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Book Description
 
   Jordi Roberts killed his wife. It was self-defense, but that doesn’t matter to the director of the Bureau, who wants his head. He is on the run and has been proclaimed as a murderer and a terrorist on the airwaves.
 
   There are still so many unanswered questions, though, and Jordi needs to discover the truth before he is sent to jail for the rest of his life. After stripping through lie after lie to get this far, Jordi fears what he’ll ultimately find.
 
   Finally, in one of the chasms of the undercity, Jordi finds answers—and it goes beyond the present struggles of the American Conference and leads to a conspiracy that has held the world in its thrall for over a thousand years.
 
   Part 3 of a 5-part serial. Each part is around sixty pages long.
 
    
 
   Join my new release mailing list to get alerted when each new part is published www.davidjnormoyle.com/mailinglist
 
   Check out my other work on my Amazon author page: www.amazon.com/author/davidjnormoyle 
 
  
 
  



Chapter 1
 
   I went from being asleep to alert in an instant without passing through a drowsy phase. I looked around to see what had woken me but saw no one nearby. The walls and ceilings were crisscrossed with metal girders; I was inside an abandoned conveyor tube. I could have done with even just a few moments of blissful ignorance—instead, the horrible memories of everything that had happened were fully formed in my mind.
 
   I had taken refuge here. With my mugshot splashed across every news broadcast, even the passageways around Harlem weren’t safe. I had been declared a terrorist and a murderer—public enemy number one. Or perhaps number two behind the Territories president who had invaded Under Norleans and was about to start bombing Under Nyork.
 
   People down on their luck sometimes slept in the disused conveyor tubes, and I’d had enough wits about me to find my way into one. Thinking back, I was surprised I’d managed that. After I’d heard Larsen’s lies about me, a red mist of fury had clouded my vision. By the time I had reached the tunnels, the rage had given way to exhaustion, and I had collapsed into a deep sleep.
 
   The pockets of my jacket were inside out. Not my doing. Since I’d dumped my ID card and the gun, the robbers hadn’t gotten anything. With that thought, my wife’s unseeing stare floated into my mind, but I forced away the memory. I couldn’t deal with that right now.
 
   I stood up and took stock. My left ankle was swollen, but it took my weight well enough that I could walk with only a slight limp. Most of my torso was sore to the touch, and the right side of my rib cage hurt when I took a deep breath. My face was tender, though I imagined it looked worse than it felt. And the pain in my head was milder than most of my hangovers. As far as I could tell, I’d suffered no ill effects from the stun gun hit—only a fraction of the electricity had entered my body. Overall, my physical injuries were as good as could have been expected.
 
   That didn’t take away from the fact that I was well and truly fucked. It was a miracle that I managed to escape the Bureau so far, but even miracles had limits. The Bureau didn’t actively police Harlem, but they did have an army of snitches and undercover agents. And even though it was a safe haven of sorts for the underbelly of society, that didn’t apply to me so much. The criminal element was as likely to capture me as the mibs were. If a mob caught me, then I would be lucky to avoid a lynching. And if the mibs handed me over to Larsen, I might regret missing the lynching.
 
   And I couldn’t forget that the entire American Conference was about to be wiped out by its enemies, with Celeste a ticking time bomb in our midst.
 
   What to do? Since I was going to be caught sooner or later, I saw only one sensible thing to do—drown my sorrows in a fiery bath of red whiskey. I hadn’t had a drink in over four days, much too long even in the best of times. Without my ID card, though, I had no access to any money.
 
   After some thinking, I came up with a plan. I knew a small bar without a name run by a veteran called Three-Fingered Ray. It was in Harlem, and Ray had a soft spot for military and ex-military, especially those who had fallen on hard times. He also had a reputation for finding out things that no one else knew and for selling the information for the right price. I was already overloaded with illicit information, but I sure needed that free drink.
 
   Because of its lack of conveyor pods, Harlem was one place where a decent sense of direction was essential, and it was the one place where I had a reasonable idea where different parts of it were located relative to each other. In most parts of Under Nyork, traveling around involved simply entering the destination into a conveyor pod. With a little thought, I was able to figure out roughly which direction would get me close to Three-Fingered Ray’s bar.
 
   It was better to travel via the tubes and spend as little time as possible in the main corridors. The tubes themselves weren’t in terrible condition, given that they hadn’t been used in centuries. Unlike in the ancient tunnels above Under Nyork, the metal showed no evidence of rust. Piles of rubbish had been kicked down onto the tracks, so it was best to keep to the platform alongside the wall. It was only a pace wide, and I had to step carefully around the wrapped bundles of sleeping bodies.
 
   A six-way junction opened up before me in an expanse of black space. Three openings faced me: one straight ahead, one to the left, and one right. I walked to the edge of the platform and looked down then up at the two other openings. A pod would be able to go left, right, up, or down from the junction; it couldn’t go directly straight ahead without falling into the tube below. I could take the left and right opening by skirting the corners; from there, I could hug the opposite corner to take the straight-ahead tube. Descending to a lower level would be more challenging, and more difficult again was ascending a level.
 
   I decided on left. At the corner, the platform narrowed, and I hooked my hand behind an iron girder on the wall for support, faced the wall, and shuffled my feet sideways until I was close enough to jump across. I climbed down onto the central groove and waded through the rubbish, kicking up all sorts of unpleasant smells. Then I scaled the other side and went right at the next junction. The amount of rubbish decreased as I got farther from the lived-in areas of the tubes, though I did see shadows disappearing around the junction corners. I imagined that anyone living in the depths of the tubes must have been really distrustful of company or involved in the blackest of black-market activities. Either way, I hoped that no one took much notice of my passing through.
 
   When my inner compass told me I needed to go down a few levels, I had to decide whether it was better to risk that part of the journey inside the tubes or out in the open corridors. Examining the walls, I decided that it wouldn’t be too hard to climb down a level. The crisscrossed metal girders left plenty of handholds and footholds, and the ridges on the edges gave a firm grip. None of my injuries had complained since I’d started—it seemed that they weren’t as bad as I had thought the day before.
 
   So at the next junction, I chose down. After a few paces, I made the mistake of looking over my shoulder and into the darkness below. I didn’t have a fear of heights exactly—I didn’t get vertigo—I just had a healthy fear of being smashed to a pulp when I hit the ground. That mental picture didn’t exactly help, either. By concentrating on what was in front of me, I was able to get into a reasonably quick rhythm as I continued down.
 
   When my left foot found nothing but air, my stomach lurched and my fingers dug into the metal girders. I pulled my leg back up to its previous location then looked down. I had reached the junction below. I crab-walked sideways until I reached the corner, then I swung my left foot onto one of the girders on the side wall. I then lowered my left hand and twisted my body so that my right foot found purchase.
 
   That left me slung awkwardly across the corner, with my upper body still facing one way and my lower body twisted at ninety degrees while gravity pulled down on my core. The pain in my ribs asserted itself again. I hadn’t thought this far ahead, and making the next move was going to be tricky. But going back was equally difficult, so I didn’t have much choice.
 
   I changed my grip until I was as close as possible to the wall of the lower tube then swung across with my left hand, but it couldn’t reach. Shit. There wasn’t much point delaying; I needed to just act. I reached out as far as I could with my left hand, braced both legs, then pushed off with my right hand. For an awful split second, both my hands were in midair. I was sure I was going to fall, then the fingers on my left hand snagged hold of a girder, and my right hand swung around and got a grip on some metal. I climbed down and decided to take the next exit out of the conveyor tubes. I would take my chances in the open corridors.
 
   At least the journey through the tubes hadn’t given me much time to think. Trying to process my feelings about everything that had happened was like sifting through hydrogen atoms in an explosion. Christina had said that all the psychs in the Conference weren’t enough to fix my mental state after the plane crash, and that was nothing compared to the new upheavals I had to deal with.
 
   At the next set of doors, I dug my fingers into the gap between them and tried to wrench them apart. They were stuck. I searched the garbage until I found a metal bar, which I used to pry the doors open, and snuck my hands into the gap. I dropped the metal bar and prized the doors apart enough to slide my body through. They snapped shut behind me.
 
   None of the passersby took any notice of my emergence. The destitute commonly entered and exited the conveyor pods in Harlem, so it was no surprise that no one tried to make eye contact.
 
   The corridors of Harlem were much busier than the rest of Under Nyork, both because it was one of the most populous areas and because walking was the only way to get around. I joined in with the stream of people, keeping my head down and trying to blend in as much as possible.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 2
 
   I arrived at the bar without incident. There was no sign outside the door, nothing to distinguish it from the housing modules on either side. Only those who knew about it found Three-Fingered Ray’s bar. I opened the door and entered.
 
   Inside, the bar was more compact than most drinking establishments. Rusted machine guns hung on the wall, alongside a rocket launcher with a broken handle, a few old motherboards, and half a dozen dusty old monitors. I didn’t understand the obsession some people had with the world before the Third World War.
 
   The pride of the bar was a real mahogany counter. It was the only thing I had ever seen made of wood, and the only reason I knew it was mahogany was because Three-Fingered Ray had told me all about it the only time I’d talked to him. It was probably the only time the barman serving me had been drunker than I was.
 
   The man himself had his head on the bar, snoring. Ray was well past sixty, with only a few tufts of gray hair on his head. His left hand rested beside his head, the three fingers touching his check and a reddened scar showing where his forefinger and thumb were missing.
 
   “Hey,” I called out. Then louder, “How about a drink?”
 
   My shout didn’t even break the rhythm of his snores. I had to shake him to get him to wake up.
 
   “What’s the emergency?” He wiped the sleep from his eyes.
 
   “I need a drink.”
 
   “And that’s an emergency?”
 
   “You better believe it.”
 
   Ray looked around the empty bar. “It’s morning. We’re closed. How did you even get in?”
 
   I gestured behind. “Through the door.”
 
   Ray groaned. “Must have forgotten again. Would you mind backing out again? I can lock the door behind you, and we can pretend this never happened.”
 
   “I really do need that drink.”
 
   “Do I know you?”
 
   “I was in here a few times. We talked once, but maybe you don’t remember.” There was a good chance that if Ray recognized me, it was because he’d seen me on the news in the last few days. Unusually, Ray’s bar had no news screens on the walls, so maybe I had gotten lucky. “I’m a fighter pilot. Served in Gamma Squadron. And I really need that drink.”
 
   “Okay, okay.” Ray stood up. “Save the sob story. I’ve heard it before.”
 
   I shook my head. “Not this one.”
 
   “What you having?”
 
   “Invernes Red.” I pulled up a stool and sat down.
 
   “Good liquor. The choice of hard drinkers.” Ray chose a bottle from under the counter and poured a drink, then he stopped and looked me up and down. “You got the funds?”
 
   A lie was on my lips, then I changed my mind and decided to be truthful. “I’ve funds on my ID card but can’t access them right now.”
 
   “And you heard I was a soft touch for the fighting men of our country. Is that it? The only ones who come to my bar are those looking for a free drink.”
 
   “It’s not like that.” It kind of was like that. Ray stared at me for a moment then sighed and slid the drink across the counter, pushing it with the three remaining fingers of his left hand.
 
   “How come they didn’t grow your fingers back for you?” I asked. With the drink finally in front of me, I was unusually hesitant to pick it up. I touched my finger to the top of the glass and traced it silently around the rim.
 
   “Medical complications.”
 
   I frowned, confused. My body had been in awful shape after my crash, and that hadn’t stopped the doctors from fixing me up. Good as new, they’d said. “What kind of complications?”
 
   Ray shrugged. “I haven’t lost much. I can grip just as well with three.” He plucked the whiskey away from me, his three fingers gripping the rim, then returned it. “You going to drink that or just play with it?”
 
   “I’m not sure. All I could think about for days was getting this drink, and now that it’s in front of me…” I snorted. “It feels like a moment, you know, a big-decision moment. Tell me it’s just a drink.”
 
   “Can’t do that. Sometimes a drink is just a drink. Sometimes it’s more.”
 
   My finger circled the rim of the glass faster, making a slight whirring sound. The fumes of Invernes Red filled my nostrils, twisting my gut. Half of me wanted it with a deep-down need; the other half was close to puking just from the smell.
 
   I knew I would drink it—I couldn’t kid myself about that. I always drank it. And one drink would lead to another, which would lead directly to a cell in Bureau headquarters. Of course, there were no paths I could take that didn’t lead to the same cell in Larsen’s dungeon, at least none that I could see. I might at least enjoy one last drinking session before I was taken.
 
   “Tell me I shouldn’t do it,” I said.
 
   Ray shrugged. “A barman never knows what you should do. He only knows what you should not do. And only after the event. Those who solve the crises in their lives usually don’t hang around for long in places like mine. I only see what happens after a wrong turn.”
 
   “Then surely you’ve heard enough stories to know a right turn from a wrong one.”
 
   “Everyone’s different. That’s one thing I’ve learned. Psychs would have you confront your feelings. Priests think you should trust in God to be saved. Some go to support meetings; others get drunk with their friends. One man’s poison is another man’s cure. Some people can deal with anything life throws at them without fuss. They don’t need alcohol, religion, or psychs.” He laughed. “Of course, I never meet those guys.”
 
   “So you have no answers for me. No pearls of wisdom.”
 
   “Drinking alone is rarely the answer to anything. But I think you already know that.” Ray nodded at the glass in front of me. “In my experience, those who wait that long, taking that first sip is always a big mistake.”
 
   “And does anyone ever not take that first sip?”
 
   “Not in my experience. One person stared at his glass for a full hour. Didn’t speak a word. Then it was gone in a single mouthful. Half an hour later, he’d knocked back ten, and I had to kick him out.”
 
   That was pretty much what I expected to happen to me. My finger continued to whirr around the rim. A deep-red glow emanated from the bottom of the glass. “I haven’t had a drink in four days now,” I said.
 
   “And how do you feel?”
 
   I touched a bruise on my face. “I’ve been in the wars lately, as you can probably tell. Other than that, though, I have more energy.” Traversing the conveyor tubes hadn’t taken that much out of me. And I hadn’t had the usual nightmares—in fact, despite sleeping rough, I’d slept more soundly than I had in a long time. Perhaps it was the exhaustion, or perhaps it was because I hadn’t had time to overthink. “Perhaps the psychs have it all wrong. Maybe it’s better not to sludge through past experiences.”
 
   Ray shrugged. “You tell me.”
 
   What if my recent problems—nightmares, depression, and alcohol—hadn’t come directly from the injuries from the crash, but rather from all the forced inactivity and psych visits? Maybe Darius had suspected that. That would partly explain why he had set me on the path to finding the projector where he admitted he was part of Celeste, but had left it upon me to discover more. “I reckon that I think too much. I need to act more and think less.”
 
   “Action? Would that mean drinking from that glass?” Ray asked. “Not to be unsympathetic, but you did interrupt my sleep. Could you hurry up the reflection process?”
 
   There wouldn’t be any chance of action if I ended up in a cell. What if that wasn’t completely inevitable? And even if it was, better to go down fighting. I stood up. Suddenly, the rage from the night before was back, but it was more focused. “I don’t want to give up. I want to get angry.”
 
   “I’m not a fan of angry. It usually means a repair bill.”
 
   “They’ve all been lying to me. Every fucking one. Darius, Arianne, Christina. Also Sam Burnett and Mari Larsen and Alan cocksucker Levitt. Probably my mother, also—from the moment I was weaned. I went straight from breast milk to lies.” I hadn’t been told explicitly, but I knew Zirconia had to be involved with Celeste, too. When Darius had stopped hanging out with me, he’d spent a lot of time with her. What boy wants to hang out with his mother instead of his brother? “The whole world has lied to me all my life, and I want to know what’s behind the curtain before I spend the rest of my life in prison.”
 
   Ray had been half listening, but his attention sharpened at the list of names. “That’s a powerful list of enemies. Sam Burnett and Mari Larsen. I hope you didn’t mean President Darius Roberts.”
 
   I took the whiskey glass into my fist, but Ray hooked two fingers over the top of the glass and plucked it from of my hand. Some of the whiskey splashed over the top.
 
   “Hey,” I objected.
 
   “You were about to throw the glass against the wall in a dramatic gesture.”
 
   “Something like that,” I said sheepishly.
 
   “Take it from me, kid, your speech was dramatic enough.” He uncorked the bottle and carefully poured the whiskey back into it. “I prefer gestures that don’t have me finding shards of glass under the walls months later.” He rinsed out the glass and put it back under the counter. “I’m glad you decided whatever you decided. So maybe you can do whatever you need to do outside and leave me to get back to sleep. I’ll remember to lock up this time.”
 
   What to do was still a problem. “Why don’t you lock up? I’ll stay, and we can talk some more.” Three-Fingered Ray’s bar was famous for two things: free drinks and illicit information. If I was going to turn down the first, then I could still make use of the second.
 
   “I know I still got it going on.” Ray puffed out his chest and stretched back the skin of his cheeks. “Only a few dozen wrinkles, and I still have several working hair follicles. I have to turn you down. Younger men just don’t rock my boat.”
 
   I made a half-hearted attempt at a smile. “I heard this is the place to come to get the answer to questions that no one else knows.”
 
   “Information is more expensive than whiskey, and since you couldn’t even afford that…” Ray shrugged.
 
   I smiled. “You aren’t going to kick me out without helping me.”
 
   Ray smiled back at me. “Just watch me.”
 
   “I’ll tell you why. Because if you don’t help me, I’ll have nowhere else to turn, except back to the whiskey bottle. I’m sure you’ve seen many people drink themselves into a puddle. And you couldn’t do anything about it. If there was a moment where he could be helped, it wasn’t right then in this bar. I’m the guy who didn’t have that drink. I’m the guy who is about to change his life if he gets a little nudge of help. Lined up against all the people you watched helplessly drink their lives away—I’m your chance to make a difference.”
 
   “What makes you think I give a shit?”
 
   I didn’t answer him, instead letting the silence grow between us.
 
   After a while, he went behind me and locked the door. “Fuck you, man. Preying on an old man’s deeply buried better instincts. That’s real low.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 3
 
   Ray went back behind the bar and pulled out a bottle of a purple-colored liquor, pressed the wooden panel behind it—there was a click—then replaced the alcohol. A column of shelves shifted, and when Ray tugged the far side, it swung open silently. He gestured me forward, and I entered a small room with an unmade bed on one side. On the other side was a desk with an ancient device on top of it. The container was dirty white with bits of plastic falling off it, and through a hole in the top, I could see electronics inside. Wires led to a modern screen and keyboard. Ray sat down in front of it and patted the archaic computer. “This is my baby.”
 
   “No offense, but that’s the ugliest baby I’ve ever seen.”
 
   Ray pressed a silver button, and his screen flashed into life. “Like all wonderful creatures, the beauty is on the inside. I call her Ava.”
 
   “You couldn’t afford a new computer?”
 
   “Ava is priceless. I doubt there’s one like her in the whole of Under Nyork. Maybe the whole world. Not working at least. Some parts of Ava must be over a thousand years old, and she still works.”
 
   “How did you get it?” From the decor of the main bar with the relics of weapons, I knew that Three-Fingered Ray was into the old world, but the computer was something else.
 
   “I found it in the upper levels. Though not in one piece.” The glow of the screen lit Ray’s face as he typed on the keyboard. “Most people think of me just as a war hero and old barman. But I have other talents.”
 
   War hero, I thought. I had heard plenty of talk about Three-Fingered Ray, and no one had mentioned that.
 
   “When I was seven years old, I took apart all the electronics in our quarters. Tried to put them back together, failed, and got absolute hell from my parents. I got better. By the time I was twelve, I could take apart the electronics and put them back together without anyone noticing. There’s a depressing sameness though about modern electronics. Once I joined up, I forgot all about that little hobby—I realized there were more important things. After I left the ACM—just after World War 95—I got into collecting antiques. And I came across roomfuls of old electronics in the upper levels. I started to mess around with some motherboards and actually got things working.”
 
   “Is there going to be a point at some stage?” I didn’t see how this related to the secret knowledge Ray had about everything, and he was famous for going on a bit. I had been warned more than once to never get into discussing war stories with him.
 
   “It was fascinating.” Ray didn’t seem to have heard me. He was typing on the keyboard, delighting at every new screen that popped up. “The different types of electronics were much more diverse than I was used to, and it took me forever to get anything working. Most chips didn’t work, so every board inside Ava is a patchwork of different parts soldered together.”
 
   “You might want to be careful scrounging in the upper levels. I met some mibs on my last visit, and I think they will be taking security up there more seriously from now on.”
 
   Ray shrugged. “Haven’t been up there in a while. I’ve already taken what I need. It took me over a decade to bring Ava to life. I did it just as a project to keep me busy; I didn’t have the bar back then. I never foresaw that Ava would turn out to be as useful as she has. Plugging her into the net changed everything.”
 
   “I wouldn’t imagine centuries-old technology would even work with the present systems.”
 
   “There’s been less advancement than one would think. Some parts of Ava are more advanced technically than present systems, even if the dust has to be blown off it first.”
 
   “All the electronics in the Conference are connected to the net. What’s the big deal in hooking up your ancient computer to it?”
 
   “I could see more data than I dreamed even existed.”
 
   “What kind of data? Top-secret shit?”
 
   “Plenty of stuff that your friends Burnett and Larsen wouldn’t want you seeing, but it was more like the opposite to top-secret shit: it was actually an unfiltered blob of information revealing everything from the secrets of the beginning of the universe to what some kid had for breakfast fifteen hundred years ago.”
 
   “What good is that?”
 
   “Well, most of it is useless, but some of it is interesting, and other parts are valuable. I wrote some software to parse through the blob of information. When people come to me, I do a search and see what I can find. It often takes a long while to separate the gold from the dross, but no one else has access to the secrets of the universe.”
 
   “I don’t understand, though. You are plugged into the same network as everyone else. What did you do to your computer to get access to all the extra information?”
 
   “It’s not what this computer has; it’s what it doesn’t have. Every modern device must have some hardware that restricts access. No matter how much I messed about with normal computers, I couldn’t get them to access the information that Ava sees.”
 
   “So modern computers only allow access to a small subset of information. Everything we see on our monitors has to be sanctioned?” That reminded me of Levitt and Burnett talking about “official news.”
 
   Ray nodded. “Sounds about right.” He clicked on a few icons until a search bar came up. “Now what do you want to know?”
 
   “Tell me about Celeste.”
 
   Ray was right about it being a blob of information. I found out about twentieth-century people with the surname Celeste, about the color, about a keyboard instrument, and even about an old bar, no doubt blown to smithereens centuries ago. Ava dug up a few nuggets about the modern cyberterrorist organization, but I didn’t come across anything useful.
 
   Exploring the depths of what Ava was willing to show me turned out to be fascinating. Before long, I became frustrated with waiting for Ray to type in the searches, and I took his place in front of the screen. Ray went to sit on the little bed, and after a short while, his snores filled the small room. I barely heard them.
 
   I would search for one thing and find something new. Then I would search for that, and before I knew it, I was reading about subjects totally unrelated to my original subject. After I found myself reading about an ancient overland trade route called the Silk Road, I forced myself to focus more. I tried again for information on Celeste, but I kept hitting a brick wall. Looking for details on Burnett and Larsen just led me to pages on the official net, which was not what I was looking for.
 
   Searching for info on previous world wars was more fruitful. Alliances were much more fluid than I ever would have imagined. All I’d known had been the standard battle lines American Conference/European Union/Latino Territories versus Russian Federation/Chinese Empire/Greater India. That was one of the reasons why the treachery of the Territories had been such a shock. But as it turned out, over the years, every conceivable alliance had happened, and one power switching sides was commonplace. In addition, there had been a seventh superpower, the Australian Colonies, before World War 94, when it was destroyed. And an eighth superpower called the Japanese Islands had been around for only World War 3 and World War 4.
 
   It seemed incredible that no one, including the so-called experts on the news channels, ever talked about previous world wars. The Territories’ reverse at the Battle of Rockall wasn’t compared to the way that the European Union had turned against their then allies in World War 93, or any other of many similar incidents throughout the centuries. Every generation started again on a blank canvas for a new set of wars.
 
   World War 94 had finished not long before I was born. How had everyone forgotten the Australian Colonies already? I shook Ray awake.
 
   “You remember the Australian Colonies, don’t you?”
 
   The snores stopped, and Ray blinked at me, half awake. “Yes, those bastards fought us hard, but we beat them in the end. It’s all deserts and flies out there, you know. Too damn hot.”
 
   “And they were wiped out?”
 
   “Sure were. Was our most decisive victory, if an easy one in the end. I was young then, but I saw some fighting. It was the following war where I came into my own, though. Have you heard about the Battle of the Nile? It was in 3543, I believe, and the Indian devastator was right up our ass. We were trying to get away when a Russian Federation devastator joined the fight. We were outnumbered but forced to fight. The commander of our ship—”
 
   I stopped him. “Yes, but back to the Australian Colonies. Don’t you find it strange that the superpower is never mentioned anymore?”
 
   Ray looked at me blankly. “They aren’t around anymore.”
 
   I returned to the computer screen. Ray turned over and promptly returned to snoring. I tapped my forefingers on the desk, considering. Knowing that a superpower had recently ceased to exist took on a larger importance, given the present situation of the American Conference. Perhaps that was why knowledge of it had been allowed to fade. People took comfort in believing that the status quo never changed. Maybe that was why there was no huge evidence of panic among the people, despite our dire situation, with an enemy devastator stationed above our heads.
 
   When I thought about it, deep down, I had assumed things would turn out okay for the Conference even after all the setbacks we’d faced. For me, Celeste had been almost more worrying, even though they hadn’t done much, because they were an unknown factor. What if the battle of Rockall had actually been the start of the end for the American Conference? And we would be completely forgotten by the world within a generation or two?
 
   I went back to searching and came across several maps of Under Nyork. Traveling via conveyor pods hid the immense size of the place, and it was eye opening to see the vast network of corridors laid out on the maps. First, I checked out Harlem, then the upper levels, which had been abandoned. The layouts of both were vaguely familiar to me. Other parts were a complete mystery, and trying to reconcile where districts actually were compared to where I thought they were gave me a headache.
 
   Will Saunders had sent me his address, and if I got the chance, I wanted to try to talk to him. He was about the only person I could trust not to turn me in. His accommodation was in the Washington district—which was surprising since most of the upper brass of the military stayed in the Pentagon district. I studied the corridors nearby, looking for the nearest conveyor stations and noting points where security checkpoints might be set up. Gone were the days that I could just enter an address into a pod and blindly let it take me to my destination.
 
   The maps even showed network connections and power lines. And I came across something really strange when I looked at those connections in the Washington district—a great many entered the Shroud, the chasm in the heart of the district. Why would a large empty space need power and net access? The Shroud was also much bigger than I’d realized. I’d thought it was one of the smaller chasms in Under Nyork, but it took up a huge area on the maps.
 
   I was still thinking about the infrastructure connections leading to nowhere when I heard a loud crash. Ray jerked out of his sleep and stood up. “What was that?”
 
   I wasn’t sure, but it hadn’t sounded good. Could the mibs have found me in here? I put my finger against my lips to indicate to Ray to be quiet. The noises were coming from the front part of his bar.
 
   “No one’s here,” said a voice.
 
   “They are on the other side of that wall,” another voice said. Both voices sounded strangely distorted, even taking into account that they were muffled by the partition between us.
 
   Finding the hidden trigger to open the door would take them a while, so I scanned the back room, looking for another exit. There was no obvious door, so I tried to question Ray via frantic hand gestures. He didn’t seem to understand, and since the people outside already knew we were there, I just spoke aloud. “Is there another way out?”
 
   He shook his head and pointed behind me, a frightened look on his face. I turned. A narrow red flame was cutting a hole in the wall. Whoever was there, they weren’t fucking around. I backed away. A rectangular piece of wall fell into the room, and several figures wearing radiation suits and masks walked in through the gap.
 
   The first one through spoke. “There’s been a leak, and this area is now contaminated.” The mask’s voice distorters created a harsh gravelly sound. “You’ll have to come with us for your own safety.”
 
   My relief at not finding Larsen and a troop of mibs on the other side quickly evaporated when confronted by people in white suits and black masks. I found myself taking a half step forward when the leader spoke. An instant later, I realized the story didn’t make any sense. There was no way this was a coincidence—they had clearly been searching for me.
 
   “Don’t believe them,” I shouted out to Ray as I squirmed out of the grasp of one who reached for me. “They aren’t what they appear.”
 
   Ray was in the corner of the room, behind his bed. At my words, he reached under his bed and pulled out a military rifle. He pointed it at first one masked figure, then another, then back again. The rifle was unsteady in his hand. “What the hell is going on?” His voice trembled.
 
   “Calm down,” the leader said. The tone of the words coming from the voice distorter was not exactly soothing. “We are here to help. You just have to come with us.”
 
   Ray looked at me with wide eyes, looking for direction. If he’d been holding the rifle the least bit steady, I would have looked for him to lead us out of these people’s clutches. As it was though, I had a feeling that anything Ray did would just make things worse and get people killed unnecessarily. “I think you should just put the rifle down, Ray. That isn’t helping anyone.”
 
   “But we can’t trust them. You said…” The barrel of Ray’s rifle swung back and forth wildly.
 
   “I’m not sure who they are,” I said. “But I don’t think the gun is helping matters. If you put it down, then this can all get sorted out.”
 
   Ray’s eyes were frantic. It was hard to believe that this guy had ever been in the military. He lowered the rifle.
 
   One of those in radiation suits moved forward and pulled it off him. He then reversed the barrel and hit Ray in the face. Ray slumped to the floor. I ran over to him and helped him to a sitting position. A trickle of blood ran down the side of his head, and he had a dazed look on his face. I used my sleeve to wipe away the blood.
 
   The leader of the group moved across the floor and pulled the rifle from the hands of the one who had hit Ray. “There was no need for that. It’s just an old man.”
 
   The other didn’t seem contrite. “What do we do now?”
 
   “Destroy the computer and bring him.” The leader pointed a thumb at me. He was smaller than the others, and something about his mannerisms seemed familiar to me.
 
   The man holding the rifle moved over to the computer and hit it with the butt of the gun. The loud crack spurred Ray to life.
 
   “No. They are killing Ava.” He scrambled to his feet, but I grabbed him and pulled him back. “It’s just a machine. You can make another.”
 
   I struggled to hold him, while the noise of Ray’s creation being destroyed reverberated through the room. The cut in his head started bleeding again, and tears ran down his cheeks. It was only when the computer was in pieces that Ray stopped fighting me and slid back down to the floor.
 
   “Don’t make this difficult,” the leader said to me.
 
   I still didn’t know who wanted me or why, but given what had happened, I preferred not to find out. The one with the rifle was still smashing pieces of the computer on the floor, but none of the others seemed to have weapons, and no one was waiting at the hole of the wall they had created.
 
   So I sprang to my feet and dashed forward. Several arms grabbed for me. I managed to keep going, but I felt a sharp stab in my neck. I scrambled through the hole in the wall. In the main bar, a wheeled trolley was blocking the door, and on it sat another person in a radiation suit and black mask.
 
   “Get out of my way,” I shouted. At least that’s what I’d tried to shout, but all that came out were incomprehensible sounds. The room started spinning, and I reached for the mahogany bar, trying to grab something stable. But the bar wouldn’t stay still long enough for me to reach it, and I fell to the floor.
 
   On the ground, my head faced sideways, and I saw the leader in the radiation suit step toward me. It was then that I recognized him—or rather her. The mannerisms were unmistakable once the realization popped into my head, for I had seen them my whole life. It was my mother, Zirconia.
 
   My eyelids closed.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 4
 
   When I came to, my head was still turned to the side, and my neck was sore. I was facing a corner from which hung a screen. Adam Levitt was reporting the news headlines.
 
   “Hand-to-hand fighting is taking place in Under Norleans passageways as the Territories ground offensive gathers strength. The Bolivar has taken position directly over Under Nyork, and bombing has begun. Celeste terrorist Jordi Roberts is still on the run. It is believed that he has gone to ground in the Harlem district.”
 
   I turned away and tuned out the voice of the news anchor. My newfound knowledge about the destruction of the Australian Colonies made the war news even more worrying, but I couldn’t listen to a broadcast that gave the lies about me as much weight as everything else.
 
   I looked around. The room was dim and shadowy, and I was lying on a hospital trolley. The same one that had been in Ray’s bar, I guessed. They had been prepared to bring me here, conscious or unconscious.
 
   My wrists were strapped down, and the clinking of the metal chains attached to the bonds caught Zirconia’s attention. Her face floated into view above me. She was still wearing the white radiation suit, but she had taken off the gas mask. “You’ve managed to fuck everything up much worse than I expected.”
 
   I preferred her voice with the distorter in the mask switched on. It’d been more soothing.
 
   “Anything to say for yourself?” she asked when I didn’t immediately reply.
 
   I rattled my cuffs. “How about releasing me?”
 
   She shook her head. “I’m going to have to keep you close. Can’t let you go running around on your own anymore.”
 
   “For fuck’s sake, where do you think I’m going to go? My face and name are on every news bulletin. I don’t know where you have me holed up, but wherever it is, if I left, I’d be picked up very quickly. Even if I’m not captured, what am I going to do? I don’t have my ID card, so no money to buy food or pay for a place to stay. I don’t appreciate being captured by you, but I do realize that it’s the best possible thing that could have happened to me.”
 
   “You haven’t shown much sense lately.” She frowned. “But it’s true. You have nowhere else to go.” She nodded to someone behind her and moved aside; a man came over to undo my cuffs. I sat up and looked around. I was in a workshop of some kind.
 
   “Why don’t you turn on the lights?” I asked. “Is it because you like the dark atmosphere? Fits what you do here?”
 
   “If we burned too much electricity, it could be detected.”
 
   I was surprised to get a straight answer. Several people were bent over electronics boards; others typed at keyboards, their faces reflecting the light of their monitors. A far corner was intermittently lit up by a flare of red light from a welder.
 
   “What are you building in here?”
 
   She turned away. She clearly wasn’t going to tell me everything, but I had to use the opportunity to find out what I could.
 
   “Why Darius and not me?” I asked. “Why did you recruit only your youngest son? Did you know that I couldn’t be turned to your side? That I would remain loyal to the Conference?”
 
   Zirconia continued to stare into the distance. “I have dedicated every part of me to the cause. Every breath, every thought, every effort. Only one thing, I held back. I was only willing to give one of my sons to the war effort.” She snorted. “Then, of course, you go and join the ACM, become a fighter pilot, and get shot down. And now you seem determined to get yourself killed by being stupid. That’s what I get for holding something back. I guess I’m lucky you are still alive.”
 
   For once, it sounded as though she cared for me, even if it was in a twisted way. “You didn’t visit when I crashed.”
 
   “I’m not a doctor. How could I have helped? I had things that couldn’t wait.”
 
   “Sabotaging other planes?”
 
   “You surely don’t still believe that Celeste caused your accident, do you? Now that you know who is behind it?”
 
   I guessed I didn’t. I had just accepted it as fact for so long, it was hard to let go. Now that I knew about Darius and Zirconia, that assumption didn’t make sense. “You could have helped by just being in the hospital with me. People are more than just tissue and bone. Doctoring wasn’t all I needed.”
 
   Zirconia turned back toward me, a curl in her lip. “You needed your mammy, is that it? You are over forty now. Can’t you stand on your own two feet yet? If there’s one thing I thought I’d be able to pass on to my children, it was self-reliance.”
 
   “Your training in self-reliance began the instant your children left the womb—is that it? A mother’s job ends there.”
 
   “I made sure you never wanted for food or shelter. Coddling children so they turned into weaklings was never something I’d do. I don’t know how you turned out so needy. I sometimes wonder if there was a mix-up in the hospital.”
 
   “Nice. That’s nice.” Conversations with mummy dearest didn’t tend toward the warm and fuzzy end of the spectrum, but she’d never disowned me completely before. “How did you find me in Three-Fingered Ray’s bar?” I forced back the anger that bubbled up inside me at the memory of the rifle butt hitting Ray in the face; I needed to keep Zirconia talking while she was being so unusually forthcoming.
 
   She spread her arms wide. “Do you see all the computers and electronics in the room? Hacking into networks is what we do best. We knew about the rogue computer in Harlem, and we let it be. That was until it was used to learn more about Celeste, almost slipping past our firewalls. Then the decision was made to destroy it.”
 
   “How did you know I’d be there?”
 
   “It wasn’t certain. But you disappear into Harlem, and a short time later, the rogue computer begins to investigate Celeste. Didn’t take a genius…”
 
   “So what’s the evil master plan? Are you welding together some diabolical machine to destroy the nation?”
 
   “The plan is for you to stay out of trouble until this is all over.”
 
   “All over? What does ‘over’ mean? Destruction of the American Conference? Of the world?”
 
   “The end of this regime. The end to the Grand Council.”
 
   “The Grand What now?”
 
   Zirconia shook her head. “I’ve wasted enough time on you.” She put her hand on the trolley and rolled it toward the wall. “I don’t suppose you can stay there.” She looked around the workshop. “You’ll just get in the way. I’ll have to find someone to keep you out of sight.” She walked over to the man who had uncuffed me, and they talked in hushed voices, throwing several glances my way.
 
   They were discussing where to put me until everything was over. I had gotten all I was going to from Zirconia, and I had no intention of hiding somewhere until whatever was supposed to happen, happened. With the Conference on the brink of destruction, I didn’t see much difference between Zirconia’s prison and Larsen’s prison. I needed to be doing something, and I knew where I should be looking. There was a secret hidden in or around the Shroud, and I intended to find out where it was.
 
   I slid off the trolley and into a standing position. The only decision to make was when to escape. And looking around, I realized no one was paying much attention to me. Zirconia and the man she was with had gone over to talk to someone else, and everyone else in the room was occupied with other projects. Then I noticed a discarded gas mask on a nearby table, and my mind was made up. If Celeste could use gas masks to hide their identity, why couldn’t I?
 
   I picked up the mask and sprinted for the nearest exit.
 
   Zirconia turned and saw me. “You gigantic idiot.”
 
   She was probably right, but there was no way I could hide out until everything was over. I’d already been cowardly enough during the battle of Rockall. Whatever happened, I had to live with myself after.
 
   I pushed open the door, putting on the mask. Behind me, racing footsteps told me that pursuit had been ordered. Zirconia wasn’t going to let her son just waltz away, no matter how idiotic he was.
 
   The sheen of neglect in the corridor outside told me I was still in Harlem. That was good and bad: mibs weren’t likely to be around, but there were no conveyor pods to zip me away. And Mari Larsen no doubt had all of Harlem’s exit points guarded.
 
   First, though, I needed to worry about Celeste. Pounding footsteps chased me as I skidded around the corner. If Zirconia captured me again, I wouldn’t get a second chance to escape; I would spend my immediate future either locked up or drugged. Still, despite all the uncertainty, racing through the passageways of Harlem made me feel great. Maybe it was the shocked faces of all those who turned to see a man in a gas mask running past them. Maybe it was that, with the worst of the whiskey cold turkey over, I felt as though I had the energy to run forever. The mask didn’t restrict my breathing or even feel particularly heavy.
 
   It was the first breath of true freedom I’d had since I’d been able to fly. I gave a yelp of delight, which the voice distorter turned into a throaty growl. Still, I couldn’t kid myself. I knew the surge of adrenaline that was currently propelling me forward effortlessly would run out. From their crashing footsteps, my pursuers weren’t losing ground. I was coming into the more populated areas of Harlem, and having to dodge my way through the crowds slowed me down.
 
   Then an idea hit me. I wasn’t sure whether it was genius, stupid, or somewhere in between, and I didn’t have the time to properly analyze it. So I just went for it. Right after turning at the next junction, I shouted out: “Run for your lives.” The voice distorter gave the words an extra touch of dread.
 
   A ripple spread through the crowded corridor as everyone stopped what they were doing and turned toward me. I slowed my run to allow me to catch my breath. “Radiation leak. Bombing from Bolivar. Rupture.”
 
   Harlem residents were used to crazies, but not many of them would have been wearing a gas mask. I could sense the mood wavering as people tried to figure out if I was just another madman. I didn’t wait around to persuade them, instead forcefully zigzagging past with frenetic movements.
 
   “Run… radiation… there’s been a rupture.” I continued to shout out warnings in my distorted voice. When I heard that my pursuers had also turned the corner behind me, I turned back and pointed at where they burst through the crowd behind me.
 
   “Look. From the contamination zone.” Their radiation suits added flavor to the story I was selling.
 
   I turned and renewed my efforts to force my way through the crowd. “And they aren’t wearing any masks. It’s released. We’re all going to die.” I knew I wasn’t making total sense, but it was all about emotion. The actual words didn’t matter as long as there were some scary ones thrown in.
 
   Getting through the crowd was becoming easier. I was no longer going against the flow. Like a snowball gathering pace, the people around me started to run in the same direction I was, and within moments, it was an avalanche. I had to sprint just so I didn’t get stampeded.
 
   I no longer needed to shout anything because others were screaming about radiation, contamination, and an attack from the Territories. It made zero sense that enemy soldiers had invaded Harlem—in the lower levels of Under Nyork—but under the oppression of continual bad news, the mob was releasing their pent-up fears.
 
   A person to my left staggered and disappeared under the onrushing crowd, and I had to hurdle a person who fell in front of me. I hoped they survived their falls and subsequent trampling with no more than bruises, but it was too late for regrets. I had set the avalanche in motion, but I no longer had any control. It was all I could do not to be run over by it myself.
 
   I couldn’t look behind without risking a fall, but I doubted Celeste was still following. They had undoubtedly wanted to catch me without causing much of a scene, and that ship had well and truly sunk.
 
   That solved the problem of getting away from Celeste, and I thought the stampede might also solve my second problem, if it didn’t crush me before then, as it was heading straight toward one of the entrances of Harlem. It wouldn’t matter how many mibs were on guard if I went through as part of the mob. I was still wearing the mask, so they wouldn’t recognize me.
 
   My plan was still on a knife-edge between pure genius and absolute stupidity. The crowd continued to grow as we rapidly advanced, forcing many others to start sprinting before they got run over. Soon, newcomers were screaming out the same fears as everyone else: “Danger… invasion… death!”
 
   I was beginning to wheeze, and my legs felt like jelly. The energy of the crowd pushed me forward, though, so I didn’t slow. Up ahead, I heard shouting, and over the bobbing heads of other runners, I saw several mibs lining the corridor. We were coming up to the exit of the district. The mibs didn’t try to stand in our way; they’d begun to scatter just as I’d spotted them.
 
   As the frontrunners of the crowd tumbled out of Harlem, a loud and calm voice washed over our heads. “What are you running from?”
 
   I wouldn’t have expected reason to help much in breaking the panic that had infected the mob, but we started slowing. The energy of the crowd must have been already fading, I guessed, if a single calm voice could have that effect.
 
   “The Territories have broken through,” someone shouted back. “We have been invaded.”
 
   We continued forward, but the pace slowed to walking. People glanced left and right at their neighbors, looking for direction. As I passed out of Harlem, I craned my neck to see one of the mibs was standing on a table off to the side. He was speaking into a device that transmitted his voice to the speakers all around us.
 
   “No ground troops have been launched by the Bolivar,” the mib said. “There are no enemy soldiers in Under Nyork.”
 
   Around me, everyone was coming to a stop; sheepish looks were exchanged.
 
   “I say again: what are you running from?”
 
   “Radiation leak,” I answered. It was a mistake. My answer drew attention to the one person in the crowd with the gas mask on.
 
   “There is no danger. Return to your homes,” the mib on the table said. Even though his words were directed at everyone else, and he was wearing sunglasses, I knew that the mib was staring straight at me as he spoke.
 
   I eased my way forward through the crowd just as everyone else was turning around and heading back. I started off trying to be innocuous, but because I was wearing a gas mask and everyone was looking at me, that didn’t work very well. I sped up and started barging through. A quick look over my shoulder told me that several mibs were in pursuit; luckily, they were having as much trouble with the crowd as I was, and I had a decent head start.
 
   After just finishing a headlong dash, I was in no shape to outrun anyone, so as soon as I escaped the crowd, I aimed straight at the nearest conveyor station. A group outside the pod was rubbernecking at the Harlem crowd.
 
   One woman got into the pod just before I did. It might have been the gas mask or the tortured wheeze of my breath coming out of the sound distorter—either way, she hopped out as quickly as I jumped in, leaving me alone inside.
 
   I pressed several buttons on the control, not caring where the pod took me as long as it was away. The door swished closed, and the pod left the station. At least five heartbeats ahead of the mibs, I thought, allowing myself a smile. Not bad.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 5
 
   I took off the gas mask and threw it on the floor. I bent over and sucked in several long gulps of air. One hurdle accomplished, I thought, but I didn’t have time to congratulate myself. The next step was getting to the Shroud. I straightened and tried to change the destination on the control panel, but it didn’t seem to be working.
 
   “Mr. Roberts,” Mari Larsen’s voice said.
 
   I shook my head. Impossible. I just escaped.
 
   The pod shuddered to a stop, and Mari Larsen’s face appeared on the screen. “Very inventive,” she said, “starting a panic and leading a mob out of Harlem. I haven’t seen anything like that before. You’ll have plenty of time to tell me how you managed it later.”
 
   “I’m not done yet.”
 
   “As you can tell, we know which pod you are in, and we have control of it.” The conveyor pod started moving again. “It’s now on its way to headquarters.” She smiled. “You’ve basically done our job for us and locked yourself up inside a cell.”
 
   “I’m not done yet,” I repeated dumbly, without a clue about how I was going to get away.
 
   “Oh, a man of witty repartee. How nice. Something to keep me entertained. That and the screams,” she said. “The screams of the person who murdered my girlfriend. What a nice time I have before me. You’re not someone who enjoys pain, I hope.”
 
   “I didn’t mean to kill her.”
 
   Larsen’s amused expression hardened into a glare. “Her life has been snuffed out. You will pay.”
 
   She didn’t seem to be in the mood to be reasoned with, and that glare sent shivers down my spine, so I grabbed the video screen, ripped it out, and threw it on floor. “It was your fault,” I told the screen. “You ordered her to spy on me.”
 
   “Take responsibility for your sins,” Larsen said. “You pulled the trigger.”
 
   I jumped as the voice came from the broken panel behind me. The audio was still working. I turned and gave the electronics a few heavy elbows. There was a satisfying crackling sound, and a wisp of smoke curled out of the top. Better.
 
   I was only beginning to realize what an idiotic move escaping from Zirconia had been. I had thought to myself that there wouldn’t be much difference between being locked up by my mother or being locked up by the mibs. I guess I hadn’t realized that Larsen was going to make my life a living hell.
 
   It was too late to go back. If I escaped the pod, I wouldn’t find anyone from Celeste in that workshop anymore. They had surely cleared out already. And most likely, Zirconia wasn’t too eager to kidnap me just to keep me safe again after what I had done. I’d possibly given up my only chance of staying out of Larsen’s clutches.
 
   I shook my head. I wasn’t going to give up yet. Studying the confines of the pod, my eyes were drawn toward a maintenance panel in the ceiling.
 
   There would be no hope of escape when I reached the conveyor station outside the Bureau, so I had to get out before then. The limited options allowed me to focus on what I had to do—or at least attempt to do.
 
   “Christina was an incredible person.” I jumped again as Larsen’s voice returned. “You were lucky enough to be married to her, and you never knew her in the slightest. She was just a pretty doll to you. You were blind to the true beauty within.”
 
   I scowled at the smoldering electronics board that still somehow had a working audio channel. “She never let me see the true Christina. I thought I loved her.”
 
   My gut twisted as I remembered looking into her dead eyes. I forced the feeling away; I couldn’t let Larsen distract me. I wedged one foot on a strip of metal that ran horizontally around the pod at waist height. Then I jumped up and grabbed at the square hollow section on the roof that held the maintenance panel. My fingers made contact, but unable to support myself, I fell down again.
 
   “You thought you loved her? Love doesn’t work like that. You either love someone, or you don’t.”
 
   Larsen wasn’t going to let it go. Probably not ever. “Love isn’t that simple,” I said as I continued trying to get at the panel. I had needed Christina so badly when I was recovering after my crash. Maybe I had mistaken that for love. Whatever feelings I had for her were still strong ones, and those feelings hadn’t been switched off when I’d discovered who she really was. Emotions didn’t work like that.
 
   After several more hops, I managed to maintain a stable position, getting two feet onto the horizontal metal strip with my left hand pressed against the ledge just below the panel. It was a precarious perch, and from the splayed position, my rib and leg injuries reminded me they hadn’t completely gone away.
 
   “You know what you did is wrong,” Larsen said. “You know that you deserve to be punished. Just let it happen.”
 
   She wasn’t totally wrong there. Accident or not, I had killed someone I cared about. She hadn’t deserved to die. I was managing the festering guilt only by not thinking about it. I would have to deal with it at some stage.
 
   But not yet. And ideally not under Larsen’s ministrations. I felt along the underside of the panel. Luckily, latches, rather than screws, held it in place. I opened the latches then lifted. The panel immediately disappeared, snatched off my hand by the surging air above. It clearly wasn’t meant to be opened while the pod was in motion.
 
   Once I could see the ceiling rushing past and hear the wind whistling, I realized how fast I was going. I wasn’t sure how much room there was between the roof of the pod and the ceiling of the tubes, but it was tight.
 
   “I’ll be seeing you very soon now, Mr. Roberts.”
 
   Larsen’s comment, plus the noticeable slowing of the pod, told me that I didn’t have much time. So, I squeezed my eyes shut and blindly stuck my head out through the panel. I wasn’t instantly decapitated, which was a relief, but I could sense that I was close to getting an unwanted haircut. The rushing air pummeled my face and roared into my ears.
 
   Keeping as low as possible, I dragged myself onto the roof of the pod. At first, pushing against the air resistance was difficult, then by the time I got my whole torso onto the roof, the pressure had eased off. The pod was stopping. I hurried, knowing that if I didn’t, a troop of mibs would be looking at the comical sight of a pair of legs dangling out of the maintenance panel.
 
   I snaked forward on my elbows, keeping my forehead pressed against the metal below. When I reached open air at the end of the pod, I pulled myself over the edge and tumbled to the ground. The pod had more or less stopped by then; the fall from a moving pod would have hurt worse, but even so, my back hit a metal railing hard.
 
   I staggered to my feet and ran. When I reached the nearest junction, I sneaked a look over my shoulder. I could see the silhouette of a mib’s head sticking out of the pod’s roof; he didn’t seem inclined to follow. I thought back to the maps of Under Nyork that I had seen on Ray’s computer. I knew the Bureau headquarters weren’t too far from the mouth of the Shroud, and after a moment’s thought, I’d figured out which way to go.
 
   I grabbed the side of the wall and swung myself into the tube going right. As my left foot touched the ground, a slight vibration ran up my leg. It was my only warning. I dived to the side, throwing myself into the nearest recess. An instant later, a pod sliced through the air behind me, accompanied by a sucking gale that fought to tear me away from the wall. I clung on for all my worth for what seemed to be forever yet was only an instant. Then the pod was gone, diving into the downward tube.
 
   I allowed myself to breathe again. Traveling through the tubes in Harlem had lulled me into a false sense of security about the dangers of active tubes. It wasn’t that I hadn’t expected pods to pass by—I just hadn’t expected them to be so silent and fast and to want to kill me with an intensity that rivaled Mari Larsen’s. No wonder the mibs had opted not to follow. They had decided to allow the pods to kill me, and barring that, they could pick me up at whichever station I exited.
 
   That meant I needed to get out of the conveyor system before they had a chance to guard all the nearby stations. I broke into a run. Every time my foot touched the ground, I concentrated on the sensations on the ground, making sure I didn’t miss any vibrations. Twice more, I had to throw myself against the wall, and both times, I made it with just a split second to spare. Each time, I braced hard as the pod tried to tear me from the wall. I was tiring and wasn’t sure how many more times I could cling on like that.
 
   So the next station I reached, I decided I was close enough to the Shroud. I wrapped my fingers into the gap between the doors and pried them open, making sure to keep on alert for a coming train. I was out and the doors had almost closed when the next pod whooshed past. Even so, the draft shoved me against the far wall.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 6
 
   The empty corridor was a huge relief; it meant I was ahead of any mibs sent to guard the nearby conveyor stations. After a moment to regather my breath and take stock of my exact location, I started running again. After several strange looks from passersby, I decided a fast walk was a wiser option. I lowered my gaze to the floor and fidgeted with my hair with one hand to prevent anyone from getting a good look.
 
   When I reached the Shroud, I walked straight up to the protective barrier, a thrill running through me. There were no mibs waiting to arrest me. I made it. I leaned over the barrier and looked into the blackness below. The cavernous black heart of Under Nyork—if the secrets I was looking for were anywhere, they were down there.
 
   How was I to find an entrance though? Tens of thousands visited the place every year. They wrote their wishes, desires, and hopes on pieces of paper and threw them into the darkness below. If there was an entrance, it wasn’t in plain view, and I couldn’t search for long without being noticed. Even if there was something there, trying to find it without further clues seemed foolhardy. Still, I had no choice but to keep going; I couldn’t wish myself back to Zirconia’s workshop and make a different decision.
 
   The barrier was a chest-high sheet of translucent plastic with a black railing on top held in place by evenly spaced posts. Between the barrier and the edge of the chasm was a pace of uneven rock. A few people were clustered on the far side of the Shroud, but no one seemed to be paying me any attention, so I carefully climbed over the barrier. I kept my hand on the barrier railing and began to circle the Shroud. I wasn’t sure what I’d expected to see from there, but at least it was a different perspective than the thousands of others who passed by.
 
   I was studying the rocks at my feet, not really sure what I was looking for, when a hand grabbed my shoulder. I instinctively pulled away and almost stepped backward into the chasm before realizing where I was and grabbing the plastic barrier. At my feet, loose stones rolled into the chasm.
 
   I looked up to see a large man in civilian clothes holding onto my shoulder with a meaty hand.
 
   “My name is Fred Tompsin, and I am taking you in.”
 
   “For what?”
 
   “I’ve seen you on the news. You are a bad man. I’m taking you to the agents.”
 
   The way he pronounced his words in a very slow, deliberate way suggested that he was simple, which gave me hope that I could talk my way out of trouble.
 
   “That was all a mistake, Fred, what they said on the news. Leave me here and go find a mib. He’ll tell you the same.”
 
   His brow furrowed, and skin at the corners of his eyes pinched up in thought. He shook his head. “No. You are a bad man. I bring you to the agents.”
 
   He wasn’t for turning. I ducked hard. His forearm got caught on the railing, forcing him to release me.
 
   “Hey. That hurt.” He leaned forward and punched down on the top of my head. I winced and scrabbled away from him, keeping low so he couldn’t grab me. He may have been simple, but he was as strong as a bull, and he had a mean streak.
 
   He moved along the outside of the barrier, tracking my movements, and reached in for me whenever he was close. But by keeping low, I was able to evade him. I hoped Fred Tompsin would go for help and give me some time to figure out what to do next. Instead, he decided to climb over the railing after me. Goddamn idiot.
 
   “What are you doing, Fred? You don’t have to get involved. This is dangerous.” I scrambled backward, keeping my fingers wrapped around the railing, checking behind me at intervals. In places, the ledge of rock was only wide enough for one foot.
 
   The fear circuits in Fred’s brain either had been short-circuited or had just plain never worked. He took long strides without even looking down. Within moments, he had caught up with me. He punched me in the face twice then lifted me and tried to shove me over the top of the railing. I instinctively resisted, pushing with my feet and hands against the plastic barrier.
 
   I felt a toppling sensation. I reached forward desperately and got my fingertips to the railing, but I couldn’t get a grip. Then we were both falling down into the chasm.
 
   I screamed.
 
   Moments later, my scream shut off as I realized we weren’t falling as fast as we should have been. I turned to see the same surprise reflected in the Fred Tompsin’s face as he fell alongside me. He recovered from the shock faster than I did, making use of the opportunity by trying to get ahold of me once again. I might have found his determination to capture a terrorist admirable if I weren’t the person he was so determined to catch.
 
   I managed to twist out of his clumsy grab and pushed myself away from him. It almost felt like zero-gravity movement, which I had some experience of from military flight school. We continued downward, with the darkness closing in around us. Fred Tompsin angled himself toward me until he got close enough to throw a punch. He hit me a glancing blow, which pushed us away from each other.
 
   Just when I thought it was going to get too dark to see anything, the ambient light began to increase. I could see a lit-up chamber at the bottom. I couldn’t understand why I hadn’t seen it before; the lights should have been visible from the very top.
 
   The chamber had smooth steel walls, and something about it didn’t seem right to me. Before I had time to figure out exactly what caused the uneasy feeling, Fred swooped in again. He had learned his lesson from the punch earlier and was trying to grab me. His fingernails scraped down the back of my hand as I fought him off. Because we were in midair, he wasn’t able to effectively use his strength; the harder he fought, the farther away I drifted. I made sure he didn’t get a firm grip on me.
 
   Glancing downward, I saw we were about to fall into the chamber. I twisted my body around until my feet were facing Fred, and I kicked into his chest, using him as a springboard to launch myself toward the wall. He spiraled away from me, and I arrowed toward the side of the cavern. I wanted to reach the top of the chamber, where steel met rock, and for a moment, it looked like my arc was taking me too low. I stretched upward and just managed to snag the top ledge of the chamber with my fingers. Then, despite the smooth walls, I managed to pull myself fully onto a narrow ledge.
 
   Below me, Fred landed on the floor of the chamber with a slight thud. He thundered to his feet and glared up at me. Even if there had been nothing to worry about in the chamber itself, I was damn glad I wasn’t in the cage with Fred Tompsin.
 
   Then I realized what was wrong about the chamber—there were no windows or doors. It was a cage.
 
   The floor was littered with pieces of paper, wishes that had been thrown in. There weren’t as many as I would have expected, though, a few weeks’ worth at most. Fred didn’t realize anything was wrong until a glass ceiling emerged from the top of the walls on one side of the circular chamber. It expanded across the chamber with a quiet buzzing sound. Fred began to look for an exit. He strode around the perimeter, stopping in places to run his palms up and down the walls, apparently hoping for a trigger that would open a door.
 
   I leaned against the cold rock behind me. I didn’t know what was going to happen when the ceiling sealed shut, but I was very glad it was below my feet and not above my head. Fred ran to the part of the chamber that was still uncovered and tried to climb up the wall. It was hopeless. There was nothing to grip on the walls, and the ceiling was far above his head. After several frantic attempts, he stopped trying and just watched as the ceiling sealed him in.
 
   An eerie silence replaced the buzzing of the ceiling motors. Both Fred and I held our breaths as we waited to find out what would happen next. Just when I was beginning to think nothing else was going to happen, a white wisp of smoke crept toward the floor. Vents along the top of the walls had opened, and white gas billowed out. Fred just stood there as, around him, the gas thickened.
 
   He started coughing. A few moments later, I could no longer see Fred through the dense white gas. The coughing got hoarser and hoarser until it turned into a retching sound. Then it stopped.
 
   I held my hand to my mouth, unable to do anything except watch. After a few minutes, the cloud of gas began to disperse, leaving Fred curled up on the floor in a fetal position—dead as far as I could tell. With a soft sucking sound, machinery cleared the air of all gas. Then the floor parted in the middle and hinged downward. Fred’s body, along with all the pieces of paper and loose stones, slid downward and fell into the blackness below. The floor returned to its original position, and the ceiling retracted. The trap was reset.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 7
 
   I forced my clenched jaw to relax and tried to figure out what to do next. There was nothing to suggest that anyone knew I was here. Either the trap was automatic, or whoever was operating it hadn’t noticed me. I could try to climb back up to the top of the Shroud; there were plenty of handholds on the rocky wall of the chasm, and the low gravity might even make it possible. Most likely, though, I would fall from either exhaustion or from making a mistake before I reached the top. Plus, if I got up, what then? It would just be a matter of time before the mibs caught me.
 
   No, I had to keep going, even if it meant risking falling into the chamber of death below and joining Fred Tompsin’s corpse. I hadn’t liked Fred a whole lot, but he hadn’t deserved what had happened to him. He’d just been doing what he’d thought was right.
 
   Holding tightly to the rocks with my left hand, I began to circle the chamber. The ledge of metal was narrow, only the width of a foot in most places, and disappeared entirely in others. When I reached a spot where a rock overhung the wall of the chamber for several paces, I stopped to consider my options before deciding that there were enough handholds that I could crab along the wall for that section.
 
   It turned out to be easier than I’d expected due to the low gravity. I could almost float across, but I didn’t take any risks. Back on the ledge again, I continued circling until I came across a black grate. I fumbled with the screws then pulled it loose. I placed it on the ledge to the side, leaning it against the rocks so it wasn’t in any danger of falling.
 
   The grate had been protecting a vent of some sort. Entering the vent didn’t look too appealing, but it was just about wide enough to allow me to enter, and I didn’t have any better options. I crawled in. The darkness was absolute and thick with dust and cloying air. I remembered having the flashback in the vent when I went to investigate the ancient tunnels, and I tried to put it out of my mind. Of course, that only registered the memories more firmly in my thoughts. At least my brain didn’t seem inclined to panic. I crawled onward, into the darkness.
 
   There were a hell of a lot of fucked-up things about what had happened in the chamber of death back there, but one thing that kept bothering me as I crawled forward was the level of technology. The ability to distort both gravity and light was the most remarkable aspect, but the effortlessness of the technology that the chamber had used to kill then reset was like nothing I’d ever seen before.
 
   After a while, I lost track of time, and it seemed as if I had been going forever yet was still in the same place. I wished I could look behind me to get an idea of how far I had come, but there wasn’t enough room; my shoulders touched both sides of the shaft at once. When my forehead hit metal, I was at least glad to know that I had been making actual forward progress even if I had still had no idea if it was leading anywhere. Openings on both my left and right indicated that I could choose either direction. I strained my ears until I heard something faint. I wasn’t certain of the direction—or if the noise even existed—but it seemed to be coming from my right.
 
   I turned right and crawled onward. My nose was stuffed up, and I had the sense that every piece of clothing and every exposed part of skin was coated with thick dust. After I while, I realized I could hear voices. I pressed onward with renewed energy. I began to hear clear words. Then I recognized a person’s voice. Sam Burnett. My stomach bubbled with excitement. I was getting close to finding out what I had been looking for.
 
   There were several other voices I didn’t recognize, but I began to realize that most of them had accents. I heard a Chinese accent and a Latino accent. Why is Burnett talking to our enemies? Is he betraying us? Another voice, a woman this time, had a German accent. I stopped moving and concentrated on listening.
 
   “We are reaching the end game,” Burnett said.
 
   “We have been ready for this a long time,” the Chinese woman said. “How do we finish this?”
 
   “But we are so close,” the guy from the Latino Territories said. “Just give us a few more weeks, and we’ll control the whole of Americas.”
 
   “I don’t think so,” Burnett said. “You’ve had your fun.”
 
   “We might as well enjoy our time in the ascendency,” the Latino said. “It doesn’t happen too often for us.”
 
   “Everyone gets the turn at the top,” said a woman whose accent I couldn’t quite place.
 
   Russian? I crawled a few steps closer.
 
   “Let’s not squabble,” the German woman said. “We all know what has to be done. It’s been decided well before today. This meeting is just to confirm the timing. It’s too late to change any of the particulars. I believe each country has set up things as we discussed last time. Everything should fall into place without issue.”
 
   “Great. It’s good to see another world war coming to an end,” Burnett said. “And no fuck-ups. Not another Australia.”
 
   “What about your end, Burnett?” the German woman said. “You still have a problem with those terrorists? What are they called? Some girl’s name?”
 
   “Celeste,” Burnett said. “And we are taking care of it. Obviously, I wasn’t happy to find out that we made such a mistake with our president. But we integrated it into our endgame nicely.”
 
   “I heard this terrorist organization is still in play for the endgame.”
 
   “I don’t care what you heard.” An edge of annoyance tinged Burnett’s voice. “But here on the ground, we know the situation better, and we are dealing with it. When did we start spying on each other anyway?”
 
   “Always, I presume. It’s just that we don’t talk about it.” The German woman’s tone sounded smug. It was easy to understand why she was getting under Burnett’s skin. “But the truth is that we’re all in this together. We need each other. Perhaps if our Australian colleague didn’t try to do everything himself, we wouldn’t have had that fiasco.”
 
   “I included you all, didn’t I?” Burnett asked testily. “When I found out about President Roberts, I told you, and together, we dealt with it. I don’t need to bother the Council with every small thing.”
 
   Zirconia had mentioned the Grand Council. That has to be what this was.
 
   “What about the brother?” the German woman asked. “A Jordi Roberts. I understand he has caused problems and is still on the run.”
 
   “A minor issue that is being dealt with. I know exactly where Jordi Roberts is at this very moment. Your spies aren’t keeping you as well informed as you think.”
 
   “Let’s just deal with closing out this world war for now,” the Russian woman said. “These American terrorists surely won’t do much of importance in the next few days. If there are additional problems, we can discuss them at a later meeting.”
 
   “Yes,” Burnett said. “There’s been plenty of reports about Chinese honor on our news waves. We are ready.”
 
   “And we have discussed the American fighting spirit and talked about the treachery of the Latinos until everyone is sick of hearing it,” the Chinese woman said. “Our population is prepared; there’ll be no major surprise internally when we come to the aid of the Conference. Our devastator commanders will receive coded instructions as soon as I give the word. At that point, they will descend on the Latino, Russian, and Indian devastators.”
 
   “Which will, unfortunately, take us completely by surprise,” the Latino man said.
 
   “Great,” Burnett said. “Let’s have those instructions sent today. I think every nation is sick of war right now, so there shouldn’t be any surprise when peace negotiations break out.”
 
   “Our people won’t be happy if we give up all our hard-won gains in these negotiations,” the Latino man said. “Maybe we should get to keep Under Norleans.”
 
   “In your dreams,” Burnett replied. “We can hand over control of Hawaii and some other islands. Count yourself lucky to be getting that much. You would never have made those gains, except we changed strategy upon learning about President Roberts’s allegiances.”
 
   “I guess this meeting is over then,” the German woman said. “Until next time.”
 
   A series of farewells followed, and I tried to process what I had just heard. If I understood it correctly, those taking part in that meeting—the Grand Council—were deciding the course of war for all sides. My mind tried to reject the idea as impossible, and even as it did so, I realized I had thought similarly many times in the last week and usually been wrong. The ordinary was a lie, and the impossible was the truth.
 
   Burnett spoke again. “I wasn’t lying when I said I know where you are, Jordi.” His words sent a chill down my spine. “A short time ago, I was informed about an intruder in the ventilation system, and it was easy to guess who it was. Hold on while I call up a map here on my display. Okay, if you crawl forward another ten meters, you’ll reach a junction. Take a left there, and we’ll open the vent cover for you.”
 
   I didn’t move. After what I had just heard, Burnett couldn’t allow me to live. I would just be crawling to my own funeral.
 
   “Those vent walls are thinner than you’d think,” Burnett said. “And I can see exactly where you are on this heat signature map. We could just shoot you through the metal and have you dragged out.”
 
   I shuffled forward. The darkness gradually lightened, and I was able to see the junction Burnett had mentioned before I hit my head into it. I took a rueful look into the blackness to my right before turning left as Burnett had ordered.
 
   Slices of light revealed the location of the vent cover. It was removed just before I reached it, and I squinted and raised my arm. Even that small square of light hurt after so long in the darkness. Once my eyes recovered, I crawled onward and stuck my head out the vent opening. Hands reached in and pulled me out by my shoulders. The men on either side held me until my feet came out to support me.
 
   I wiped at the dust on my face, but I had so much on my hands that I only made it worse. Burnett stood before me with a satisfied smirk on his face. Flanking him were several other men and women. They looked more like professors or scientists than soldiers, but several had guns in their hands.
 
   I was in a large room perhaps half the size of Times Square. Desks with screens in front of them were scattered throughout, all facing the front wall. On that wall were six giant screens, now blank. Those foreign voices from earlier had been speaking from those screens, I had no doubt. One for each of the other superpowers. Plus one extra.
 
   “Would you not take down the screen for the Australians after all this time?” I asked. If Burnett wanted me to beg for my life, he would be disappointed.
 
   Burnett smiled. “You have proved very resourceful. I would even say intelligent.” He gestured to the two men at my side who’d helped me out of the vent. “Take him to a cell.” He nodded at one of the women holding a gun. “Go with them to make sure he doesn’t try anything.” He turned back to me. “I have things to put into motion. We’ll talk later.”
 
   I let myself be taken away. I was extremely surprised that he hadn’t killed me on the spot, but it seemed churlish to complain.
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