enough.
I pad on bare soles, enjoying the coolness of the slick tiles under my feet. I carefully stick to the blind spots of the numerous cameras that alert the Rovers to any unusual activity. It took me months of careful observation to negotiate the system, but my windows of freedom are worth every second of planning.
When I hear the metallic clicking of the Rovers, I climb atop a stack of supply boxes and lie as flat as I can. Gleaming spheres the size of ball bearings roll across the halls; hundreds of tiny metal orbs programmed to detect abnormal movement or intrusive activity. I wait until the last of them rounds the corner before I resume my haunt. I keep a silent, continuous countdown in my head to track how much time I have left.
I pause by a corner as a simdroid activates one of the hallway doors. When it enters, I run as fast as I can as the door slowly closes. I slide through at the last second, almost snagging my sleeve in the process.
The simdroid is only a few paces away, walking in its methodical manner. The matronly glide is almost human but too precise to be anything but synthetic. I freeze, holding my breath, but it never turns to look behind. It has no reason to, and because of that lack of human cognizance, it does not detect me.
After the simdroid turns the corner, I carefully avoid other scanbots, including the Roaches that check for disturbances as they skitter across the walls. I fold my body and cram into a towel closet until they pass. The click of tiny metal legs whisper across the walls around me, but because they aren't programmed to look inside the closet, I'm safe. I emerge after they crawl around to the next corridor. A quick, careful jog down the hall and through an exit door, and I'm free.
Of course, freedom isn't what it used to be.
The Yard is where we go for exercise under the roving eyes of our metallic guardians. But beyond the yard is another world. A world of massive vehicles, storage units, warehouses, and supply cartons. Everything organized with digital precision. Everything perfectly arranged.
The only thing out of place is me.
I creep about with the same care as indoors. Vultures glide above, ever watchful for unauthorized activity. Swarms make periodic sweeps as well, flashing like lightning bugs. I have learned to avoid them all. After what seems to be an eternity, I make it to my destination.
The outside fence.
It's electrified, of course. And topped with coils of razor wire. And jealously guarded by roving lights and sensors. But there is a blind spot in the corner behind a large supply shed. The damp grass tickles my feet as I scamper over, silent as a ghost.
David waits for me. Humming links of high voltage steel separate our worlds. Our lives can connect only in that unsecured corner. It's our escape, our few minutes to enjoy the company of someone else who understands what it's like to be alive.
David is like me. Inquisitive as well as insubordinate. He learned to negotiate the security system of his side of the base as I have mine. It was by sheer chance that we happened to be outside at the same time. It took a while to be able to trust each other. But we have met nearly every night since then, two rebels bound by a common cause.
Freedom.
His skin is the color of tree bark, his eyes dark as strong tea. He hunches over like a large bird on his side of the fence, making himself as small as possible to avoid detection.
"Hey, Zina."
"Hey, David."
He looks behind as if expecting to be tracked. "I don't think we can talk for long. There's been a lot of new traffic around here."
I lean forward excitedly. David always knows more than I do. The boys are less secluded than the girls. More events happen on their side of the base, so they get to see and do more than we do.
"What kind of traffic?"
He shrugs. "Nothing too different. Just more movement. I saw some large transports come in yesterday." He looks at me with large eyes. "I think there's going to be another Purge."
My throat constricts at the ominous words.
Every so often some children are rounded up, loaded into waiting transports and shuttled away. No one tells us where they're going or what awaits them. It's the most exciting and at the same time most frightening event that occurs in my life of scheduled occurrences. The Purge is the only incident that appears to have no timetable. It just happens, stirring up fear and unspoken menace of a fate no one has a defense for.
The unknown.
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"Where do you think the machines take them?"
"Still haven't figured it out." His teeth grate with frustration. David likes to solve equations. He's a leader in his age group, and far ahead of his peers according to their intelligence tests.
"I overheard something from one of the simdroids. Something I haven't heard before, like a code name or something."
I practically bob on my toes in excitement. "What is it?"
He looks around again. "Haven."
I wait for more, but David just gazes at me expectantly.
I frown in disappointment. "That's it?"
"That's all. They said it like it was important. Ever heard of it?"
"No. The simdroids over here don't let anything slip that we aren't supposed to hear. I still have to figure out how to break into the Core."
"Be careful, Julia." David give me a warning look as if he isn't trying to do the same thing.
"You be careful." I grin as I flick a handful of grass at him. Errant blades strike the fence and blacken as they burn.
"I'm serious. I would hate for something to happen to you."
I drop my eyes, embarrassed for reasons I can't explain. "Yeah. You too."
"Promise me you won't do something crazy."
I lift my head, meeting his gaze. "I pro—"
Lights flood the corner so brightly that I for a second I think something has exploded. But it's one of the Vultures, hovering above us with its searchlight beaming down like the brightest moon in the world. David and I both leap up, but there is nowhere to go. A Swarm surrounds us, flickering and buzzing threateningly. Simdroid guards swiftly close in. Every avenue of escape is mathematically closed off, leaving us nothing to do but raise our hands in surrender.
The guards are black-suited soldier units equipped for mobility and speed. I see my reflection in the visor of the nearest one. My hair whips in the wind from the hovering Vulture, my eyes are wide in apprehension.
"You are in violation of curfew and assembly regulations," the simdroid says. "Follow the directions of your escort to avoid further discipline."
"Just do what they say." David looks very small surrounded by a circle of onyx robotic figures. "If we don't see each other again… goodbye."
I feel my eyes moisten, but I cut off the tears ruthlessly. I don't want David to see me cry. "Goodbye, David."
"No communication," the simdroid says. My escorts take me by the arms and quickly hustle me away. I try to catch a last glimpse of David, but he's already lost to sight.
☣
"We have been watching you, Michelle."
I'm seated in a chair in a bright room facing a perfectly square frame with a perfect orb centered within. A red dot focuses on me like a fiery pupil from the middle of the sphere. Two guards stand on either side of the door, frozen like ebony statues.
The orb continues its deliberation. "Your every infraction was observed, every moment you thought undetected was recorded."
As if to verify its statement, a video feed of my routine escapes plays on the walls of the room. It's hard not to wince in disappointment as I observe myself so carefully avoiding patrols when all the while hidden eyes continued to spy on me.
"As you can see, we've had our eyes on you for quite some time now. As with your comrade from the boy's barracks. It's apparent that you are unable to comply with the regulations of this facility. Therefore you will be processed ahead of schedule. Your time here has come to its conclusion, Michelle. Tomorrow you will be purged from this compound along with others like you."
The interview ends, and the guards escort me to a section of the compound I wasn't aware of. I pass by small rooms that appear no larger than prison cells, where other girls peer from behind narrow windows. I recognize a few of them from the classroom. Some of them were leaders of their groups. Some were prone to punishment like I was. They look as frightened as I feel inside.
I'm ushered to a cell and locked inside. Food and water are deposited at regular intervals, allowing me to track approximately how much time passes. The machines ignore every question, so I quit asking. I know they won't keep me locked up forever.
After about a day and a half, the guards return. I wince and shield my eyes when the door opens. Soldier units wait outside.
"Come with us."
The robotic escort takes me down hallways which have served as my home for my entire life. I pass the familiar doorways where students stand at attention as the Purge is conducted. The other girls from the cells are similarly escorted, although they're led only by a single matron instead of a circle of armed guards.
I feel the furtive stares from the girls in the classrooms. Their faces are passive as always, but their eyes glimmer with fear and curiosity. I try not to notice as we pass beyond the classes and into the restricted zone. The hallways darken as if to become more ominous. Sunlight casts blinding rays from the doorways at the end of the corridor. When we approach, they open in a blast of hot air and stinging sand.
I'm unprepared for the desolation, having only seen the Yard and the grounds inside the fence. It's sweltering outside, the landscape barren and bruised. The entire world is tinted in shades of brown and dark orange. Dust swirls around, flinging grit in my eyes.
Large vehicles with caterpillar treads rumble into their designated slots and Vultures hover above, filling the air with the sound of their chopper blades. Groups of children are segregated in groups of boys and girls in drab gray uniforms. They stand still, hands at their sides as they await their judgment. Soldier units are scattered about, sealing off any chance of escape. A matron is assigned to look after each group, seemingly to placate their charges. They assign me toward the rear of a group of girls my age. The matron looks at me with glassy eyes and a mannequin's face.
"Just stay calm and follow instructions," it says. "Your transition will begin shortly."
"Yes, matron," I say as I stare straight ahead.
As soon as it turns, I slip away.
Every instinct I have tells me something is wrong. There is a sinister undertone to whatever the Purge is, and I feel an almost overwhelming desire to escape.
But not without David.
Grainy clouds of dust are my camouflage as I scamper from one group to the next, trying to locate him. Somehow I know he'll be here, escorted under guard as I was. I have no idea what I can do or how to break out, but some intuition tells me we can figure it out together.
The children ignore my presence as I pass along the lines. They do as they're instructed, which is to stare straight ahead and wait. They make no outcry even when they see me dash past in obvious disregard for the rules. They're almost machines themselves, programmed into obedience which doesn't allow them to deviate from their instructions. I carefully avoid the soldier simdroids, pausing to stand in whatever line I'm in until they pass.
A small commotion rises from the far side. My absence has been noted, limiting my options. They'll search silently at first, to not disturb the lines. But very soon my movements will be noted and I will be systematically tracked down. I make my way to the front of the boy's lines, but the soldiers are thickest there as they load the first group into a nearby transport. I dart to the side, ducking low to avoid detection as I cross over to another group.
That's when I see the bodies.
They're loaded into pill-shaped coffins and packed into a separate transport. Simdroid drones wheel lines of comatose children over on stretchers to await processing. The children lie as if sleeping, yet their bodies are limp and lifeless as mechanical arms lift and deposit them into a waiting capsule. The pod rolls down the line before being hoisted and stored in racks on the nearby transport.
The sound of hurried steps grows louder behind me. I have only two choices: surrender or move. My feet know the answer before I do. I hate to abandon my search for David, but I now realize what my punishment will be for my disobedience. I will end up just another dead child dropped into a coffin for disposal. So I move. I dash forward to the one place I know they won't think to look.
The coffin pods.
I wait before one of the simdroid drones turns before I leap onto the conveyor and worm my way between two of the dead children. They're cold to the touch, as lifeless and alien as the simdroids. I close my eyes and tell myself that they're just bodies. Nothing to be afraid of. But I shudder all the same as their flesh touches mine and they tremble from the movement of the conveyor.
The installed machine arms at the station don't think. They don't scan for life or identification. They simply do their job, lifting bodies and placing them into the capsules. So when my body arrives at the station, I'm gently lifted by the mechanized arms, deposited into a waiting capsule, and compartmentalized in the transport. My pod slides into place, and the assembly line goes on.
Waiting is agony. Every second is an eternity of worry and doubt. The anticipation of discovery swells until I feel as if I will go insane from the anxiety. The inside of the coffin is constricting and claustrophobic. My breathing fogs the narrow strip of viewing glass, obscuring my view.
I'm trapped more completely than at any other time in my life.

3

My heart pounds so fiercely I can hear it thud against my chest. Sweat beads on my forehead as I imagine the searchers narrowing down options, running every possible scenario until they zero in on the one place they haven't searched. It's only a matter of time before the machines discover me. The numbers never lie. It's a simple matter of mathematics.
I almost sob with relief as the transport rumbles to life. The capsules rattle in their compartments as the gargantuan wheels turn and slowly gather speed.
It's almost impossible to believe. I have escaped from my prison. I have outwitted the machines, beat them at their own game and finally have the opportunity to claim my destiny.
First I have to get out of the confining capsule. I can barely move in the cramped space, but I manage to press the Emergency button inside the pod. The front portion slides open and I sit up, taking huge gulps of fresh air.
All around are compartments loaded with dull onyx capsules. I carefully climb out and look for a way down. It's only by chance that I glance at the inscription labeled on the one I climbed out of.
Michelle.
I slip and almost fall from my precarious perch. I can only stare in dumbfounded shock as the genius of the machines is made evident.
They predicted my every move. I should have known my escape was too easy. I had time to study their patterns at the base, years to plan my routes. They still caught me. Why did I think I could outwit them in mere minutes? They have studied my behavior since birth, able to predict my reactions and counteract my every move.
Gas billows from jets in the capsule, interrupting my thoughts. I immediately hold my breath and clamber downward to escape the toxic fumes. There must have been a timer set in the capsule to poison me once I clambered inside. It was only my panic at being sealed inside that saved me from being sedated into an endless sleep.
I resume my downward climb but pause when a thought hits me. A quick look determines the pods are arranged in alphabetical order.
It doesn't take me long to find him.
David's face is ashen, devoid of the character and intelligence that made him so different. Now he's just like the others, cold and hollow, lying still as if waiting to be awakened from a long slumber. But I know he'll never wake up again. I place my palm on the cool glass.
"I'm so sorry, David."
I swallow hard and scrub the tears from my eyes before taking my leave. I can do nothing for him now, and I still have to find a way out of the moving prison I've been confined in.
I clamber down and then drop to the floor, staggering from the vibrations of the transport as it barrels along the battered terrain. My visibility is limited, but I see enough of my surroundings to realize my options are few. There isn't much else besides the pod compartments, and certainly no avenue of escape from a moving transport.
I take a closer look at the grooves on the floor. A hatch installed for unloading cargo might provide me with an opportunity to open it and drop to the ground when the transport stops. With any luck, I can hide and make a break when the coast is clear.
I pause to consider. If I've learned anything, it's that the machines are excellent at predicting my actions. My empty pod is probably already detected. In that case, the calculations are already in effect, outlining every possible course of action I might take. Escaping from the hatch when the transport stops would be obvious. I'd probably drop directly into the mechanized arms of the simdroid soldiers waiting for me.
It dawns on me what I have to do.
I remove a toolbox from its wall harness and find a crowbar which might suit my purpose. I use it to pry open the hatchway. It takes all of my strength to pull the heavy door open. Dust from the rolling tires immediately clouds the interior, making me cough.
I unbutton my jacket and pull my undershirt over my nose and mouth as I lie flat on the floor and creep forward to peer over the edge. Every jolt of movement threatens to send me flying through the open hatchway. The panic I feel is ironic considering my plan is to do exactly that.
The ground is a lot further away than I imagined. The transport's tires are massive, necessary for negotiating the rough terrain since the effects of the Cataclysm destroyed most roadways long ago. The broken ground is a blur of sand, rocks, and stunted plants. The transport's speed isn't all that fast compared to skimmer vehicles, but it looks downright suicidal when contemplating jumping from the hatchway.
"Don't do it."
The voice is so human that my breath catches in my throat. I turn from the hatch and see a woman at the doorway of the cargo hold. She's dressed in a navy uniform; her hair pulled back in a tight bun.
I'm amazed at how lifelike she is. I should have expected there were upgraded versions of the simdroids beyond the base. Even her movements seem authentic as she cautiously approaches.
I leap into a crouch and seize the crowbar. "Don't come near me!"
The simdroid raises her hands. "Michelle. It's Michelle, isn't it? My name is Virginia. Ok? Listen, you have to calm down. Don't do anything stupid."
"My name is Zina." I brandish the crowbar warningly. "Stupid? Like try to escape? I guess I should just submit like all the other kids and let you kill me, right?"
The confusion that flickers across her face is uncanny in its imitation of human expression. "What are you talking about? Put that crowbar down and let's talk about this."
When she comes within range, I swing as hard as I can. The crowbar strikes her knee with an unexpected crunch. The woman screams and falls to the ground, clutching her injured leg. I realize I've made a terrible mistake.
Virginia is human like me.
Everything suddenly comes together. The machines weren't trying to kill me. The children in the pods aren't dead. They're in a deep state of sleep while being transported to the next level of examination and restructuring. The machines need humans to perform rudimentary tasks, so they remove the best and brightest from the bases to further our training and increase our indoctrination.
So we become their willing servants. Like the woman I just attacked.
"Listen to me, you stupid girl." Virginia grimaces as she hobbles to her feet, favoring her injured leg. "You're going back in your pod. And when we get to the Haven, you better believe—"
Haven. Just like David said. It must be the headquarters of the machines, where the most sophisticated of their kind reside. I know there will be no chance of escape if I end up there.
I raise the crowbar again, but Julia moves faster than I can anticipate. She snatches the crowbar from my hands with humiliating ease and hurls it to the other side of the cargo bay. Then she seizes me by my lapels and hoists me off my feet.
That's when I kick her right in her injured knee.
She curses and drops me to grab her leg. The transport rolls over something large at that moment, throwing us off balance. We both tumble and slide across the floor. The open hatch yawns like a gaping mouth, and we can do nothing to stop our momentum.
In a tangle of arms and legs, we fall through the opening.
For a moment there is only a disorienting sensation of weightlessness blended with stinging dust and the roar of the transport's underbelly. I think Virginia screams, but her voice is lost in the grind of the chassis and massive spinning tires.
The impact of the ground against my body is like a punch thrown by a boulder-fisted giant. The only thing I can do is try to roll with the momentum as my breath is crushed from my lungs and a storm of noise rumbles around me.
Giant black rubber monsters grind the earth all around, smothering me with the gravelly aftermath of their violence. By some act of randomness, I'm not crushed under their heavy tread. The tires miss me by inches, and the transport lumbers on, oblivious to the departure of two of its inhabitants.
Virginia is not as fortunate.
I discover her body after I recover enough strength to stand. She's flattened in the tracks of the transport, broken and barely recognizable as human. My eyes well with tears as I turn away. Virginia was the only adult human I've ever seen, and in the blink of an eye, she's dead.
And I'm alone.
For the first time in my life, there are no orders. No instructions, no roving eyes which spy on my every movement and record my every act. For the first time in my life, I'm free to choose without fear of discovery.
The surroundings around me are ruins, the remnants of a civilization long dead. Only the ghosts remain, moaning in the wind as I contemplate my course. I decide to follow the transport's tracks because I believe they lead to civilization. The transport will need to stop for fuel at some point. Which means there will be outposts somewhere along the way. If I can reach one, I might have a chance. I might find other people. People like me who just want to live by their own free will.
The sun sets in a blaze of fire, painting the landscape in shades of blood and magic. The air slowly chills, and I fold my arms against my chest as I walk in the tracks of a giant, heading into the unknown.
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Two years have passed since I claimed my freedom. Two years of scraping a living from the wilderness, learning about my new world and its inhabitants. I learned humans do live in the free world, and that most of them are vicious animals. My body is adorned with the scars of my education. My muscles are stronger, my fingers hardened with the weight of violent acts.
I have also learned that good people still exist. They hack out a living from a world that fights them at every turn, but they unyieldingly persist. Many castes of caring people have taken me in. Tribes formed not by family ties or racial bonds, but by a collective sense of humanity.
It's among them that the Resistance is formed.
David is ever present on my mind, and it was in hopes of rescuing him that I joined the attacks on the machine bases to free the human inhabitants. As always, it's a case of patient study to find the patterns and weaknesses of the base, then exploit them at the opportune time.
We liberate the captives and help integrate them into a free society. Not everyone is quick to adapt, but we're determined. Humanity will no longer be subject to the whim of slavery and indoctrination by soulless machines. We will continue to spread and resist them one base at a time. Bit by bit, our message spreads.
The Resistance leaders recognize that my participation influences potential recruits more than their enlisting efforts ever could. Through idealized posters, placards, bulletins, and word of mouth, I become the face of the oppressed. A symbol of inspiration. Once a prisoner, I emancipated myself and survived against all the odds. Those who don't know the name Zina know me by my description.
They call me the Girl Who Lived.
☣
Another day, another mission. I hide in the abandoned ruins of a train station. Ivy claims the walls, threading in the crevices where it extracts revenge on the dead concrete. Water drips from the cracks in the ceiling, feeding the sprouting patches of grass that thrive where thousands of feet once strode. The shadows cloak me as I wait on the arrival of the train.
Railroads were the first transportation methods to be revived. The tracks were repaired and extended, allowing passage across the remains of civilization, and more importantly to the various Havens.
I have yet to see a Haven in person, but I know they're out there, controlling the activities of the bases that breed and indoctrinate humans. The location of the Havens are closely guarded, and our reconnaissance has yet to track a positive position. But it has always been my goal to gain entrance into the Haven, and now I may finally have a chance.
The com in my ear buzzes. My squad leader's voice crackles over the line. "Okay, Zina. Here we go."
The squeal of the train's brakes is audible long before it's visible. Their sensors picked up the stack of junk placed on its tracks from miles away. There is no choice but to stop and allow the drone units to clear the tracks before travel can resume.
The train engine is a gleaming bullet of aerodynamic perfection, towing equally polished links of cargo trams. It hums with galvanic impatience as the drones are activated and go to work on clearing the tracks.
The roof on one of the train cars opens. Sentinels fly out, scanning the area for threats. They're sleek humanoid dragonflies that can rapidly shift directions with ease and withstand heavy bombardment to their near-impenetrable alloy armor.
My unit drives past in a heavily armored transport, yelling and firing at the Sentinels. The Sentinels engage, avoiding the barrages with ease while firing back with laser-guided precision. The transport is shredded, careening on its side in a cloud of choking smoke. The squad that survives fall back into the station, where they can go underground and disappear in seconds.
My ear buzzes. "You're up, Zina!"
I activate the tracker guns from three separate locations. They're programmed to fire at any synthetic target repeatedly. The idea is to distract the sentinels while I board the train and hitch a ride to the Haven.
It almost works.
The sentinels lock onto the tracker guns and engage as expected. With their attention diverted, I dash from my cover toward the nearest car. With any luck, I can sneak inside a cargo tram with no one the wiser.
That plan is dashed to pieces when another sentinel rises from the train. Its golden armor gleams as it soars toward me like a giant metallic wasp. Turret guns strapped to its arms blaze, firing rounds which tear up the turf and shower me in debris. I drop and roll, desperately trying to avoid the hail of bullets.
The building behind me partially collapses from the deadly barrage. Dust fills the air, providing a temporary cover I can use to my advantage.
The fact I'm not riddled with bullet holes indicates they intend to take me alive. I plan to capitalize on that mistake by using the electromagnetic pulse grenade in my pack. It should be able to disrupt their electronic systems completely. My mission may be a failure, but I have learned there is always another day to fight. I reach for the grenade, but there is nothing there. In shock, I turn and stare.
My pack lies several yards away. The digital precision of the sentinel's aim shot through the straps without touching me. I sprint forward desperately, hoping against hope I can reach it before I'm detected.
The three-pronged foot of the sentinel stomps on the pack, crushing everything inside with calculated finality. The armored giant looms twelve feet tall, towering above me in the grainy light like a metallic god. The guns on its arms whir; laser lights target me where I lay on my back, choking on chalky dust.
"Stand down," the robotic voice orders.
I have no choice but to obey. The weight of my defeat is crushing as the familiar sensation of submission settles on my shoulders like a warm blanket in winter.
The other sentinels gather around, having destroyed my tracker guns. Their shadows smother me as they gaze down in a surprisingly annoyed manner.
The golden one appears to be the leader. The others are gunmetal black. Gold nods to one of them. "Where are the other terrorists?"
"Two dead in the transport crash. The rest got away, Captain. Scuttled underground like the cockroaches they are. We're too big to follow. The other attacks were drone guns operated remotely to distract us."
The leader's head lowers to look at me. "You mean we all we have to show for it is this girl?"
"Looks that way, sir."
"Might be more than you think." One of the sentinels leans forward. "I think it's her."
"You mean their mascot? The Girl Who Lived? Can't be. She's too young."
"It was only two years ago. She had just turned fifteen."
"Geez."
The golden sentinel splits apart. The gleaming chest slides open, exposing something I had never considered before.
A human being.
The man is secured inside, where his movements operate the humanoid figure of the sentinel. He detaches from his harness and drops down lightly in front of me, raising a hand reassuringly.
"Easy. My name is Captain Anderson. We're not going to hurt you."
I want to believe he's a simdroid, an artificiality created to deceive me. But there is genuine concern in his eyes; emotion the machines cannot duplicate. His face is etched with weariness, lined with age and speckled with tiny imperfections.
Anderson is human. I bit my lip to keep it from trembling.
The others emerge from their shells as well. Two more men and one woman in snug uniforms adorned with sensors. They approach hesitantly, as though they're as shocked to see me as I am to see them.
"It is her," the woman says. "I recognize her from the propaganda posters. Holy shit."
"Command has been looking everywhere for her," one of the men says. "She's the one stirring up all this Resistance stuff. Look at her. She's just a kid."
"How could she have survived out here?"
"All right, back off," Captain Anderson says. "Give her some room, will you?"
He squats down beside me. "Michelle? Listen, I know you're a little shocked right now. Take a second to collect yourself; then you can come with us."
My voice trembles. "My name… is Zina."
"Okay. Zina. You'll still have to come with us to the Haven. Command is going to want to take a look at you."
I stare at him. "Command is… human?"
He looks puzzled. "Of course. We're all human, Zina. You mean you thought—?" His eyebrows rise. "Oh, wow. You didn't know?"
I can't answer the question. Something inside seems to burst open. Human. I've been fighting my own people for the last two years. Leading a resistance that was supposed to free us from enslavement by cold, unfeeling machines.
I've been living a lie. And the leaders of the Resistance never told me.
I can't hold it back. A sob escapes my chest, and suddenly the floodgates open. For the first time I can remember, tears flow unchecked. I bury my face in Anderson's chest and cry uncontrollably.
He hesitantly pats my back. "It's going to be all right, Michelle. Everything will get better from here."
I desperately want to believe him. But deep inside I know things will never be better again.
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The Haven is invisible. The energy dome that surrounds it is mirrored, reflecting the dead surroundings. Neat, organized towns surround it, blood vessels fed by the beating heart of the massive structure in their center. Residents go about their business in orderly fashion. Everyone seems to have a place, and no one appears to want for anything.
Military presence is heavy. Sentinels and other mechanized monstrosities keep a constant vanguard around the perimeter, every alert for any form of attack or intrusion. There was no way my little Resistance would have gotten near the place. We would have been cut to pieces miles away, our corpses too far to disturb the Haven's inhabitants.
Once we pass through the outskirts, my entourage takes me through several security checkpoints. I try to ignore the stares and whispers as we pass. After we're cleared, we enter into the Haven itself.
My breath is taken away.
The Haven interior is a glittering metropolis of glass and alloyed metal; powerful and fragile, beautiful and ominous. The buildings soar toward the invisible ceiling so high that they're lost to sight, while air traffic streams continuously between the mammoth constructions, endless lanes of flying vehicles whizzing back and forth to unknown destinations.
More transports roam the digitally organized streets on the ground level. Some roll on wheels, but most vehicles hover, defying gravity and friction as they skim above the surface. The transports are streamlined with alloy housing that gleams, different models and sizes but all without the wear and rust I'm accustomed to seeing.
Crowds of people walk on foot, garbed in outfits and styles which range from sensible to seemingly ridiculous. It quickly becomes apparent the wealthier the citizen, the more extravagant the appearance. Simdroids mix with humans freely, carrying bags, walking carefully coifed dogs, and otherwise serving their owners. After being raised by simdroids, it's bizarre to see the roles reversed so severely.
The citizens of the Haven appear carefree and happy. They go about their business with an air of security and well-being. I have never seen such a level of obliviousness. It's as if they're completely unaware the world outside of the Haven is a blasted wasteland.
I'm escorted into a large, imposing military building. After a medical examination and DNA identification, I'm ushered into a stark room and left at a table to wait. It's a familiar setting. Often I have sat in similar rooms while waiting for chastisement after breaking some rule imposed by my synthetic overseers.
The door opens, and an officer enters. He is young, only a year or two older than myself, it appears. His skin is the color of tree bark, his eyes dark as strong tea.
"Hello, Zina."
I can only stare in stunned silence as David carefully sits across from me, setting a digital tablet on the table. His hands rest on the tabletop, his fingers cradled as he studies me. The kindness in his eyes is almost more than I can bear.
"I couldn't believe it," he says. "When I heard it was you… I just couldn't believe it could be true. The Scrolls wrote you off a few months after you escaped."
I swallow to wet my raspy throat. "The Scrolls…?"
He smiles and taps the medallion pinned to his breast pocket. A scroll and blade intercrossed. "That's what I — what we were recruited for. Induction into the Scroll and Blade Order. The foundation of the new direction for the United Havens. Our intuitiveness and behavior patterns were recognized as well suited for leadership. When we were transported here, we slept through our medical conditioning and inoculation for Haven residency."
He sighs and gazes at me sadly. "Most of us were, anyway. You escaped, of course."
He taps the tablet and opens a holographic screen displaying data. "Since you deported, the vagrants in the wilderness have used you as a rallying force to unite under a banner of resistance. Attacks on our breeding stations and nurseries have increased, as have raids on supply trains and even military scouting units."
He shakes his head. "You really didn't know humanity was behind the machines, did you? Amazing. I know the simdroids were strict in secluding us from outside influences but still—"
I stare at the table. "I couldn't have known, David. We were never told."
"I understand. It's the only thing that will help your case right now."
I lift my head to meet his gaze. "My case?"
His eyes shift uncomfortably. "Men died in those attacks you sponsored, Zina. Many in the Justice Ministry want to have you tried and executed for war crimes."
My blood runs cold at the casualness of his softly spoken words. Tried and executed. In many ways, the fate I always feared hasn't changed at all.
David leans back in his chair. "I'm confident we can get you cleared of all charges, however. You're a victim in all of this. Used by desperate rebels to put a face to their insurgency. You'll probably have to go through a period of probation before being completely free for induction into the Haven. More than likely I'll be appointed your supervisor through the process. I can get you updated, catch you up on all you missed. You still might be able to make officer, Zina. You've been trained, albeit through unconventional channels—"
"Do you really think what the UH does is right, David?"
He pauses and stares at me as though confused. "Right? What do you mean?"
"Breeding stations. Nurseries. Simdroid enforcement. Virtual slavery."
David clears his throat and adjusts his collar. "That's just the Resistance talking, Zina. You've been conditioned by their traitorous influence. But don't worry. We'll take care of that."
I clasp my hands tightly to keep them from clenching. "Do you know what happens to the children who don't make the cut, David? Those who aren't deemed fit for the little perfect society here in this Haven?"
He nervously shifts in his chair. "The weak have to be culled, Julia. You don't expect—"
"They're exiled, David. Given a few days' worth of food and water and expelled. Cast into the wild where they can be snatched up by marauders and the other human animals that prey on their own kind. Raped. Mutilated. Enslaved. Murdered."
"The Havens can only support so many," David says, flinching. He speaks as if repeating some memorized mantra. "The needs of the many outweigh the needs of the few. Only the best and brightest can become citizens of the Haven. That's why the Haven is successful. That's why the Haven thrives."
I fold my arms, unable to keep the disgust from my voice. "And you wonder why these 'vagrants' have organized a resistance? Where do you think they come from? Not all of the children just die like you expect. After the assaults, after the torment… some of them survive. Some of them gather together to make sure history doesn't repeat itself. And they haven't forgotten, David. They haven't forgotten who it was that abandoned them when they were at their most vulnerable."
"Zina." David's voice pleads. "I can't do anything about that. It's how the world works. You should be glad you've gotten a chance to escape from that type of environment. You have an opportunity to start over. Forget about the world outside. We have the Haven. And I'm trying to protect you. You just have to do what you're supposed to."
I stare at him. "Just follow orders, David? Like old times?"
David nods eagerly. "You know how the system works. Defiance is the one thing they won't tolerate. You have to look at things in a different light. See the advantages. You'll get used to it, I promise."
I slowly nod. "Ok, David. I'll try."
His smile is heartbreaking. I realize he's just another machine now. Programmed into behavior patterns that fall in line with the parameters of his masters. And as I observe and calculate, I'll be able to manipulate him in time.
David talks. I listen. I nod at the appropriate times, even smile and laugh when expected. I allow the cameras that record the scene to identify that I'm compliant with their program of personality rehabilitation.
I will fall in line. Play out my role as a disgraced citizen introduced to a new way of life. I'll learn all I can about the Haven, its history, and its inner workings. Patience is paramount because one mistake can end it all. I'll comply until I'm granted new freedoms and privileges. Until the day comes when they're comfortable around me. Then I will be able to act.
Because these people do not know me. They haven't seen the things I've seen. They haven't spent nights alone in the cold, while superstorms raged and a million bolts of lightning blazed from sky to earth. They have never been offered a scrap of dried meat and bread from the scanty provisions of a family with hungry children of their own to feed. They haven't seen the refuse they leave behind; the human lives tortured and ruined to make their society so brilliant and clean.
I'll do whatever necessary to fit into this new civilization. Because I know the day will come when there will be a time to act. A time to do my part to correct what has been ignored for so long. Because I am not the person they try to convince me to be. I know exactly who I am, and what destiny has in store for me.
My name is Zina, and I am the Girl Who Lived.

Hubris of Youth
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My first memories were of fear and hunger.
I didn't remember any parents. My memories only went back to dirty streets, muddy water, and the sound of unchallenged screams. It was as if the city's underbelly conceived me from its own suffering. The whole of my existence consisted of moments skittering in between the light like some despicable insect. My living quarters were dark, narrow alleys where someone small enough could find nooks and crevices to catch a few hours of unmolested sleep if you could fight off the oversized rats that lived inside. I saw only meat, and for months I feasted on rodent until they learned to find other places to nest.
Instinct drove me to my only occupation: stealing what I could to eat. I had no plans, no romantic notions of a world outside of being hungry and looking over my shoulder for predators. There were always those who roamed the city looking for perverse delights, and the young were prime targets. I fought grown men over scraps of food, or shelter from the blistering heat or freezing rain. The struggle made me strong. Fear made me fast.
Life made me cold.
I slept during the day. The roving gangs of bored street toughs that tormented people like me were more active in the daylight hours. Everything was more visible as well, making it easy for android peacekeepers and Responder agents to notice me. Getting noticed was a mistake when you were up to no good. I learned to move at night, where I could pick through refuse for food and break into buildings without so many roving eyes. If discovered, it was easy to lose myself in the darkness, where I knew the hidden crooks and turns like my own face.
I joined the Youth Rehabilitation Program at the age of twelve. I had no idea my life would change that night. I saw a man buying a sandwich from an android street vendor. He made the mistake of turning his back to pay the tab. When he looked around, his sandwich was gone. I was about to turn the corner and vanish in the labyrinth of alleyways when he shot me in the back.
I didn't know about stun rounds then. All I knew was that the pain was agonizing. I convulsed in a pool of oily water while he walked over and glanced down.
"You're pretty fast, boy. Quiet, too. Almost got away with it."
He knelt and yanked something out of my back. The pain nearly vanished, leaving just an electric tingle behind. I stood up cautiously, surprised I wasn't permanently damaged.
The man grinned, metallic eyes glittering from his hard face. His soft leather jacket had an emblem like a shield affixed to the breast, pulsing with electric blue light.
"Any other day you might have gotten away with it. But I have eyes everywhere." He pointed to his cybernetic irises. As if to verify the statement, a pair of glimmering insects whirred down, hovering in front of my face. It took me a second to realize they were artificial. I imagined them multiplied by a thousand, recording endless feed that the man tapped into whenever he needed it.
He grinned as if reading my mind. "Keep the sandwich, kid. If you want regular meals and a roof over your head, come by the YRP building at the corner of—"
"Third and Thirteenth," I said. "Houses two hundred seventy-five, currently occupied by two hundred fifteen. You send kids on missions around the city. Right now there are thirty-two on infiltration assignments at various points, with sixty-four awaiting orders for first shift tomorrow."
His eyes narrowed, and his hand shot out, seizing me by the throat. "How do you know that, kid? Who are you working for?"
I gurgled in his iron grip, wheezing my words through gasps for air. "No… one. I… just listened is all."
His fingers eased off, allowing me to breathe. "What you mean, you listened?"
"You use… coded signals on your transmitters. I just listened until I figured it out."
"No way. We change the coding every day to avoid that from happening."
"I figure it out every day. Gives me something to do."
He studied me for what seemed like a long time. I knew my life or death hung in the balance of his decision. For whatever reason, I wasn't scared at all. I just stared back at him until he made up his mind.
He smiled, releasing me. "A natural code breaker, are you? We might be able to put you to good use if you're tired of living like an alley cat. My name's Deacon. Mention that to the girl at the door, and she'll let you in. See you around, kid."
He ruffled my hair and stood, striding away without a backward glance. I watched him go, observing his catlike stride and the way people veered away when he passed by. In a city of predators he was at the top of the food chain, someone who commanded fear and respect. When he disappeared into the darkness and swirling fog, I realized there was something other than hunger and fear in the world. Deacon had it. I decided right then that whatever it was, I wanted it.
☣
The YRP was housed in a former community center. It had been rehabilitated because communities didn't exist anymore unless you counted the guilds of thieves and hired killers. I didn't know at the time, but the Youth Rehabilitation Program was a recruitment tool for the Haven Secret Service Corp. In exchange for food and relative safely, the HSSC groomed new candidates for their worst and most dangerous jobs. Orphans were the best recruits because they were completely expendable. No one wanted them in the first place, and no one searched for them when they went missing.
Deacon wasn't there when I arrived, but a tall girl around the age of fifteen lounged at the door. She gave me a curt nod when I approached.
"You the Prince of Sandwiches? I'm Mary. Deacon said you'd show up." She jerked a thumb at the door. "Hop on in. Chow's about to start. C'mon, you gonna go belly-up now? Get your tiny hiney in here before I change my mind."
I swallowed my fear of enclosed places and violent surprises, hesitantly entering the building. It was unexpectedly sanitary and orderly compared to the ramshackle exterior. Boys and girls from preteen to early teens worked at monitoring equipment, exercising, cleaning, or going about various other tasks. Everyone wore comfortable jumpsuits and looked clean and healthy.
"Frankie, get the street rat checked in."
A dark-haired boy saluted before motioning for me to join him at a table. "Hey, I'm Franklin Newman. What's your name, kid?"
I shrugged.
"You don't know your name?"
I didn't bother answering, having learned long ago that the less said, the better. Frankie sighed and picked up a cylindrical tool from the desk.
"Lemme see your finger."
He placed the end of the tool on my finger. I jumped back when it jabbed my skin with a needle. He ignored me, looking at the reading on display.
"Let's see. You're registered as Michael Trudo. Twelve years old. Parents deceased. Genetic analysis marks you as excellent for the program. Physical readout is exceptional. Psychological profile suggests possible sociopathic tendencies. Potential skills include mathematics, analytics, and language skills. Guess you'll fit right in if you can prove yourself."
"How?"
"Everything here is earned. Including your meals." He pointed to a line of kids who looked nearly as shabby as me. "Get in line. There are thirteen kids. Twelve seats at the table. Gotta fight for your place or go hungry. Got it?"
"Yeah."
"Good luck, then. Word of advice: don't mess with Bernard. He already broke some kid's skull last week. Let him go first, then pick on someone your own size."
"Yeah, okay."
I scanned the other kids in line as I approached. The biggest and oldest was a hulking boy with a shaved head and a face full of acne. I figured he had to be Bernard. The rest of the kids stood bunched together, cowering away every time he fixed them with a brutal stare.
"That's the one we need to take out."
I looked at the girl who spoke. She looked maybe a couple of years older than me. Blond, slim, but athletic. Tough. She stared at Bernard, eyes calculating. "I'm Natalie. We should be friends, Mike. Everyone needs a friend."
"How do you know my name?"
"I was listening. They reward us for listening. You gonna help me or what?"
I smirked. "Help you what? Get killed? You can't do anything against him."
"Not solo. But me and you can."
I gave her a second look. She was serious. I hesitated, feeling uneasy. I never worked with anyone before. From everything I'd seen on the streets, no one could be trusted. I was better off by myself.
"What's the point?"
"Whoever takes him down gets the best of everything. No one will bother to challenge us. We take charge, get fast-tracked to leadership and move on. Maybe qualify for Agent in a few years. Get out of here and get assigned to the Haven, Mike."
"What Haven?"
She stared at me for a second in disbelief. "You ever been out of the city?"
"No."
"Do you even know what's out there?"
"No."
"Never mind, then. The Haven is way better than here. That's all you need to know."
I shrugged. "Fine. What's the plan?"
The dining room doors opened. Bernard strode through first, taking his time. He knew no one would bother to come in until he chose his spot.
"Follow my lead." Natalie darted inside after Bernard. Against my instincts, I followed.
She hit him at full speed, throwing her body into the back of his legs. He bellowed and stumbled, making it easy for me to clothesline him with my forearm. We hit the floor in a tumble of flailing limbs. I snarled, feeling the animalistic rage flare up. I was in my element. Fighting for survival. It was no different than being on the streets. I leaped on Bernard's shoulders and sank my teeth into his thick neck.
He pushed himself up as if my weight were nothing. "Ow! What the hell is wrong with you? Get the hell off of—"
His voice gurgled with Natalie slammed a boot into his groin. Doubling over, he fell to his knees. Natalie's eyes were slits, her teeth clenched. She raked her fingers across his face, drawing blood. He shrieked and swung a blind fist. It connected with her jaw with a crunching sound. A bloody tooth flew from her mouth; her eyes rolled back as she fell.
Bernard reached behind and snatched me from his back, slamming me into the floor so hard my vision blurred. I rolled away, avoiding a heavy stomp. From the corner of my eye, I saw Natalie crawling toward the table. I had to buy her some time.
Bernard roared like an angry bear, arms upraised and legs shuffling. He seized me by the collar and yanked. I used the momentum to headbutt him in the face. He stumbled back, clutching his broken nose. I followed up by boxing his ears with all my strength. He refused to fall, staggering forward to wrap his beefy hands around my throat. I gagged, flailing helplessly in his grip.
Natalie slammed the corner of a metal tray into Bernard's temple. He blinked twice, staring at me in a daze. Natalie struck again, dropping him like a stone. She shrieked and walloped him again, opening a bloody gash across his face. I seized her arm before she could hit him again. She turned to me with murder in her eyes. I knew she didn't see me at that moment. She only saw an enemy. Someone she needed to hurt.
"Natalie. It's me. Calm down. You're gonna kill him."
She stared for a moment, hair askew across her face. Finally, she let the bloodied tray hit the ground and tottered over to the dining table. She sat, picked up her fork and lifted a piece of steak to her mouth, wincing in pain as she chewed.
I sat next to her, my bruised neck and sore back throbbing once the adrenaline subsided. The other children hesitantly entered, staring at the fallen giant. They took places at the table, giving us reverent looks. Natalie was right. We weren't going to be bothered by anyone. Everything was ours for the taking.
"How's your jaw?"
She touched it gingerly. "Hurts. No big deal. My old man hit way harder."
"Your dad hit you?"
"When he could catch me. That and… other things. He gave me away for drugs. But I escaped. I ran away and never looked back."
Her expression darkened. I knew that she had survived something unspeakable, a tragedy that made my time in the streets seem pale in comparison. My experiences forced me to be as cold as the world around me, but Natalie was fire and rage. She wasn't content to endure. She wanted payback for every moment of suffering.
"I'm sorry."
"Don't be. I'm gonna kill him when I get the chance." The statement seemed to cheer her up, and she finished her meal in good spirits.
That night Bernard went to the infirmary, and we went to the novice quarters. We chose the bunks we wanted, in the corner where we could see everyone else. Natalie took the top bunk. Jumpsuits were in lockers, separate bathrooms stationed on either side of the room with clean showers, toilets, and hygienic supplies. It was a paradise compared to sleeping in a dirty nook in an alley.
I took an ointment from the First Aid cabinet and rubbed it on Natalie's jaw. She stared straight ahead, trying not to wince. I was caught in the moment, realizing I'd never touched someone with a gentle hand before. It felt good. Natalie even smiled at me when I finished.
That night I heard her whimpering in her sleep as she tossed and turned on the mattress. I wanted to go to her, but something told me she wouldn't want me to see her like that. I kept a vigil in silence, listening to the sounds of her nightmares devouring her. After a few long hours, she finally went quiet. I didn't sleep at all that night. I wasn't used to being so exposed, where anyone could attempt to attack or abduct me. I waited for the assault long into the night, but it never came. It wasn't until dawn that I finally drifted off.
It was the best sleep I'd ever had in my life.
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The HSSC was composed of highly-trained agents engaged in a silent war. I learned a lot about it in the following weeks. I looked at maps, astonished to learn the city that comprised my whole world was called Chicago and was just a tiny dot in a much larger stretch of land called a country. The country was divided into sections called territories. The HSSC operated out of the United Havens, which took up much of the northwestern territory. Southaven claimed much of the southeast, while the middle portion was divided between Hinterland and a large territory called Texas. The west was Allied Havens territory and Reclaimed Mexico.
I learned that an event called the Cataclysm occurred when the territories were called the United States, and people survived the fallout in the Havens. But a large populace also survived outside the Havens, creating new civilizations while the Haven residents hibernated in stasis. Upon awakening, the Haven government discovered the world they were supposed to reboot had gone on without them. The United Havens were determined to reclaim their lost territories and reestablish their power and influence through any means at their disposal. That was where the HSSC came into play.
"This is your testing ground," Deacon said. He led classes for the most promising students, studying his charges with a sharp-eyed gaze. Assessing us for strengths and weaknesses, how best to use us in his wildly complex missions.
"You will be given assignments. You are expected to complete them without question. Any deviance from your orders will result in your removal from the program. Any insubordination will result in your removal from the program. Any failure will result in your removal from the program. Is that understood?"
I shouted my assent along with the rest of the children. It didn't matter to me what my orders were. I had regular meals, a clean bed, and a community I belonged in. It was as if I'd been transported into another world, some paradise I never imagined existed. I never questioned the daily contests over meals, bunks, or supplies. I didn't think about the reasons for training with weapons and hand-to-hand combat. I never bothered to think about what happened to the weaker children, the ones who never won at anything and slowly dwindled away. I focused only on whatever my orders were, and on Natalie. I took my cues from her, and we became the perfect tag team. We worked together to eliminate any opponent, threat, or challenge to our status as squad leaders. Natalie was a planet, and I was the moon that revolved around her, eternally bonded by the gravitational pull of her persona.
We formed a tight unit with our choice of the best prospects from our group. Bernard healed up and wised up at the same time, falling in as our muscle when we needed it. Level-headed Frankie was our tech nut, an expert hacker even at the age of thirteen. Twins Harry and Larry were loyal to the bone, ready to jump at anything we asked. And then there was Kelly. She rarely spoke, but followed us around like a sullen dog. Something was broken inside. Natalie said she'd come in handy, so we kept her around.
Our assignments started off as small tasks. Most of the time it was listening. The HSSC had surveillance everywhere, but everyone knew that. Anyone with secrets took steps to avoid, eliminate, or smother the drones, digital taps, cameras, and bugs. But no one looked twice at children. We found ways to infiltrate areas that normal surveillance couldn't penetrate and reported what we saw and heard. The HSSC fixated on 'dissenters,' which I quickly learned was anyone whose philosophy differed from the Havens.
Natalie and I usually split up for reconnaissance assignments. She would get dolled up and find ways into high society functions, while I returned to my old haunts in the ghettos and slums, spying on the dirty dealings that went on in the muck. I didn't like being away from Natalie for long, but I loyally stuck to my assignments. Many of the factions and guilds in the city used coded lingo and messaging to communicate, and I had a knack for breaking down the code and uncovering pertinent information. Working together, our crew quickly advanced, outgrowing the novice quarters and moving up into the junior ranks.
I had just turned thirteen when we were summoned to report for our first major assignment.
We entered the top floor of the building. Deacon stood facing the massive windows, staring at the towering buildings with his hands clasped behind his back. Tiny lights winked in the tiny studs attached to his temples, indicating he was reviewing data through his holovisor, visible only to his cybernetic eyes. He ignored us for a few minutes, lost in his introspection. We waited until he finally spoke.
"Do you know what the history of this city is? In a word: corruption. It's been that way since its inception. Violence, Mafioso, greed, gang wars, oppression. Before the Cataclysm, the Council thought about establishing a Haven here. The notion was rejected because of Chicago's refusal to rise above its complacency. Their leadership avoided hard decisions and accepted the status quo because that's the way it's always been. We thought the Cataclysm would turn the city into a ghost town. But it lingered on like some festering wound, a cancer that returns no matter what the treatment. Yet their leaders still refuse to submit to the lawful governing of the Havens. They'd rather give their city to the animals and continue to profit from their ruination."
He turned to look at us. "Do you know how to bring a place like this to heel? You give them what they want. You flood the slums with guns, drugs, and alcohol, then let the fireworks explode. You fill the pockets of politicians so they turn a blind eye to legislation that could turn things around. You give enough handouts to the poor, so they feel it's better being unproductive. You hook the populace on addictive distractions, so they don't pay attention to the vampirization of their own people. You create conflicting stories and sell them to opposing news networks, so no one trusts what they're told. Then you wait until the place implodes under the weight of its own chaos."
A wry smile thinned his lips. "But what does any of that mean to you? You're here for your assignment. I've been monitoring your progress. Already have a tight crew and pulling in top-notch work. That's good. I'm giving you a top-level assignment this time. Prove you can handle it and you'll fast-track your way to Agent status in no time. Drop the ball, and you're out of the program. Understand? Have a seat."
He opened the holoband on his wrist, flicking a projection onto the wall. It was a holographic image of a middle-aged black man. Close cut hair and beard. Serious expression but friendly eyes.
"This is Daniel King, a faith-centered candidate for mayor. The election is only weeks away, and against all the odds, King has emerged as a frontrunner. His message of hope and change for a city in desperate need of both resonates with constituents suffering from poverty, violence, and drug use running rampant through their neighborhoods. King was raised in the inner city, familiar with the problems that plague it. He champions youth and literacy programs, and fights for business investments while supporting the Responder organization, bridging relations between law enforcement and the citizens.
Deacon paused, frowning. "The HSSC hates guys like him. He's everything we fight against. A beacon for the masses to embrace, threatening to eliminate the work we've spent so much time developing. Some other time I might admire him for his naïve tenacity. But right now he's in the way of history. No matter what we do, he persists in running that silver tongue of his, even publicly naming the HSSC as the biggest threat facing the city. He's gotten too big, and that has to be dealt with."
I glanced at Natalie, who appeared as unimpressed as I felt. She shrugged as if the information was of no import.
"What do you want us to do?"
Deacon smiled. "Simultaneous duo-op. Your boy Mike infiltrates a youth center sponsored by King and will get further orders once he's inside. I have something else for you. Whack-a-perv. You know the drill."
Her lips twisted. "So long as he gets his in the end."
"You get the coup-de-grace as always."
I didn't know what they were talking about, so I let it go over my head. I picked up a halo from the table and placed across my brow like a visor. A screen winked into view, detailing my assignment. I focused on the specifics while Deacon and Natalie broke down her mission.
☣
The next day we went our separate ways. Natalie squeezed my shoulders and leaned over to whisper in my ear.
"This is going to work out, Mike. You'll do great. I know it."
That was all I needed to hear.
It took little time to work my way into the good graces of the youth center's leadership. I knew all the ways to gain sympathy and applied myself as a hard worker with an honest streak that set me apart from many of the other troubled youths the workers dealt with. I volunteered for the worst tasks, from cleaning toilets to working in the outside gardens in the hot sun. The social workers let me be, confident I didn't need supervision.
Which made it a simple task to install the device that killed Daniel King.
It was a simple laser drill activated by sensors placed at opposite ends of the doorway of King's personal office. Only powerful enough to fire a single shot, it burned right through his temples as he passed through. While his panicked aides ran for help, I removed the sensors and left the facility before authorities arrived. The security cameras never recorded me because Frankie hacked the system, rendering me invisible.
The attack was pinned on the Radicals, a militant group that opposed King's approach, preferring more confrontational ways of dealing with the city's problems. While I had infiltrated the youth center, Natalie wormed her way into the heart of Gary Flynt, the chief of the Responders police force. Unknown to most, Chief Flynt had a thing for young girls, and at fifteen years old, Natalie was still in the target age group for Flynt's attention. She kept him interested while finding creative ways to avoid any intimate interaction.
Taking full advantage of his perverted attention, she filled his head with rumors of the Radicals threatening to assassinate King. Though skeptical at first, Flynt took the misinformation seriously after King's death. He activated the Android Military Forces, ordering a raid on the Radical's headquarters despite knowing the function of the AMF was search and destroy. As anyone could have guessed, the result was a bloodbath. The AMF systematically eliminated anyone who resisted.
After that, the city burned.
Chief Flynt tried to justify his methods, but enraged supporters of King forgot his message of peaceful resolution and battled it out on the streets with the AMF and Responder units. The remaining members of the Radicals planted bombs in strategic locations in the city, blowing up government facilities in response to the assassination. The chaos lasted for days, and the body count was catastrophic; mostly civilians caught in the middle of the explosions and shootings. The incumbent mayor was sequestered in his compound with dwindling prospects that dimmed further when EMP attacks crippled the city, disabling the majority of the android forces in the process.
A month later, the city waved a white flag. A distress signal was sent to the United Havens, requesting military aid in exchange for the assimilation of Chicago into the territory of the UH. Massive reinforcements moved in, ruthlessly eliminating any resistance. In the ensuing takeover, no one asked any questions or paid any attention when Chief Flynt was found naked and hog-tied in his basement with his throat slashed from ear to ear. I never asked Natalie if she did it.
In the end, it didn't matter. We were both murderers, oblivious to what the word really meant. I never questioned the morality of my actions. My world consisted of the HSSC's youth program and Natalie. Beyond that were hunger, pain, and death. I didn't want to return to the dark, lonely world I came from. If it came down to killing for the HSSC or going back to that life, the choice was easy.
We saw little of Deacon in the following months. He'd been promoted to some prestigious rank, overseeing the regime change and busying himself with his new bureaucratic duties. Me and Natalie returned to the YRP, where we presided as senior officers. We broke in new recruits and managed the program to produce results as we had. Life returned to the normal routine. The city may have changed, but our responsibilities didn't. Rebels and spies still infiltrated the city, and it was our job to listen, report, and follow orders.
We were finally summoned to report to Deacon some months later at the tallest building in the city, which was renamed Haven Tower. We were air-shuttled to the top, where Deacon's new office was stationed. He turned from the view of the skyline when we entered. He looked cleaner than I'd ever seen him, in a crisp white shirt and pleated black slacks. His hair gleamed, and the five o'clock shadow on his jaw was trimmed so close it looked airbrushed. He flashed a genuine smile, another rarity.
"The firecracker and the troubleshooter. Come in, have a seat."
We settled into the plush leather armchairs in front of his massive, gleaming desk. The entire floor had been fashioned into a penthouse office suite cunningly compromised to function as a state-of-the-art command hub without losing its elegant state of residential luxury.
I wasn't impressed. Extravagance meant little to me, as I had everything I needed and suffered for nothing. I'd seen enough proof that the more a person had, the more it could be leveraged against him or lost entirely. I was determined to need nothing and therefore suffer nothing. Natalie was the only person I cared for, and that was never a burden.
Deacon raised a glass of scotch. "I suppose you thought I forgot all about you. Turned my back on our humble little project." He shook his head. "No, I never forget the people that helped me get here. They didn't believe I could do it. Command told me I was wasting my time using raw youth recruits. Told me it was a career ender."
He barked a laugh. "Now they're all asking how I did it. Everyone's begging for the blueprint." He downed his drink and gazed over the rim at us with those glimmering, cybernetic eyes. "And you two were a major part of making it happen. I had a foundation in place, but your little core group was the linchpin that brought it all together. I'm proud of the work we did together."
We both nodded. "Thank you, sir."
"So, what is it I can do for you? Don't be shy or modest."
I needed nothing, so I glanced at Natalie. She spoke up immediately.
"Agent status."
Deacon raised an eyebrow, but there was no surprise on his face. "Can't say that's entirely unexpected. Ambition burns like a fire in you, doesn't it? But Agent… You're only sixteen, Natalie. Your quiet friend there just turned fourteen last week. You'll never pass the training. It's too intense."
"You passed at fifteen."
A smile tugged the corner of this mouth. "I was a special case."
"So are we. We've done work here that Agents couldn't get done. We'll be the best there is, I promise. You just have to give us a shot."
His fingers drummed against the tabletop. "So familiar. I recall saying something similar to my commanding officer, so many years ago. I suppose I can't fault you for being like me, even if I want to. You don’t know what it is you're asking. Not yet. But I can't stop you from finding out firsthand."
Excitement glimmered in her eyes. "So you're going to approve our enrollment?"
"Not so fast, Natalie. Registration for HSSC Academy starts a month from now. All enrollees have to pass a vetting test. Just to make sure they get the best and the brightest. Can't make an exception for you two, no matter how well you've performed."
"When is the test?"
"Does it matter?
"No, sir. Thank you, sir. We'll be ready."
"I'm sure you will. I didn't put time and effort into your training for someone else to reap the benefits. From here on out, you belong to me. Is that understood?"
We stood and saluted. "Yes, sir."
He dismissed us with a wave of his hand. "That's all, then. I'll let you know when to report for your test. Take some time off until then. Find something enjoyable to do for once. You've earned it."
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"C'mon, punch me in the face harder."
Natalie was tied to a chair in a dimly lit room. Her hair was in wild disarray, her tank top and cargo pants soiled by blood and sweat. Her face was discolored by bruises, one eye swollen nearly shut.
For some reason I felt worse than she did, and I was the one who dealt the damage.
We didn't take any time off. Natalie wanted to get the jump on our training, so we dove into it. She tapped Frankie to hack into the HSSC's protocol programs so we could know what to expect. Natalie became fixated on the interrogation sessions. She insisted that we get used to the practice of torture and enhanced interrogation in preparation.
I dropped my fist. "I don't feel like doing this."
She sneered. "Don't be a pussy, Mike. You know we have to master this."
"I'll master it when the time comes. I don't want to master it on you."
"You know what they'll do in the academy. Find out your weaknesses and exploit them. They have to weed out anything that could compromise them in the field. I'm not gonna be your weakness, Mike. You have to get over not wanting to hurt me."
"You don't even know if this scenario will even happen. I ran the numbers. The chances of us being pitted against each other in an interrogation scenario are—"
"You and your numbers." Her swollen lips curled back, exposing red-stained teeth. "Analytics won't make you an Agent."
I folded my arms. "Actually, I'm pretty sure they will."
"Damnit, Mike. You're such a smug asshole." She freed herself of the restraints with a single motion, raising her hands to her temple. With a gesture, she vanished from the room.
I sighed and did the same, removing the cyber-halo from my head. The interrogation chamber dissipated, revealing the VR training room. I glanced over at Natalie. She wasn't injured at all. The digital session combined with the sensory cyberskin we wore made the session as indecipherable as real life.
I didn't have to read Natalie's expression to know she was furious. But I was still unprepared, stepping off the platform just as she rammed into me at full speed, bowling me over.
"You're not taking this seriously." Hair flailed across her face, and her eyes flashed, lost in the hallucinogenic haze of pain and fear that took over when the fury possessed her. She punctuated every with a vicious kick to my midsection.
"Do you know how they'll look at us? Like weak, frightened children. They'll eat us alive if they see any weakness." She slammed a knee into my chest and rained a flurry of punches at my face.
I blocked most of them, grabbed her arms and used my legs to shove her away. She rolled backward, landing on all fours like a cat. I stood and assumed a defensive stance.
"Stop it, Natalie. I don't want to hurt you."
She smirked, eyes searing with scorn. "That's what your problem is." She followed with a feint, then two jabs that snapped my head back. I shook the dizziness off and retreated, trying to anticipate her attacks.
A wicked smile flashed on her face. "You're soft, Mike. If it weren't for me, you'd be nothing in this program."
The bite in her words startled me. She used my hesitation against me, scoring two stiff body blows followed by an uppercut that made my head ring.
"Look at you. You're still a scared little boy. No, I take that back. Just a scared little bitch."
My faced flushed with heat and my fist struck before I knew it, smashing into her face. She stumbled back and fell backward, head rebounding off the hard floor. Heart pounding, I dropped down to help her up.
"Natalie, I'm sorry…"
I was shocked she looked up, a fierce grin on her face. Her tongue flicked out, licking the bead of blood from her split lip and smearing it over her mouth. "That wasn't so hard, was it? Your problem is you think too much. Follow your gut and you'll never be wrong."
The call chime rang, activating the widescreen on the wall. Deacon's face appeared on the monitor. He took everything in with a glance, weighing and judging as he always did.
"I hope I'm not interrupting, but I have some important news."
Natalie put her hands on her hips. "What is it?"
"We found your father."
☣
Gary Whitman was tied to a chair in a darkly lit room. Stripped naked, he sat in his flabby, vein-riddled skin, trembling not from fear, but from withdrawal symptoms. He was balding, his remaining hair more white than gray. His frame was that of a large man, but neglect turned his body into wasted sinew. Track marks dotted his arms and legs from his nirvanic habit. The electric blue of his eyes were the only things that seemed alive, glowing in the dark at testimony to his point of no return. The rest of him looked like a corpse.
Drugs were Gary's gods, and he sacrificed everything he had to worship them. He used the money for his wife's diabetes medicine on drugs, barely noticing when she went into shock and died only a few feet away from where he sat in a narcotic-induced haze. He sold everything he had for drugs until there was nothing left except for his twelve-year-old daughter.
Then he sold her too.
Natalie picked him up at the hospital. Identified herself as his only living relative and signed the papers allowing him to be placed in her care. There wasn't much of a vetting process. Gary had no money, and the hospice couldn't wait to get him off their hands. He was mostly catatonic, barely able to register what was happening when taken to an interrogation site. He never tried to resist even when painfully secured to the chair with zip ties that cut furrows into his skin.
Natalie paced in front of him like a restless wolf, fury radiating from her pores. I could scarcely breathe in her presence. Her murderous rage was fully unbridled, and I knew only blood could satisfy her.
A small pick gleamed in her hand. Only four inches; sharpened to a point at the end. It wasn't a weapon intended for killing quickly.
"Look at him. He doesn't even know where he is." She spat the words like curses, eyes fixed on her father's ghastly face. "It's not fair. How can he overdose and get to sail away in a haze? After what he did? After all the things he did to me?" She shook her head. "No. He doesn't get to die until he pays for it. Until he remembers what he did."
The first stab punctured his shoulder. A drop of blood welled when she pulled the pick out. Gary trembled, slowly turning to stare at the tiny wound. His glowing eyes stared without comprehension.
Her next stab went through his cheek.
I suffered from sleep paralysis when I was a child. I'd lie in my little niche under a building or in a filthy alley, unable to move or speak. I heard sounds, eerie voices rising higher and higher in volume; I was pinned by invisible hands, some demon holding me down while I was unable to resist.
I felt the same way while Natalie tortured her father.
I wanted to turn away but I was transfixed, almost as much a prisoner as Gary was. Natalie hadn't asked me to stay, but the sheer force of her will impelled me to remain, paralyzed and mute, a silent witness to the savagery of her wrath. She never exploded, never screamed or shouted. She was precise, methodical. Never punctured any vital veins or organs. She took her time, stabbing over and over again. Finally, Gary screamed. The sound bounced off the walls, ringing in my ears.
He kept screaming for thirty-six hours.
I don't know how long I would have stood there, frozen in place. Deacon's footsteps approached, breaking me from my stupor. His hand dropped on my shoulder, pulling me away from the crimson-stained scene into the adjoining room. The large one-way window allowed us to continue to monitor the carnage.
"Quite a sight, isn't it?" Deacon took everything in with an unblinking gaze. I wasn't surprised to see him there. He had eyes and ears everywhere and had probably watched the entire process through his network of drones, cameras, and roving bugs.
Natalie's hands were stained red. Her shoes were spattered in blood. More slicked the floor in a circle around them. She tottered, barely able to stand, drained from exhaustion. But she wasn’t finished. The thing in front of her still whimpered, unable to die. Not until Natalie allowed it.
"Mike." Deacon snapped his fingers in front of my face. I slowly focused, staring at his face as if it was a lifeline.
"Yes, sir?"
"Do you know what a vampire is?"
I stared for a moment, uncomprehending. "A made up creature. Kills people and drinks their blood."
"That's partly correct. Vampires drink blood, but they don't always kill their victims. Sometimes they bite a person and make them their thrall. The thralls serve the vampires. Performs any task required, from caretaking to offering their veins for sustenance. In return, the vampires care for their thralls. Protects them from danger. Rewards them if feeling charitable. But make no mistake. Things never work out very well for the thrall. A person can only be drained for so long, after all."
I shook my head in confusion. "Why are we talking about vampires?"
"Because not all vampires are fictional." He looked at Natalie. "People can be vampires of a sort. Look at her."
Natalie's face was frozen, eyes glittering as she drove the pick into Gary's stomach. He shuddered, bloody drool dripping from his lips.
Deacon smiled, but his eyes remained cold. "This is what she is. What she'll always be. Don't fool yourself into ever thinking otherwise. Psychopaths are useful in our line of work. You really can't be successful in this business without possessing the traits one way or another. Psychopaths can control their urges for the most part, follow orders, speedily advance in rank, and even put a nice mask over their true face. They can make people believe they're normal. But eventually, they need to feed."
He gestured to the mess she was making. "You understand what I mean? You've attached yourself to her because you believe she cares about you and you care about her, but those are just delusions in your mind. Natalie is incapable of caring. Incapable of love or empathy. She will manipulate, prey upon, and eventually devour anyone around her. You're no exception."
He glanced down at me. "I can always use someone like Natalie. With the proper supervision, she'll make an excellent Agent. Hell, she might have my job one day. But you… you're in a different class, Mike. Natalie will pull you into her world if you allow her. You'll be a decent Agent, but never as good as her. You're different. That mind of yours will take you far in analytics. You see things in coding that the normal mind can't register. I suspect you're one of those rare prodigies. But you'll never get to discover your full potential if you tie yourself to her."
I felt a shiver run across my shoulders. "What are you saying?"
"I'm saying either you kill the vampire or you eventually get turned into one. Natalie might be valuable, but we can always find another killer. You, on the other hand, are a priceless asset. There's no telling where your talents can take you in this profession. But right now you're crippled. Your naïve attachment to Natalie clouds both your judgment and your future. And I need you to do something about it before both are ruined."
He reached into his pocket, pulled out a holstered pistol, and placed it in my hand. "I want to make sure I'm absolutely clear, Mike. You're going to walk into that room, and you're not coming out until you kill a vampire. Understand?"
I looked him directly in the eyes. "Yes, sir."
I yanked the pistol from the holster, opened the door, walked into the interrogation room, and shot Gary Whitman in the head. The sound was explosive, echoing in the small chamber. Gary's body jerked violently, then sagged like a deflated balloon. The silence that followed was almost vulgar in its finality.
I thought Natalie would attack me in a fit of rage, but she collapsed to her knees, eyes wide, staring at something I couldn't see. I got the feeling that she wanted someone to stop her, to end the torment she was unable to quit. Her chest heaved as she took shuddering breaths. Tears slid down her cheeks.
"It's not fair. He should have remembered. He should have remembered what he did to me."
I offered my hand. "I know. But it's over now."
She stared for a long moment before finally nodding and allowing me to help her up. Her energy spent, she could barely walk and leaned on me for support. Fingers sticky with blood left crimson streaks on my neck and shirt. I aided her out into the hallway where Deacon waited, arms folded and an unreadable look on his face.
"The plane for the Academy leaves in two weeks. Make sure the two of you are on it."
I looked up in surprise. "But… what about the test you talked about?"
He raised a bemused eyebrow. "That was the test."
☣
I didn't sleep well that night. Every time I drifted off I dreamed of vampires. I stumbled through the fog, pursued by one in particular. Her eyes glimmered electric blue; her teeth flashed like brand-new razor blades every time she opened her mouth. Her face was so familiar. I knew her. I thought I loved her…
When I opened my eyes, Natalie's face was inches away from my own.
Her face and clothes were blotted with dark blotches. I smelled the dried blood that she should have washed off hours ago. The dim light gathered in her icy blue eyes, giving her an otherworldly appearance. I froze in place, wondering why she was there. Senior officers had their own rooms, and it had been a while since we shared bunks in the novice quarters.
"I can’t sleep," she said.
"Nightmares?"
She nodded. I didn't move when she crawled over me, slid under the covers and pressed herself against my back. Her arms slowly encircled me, wrapping about my arms and chest. Her breath tickled the hairs on my neck when she whispered into my ear.
"It's just you and me, Mike. I don't trust anyone except you. I don't care about anyone except you. It's us against everyone. Just us." Her lips pressed against the side of my neck, the softest touch I'd ever felt.
Something broke inside of me.
I didn't know what was wrong. I tried to hold it in, but a sob ripped from my throat. Tears streamed down my face, dampening the pillowcase. My lungs burned from the effort of crying, releasing something I didn't even know had been pent up somewhere deep inside.
"It's okay." Natalie stroked my hair and held me even tighter. "We're gonna be okay."
☣
Two weeks later, we stood in front of the shuttle bound for the Academy. Deacon hadn't come to see us off, but I knew he was watching through his hidden eyes. Every other cadet was at least two years older than Natalie. They gave us looks that ranged from curious to hateful.
When it was my turn, I went up the steps. A large cadet blocked the way, sneering down. His voice was deep and thick with scorn.
"Sorry, kid. I think you're on the wrong shuttle. This goes to the Academy, not elementary school."
Laughter exploded from the cadets on board and waiting behind us. I ignored it, focusing my stare on the bully in front of me. I wanted him to see the truth. I wanted him to understand that I would kill him if he continued to bar my way.
His grin faded, replaced by unease as the realization dawned on him. He stepped to the side when I advanced. Natalie followed like a shadow. I felt her approval without even looking.
The cadets on board continued to laugh and jeer, but their derision was directed at the boy who now looked around with a face reddened by shame. No one bothered Natalie and me when we chose our seats. But I knew they felt it too. Maybe not even consciously, but somewhere inside the understanding spread. We may have looked young, but we weren't children. We weren't soft and weak, and we weren't innocent. We were something beyond any of them.
We were the future.
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Then
It took everything I had to get into New Haven. I mean everything. I literally begged, borrowed, and stole to front the Transit fee. Okay, I didn't beg. Had too much pride for that. But I definitely borrowed and ran quite a few sniffing programs to funnel stolen crypto into my account. It was a risky gambit, but I needed to get the cash quickly. I had the Feds chasing ghost signals all across the country to evade detection. It's easier to do if you pay attention and don’t get greedy. Greed will get you killed quickly, and I wasn't ready to die.
I was ready to get paid.
The heist job was posted on the Black Logs. High seven figures for someone proficient in hacking, intensive surgery, and evading capture. I was good on two of the three. I figured I could wing the surgery aspect along the way. There wasn't a problem I couldn't solve if I studied it long enough.
The main thing was the job was the type to retire on, and I was ready despite being only twenty-two. I'd lived long enough to know that my kind of life wasn't living. I was a transient hacker, moving from Haven to Haven and everywhere in between. My profession wasn't the type you got old and retired from. It was the type that eventually caught up to you and put you away, whether in the vault or six feet under. I was already wanted by the HSSC, dupes with grudges, ex-boyfriends, and a few bad ex-partners. It was time to get out. And the New Haven job was gonna do the trick.
I chewed a toothpick and looked at my wrist for the fourth time. My contact was late, which usually meant trouble. Sitting in a dive bar on the Florida coast wasn't how I wanted to spend my time. It was humid as hell, and the mosquitos were thick as storm clouds. I set down my fifth bottle of Horse Piss lager and motioned to the rusty android at the counter to total my tab. Looked like the trip was a bust.
"Jinx La Fox. The best in the business."
A bald, skeletal man in an oversized Hawaiian shirt slid into the seat opposite me. His nose was too long, his eyes too big, his mouth too little. A thin smile creased his cheeks. Shadows hugged his eyes like bruises.
I gave him a hard stare. "You Sandman? You're late."
"I was on time. Just waiting. Watching. Seeing if you were followed."
"By who?"
"Secret Service. Local law. Rivals. Who knows?" His pale eyes roved as he spoke, looking me over. His tongue flicked out, providing no moisture to his chapped lips. "You're a heartbreaker, aren't you? Chocolate skin. Perfectly shaped Afro hairstyle — so retro, so stylish. Curvy in all the right places. Didn't expect the famous Jinx to be so… yummy."
"Hey." I snapped my fingers in his face. "Eyes up here, creep. Don't let the good looks fool you. We talk business, or I'm ghost."
"Business, yes." He rubbed his long fingers together. "My employer wants to meet with you."
"That would be Newman, right?"
A girlish giggle escaped from his lips. "Of course."
"In New Haven."
"That's right." He grinned like a shark. "New Haven. What do you know about it?"
"What does anyone know about it? The place is a legend, like El Dorado or Atlantis. Built by exiles, governed by criminals, invisible to any detection. The HSSC doesn't even admit it exists. But off the record, they're as desperate as anyone else to find it."
Sandman nodded. "Few get inside. Few still make it back out. You understand the importance of secrecy when it comes to transport into such a place, don't you? The situation is quite delicate."
"Yeah. Top secret. I get it. When do we go?"
"Just as soon as the sedatives in your system go into effect."
I blinked, shaking my head as the bar blurred around me. "Wait… what?" My voice grew syrupy, the words thick and slow.
"I'm afraid your drinks had a little something… extra. A special ingredient. Think of it as a gift from yours truly." Sandman's narrow face grew hazy. "You didn't think I could take you into New Haven fully conscious, did you? I'm afraid you'll have to sleep the journey away. Sweet dreams, beautiful Jinx. When you wake up, you'll be in a new world."
Everything went dark.
Now
The hotel room is so seedy it may as well start sprouting. The neighborhood is an area called the West Docks, known for being the worst in New Haven. Fog creeps on the streets, ghostly spider legs that shroud the degenerates that shamble around like horror-movie zombies. I'm here because I figure the locale might scare off my pursuers. It's a fool's dream. There's nothing in the world I can do to shake off my pursuers other than leave the Haven.
And that's proven impossible.
I haven't slept in thirty-six hours. I know I've been followed on multiple occasions, and I can't even trust any other woman in the city. Selene has spies everywhere; any female can be part of her Gutter Girls organization. I can't trust anyone. There's no way to contact anyone outside of the Haven. This place is a massive jailhouse, and if I'm not careful, it'll be my tomb.
The holoband on my wrist vibrates. I activate the screen, quickly taking in the situation. It isn't good. The sensors I placed in the hallway and outside the room indicate multiple incoming threats. Four in the hall, three circling the building toward the window.
Well, a girl ain't lived this long for nothing. Been through worse odds and I'm still breathing. I have the room entrance tricked out with a few surprises, so I sling my pack on my shoulder, pick up my KA-blade, and leap out the window to take my chances with the three outside.
I land on the railing. The rain is light for once, and the thick tread on my armored boots compensate for the slickness. Beams of light slash across the darkness of the lower city, roving lamps on autopilot that try their best to provide some illumination. I slide my goggles on. Nightvision automatically activates as I peer down.
My enemies are all women, dressed in snug-fitting black stealth combat suits. Wildcats, the infantry of Selene's Gutter Girl organization. One carries a techno staff, another a pair of stun batons, and the last has a stun gun. They want to capture me, not kill me. That's good. Makes it all the harder for them.
A flashbang explodes from inside the room, indicating that the other Wildcats tried to storm in from the hallway. They're now temporality blind, deaf, and completely disoriented. A small smile spreads across my face. You gotta appreciate the little things.
With the others out the picture, I can concentrate on the assailants coming up the fire escape. Bo Staff comes at me first. The staff is awkward in the cramped environment. She tried to attack, but the staff rebounds off the railing. I activate my KA-blade, keeping it medium length as I easily swat her aside. An electric arc flashes when the flat of the blade strikes, rendering the woman instantly unconscious. As she falls, I scramble up the fire escape with the other two hot on my heels.
I turn to face them when I make it to the top. They approach with caution, eying my KA-blade. It shimmers bluish-white, humming with galvanic energy. I whir it around; the rain sparkles in its wake. The Wildcats probably think the move is for show, but I have something else in mind.
They spread out, trying to circle me. The nearest one levels her gun as she sidesteps, her thin braids swinging with every movement. A look of sheer hatred hardens her face. "Stupid little girl. You have no idea what you've done, do you? The only reason we're not killing you is that Selene wants to take care of you in person."
I back away, keeping them at a distance. "Look, tell Selene it was nothing personal, okay? It was a misunderstanding. We should be able to talk this out."
The other Wildcat laughs. "If Selene wanted to talk, we wouldn't be here. And this is personal. Very personal."
The first one drops to one knee and squeezes the trigger. Nothing happens. At the same time, the other Wildcat's stun batons go dead. My blade twirling had cast a cyber net over the immediate area, transmitting a signal that shut their weapons down.
I take advantage of their surprise and attack. The KA-blade extends with a twist of the pommel, sizzling in the rain as I take the nearest Wildcat down with a vicious strike. The other one drops the stun gun and reaches for the firearm strapped to her leg.
I'm faster. Switching the KA-blade to gun mode, I extend the grip and fire a stun round, dropping the woman like a bag of bricks onto the wet rooftop. The blade retracts, and I slide it into the sheath on my belt. Three down, four more incapacitated in the room. Who knows how many more on the way. Selene probably has an army scouring the streets of New Haven. It's only a matter of time before they box me in. I'm only a visitor, after all.
New Haven is her city. And I have only one way to get out of it.
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Then
I sat upright, springing from unconsciousness to fully awake so fast that a wave of dizziness crashed over me. I groaned, putting my head in my hands. I was in the back seat of a vehicle that smelled like cigarettes and old leather.
"Ah, awake. Good. I think you'll find no lasting aftereffects, sweet Jinx."
My head snapped up. Sandman's disturbing gaze reflected from the rearview mirror. He rode in the passenger seat of the cab. An antique android drove, a newsboy cap perched on its cylindrical head. Rain sloshed against the windshield so heavily it obscured the view.
Anger scalded my face as I checked my clothes. "Screw you, Sandman. I swear if you even thought about putting your dirty hands on—"
He giggled. "Why Ms. Jinx, why so distrustful? I thought we were friends. Friends don't molest unconscious friends, even if they do look helpless and delicious. But even were I so inclined, my employer wouldn't like that one bit. No, he wouldn't."
I glared at him. "You're not gonna need to worry about Newman if you don't quit playing games. I thought you were taking me to New Haven."
He waved an arm in a grandiose gesture. "Look around you, lovely. Welcome to New Haven."
I stared through the window, breath taken away. I'd been inside quite a few Havens. None are alike. They had personalities. It was in the architecture, the style, even in the type of residents that live there. Haven Core was all opulence and glam, wealth and beauty on display everywhere you look. Syn City was digitized and sterile, populated with more synoids then human beings.
New Haven was like going back in time.
It wasn't a beautiful city, at least not in the sense of the word. The upper sections stretched to infinity, lit up in blazing neon and bright lights, interwoven with airlanes of flying traffic that whizzed by like laser blasts. The lower sections were dark and oppressive, smothered by the mammoth buildings so forcefully that daylight barely registered. Rain fell as if it would never stop, alternating between light drizzles to roaring downpours. The residents ignored it, walking under protective awnings or glowing umbrellas.
The entire city and its inhabitants were retro-styled. Art Deco styled architecture and furnishings, gorgeous streamlined vehicles from an age where World Wars raged, and the Jazz Age was in full swing. Men wore suits and fedoras, women slinky gowns and furs. The mixture of past-era style with cutting-edge tech was unlike anything I'd ever seen. The people went about their lives as if completely unaware of the outside world. Like New Haven was the last place on Earth.
It was a nearly overwhelming experience. Combined with my unconscious transit, induced awakening, and the swiftly arranged meeting with my mysterious host, it was fortunate I could think straight at all. But I had to gather my focus pretty damn quick. Because my meet was with a top-level operator, one known to be powerful, cunning and lethal.
Sandman watched me with a knowing grin on his narrow face. "Let’s make a stop at a boutique shop."
"What the hell for?"
"To make you more presentable, of course. You have to look the part if you're to talk the talk and walk the walk in New Haven."
☣
Thirty minutes later we pulled into the parking lot of The Gaiden, a popular nightclub in the city's Downtown sector. Expensive Asian décor somehow blended with the sounds of soulful jazz and the atmosphere of a criminal underworld. The air was hazed with cigarette smoke, the booths and tables occupied by predatory men and women in their sharpest outfits. A heavyset man led a jazz band on trumpet; a soundtrack for the sexy danger of the place.
For once I was grateful for Sandman's interference. Thanks to our pit stop, I blended right in. Fur on my shoulders, sequined gown tight on my curves. Afro braided back and accessorized with gemstone butterflies. All eyes were on me as Sandman led me to a private room in the back.
His employer turned around to greet us. I felt my insides turn to ice.
"What kind of game is this? You're not Newman."
The stranger gave me a thin smile. "A most astute observation. Newman is too private an individual to deal with this sort of operation. I'm his handler. You can call me Tommy. Tommy Tsunami."
I would have laughed in his face, but he was deadly serious. Tommy Tsunami was a dark man. Dark skin, eyes like chips of flint, suited in black from head to toe. He didn't look at all as outlandish as his street moniker suggested. Tall and slender, he towered in the room like an onyx statue.
"And you're Jinx La Fox, of course. It's a pleasure. Apologies first of all." He gestured to Sandman, who lurked in the corner like a leering shadow. "For the inconvenience of your transport. Entering New Haven isn't a simple matter."
"Yeah. Tell me about it."
He offered me a cigarette from a silver-engraved holder. I turned it down. He shrugged, pausing to light one himself. Smoke funneled from his nostrils, drifting my direction like ghost serpents.
"Now. Let's get down to business."
"That's what I’m here for. The details were scarce in the initial post."
"As they were supposed to be. The pay was supposed to do the talking."
"Yeah, it got my butt from point A to here. But that's as far as things go without an up-front payment."
A smile touched his lips. "Half up front. The remainder when the job is done."
I paused. "Yeah, okay. But I need to know what I'm getting into for me to pull this off."
"Indeed. And time is ticking." He opened his holoband, pulling up a photo file and projecting it in three-dimensional form. The woman in the hologram was blond, slender with cherubic features. Molded cheekbones. Eyes that even in digital format were entrancing, as if laden with arcane knowledge.
Tommy Tsunami gazed at the woman with an expression of undisguised hunger. "Your target's name is Selene. She runs an underground organization called the Gutter Girls. Spies, bodyguards — they are whatever she needs them to be. Needless to say, this will be a difficult operation."
"Yeah, I'll be careful. What exactly is it that I'm stealing? The dossier mentioned something about surgery. I'm not killing her for you if that's what you want."
His eyes widened ever so slightly. "I wouldn't dream of making that sort of move against her."
"Then what is it?"
"I want you to remove one of her limbs for me."
It was my turn to stare. "One of her… limbs? Are you crazy?"
"Not at all. Her right leg, to be precise. I'd like you to amputate it and bring it me undamaged. Don't worry; I'm only borrowing it. I'll be sure to return it to her after I'm finished."
Now
The Gaiden nightclub is on fire. I risked an autocab to try to see if I could catch up with Tommy Tsunami again. But on arriving all I see are flames and billowing smoke. The rain never stops, but the fire rages regardless. As I step out of the cab into the downpour, a fire blimp drifts from the sky like a breaching whale, siren lights painting the rain with crimson flashes. Hoses uncurl from its innards and attend to the business of spraying extinguisher foam. Spherical drones hover about, metallic fireflies that scan the vicinity and record everything to a remote feed. A large crowd mills around, typical gawkers attracted to destruction. Police androids work at establishing a perimeter, eyes flashing red and blue.
Peering from the alley of a nearby pair of buildings, I use the holoband on my wrist to crack into the drone program and use their facial recognition program to find any persons of interest. A tall, narrow-faced man watches the destruction with an anguished expression on his face. The intel identifies him as Twitch Samuels, a doorman for the club.
Keeping my head downcast, I use an umbrella to block overhead surveillance as I cut through the crowd and tap Twitch on the shoulder. He turns, looking down at me with red-rimmed eyes. His dark, thin hair spills across his brow like ink.
"Can I help you, miss?"
"Detective, actually." I flash my fake badge. "Can you tell me what happened here?"
He stares down with more than a touch of arrogance. "I already talked to those useless robot cops."
"Talk to me."
"The Troubleshooter happened."
"One man?"
His frown turns suspicious. "You don't know who the Troubleshooter is?"
"The Troubleshooter. Yeah, I know all about him." I quickly ran the name through my database. The information slides across the interior of my glasses. Mick Trubble. A private eye of sorts. Warning symbols flash, indicating a high-level threat. The man has a reputation for… trouble, of course. Not at all ironic.
Twitch clears his throat. "Well, if you know him then you know what sort of man he is. He came in like he owned the place. When I told him he wasn't welcome, he showed me his gun."
"And what did you do then?"
Twitch's narrow mustache stiffens. "What any sane person would do. I left immediately. I'm a doorman, not a bodyguard."
"And I'm a hacker, not a detective. But here we are."
"Excuse me?"
I pull my fur coat back so he can see the KA-blade strapped to my side. "Now I'm showing you mine. See, I don't really care about what happened or what the Troubleshooter did. All I wanna know is if Tommy Tsunami was in here and if he got out alive."
His eyes darted around. "You know I can't tell you anything. Rats don't live long around here."
"Neither do bugs." I tap fingers on the KA-blade. "And I'm about to pull out my flyswatter."
His Adam's apple bobs when he swallows. "All right, no need for threats. Mr. Tsunami survived the fire. I saw him exiting from the rear of the building.
"Where?"
"I don't know."
My hand tightens on the KA-Blade.
"I swear I don't know. But… he shouldn't be hard to find."
"Yeah? How?"
Twitch gestured to the inferno. "He and the Troubleshooter are at odds. Just follow the chaos. Shootouts. Burned buildings. Gang warfare. These things tend to follow the Troubleshooter when he's on a tear. And wherever he is, Tommy Tsunami will be as well."
"Fine. Don't tell anyone you saw me. Or I'll be back."
"I don't even know who you are."
"Let's keep it that way." I turn and head back for the alley, positioning the umbrella to avoid detection. Twitch calls after me.
"Why look for Tommy Tsunami at all? It's too dangerous. This nightclub won't be the only thing that burns tonight."
I pause, feeling the heat of anger and shame scald my face. "He has something I need. You might say it's a matter of life and death."
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Then
The heist went smooth as butter. The first thing was to pull a crack on a police synoid. The automaton pulled Selene's stretch Caddy over in an inconspicuous manner. Then it went berserk, taking out Selene, her bodyguards, and her trained wolf with stun rounds. The wolf was a surprise and should have given me a red flag right then and there. But at the time I charted it up as some rich bitch trying too hard. The black market was full of exotic animal sales, after all.
I guided the simdroid to a nearby warehouse, where I had a surgery lab prepped. The setup cost a grip, but the front money from Tommy Tsunami took care of that. A botnet program supplied me with automated surgery equipment, complete with an android surgeon. The amputation was grisly to watch, but everything went perfectly. The leg was removed, the wounds properly cleaned and cauterized, and Selene left in a medically sealed ice pod with a device alerting the local emergency services to its location.
I took a closer look at the leg Tommy Tsunami wanted so badly, but I couldn't figure it out even after running a scan at the many tattoos that covered the skin. Something was there, something I was missing. In the end, I shrugged it off. None of my business. My business was getting paid and then getting the hell out of New Haven.
After that, it was a return to a private room at the Gaiden nightclub, where I delivered the leg to Tommy Tsunami in an airtight, temperature-controlled case. He regarded it without expression, but there was a tiny glint in his eyes that let me know he was inwardly jumping up and down with joy. Turning away from the case, he stepped toward me with separate objects in each hand.
I gave him a quizzical glance. "What's this?"
"A choice, Jinx. In my right hand, I have a Transit pass. Completely legit, guaranteed to get you out of New Haven immediately. In my left I have a dibcard loaded with the remainder of your payment. You're free to choose one or the other."
I felt my jaw clench. "I should have known there was a catch. You got me in, but you're not getting me out. Now without taking half the cut. You never intended to pay the full amount, did you?"
A thin smile curved his lips. "You should have read the fine print, Jinx. And I'll pay you as promised. But getting out is on you if you don't take my offer."
"Yeah, okay. I'll take the dibcard. I can get out of here on my own."
He raised an eyebrow. "Can you? I wouldn't be offering if exiting New Haven was easy. You don't know how tightly the exit is guarded. You can't possibly understand the amount of control exerted to keep this city's population from ever leaving or even aware of the outside world. And you think you can just find some way out on your own?"
"Pretty much."
"As you wish."
He gave me the card, which I snatched out his hand and placed on the face of my holoband. The transfer went through, much to my surprise. I was now beyond rich, ready to disappear and leave my troubles and enemies so far behind that they might as well have disappeared.
I glanced up at Tommy Tsunami, who watched with an amused expression. I took a wary look around, but his bodyguards played cards at a nearby table, unconcerned. There were no assassins on standby, no double-cross about to happen.
"I guess our business is done, then."
He nodded. "For now. But when you come back for the pass, the price will double. Don't say I didn't warn you."
I laughed. "Double? That's everything you paid me. No pass is worth that much."
He tilted his head. "What about your life? How much is that worth?"
I took a startled step backward, hand immediately going to my KA-blade. Tommy just folded his arms with a dark laugh.
"I'm not going to kill you, Jinx. I don't have to. Did you ever wonder who your target was? Why I'd have to use a third party to move against her?"
"None of my business."
"You should have made it your business. Because you just attacked, kidnapped, and permanently maimed one of the most dangerous people on earth. And a member of the organization that controls every aspect of this Haven. An organization called the Gestalt, of which Selene is one of the top-ranking members." He shook his head. "She's out of the hospital now, you know. And she's not going to be happy about this. Not one bit."
I shivered, though the room wasn't cold at all. It felt like clammy fingers had reached from some underworld and caressed the back of my neck.
Tommy Tsunami slapped the Transit card against the palm of his hand. "Still not too late to take me up on my first offer."
I swallowed hard. "I'll take my chances."
His teeth flashed in a wolfish smile. "Good luck."
Now
I don't know what's wrong with these people. A shootout and explosion at the Gaiden nightclub and no one blinks. Another exchange of gunfire left several bodies in the West Docks. Something was all over the net about a giant synoid on the loose, destroying people and property. An entire apartment complex went down in flames, also in the West Docks. Then more news about a prison riot that nearly got out of hand. Any other place I've been to would be cowering in fear from just one or two incidents. New Haven residents go about their business like nothing is wrong, and the night is still young. It gives credence to the stories of New Haven being a conglomerate for criminal enterprise. Nothing can faze this place because lawlessness is the only law that counts.
Over and over, one name comes up with every incident.
The Troubleshooter.
Mick Trubble.
The Troubleshooter.
I don't understand what kind of private investigator could stir up so much chaos in one night, and why no one seems to move to stop him. I don't know if he's one of Selene's operators or someone caught in the middle of things like I am. I figure I have to take the risk and see if I can catch up to him. If we're on the same side then maybe he'll be able to get me a lead on Tommy Tsunami.
I've dodged two patrols of Wildcats and fought with one more. My shoulder stings from a gash from a katana that would have severed my arm at the joint if I hadn't dodged quickly enough. I think the only reason I'm still alive is that Selene has the bulk of her Gutter Girls looking for Tommy Tsunami. Seems the word about his involvement got out, and he's as wanted as I am. Which means I have to find him before they do if I want any chance of getting out of New Haven in one piece. Because I found out real quick that getting a Transit pass out of the city is an excruciating process that takes weeks and heavy vetting of the applicant. I won't last weeks, and I won't pass the inspection process. Tommy Tsunami was right, damn the man. I have to crawl back to him and hope he wasn't serious about doubling the price.
I start at the prison riot because that was the last known sighting of Mick Trubble. Cracking the databanks was pretty easy using a backdoor detection system I created and installed in my holoband. The guards at the prison are synoids, so I'm able to access their logs and scan for details. The riot was pretty ugly, but the main thing was that the Troubleshooter had been there visiting a prisoner named Dr. Faraday. I save his file for later as I zero in on what I need. Video feed of the synthetic warden talking to Mick Trubble after the riot ended.
"Listen. I don't know what kind of trouble you're in, but since it's you, I have to assume it's critical. I owe you a favor, and I don't like debt." She opened her holoband and pulled up a location on the grid. "Synch up to this position — it will take you right to the Captain. I'll send him a line and let him know you're coming."
"The Captain? You want me to hook up with the brass? What kind of a sap do you take me for? I'm not exactly on great terms with the button boys. With all the heat on my back, I'd probably get my elbows checked and end up right back here in one of your meat lockers."
"He's on the square. And a hard man to reach, so you should be thanking me. I wouldn't recommend him if I didn't think it was worth your while. Try to keep an open mind, Troubleshooter."
"An open mind invites too many ideas, Warden. But what the hell — I'll take a chance this time. Only 'cause it's you."
I shut the feed down. Mick Trubble is headed to the precinct for a chat with the police captain. If I move fast, there's a chance I can catch him before something else explodes.
☣
I barely get there in time. The rain is falling heavy, and I get soaked as soon as I step out of the autocab. That's when I spot someone exiting the building with an air of someone about to do something incredibly foolish. I recognize him from the video. He's Mick Trubble.
The Troubleshooter.
Up close he's not what I expected. I imagined some hulking bruiser of a man, but Mick is medium in height and build. I'd peg his age at somewhere in his forties. He's dressed like a movie version of a private eye, complete with a trench coat and fedora. He's handsome in a rugged way, the square-jawed type with a face that looks cruel until you glance again and see the wry humor in his eyes.
He meets up with a pair of other men as I approach. One is an Indian man with the build of an athlete and the looks of an actor; the other a tall, lean man dressed up as a cowboy for some reason. I take it as part of the New Haven insanity and don't give it a second thought. I’m not here for either of them, anyway. I'm here for the Troubleshooter.
"Hey."
The single word ignites immediate action. The cowboy whips out twin revolvers, and the Indian man assumes a martial arts stance. Only Mick Trubble is relaxed. He gives me a considering stare, eyes cool and calculating as he calms his partners down with a gesture.
"You boys wanna ease back a bit? This ain't one of Selene's Gutter Girls."
The cowboy holsters his pistols and nods my direction. "Well if she ain't one of them crazy ninja chicks, who is she?"
Mick lights a cigarette; eyes still fixed on me. "Let the lady speak for herself."
"I'm looking for Tommy Tsunami."
"Get in line." Mick exhales a cloud of smoke into the drizzle. "Lemme guess. You gotta be that La Fox dame. Word is Selene wants your head for her leg. And I thought I was having a bad night."
"I didn't know who she was when I did the job. Tommy Tsunami left a few details out."
"Yeah, I bet he did. So, what do you think I can do for you?"
"Give me a lead on where he is. I'll take care of the rest."
"I see. Give you a lead on the lug I need to take down. Lemme think about that." He took another drag on the cigarette. "Sorry kid. No dice."
"I'll make it worth your while."
He smirked. "See? That's how I got into this mess in the first place. The good ol' promise of fresh cabbage. Now I got a case of the New Haven Blues breathing down my back, and the only thing that's gonna get me out of this soup sandwich is finding that skel Tommy Tsunami and getting Selene's leg back in one piece. Not hard to guess he washed you over and hung you out to dry. But your revenge is gonna have to wait until my business with him is over."
"I don't want revenge. I want a way out of this crazy Haven. He's got a Transit pass with my name on it. All I need is to get it from him."
I experience a rare dash of hope as Mick Trubble seems to consider it for a moment. Then he dashes it to pieces by shaking his head.
"Wish I could help you, kid. But I got a heap of trouble on my plate already. Adding your problems will only slow me down. Keep your head down and find a hole to hide in until this blows over, La Fox. Maybe then I can see what I can do about your little transit problem."
He nodded to his partners. "C'mon, fellas. We got a lot of work to do."
I can only watch them slide into their vehicles and rumble off down the street. I'm left behind in the drizzling rain with no options and even less hope. I'm a marked woman in an unforgiving city, and it's only a matter of time before my number gets punched. I can't imagine how my night could possibly get any worse.
"Jinx La Fox."
I look in the direction of the person calling my name. Turns out it's not a person at all. It's a towering android in a long, rain-drenched coat and a wide-brimmed hat that shadows its gunmetal face. Its eyes glow from the darkness like yellow lamps.
Gesturing to a nearby car, it speaks with a voice like distant thunder. "My boss would like a word with you."
I fold my arms and try to look as nonchalant as possible. "And if I don't feel like going for a drive?"
The android pulls the biggest handgun I've ever seen from its jacket and points it at me.
"He insists."

4

The android slams the door but remains outside after I slide into the back seat. The car rumbles to life and peels off. I take a look behind. The android dwindles away, lost in a potent mix of rain, fog, and shadows. Dark buildings reduce to murky blurs as the vehicle races down the rain-slicked street at speeds I know can't be legal.
The dash monitor fizzles on, morphing into a familiar face. Newman, my contact for the job. He is a quirky man with looks that border on handsomeness. His dark hair is neatly combed, and he's dressed in what appears to be a lab coat for some reason.
"You failed me."
My eyes practically pop out the sockets. "What are you talking about? I did everything you asked me to do."
"No. You did everything Tommy Tsunami asked you to do."
"Wait… what?"
He shakes his head. "I thought you were smart, Jinx. Did it ever occur to second guess his story? To ask a few more questions? You were reputed to be resourceful. I suppose both of us were wrong to trust each other."
The windshield is useless, marred by beads of rain whirring across the glass. Fog rolls across the surface, further obscuring the view. Wherever we are, it's dark as death. The car hurtles forward like a demon into hell.
I swallow, trying not to let my nervousness show. "If Tommy Tsunami isn't working for you then how—"
"I don't know how he found out. Probably scanned the Dark Logs and figured it out. I sent an operator to pick you up. He disappeared. Tommy inserted Sandman in his place. Can't say the man isn't ambitious. And unusually smart when he's not unusually stupid. This whole cutting off Selene's leg debacle is proof of that. Both of you are dead; you know that? I would have simply scanned the tattoos and left her limbs in place. Now the city is on fire, and you're partially to blame. You and that imbecile Mick Trubble."
The last part was spat with venom, letting me know Newman has a history with the Troubleshooter. It doesn’t matter to me, though.
"If you're the one who was supposed to get me in, it means you can get me out."
"That's right. If I were so inclined."
"I need an out badly. I’m willing to pay what it takes."
A tiny, knowing smile touches his lips. "Really? With what funds?"
Alarms blare in my head. "What do you mean? Tommy Tsunami paid in full. The dibs are good."
"Check again."
With a sinking heart, I open my holoband and pull up my accounts. My heart nearly stops.
I've been wiped clean. My funds are drier than a desert crag.
"It's called a reverse deposit. Tommy probably used a hidden operative. Overrode your security, inserted a back door with the deposit. Funneled the funds back to its source of origin after a brief period."
I barely hear him over the sound of my furiously pounding heart. "I know what a reverse deposit is. But that's impossible. My security is the best there is."
"There's always someone better. A fact everyone learns sooner or later."
His words hit me like a punch to the gut. Everything I've sacrificed to get into New Haven. Everything I worked for. Gone in a bad combination of naivety and recklessness. I played myself, and now I was paying the price.
"What do you want me to do?"
His eyes told me the whole story before the words came out of his mouth. "What do you think this is? You're in a coffin, Jinx. A coffin hurtling at two hundred miles heading for the West River. It's cleanup time, sweetheart. You're a loose end I can't leave around to unravel my plans. Don't bother trying to hack the system. This vehicle is purposefully low-tech, and you're out of time. Now if you'll excuse me, I have a meeting with Tommy Tsunami. If it's any consolation, I don't think he's going to come away from it alive."
The dash monitor clicks off. I squint at the windshield just in time to see a guardrail gleam dully in the dark.
The impact barely registers. A slight jolt, the screech of shredded metal, and I'm airborne. I float for an agonizing second, body suspended above the seat. Then the car slams into the black waters of the West River with a bone-crunching jolt. I rebound off of every side of the vehicle like a pinball before my head cracks against something and the lights go out.
☣
I wake up coughing liquid from my lungs. The car is submerged, the interior nearly filled with dark, rank water that smells like every dead body in the city is in the car with me. Only the faintest light is visible from the surface. I panic and try the doors, but of course they're locked. It takes a few frantic seconds to remember my KA-blade.
Switching it to gun mode, I aim at the window and pull the trigger. The sound mutes as the window explodes and more water rushes in. I escape the vehicle and swim to the surface, where I use my limited swim skills to paddle my way to the shore. I lay on the scummy surface, coughing until my lungs burn. My entire body aches from the impact, and my shoulder bleeds from the earlier slice-and-dice with the Wildcats, but that's not nearly the worst part.
The worst part is being broke. I gambled everything on this score and lost. Now I have no money, no way of getting out of the city, and a price on my head. I roll over on my back, staring at the overhead traffic with tears glistening in my eyes. The city lights turn into shimmering jewels, a multifaceted treasure beckoning to anyone stupid enough to buy into its golden lies.
Welcome to New Haven.
I'm finished. I can almost see Selene's black-clad assassins emerging from the shadows to sink their blades into my body, sever my arms and legs off as trophies for their mistress. It's only a matter of time.
No.
Gritting my teeth, I sit up. If I'm going down, it won't be without a fight. I got too much pride to do otherwise. And I've been down before. Plenty of times. Somehow, I always find a way back up. This time won't be any different. It's just a momentary setback. After all, there isn't a problem I can't solve if I study it long enough. There's always a weak spot to exploit, a back door to enter or exit. All I have to do is live long enough to find it.
I get up and limp my way toward the street, disappearing into the rain and shadows.
☣
I manage to survive the night. I pull a few account cracks, dribble enough stolen funds to keep me going. A platinum wig to cover my hair, oversized shades, and an elegant hat and shawl keep my face as hidden as possible, along with an oversized coat to hide my shape and gait from identification. I board an airship, keeping on the move as I study the layout of the Haven, exploring its infrastructure and the who's who of key players. And I keep up with the latest news. To my surprise, the city didn't burn down. But whatever mess Tommy Tsunami and Newman were involved in ended with the same result for both of them.
Corpses.
Tommy Tsunami was stabbed to death in a shootout that turned the mayor's mansion into a war zone. The news stations ran a lot of contradicting headlines, but in truth, the details were scarce and sketchy. Blame was quickly placed on Tommy, painting him as a madman gangster on the loose in the city, put down like a dog after attempting to kidnap the mayor. He killed Captain Graves in the ensuing shootout with armored robot stormtroopers that rescued the mayor. Nothing was said of how Tommy was gutted, but the crime scene photos included some bladed weapons collected from the rubble. I don't have to guess that Selene had been there.
A much smaller section mentioned the recovery of a body identified as Frankie Newman from the West River. Despite the bloating, I recognize him immediately. He was supposedly a nightclub singer of all things, but I knew it was just a cover. Whoever Newman was, his secret died with him.
There was conspicuously no mention of Selene or another important part of the puzzle. Despite his obvious involvement, none of the news stories bothered to mention the name Mick Trubble. Whoever he was, he had friends in high places. Or enemies.
And speak of the devil, he appears like a magician. Or more like a man at the end of his rope. Stumbling to a seat, he fumbles for a pack of cigarettes and lights one. His face is marred with fading bruises; his cheeks dotted with stubble. Pulling his battered fedora over his eyes, he leans back and exhales a stream of smoke toward the NO SMOKING sign.
"So, you managed to stay in one piece."
I look up in surprise. He chuckles around his cigarette.
"Yeah, I made ya when as soon as I walked in. Don't worry; your secret is safe with me."
I look around, but the few passengers on the ship are occupied with their VR visors, ears plugged with whatever's streaming. I get up and take a seat next to Mick Trubble.
"I guess you had a busy night too. I saw what happened to Tommy Tsunami on the news."
He grunts. "Not my work."
I lower my voice. "Selene?"
"Yep. She's one cold dame. Beautiful but deadly. The best dames usual are. Don't think she won't forget about you, either. Surprised you haven't dusted out already."
"It's not that easy. Getting killed is a lot easier than getting a legit Transit pass. It's like they don't want anyone to leave this place."
He barks a humorless laugh. "Darlin', you don't know the half. But I tell you what — it's your lucky day. Just so happens I got a legit pass in my possession. A wise man gave it to me. Been holding it for an emergency. Didn't think it to be someone else's emergency, but here we are."
My heart does a summersault. "You'll sell it to me? I don't have much right now, but I can get more as soon as—"
He cuts a wry glance me. "As soon as what? You're living on borrowed time, sweetheart. With Tommy Tsunami out the way, you're all Selene is gonna focus on. Take the Transit pass and hightail your getaway sticks on outta here."
"Why… would you do that? You don't even know me."
He shrugs. "I dunno. You seem like a good kid. And enough people have died in the last twenty-four hours. If I can prevent one more, maybe I can get some sleep. You want it or not?"
"Yes."
He opens his the holoband on his wrist and pulls up a map. "You'll have to get it yourself. Got the location marked. Nab it and get the hell outta Dodge, kid."
I feel my eyes moisten. "Thank you, Mick. You… just saved my life."
A snore is the only answer. Mick Trubble has slumped over, fast asleep.
I remove the cigarette from his lips and squeeze his hand. At the next stop I get off and make my way outside, where the sun is shining for once, rays beaming between the massive buildings like glimmers of newfound hope.
☣
The Transit pass is the real deal. I nearly die when the heavily armed security android scans it and runs my identification. I have to use my real name, the one that can never be associated with the life of Jinx La Fox. And it works. I make my way into the Station, where only one tram enters and exits the Haven. Once boarded, I sweat through my clothes, expecting any minute for alarms to sound or some assassin to slip in and put me on ice. I keep my head down, avoiding eye contact with any of the other passengers. It seems they have the same idea. Anyone who boards the tram must have valid reasons for not wanting attention.
The departing announcement finally sounds. The tram hisses as the electromagnetic brakes release. The sensation of movement, the blur of the station when the train whirs past. Darkness illuminated only by streaks of light as it enters a tunnel that seems never to end.
I'm leaving New Haven the same way I came in. With nothing. But unlike when I entered, I'm grateful. Grateful to a man I don't know. A man who might be the most dangerous I've ever met. I owe him big time. Maybe he knows that. Maybe he's already forgotten my face. But I like to think otherwise. I like to think we might meet again someday.
Just not in New Haven.
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