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Аннотация
The war with the machines has ended… and only the children remain.

They are born and bred in cold, clinical, sterile compounds. Machines watch over them, educate them, raise them into docile, compliant slaves for the new world order. But Zina is not like the others. She observes, noting the limitations in her captor's programming. She tests her limits, careful to avoid detection. And in time, she acts.
But when an unexpected Purge event occurs, will she earn her freedom, or be subject to revelations that will tear her world apart? The fight for humanity's survival starts here: don't miss out!


Bard Constantine
The Girl who Lived


Other Books in the Havenworld Universe

The Troubleshooter: Four Shots
The Troubleshooter: New Haven Blues
The Troubleshooter: The Most Dangerous Dame
Havenworld: Tales of the Cataclysm and Beyond
Silent Empire
Vigil: Knight in Cyber Armor
Nimrod Squad
Syn City: Reality Bytes
The Gunner Chronicles: Fire and Brimstone

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
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Chapter 1: The System

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 routines: 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 that 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, the 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 can explain.
The unknown.

Chapter 2: The Purge

"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 spoke like it was important. Ever heard that before?"
"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 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 mathematically closes 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. 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 that have served as my home for my entire life. I pass the familiar doorways where students stand at attention as witnesses the Purge. 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 reduces to 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. Clusters 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 pacify 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 blatant disregard for the rules. They're almost machines themselves, programmed into obedience that 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 my movements will be observed very soon, and the systematic tracking will begin. I make my way to the front of the boy's section, 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.

Chapter 3: The Capture

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 emerged from.
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 container to poison me once I climbed 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 labeled 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 cold 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 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 precisely 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 the grind of the chassis and massive spinning tires drowns everything out.
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 crushes 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, 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 to 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 carrier 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 sinks 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.

Chapter 4: The Escape

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. The scars of my education adorn my body. 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 forms.
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 compound, 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 exacts 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 for 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 surveillance 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 carrier is shredded, tilting 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 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.

Chapter 5: The Haven

The Haven is invisible. The energy dome that surrounds it mirrors 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 an orderly fashion. Everyone seems to have a place, and no one appears to want for anything.
The military presence is substantial. 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 authorization, we enter into the Haven itself.
The sight takes my breath away.
The Haven interior is a glittering metropolis of glass and alloyed metal, sturdy 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 alloy on the streamlined cars gleam, 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.
We enter 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 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 they recruited us 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 become an 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 new freedoms and privileges are granted. 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.
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