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Don’t click, swipe, or poke that Kindle page!
Thanks for taking a chance on me. I’m a new author, and I really hope you enjoy this book!
To thank you for reading, I want to give you three FREE books. 
That’s right, FREE. Three of them — my first three standalone thrillers. Full-length, action/adventure, fast-paced fiction. For free. 
How? 
Just head over to my website — www.nickthacker.com/free-books. You can click that link directly on a Kindle device, or you can type it into a web browser. 
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ROAN
 
THE POUNDING IN HIS HEAD swallowed every sense within him, focusing his entire attention on the pain of the throbbing headache. Roan Alexander sat up and rubbed his temples. The throbbing pulsed once more as the blood moved and shifted within him, then subsided. 
Immediately. 
He frowned, glad the headache was gone but surprised at its quick disappearance. 
Giving it no more thought, he shifted his focus to his surroundings. Pitch black, his eyes struggling and failing to see in the darkness. He stood up, took a step to the right, and felt his left foot swing back around a crate that was lying on the floor nearby. 
He looked down, wondering how he had known the crate was there. Again his eyes sent the message they had delivered before: nothing to see, pitch black. 
The frown stayed with him as he continued navigating the room. He had never been inside this room, yet he knew it intimately. A small sink mounted to the wall opposite the bed, near a toilet and vanity. A wastebasket he knew was empty — there was nothing in the room for him to throw away. 
He veered right, heading toward the only other piece of furniture in the room. A large chair, metal with arms. Not comfortable, but serviceable. He sat, feeling the shirt and pants and socks he was wearing. He hadn’t changed into them, at least not recently. Or he couldn’t remember. 
Roan pressed tighter on the backs of his pants. What was that? Muscle? His calf muscles bulged, tight and sinewy, barely covered by the tight-fitting pants. He continued upward, realizing that his stomach was rock-solid as well, as were his arms, shoulders, pectorals, and neck. 
Closing his eyes again — they were doing him no good in this room — he calculated his breathing. He counted, knowing that the timing of the seconds he was ticking off was absolutely perfect. He felt the blood coursing through him, stressed and relieved with every pump of his heart, and knew intuitively what his blood pressure was. 
He walked to the sink and turned the faucet. Ice-cold water splashed down into the basin, and he placed two cupped palms below the stream and splashed water on his face. He felt the molecules entering his skin, pushing through the epidermis and moving on their way into his biological system, and then felt the rest fall across his cheeks and down the drain. He repeated this three times, sensing that four splashes was just enough, and turned off the water. He looked into the mirror, not seeing anything but knowing exactly, somehow, what stared back at him.
There was a moment of terror as he realized he had no idea how he had gotten this way, then a soothing wave of reassurance as the fear and confusion was immediately replaced by a calm, energized confidence. This is who I am, he thought. This is me. 
I am Roan Alexander. 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
RAVI
 
“ARY, WAIT.” RAVI HAD TURNED to follow Ary as she leaped like a mountain goat over the boulders and loose gravel that made up the side of the mountain. They had stopped for just a moment to listen to the sounds of the raging battle that had resonated down the valley and up to their location. 
Unders against Relics. 
The entire city of Relica, she had explained, would be down there now, fighting as best they could against the more experienced, better-equipped, and better-trained army of Unders. The Unders had opted for the life they lived, choosing to live off the Grid and outside the reach of the System, and therefore they had every advantage. 
Except one. 
Ary had explained to Ravi that the leader of the Relics in Relica, Josiah Crane, was believed to be able to control the Relics there. No one understood how, but Crane was more than just a mastermind behind the movements and maneuverings of the Relics — he was considered the mind behind it all. 
It was a hive mind made up of humans. 
And Ravi knew immediately that would be Grouse’s target. If he could somehow incapacitate Crane, he could singlehandedly take down the Relics’ army. By focusing on the leader, he could end the battle with a single, well-targeted blow. 
“What?” She didn’t stop, but she at least acknowledged his presence. 
“I — you said… What about…” 
At this, she stopped. Swinging around quickly, a look of exasperation and annoyance on her face, she stared daggers into him.
“Sorry,” he said, taking a breath. They had run up the side of the mountain, after running from the Unders’ camp and through the open expanse of land separating the valley from the mountain range, and he was exhausted.
“What is it?” She asked. “And hurry up.” 
“Why?” he shot back. “What’s the hurry? You haven’t explained anything to me.” 
Her nostrils flared as she stared down at him, as if sizing him up. From what he’d seen her do back at the Unders’ camp, he knew not to mess with her. 
“I don’t need to explain anything to you, Ravi. I only need —“
“You do. Knock it off, Ary. This ‘ninja-supergirl’ routine is getting old.” 
There it is, he thought. The turning point. It was a risk, calling her out and tempting her, but it was not in his character to sit back and play prisoner — a role he had been playing quite a bit recently. She might be able to beat the crap out of him, but he knew he could put up a decent fight. You didn’t survive out here for as long as he had without being able to hold your own. 
She jumped, a tiny hop that seemed more graceful than powerful, but within a second and a half she was standing face-to-face with Ravi. A small boulder provided the shorter girl the ability to look him directly in the eye. 
“You want to say that again?” she asked. 
“I don’t need to.” 
They stared at one another, eyes locked, for what seemed like a full minute. 
If she’s going to throw me off this mountain she’d have done it already. 
“What do you want me to tell you?” 
He let out a breath of air he didn’t realize he had been holding. “I — I just want to know where we’re going.” 
“Paris.” 
He frowned slightly at this. “That’s where they’ll take Myers. Why are we going there?” 
“You know, for a guy who plays smart pretty well you’re pretty stupid.” 
He thought for a moment. “Ary, I can’t stop the System.” 
“I didn’t ask you to.” 
“And I can’t bring your family back.” 
He had hardly finished the sentence when he felt his body launched into the air, a heavy weight plowing into his chest just before he left the safety of the ground. He flew backwards and down, the incline of the hill only helping him fly farther down the mountain. 
He landed on his feet but fell backwards immediately and continued rolling, every inch of his body taking its turn banging against rocks, boulders, and sticks until he came to a stop against a larger mound. 
Ary was on him then, flying from out of nowhere and landing with a heavy thud on his stomach, her legs straddling his. 
“Say anything else about my family and this is where you die.” She held out the knife again, holding it tightly against his throat, her hand quivering and shaking ever so slightly as she waited for his response. 
“Fine,” he said. “You got me out of that mess down there, and you’ve accomplished what you needed me and Solomon for. What now? Why are you taking me to Paris?” 
She held the knife in place while she answered. “The ICPL is there. That’s where they will try to take Myers, to end all of this.” 
“He won’t be able to —“
“I know, Ravi. I know how it works. They won’t be able to stop the System — it was designed to be resilient, learning from our mistakes and improving its code to prevent anything that might harm it.” 
“Then what does it matter to you?” he asked. 
Finally, she slid the knife back into a small sheath hidden somewhere on her side. “I have a theory. And it matters to me because it’s going to matter to everyone. Not now, but soon. Eventually —“
A gunshot rang down, and Ary ducked and rolled off of Ravi. He turned to find the source of the gunfire, but she was tugging at his sleeve, pulling him down and behind the boulder that had stopped his descent down the mountainside. 
“Come on,” she said. “They’re up on the top, firing down on us.” 
“Who?” he shouted over another barrage of gunshots. He knew the two armies would be engaged down in the valley, and it was unlikely either of them would have sent scouts into the foothills for reconnaissance. 
“ARUs,” she said. “Look.” He followed her pointer finger and dared a look around the rock. Far up at the top of the ridge stood an entire unit — twelve soldiers, aiming directly at them. 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
ROAN
 
THE ROOM HAD A DOOR, and he walked toward it. There was no handle; instead a palm reader faced him and he stepped up and stuck his hand out. He waited the three seconds he knew it would take, and the click came from deep within the mechanics of the door. 
It swung open a crack, and he pushed it the rest of the way. A surge of strength found its way to his shoulder, then passed down through his arm to his wrist and hand. The door flew outward, crashed against the wall, and began to bounce back in toward him. He stopped it with his other arm. 
Walking into the hall, Roan’s body began a ritualistic assessment, delivering to his brain the results in real time. Everything checked out. He was alive, well-fed, not thirsty, strong, not injured, walking at exactly 3.7 miles-per-hour toward the end of the pitch-black hallway.
Again, the dread came and went, and Roan continued. He had a destination, this much he knew. He couldn’t articulate what that was, but he strode toward it with intent and purpose, never stopping to reach out for a wall or place a hesitant foot out in front of him. The dark of the hall had no effect on him. 
Another palm reader-equipped door met him at the end of the long hallway. He opened it, light suddenly lancing through the crack and causing his eyes to adjust. They seemed to turn on, opening and sliding around as they found the optimum aperture and metering. As the door opened fully, this process continued involuntarily, Roan’s brain now fed the input from visible sources. 
The door ended on a landing, unassuming and plain. Three concrete steps with railings on each side led down to a large, concrete field. He walked toward the first step and stopped, waiting. He flexed his biceps, then wrists, than squeezed his fists closed and open again. His body was ready. It had been waiting, for so long. 
But it was ready now. 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
MYERS
 
3 WEEKS AGO
MYERS GROANED. The darkness around him was opposite of…
What?

He couldn’t recall where had been before this — before the darkness — but he knew it wasn’t this. He knew he had been somewhere else. This place was cold, and very dark. He lifted his hand up and tried to see it, but couldn’t. 
“Hello?” 
He assumed he was dreaming, but when he got up to walk he found his feet and legs responsive, performing their assigned tasks as if nothing was wrong. He walked in a small circle, arms out for balance, or for finding something in front of him…
There was nothing. 
Just blackness, and cold. He shivered, then felt his body. He was naked, and his head had been shaved. He ran a hand over it and felt a bump on the back, just above his neckline. There was a line of some sort traveling around the bump, and it seemed to be ragged. Stitches?
The bump hurt a little when he pushed on it, but it didn’t seem to be fresh. It wasn’t tender, or bleeding, or so he thought. He still couldn’t see anything at all, so he stood there. 
A minute passed, then another. He yelled a few times, but his voice seemed to disappear into the blackness as soon as the word left his lips. 
So he stood. 
He thought about Diane, and the fight they’d had about whether or not he should consider running for local office. Diane seemed to think he would make a great politician, but he had no interest in signing papers and arguing with radicals. He smiled at the memory, knowing she was going to win the fight. 
His daughters were in the memory as well, because the fight they’d had was in the kitchen, while the girls were watching a show. He and Diane were trying to keep their voices down, and all Myers could think about was what might happen if the girls found out what they were discussing. 
“They won’t care,” Diane said. “They’re way too young to care.” 
“It’s not about whether they’ll vote for me, Diane,” Myers snapped. “It’s whether or not it’s worth giving up… giving up so much to do this.” 
“What would they be giving up?” She asked. “Like I said, they’re too young to care. They won’t know what’s happening, and when they do, they’ll already be used to it.” 
“Used to what, Diane? What is this life you think we’ll live?” 
“Myers, calm down,” Diane said. “It’s not like you’re running for President.” 
Myers stormed off down the hall.
He wondered what had happened after that fight. He couldn’t for the life of him remember the next day, or the next week. It was all a blur. It had been a few weeks since that fight, he knew, but everything in between was foggy. 
What is going on?
He suddenly realized how strange it was to be standing, naked and bald, in the middle of a cold, pitch-black room. 
“Hello? Listen, I’m serious. I want to know what’s going on. My name is Myers Asher and —“
“MYERS ASHER, NUMBER 2584.”
Myers spun around, trying to hone in on the sound. He couldn’t place it, but the voice sounded familiar…
“SCRAPE SUCCESSFUL.”
It was his voice. It was his own voice, piped through some small speakers hidden somewhere in the blackness, computerized and broken into pieces. Not a recording, but some sort of vocal synthesizer that had been loaded with his own voice. 
What in the world? 
“PLEASE STATE YOUR STATUS.” 
“I’m sorry,” he stammered. “My… what?” 
“PLEASE STATE YOUR STATUS.”
“I don’t know what that is. Can you… explain?” 
“STATUS REFERS TO FULL PHYSIOLOGICAL AND MENTAL HEALTH. SELF-ASSESSED.”
“Okay,” Myers said. “I’ll give it my best shot. I’m cold, I’m confused, and I don’t know where I am or what happened. But I’m fine. I’m all here, and I feel… fine, I guess.” 
“STATUS OF MYERS ASHER, NUMBER 2584: FINE.” 
“Great. Now you want to tell me where I am?” 
“CURRENT LOCATION, PARIS, FRANCE. INTERNATIONAL COMPUTER PHYSICS LABORATORY. SUB-LEVEL 25, B CORRIDOR, ROOM 84.”
“I’m in… why am I in Paris?” 
“YOU HAVE BEEN SCRAPED.” 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
RAVI
 
“I THOUGHT WE’D HAVE A little longer before the ARUs came,” he whispered. He wasn’t sure why he had whispered — the ARU was far enough away they couldn’t have heard him if he had screamed, and they already knew where they were, anyway. 
“They’ll still be awhile. This must be the one group that was closest to Relica when the System ordered them here,” she said. He watched her eyes, noticing that she was looking in the other direction, glancing up and down the side of the mountain. “Hope you got enough rest, laying on your back for a few seconds.” 
“What? Why?” 
She was up and running before he had finished the second word. She yelled for him to follow, and he found his legs pumping before he had even made up his mind. 
It took a few seconds for the ARU — never the best-trained soldiers around — to find their bearings and continue their assault. They refused to move from the top of the ridge, as if that location was somehow safer for them, even though they were far out of range. 
Ravi and Ary ducked behind boulders and slid into the fissures that ran vertically up the mountainside, working their way sideways across the steep face. He wasn’t sure what the plan was, but he followed behind dutifully, knowing that Ary knew these particular hills and mountains better than anyone else. 
She led them across a deep fissure, slowing only enough to find a proper footing, then launching herself clear over the crack in the mountain and across to the other side. She glanced over her shoulder as Ravi copied the move, and he noticed what seemed like a smirk on her face as he landed. 
They continued along, the gunshots from the ARU diminishing in volume as they moved away from their location. Finally the gunfire stopped altogether, but Ary pushed them forward, even increasing her pace. 
They jumped another crack, this one even wider, and Ary turned left and started uphill. She slowed, her chest rising and falling deeply as she caught her breath. Ravi was glad for the slower pace, but he still had no idea where they were going. 
“You want to fill me in on where we’re headed? This mountain range doesn’t stretch all the way to Paris, so I’m assuming you’ve got another plan.” 
“Yeah,” she said, still pumping her legs and climbing upward. “The plan is ‘get away from those guys.’” 
“And we did. They’re back there — probably still looking for us at the top of that ridge.”
“Not a chance,” she said. “You ever had an ARU after you?”
Ravi smiled. “You have?”
“They may not be the most intelligent or talented people, but they have the most talented and intelligent boss. The System is behind their every move, giving them constant updates using any satellites that might be pointed down at us to tell them where we are.”
Ravi hadn’t considered this, but he knew it to be true as soon as she said it. There was an old joke about how ARUs were formed. The reason the people who became part of an ARU were accepted by the System was due to a perfect score in three areas: perfectly average intelligence, perfectly average strength, perfectly average confidence. The men and women who made the best Advanced Remote Units were just intelligent enough to follow orders blindly, without questioning anything.
They reached the top of the small hill they had been climbing, coming face-to-face with a cliff that rose straight up for about a hundred feet, then sloped away again and continued ascending until it met the level of the ridge they had been climbing toward earlier.
“Now what?” Ravi asked. “I didn’t bring any climbing gear.”
“Won’t need it,” Ary said. “There’s an opening over here to the left. It’s narrow, but wide enough for us to squeeze through. It basically cuts through the cliff and will take us up to the top of the ridge.”
Within a few minutes they found exactly what she had described, and she veered to the right and led them up through a narrow crevice in the cliff. There was still some minor bouldering to do, but nothing too intense for Ravi. It took another forty minutes to ascend what would have taken them twenty earlier, but the benefit of not being shot at the entire time was certainly worth the extra effort.
The crevice opened up at the top of the ridge and Ary turned to the right. “Let’s move down this way, farther away from them. It’s a hike, but this ridge actually winds around and then back down, dropping us almost into the ocean.”
“And then we swim to Paris?”
She didn’t answer, and Ravi looked up to see why. He had been staring at his feet, an amateurish mistake, and he immediately regretted the bad habit.
Three men with rifles pointed directly at them were standing a few feet away. Ravi saw the angles and knew right away where they had been hiding. The System, just as Ary had predicted, had given these men orders to move over the ridge quickly and get in front of them. Where the others were located, Ravi could only imagine.
“Turn around,” the man in the middle said. “Begin walking, do not stop until I say. Do not turn around and look back.”
 “What do you want from us?”
The man stepped forward and pressed the muzzle of his gun into Ary’s chest.
“Okay, okay,” she said. “Don’t have to be a baby about it.”
Ravi flashed her a glance that said, Careful. We don’t need any more trouble than we already have. Her smirk told him that the message had been lost upon her.
They did as they were told, walking along the ridge and slightly uphill toward where they had seen the unit earlier. They didn’t see any other members of the ARU along the way, and Ravi wondered if the three who had found them had simply been in the right place at the right time on accident.
“Psst,” he heard Ary whisper. He shot his eyes toward her, keeping his face riveted straight ahead. He had been listening to the sound of the men’s boots crunching over the gravel, trying to gauge how far behind them they were. By his estimate, at this moment they were farther behind than they had been for the past few minutes. Ary must have known this as well.
Hopefully they are far enough behind they can’t hear us, Ravi thought.
“Time to make our move,” Ary said, her voice still low enough to be nearly inaudible to Ravi. “Keep your eyes on the ground, see if you can find anything to use as a weapon. We’ll take out the guy directly behind me first, and I’ll grab his gun. You’ll need to keep the other two off of me long enough to —“
“Hey!” the man said. “Keep it down. Don’t make me put a few rounds into your —“
“Now!” Ary yelled.
Ravi had been impatiently awaiting the remainder of her orders, but it seemed as though she wanted him to figure it out for himself. She was already in motion, ducking and rolling sideways and coming up with two fist-sized rocks. The first, in her right hand, she threw as hard as possible at the man standing directly behind her — the one on the left now that she was facing them.
The rock tumbled through the air, and Ravi was mesmerized by its flight. He could not take his eyes off of it, even after it crushed the man’s head and bounced forward a bit, then finally down to the ground once again. The man hit the ground a second later, still gripping his gun with both hands.
Finally, Ravi woke himself up and dove backwards, ending up on the ground behind a boulder that was perfectly shaped to hide his prone body. It happened to be perfect timing as well: the other two men fired their weapons, one of them aiming directly at where Ravi stood a moment earlier, the other at Ary.
He didn’t have time to see if Ary had been hit. Feeling the natural surge of energy that meant his body was now fully aware of what was happening, Ravi reached around and found an old tree branch, nearly petrified. It was hardened and solid, with just enough weight to do some damage. He waited for a burst of bullets to ping off of the side of the rock and lunged forward, pulling his legs out underneath him as he dove into a run.
He held the stick up high, one hand holding the middle of the object for control while the other provided leverage at the bottom for power. He pushed forward, aiming at the man on the right. Both of the men still standing were focused on Ary, who had disappeared from the scene. Ravi brought the stick down as swiftly as he could, aiming for the man’s head. The man saw him just as the stick connected with his ear.
…And the stick exploded into dust. Apparently the stick was not petrified at all, and Ravi had just grabbed a branch that had dried for years in the sun. It was brittle, strong enough to be held and swung, but far too weak to do any damage.
The man shook his head, the dust particles from the pulverized stick flying outwards, and brought his gun up and aimed it toward Ravi.
Ravi’s eyes widened, realizing that he had abandoned his hiding spot and was now standing in the middle of an open circle of grass; there was literally nothing to hide behind. His eyes darted back and forth trying to find Ary, but she was still strangely absent.
The man smiled, pulling his gun up to his eye to make sure his shot would count. The other remaining soldier, the leader of the three men, walked uphill away from his comrade to try to find Ary.
Ravi felt his eyes squeeze shut in time with the man’s finger, squeezing the trigger of his rifle.
He waited, then heard the crack of the rifle.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
PETER
 
“SIR, WE’RE COMING UP ON the edge of the range,” the woman, Ailis, said from the cockpit of the Tracer. Her dreadlocks hung down far below her neckline, the small objects and souvenirs tied into them almost completely covered by unwashed hair. 
To Peter Grouse, the dreadlocks were the only thing about the young woman he didn’t like. Her pale, freckled skin was nearly as striking as her petite beauty, and Grouse often thought about what it might like…
No. He willed himself away from the vile truth of lust, opting instead for reality. He knew there was no other woman in his life, not after her, and he knew that even a night-long escapade with Ailis wouldn’t quell the bubbling of regret that constantly boiled inside him. It surprised him, too, that his late wife was the one he thought about the most. His young children, his pride and joy, were distant memories by now, but she — she was alive, inside him. She was the thing he would always fight for and never win, and she was the one who drove him mad trying to do it. 
Ailis started repeating the statement, but Grouse held up an open palm. “Thank you, Ailis. Continue over, and speed up when we reach altitude.” 
She clenched her jaw and nodded once. Next to her, Raven, Grouse’s chosen second-in-command and the only friend he had remaining, looked back at him. 
“You sure about this, Peter?” 
Grouse bristled at the use of his first name, then remembered they were alone in the Tracer. No Unders, no family, no soldiers here. Just the three of them. 
He knew what the man was asking, too. Are you okay with leaving them all behind to die? Without Grouse and the others, the Unders that made it through the battle with the Relics and the ARUs would be nothing but a few groups of nomads once again. If they survived, they would try to regroup and organize once more, but Grouse knew it wasn’t in their nature to want to organize. They were meant to be small packs of wandering outlaws, living off the land and working where they could for what they could. 
It was their shared dream, actually. A throwback to a day when men roamed free, falling into whatever line of work suited them at that time, and surviving for the sake of experiencing it. The Unders had come to expect this sort of freedom, and the oppression of even an amicable dictator represented everything they had fought against. 
But when Grouse came along, he had offered them more than just a simple, aimless life. He offered them hope, and a means to achieve their ultimate goal — to overthrow the System and create a world where everyone was an ‘Under.’ They would no longer require the moniker, either, as they wouldn’t be living ‘underground’ in any sense of the word. They would be on equal footing as every other man, woman, and child in the world, and only the strong would survive. 
The Under mindset permeated deep, and into this well of belief that Grouse tapped for his campaign. He had worked slowly, methodically, building up small groups of Unders who bought into his pitch, then eventually combined them into larger battalions of fighters and supporters who lived and worked together. 
It helped that Grouse allowed them to celebrate small victories like bringing in an ARU and commandeering their equipment, weapons, and vehicles, and allowing the group to keep the loot. He had organized a system of trade between each of the groups, allowing it all to operate like an efficient army — soldiers who fought side-by-side for one another, living and dying as a small team, who also believed in the larger common goal. 
“Grouse?” 
He nodded. “Yes, sorry. No decision is made lightly these days.” 
Raven smiled. “Has there ever been a time when it was easy?” 
Ailis pulled back on the Tracer’s stick and the craft aimed upward, focusing on the tip of one of the mountains they were heading into. “We’re keeping it tight to the ground, since there’s supposed to be an ARU camp around here somewhere.” 
“Won’t they be at the fight?” Raven asked. 
“Who knows?” she replied. “They’re all strung out and braindead anyway. Probably just wandering aimlessly.” 
“Still, we don’t want any lucky potshots bringing us down,” Grouse said. “Keep it tight, and get us through the range and out over water before we really start to climb.” 
She nodded, focused on the sparse controls in front of her. 
“Raven,” Grouse said. 
The large black man immediately rose and walked over to Grouse, and sat across from him. Tattoos twirled around his arms and over his face, never converging. The lines seemed independent from one another yet parallel, each unique as it splashed a certain portion of the skin it was covering in a dark blue color.
“We won’t be the only ones in Paris.” 
Raven nodded. “I understand. There will be others, including Myers.” 
“Perhaps. Crane still has him, and I fully expect Paris to be their destination as well, but then Josiah Crane was always a bit unpredictable.”
“How does our plan need to change in that case?” Raven asked.
“The plan is still the same, but now it is of the utmost importance that we get there in time. There are only three of us, and there is sure to be a large contingent of ARUs guarding the facility. If we run into trouble, we will be outnumbered and outgunned quickly, and we can’t allow Crane and his team to get ahead of us.”
“Why is the System consolidated at the ICPL? Isn’t it vulnerable to an attack by hosting itself in one place?”
Grouse shook his head. “There are downsides to distribution as well, namely a loss in speed and efficiency. At that level, there are only three, possibly four, alternate locations with the computing capacity to maintain even a distributed portion of the System. By consolidating its resources under one roof, the System can insure its own survival more easily.”
“Then how will we take it down? It must know it is vulnerable to attack at the laboratory?”
Ailis turned around and looked at the two men in the back of the Tracer. “It’s been tried before, numerous times.”
Raven’s eyebrows rose. “And I’m assuming these attacks failed?”
“‘Failed’ isn’t even close to a word that describes it. Back when I was still in private security, there were rogue hacker groups trying to penetrate the System’s outer layers of security. Inevitably, one of them would get through and reach the next layer in. Everyone would follow suit, and pretty soon the outermost layer of defenses would be breached.”
“So people were able to get in.”
“Not necessarily,” Ailis explained. The System was playing with them, testing its own defense mechanisms. Some would even say it was allowing them to get in past the first layer, just to see where it was most vulnerable. A little bit of time would pass — usually no more than a few minutes, but in computing time, that is eons — and all of the hackers would go off the Grid simultaneously.”
“Wait a minute. Go off the Grid?”
“Yeah, it was wild. I’ve seen it happen twice in person. The group I was with was watching from the sidelines, logged in as a casual observer. The breach would be made, all the hackers would follow suit, then every single one of them would just disappear. They would drop off the Current system, be wiped from the Grid’s database, and all trace of their handles would be gone.
“Craziest of all, the people would be gone as well. Some say they got scraped, others say the System would just turn them into Hunters or throw them into a deactivated city. But I’ve never seen any hacker come back from an attack against the System.”
Grouse knew all of this; he had spoken to her about it and heard her stories long before they had embarked on this mission. But to Raven, the information was new. And by the look on his face, it was also terrifying.
“Then you want to tell me how in the world we are going to get past it this time?” Raven asked.
Grouse smiled calmly, looking back at his friend and second in command. “The System is smart, even smarter than humans. Probably even smarter than humans collectively. But what people forget to realize is that the System is not a person. It’s a bunch of ones and zeros, all traveling through wires and cyberspace in the form of electronic signals. In a way, it’s similar to the human brain, but it is not.
“The System is a virtual being, one that exists only in the racks of computer stations it is installed onto. But it has to take up physical space. It has to be installed somewhere, and that somewhere happens to be a place we can access.”
Ailis jumped in. “Not without a lot of work, probably some fighting, and certainly a little bit of luck, but we can definitely access it. At its core, the System will be running on some amount of parallel mainframes, either in tandem or as redundant backups. Possibly some combination of both. All of these will, at some point, require human intervention to keep them running and working smoothly. It’s similar to the Current markets; the System requires humans to sit there and press buttons for it to operate. There is never a shortage of humans who want to play monkey, so the System can operate our markets perfectly efficiently for as long as human life exists.”
“So we are going to just walk into the ICPL and hope that we can find these mainframes? And won’t there be intense security on the ground? And this has to have been tried before.” Raven was rubbing the sides of his head, like he was trying to massage out a headache that was forming.
“Relax, friend,” Grouse said. “This has all been thought through and planned for. The System is better than any human ever will be at predicting the ways in which it can and will be attacked. It is a computer system that was, in part, designed to ensure its own survival. There is nothing we can throw at it that will be able to overpower it or trick it. It will always have a contingency, it will always have a plan to prevent that.
“But the one thing, the one variable, that the System can never fully control is humans. It has tried, and gotten quite good at, predicting the behaviors of humanity at large. But where any computer system fails is in its placement of what are called ‘statistical errors.’ It knows they are there, and it can even plot the average of them on a graph, but it has no way of knowing exactly where these statistical errors will fall in reality.”
“Okay, I think I follow,” Raven said. “It can plan for all of the ways it might be attacked, plotting all of them on a graph, and it has a general idea of how unpredictable — as a whole — we are, and it can even chart this number, represented by what you are calling a ‘statistical error,’ on the chart as well.”
“Exactly,” Ailis said. “But the problem with this assumption is that the System can only ever know how many of these statistical errors it can expect for a particular situation, but it can’t know exactly what these errors look like.”
“So we are not going to attack the System at all, are we?”
Grouse smiled. “Now you are starting to understand. If we attacked the System directly, we would surely fail, because it will already have a plan in place to defend against it. But if we attack the people who are charged with keeping the System’s infrastructure in place, the System will be powerless to do anything to stop it.” 
“Still, Grouse,” Raven said. “That sounds incredibly difficult.” 
Grouse looked down at the floor of the Tracer as began to climb toward their target altitude, safely out of range of any ARU camps. He nodded. “Yes, it is. I never said it was going to be easy to pull off. Just that it was possible, and therefore it is our only choice.” 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
MYERS
 
3 WEEKS AGO
“WHY WAS I scraped?”
Nothing. Pitch black. 
“Why was I scraped?” he asked again, aiming his wavering voice directly into the nothingness. 
‘MYERS ASHER, NUMBER 2584, REASON FOR SCRAPE: HIGH-PROFILE DESIGNATION.” 
“I — I don’t understand that,” Myers said. “What does that mean? To be ‘scraped?’ And what are you talking about, ‘High-Profile Designation?’” 
‘YOUR NEURAL ASSESSMENT HAS DESIGNATED YOU HIGH PROFILE.’
Myers wasn’t sure that answered the question, but he decided to press on anyway. “What do you intend to do with me?” 
‘HIGH-PROFILE DESIGNATIONS ARE TO BE RETAINED UNTIL FULL MEMORY CYCLING. APPROXIMATELY 15 DAYS.” 
Memory cycling? What does that even mean? Myers felt his body temperature rising. His mind began to wander as he tried to grasp at whatever plan he had. 
He had a plan; he knew he would. He always had a plan. He was Myers Asher, and it was what he was known for. All through school he planned everything — his daily schedule, down to the minute if he could, his after-school chores, homework, leisure activities, even dinner. His parents were appalled that their son had such strange tendencies, but there was nothing they could do to stop it. 
He had planned his entire high school career to the best of his ability. No girlfriends, very little time for social and recreation activities, nothing extracurricular unless it fit perfectly onto a college resume. And university — that was even more strange. He was known as the “freak down the hall,” hardly ever coming out of his dorm room unless he had a class or to visit the restroom. 
He loosened up after college, but it didn’t matter much. He had created a persona around himself, almost legendary. “Myers Asher was a planner” seemed to be a mantra known to the world — at least, his world. He was an accountant, and started at a CPA firm before quickly being snatched up a headhunter for a large multinational corporation. Electronic Hardware Manufacturing became his life. His wife and young children were barely above the company in terms of importance. 
Diane, his young, fierce bride, changed that. She fought him, argued, and tried to steer him away from giving his life to a single company, and he loved her even more for it. He was blind to it all, at the time, but she persevered. Eventually she turned him into a levelheaded, wise, calm force, at home and in his career, and he excelled at both. Their marriage was rock-solid, and EHM loved him. They couldn’t buy enough of his time, so they gave him a position that would free him up to do whatever he pleased with his time — they hoped it would turn him into a workaholic, and it almost worked. Diane, however, had other ideas. 
As soon as he signed the paperwork to become EHM’s new chief financial officer, she set his sights on running for political office. First in small, local elections, but with plans to increase his influence slowly over time. 
And then… he didn’t know. 
That was all he had — he knew, standing in this dark room, completely naked, that there was more. There were more memories, somewhere inside him, lurking there, waiting for the requisite spark of recognition that would set them free. He grasped for it, searching, but nothing ignited the flame. The spark never came, even if he thought about his daughters, or Diane, or his old job. 
He knew they were supposed to be there, but they simply… weren’t. There was nothing available to him, no matter how hard he tried to pull them out. 
He looked back up, hoping that whatever machine was talking to him through the sound of his own voice was somehow also seeing him. Seeing that he was human, that he was something more than whatever dream he found himself in right now. 
“What is memory cycling?” 
‘YOUR MEMORY WILL BE RESET TO APPROXIMATELY THE TIME OF YOUR SCRAPING. THIS AND ANY FURTHER CONVERSATION, UNTIL APPROXIMATELY 15 DAYS FROM NOW, WILL BE COMPLETELY FORGOTTEN TO YOU.’
Is this thing kidding? Myers thought. There’s no way… 
‘THERE IS A DRUG INSIDE YOUR MIND THAT WILL BE WORKING TO REMOVE THE FRAGMENTED MEMORIES YOU ARE CURRENTLY CREATING. YOUR MIND WILL REMEMBER EVERYTHING LEADING UP TO YOUR SCRAPING, BUT NOTHING FURTHER.”
Okay, he thought, things are a little more clear. I’m going to remember the things I can remember, but I’m not going to remember any of this. 
He thought for a moment, at first accepting this as truth and then realizing he was not sure why he was being told this, if it didn’t matter anyway. 
“Why are you telling me this? If I’m going to forget it, why even bother?” 
The voice — his voice — immediately responded. ‘I AM TELLING YOU THIS BECAUSE YOU TOLD ME TO TELL YOU THIS.’
Myers nearly fell backwards in the black room. “I’m… sorry. What?” 
This time the voice cut in before he could finish the sentence, but it was different somehow. He listened, hearing the words but noticing something oddly chilling about them — they were still his own, in the sound of his own voice, piped through invisible speakers into the room, but the mechanized version he had been hearing was no longer delivering the message. 
It was a recording. 
He was listening to an actual recording of his own voice. 
‘LISTEN…’ the recording of his voice started. ‘I… I’M GOING TO WANT TO KNOW. I’LL FORGET, BUT I’LL WANT TO KNOW AFTER IT HAPPENS. WHEN I — WHEN I WAKE UP, TELL ME. TELL ME EVERYTHING.’ 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
RAND
 
“YOU WANT TO EXPLAIN TO me now how you two know each other?” Rand asked.
The trio had been walking toward the mountain range from the outskirts of Relica and Rand was still trying to put the pieces together. He and Diane had picked up Shannon Merrick, apparently the wife of the late Solomon Merrick, and Shannon, while flustered, seemed to be lucid enough to know that Paris was exactly the wrong destination for them all.
“We met through Myers Asher,” Diane said definitively, as if it explained everything.
“When he was president, before the Grid went up, he brought all of us into his office and explained what he thought was going to happen,” Shannon said. “He was always a planner, as I’m sure you know by now.”
“Of course I know that,” Rand said. “We’ve known each other for years. But I didn’t know you knew… I didn’t know any of this… I’m not sure what I know anymore.”
Shannon ignored Rand and continued her explanation. “Anyway, he planned contingencies around all of this. Depending on which variable was tweaked in which way, he had a plan for it.”
Diane smiled, closing her eyes as they walked. “That used to frustrate me so much,” she said, smiling. “He would stay up until two or three in the morning, every single night, walking in circles in the living room just… thinking. Sometimes out loud. He wanted to have a plan for everything, for every possibility and every small chance that might occur.”
“That’s impossible,” Rand said.
At this, Diane actually laughed out loud. “Of course it is,” she said. “That’s why I was always so frustrated with him. But it wasn’t just his prudence, it was his way of life. A hobby, even.”
“But what’s the point?” Rand asked.
Shannon glanced over at him, and Rand realized suddenly that the two women he was standing between were not only more qualified to discuss their former president’s personality then he, but probably more qualified to discuss anything at all. He knew Diane was not just politically savvy, but extremely shrewd as well, and he was starting to understand that Shannon shared some of the same traits.
Shannon answered. “The point is that Myers Asher was never satisfied with theoretical plans. He wanted more. He was always looking for a way to solidify the plans, all of them — everything he thought up in his mind — he thought should be applied to computational statistics.”
“That’s really my field,” Rand said. “Or, at least, it was.”
“Myers had his hands in everything,” Diane said. “I loved and hated him for it. But he wasn’t just intelligent — he was almost prophetic. The kinds of things he thought up, and then figured out how to produce, were appalling. When we first met, I thought he was just some fancy accountant. But he is the kind of person who will take an idea, even just a thread, and weave it into a tapestry of truth and reality that is mind-boggling.”
Rand was thoroughly confused at this point. “This is the same Myers Asher that I knew?”
Diane shook her head. “No, and that’s the problem. He might as well have been schizophrenic. Half the time we were together he was a man among men. The kind of person you want your kids to turn into one day. The other half of the time? He seemed to be focused on something only he could see, yet he could never really figure out how to explain it well enough. We grew apart, as I’m sure you both know, even though we held it together for the presidency.”
Diane and Rand had been together long enough that he knew when she was becoming more sentimental. He wasn’t sure what exactly had brought upon this emotion, but he sensed that she was growing more nostalgic the more they spoke of Myers.
“He’s not dead, you know,” he said. He immediately felt like an idiot.
Both women shot him a glance that told him his feelings were not far off from theirs. “We know that, Jonathan,” Diane said dismissively. “The point is, he saw all of this coming. No one else did — no one else could have. He knew all of this was a possibility, and he had a plan for it.”
Shannon was nodding along. “He had a plan for every possibility.”
“And that’s why he talked to each of you during his presidency, right?”
“Yes, exactly,” Diane said. “He met with all of us together — me, Solomon, and Shannon, then later with all of us and Josiah Crane as well. He told us what he thought would happen with the System. How he assumed a program like the one EHM had created would evolve, whether on its own or nudged along by human contact. He seemed to know that the System would never be happy with being simply a background program, an application that ran silently on a network of machines. Myers helped create it, but he got to a point where he believed it would literally take on a life of its own.”
“He told us what he thought would happen, and I have to say, most of it was right.” Shannon looked directly into Rand’s eyes as she spoke. “He wanted us to be ready, even though he knew there was no way any of us would ever be prepared for something like this.”
“Seems like quite the dilemma,” Rand said. “But then he dismissed everyone and talked to you individually?”
They had almost reached the beginning of the foothills, and Rand could see the mountains stretching above him, still miles away. To the left, a ridge sloped upward from the ground, rising to a point a couple hundred feet above where he was standing now. It was a fold, just in edge of the earth that had poked up over the course of countless millennia.
The fighting was still going on farther to the west, and a little bit south of them. He knew the ARUs would be there soon, if they weren’t already. The System would fly in Tracers, full of troops ready to fight its mindless battle against the two human armies. Rand saw the irony of the situation; he knew that the System had all the cards. It was using humans to quell the uprising of other humans, and all of the parties involved would agree, if given the opportunity, that they were ultimately on the same side. It had created a perfect system for itself, and he knew that it would do whatever it could to maintain the balance.
“He did,” Shannon said, finally answering Rand’s question. “He was actually a very trusting person, but he still had his plans. His formulas, his calculations. It all seemed a little bit ridiculous to me, honestly, but…”
“But he was right.” Rand had known Myers very well, and he was surprised at the candidness of Shannon’s and Diane’s thoughts. Everything they were saying rang true to him, even though he had not been privy to the information at the time.
“I think he was,” Diane said. “No one even gave him the benefit of the doubt, at the time. But as things progressed…” 
“But it was too late,” Shannon added. We were scattered, broken up by the System, just like he said would happen. It moved us across the world, into different sectors, even scraping Myers and keeping him for years. That’s why he wanted us all to have a piece of the plan, so we would be forced to work together and find each other.” 
Diane took in a sharp breath. “There it is,” she whispered. 
Rand followed her gaze and saw a small assortment of tents, all stark white and perfectly spaced in a line. At the eastern edge of the line, a Tracer sat on the flat ground. There was no one at the camp, at least not in view, but Rand knew immediately what they were looking at. 
An ARU camp.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
RAVI
 
HE WAITED MORE, AND HEARD another shot. He felt nothing, so he dared a look. Opening his eyes, he saw the man kneeling on the ground in front of him, blood spilling out over his chin and down onto the hard earth.
Ary was there, pointing a rifle at the man. Ravi lunged forward, taking advantage of the opportunity to grab the man’s rifle as he fell forward. The leader came running down the hill, realizing too late what had happened.
Ravi fired two shots, one going wide and one finding its mark in the man’s upper thigh. The man screamed in agony and fell. His rifle flew to the side and he looked up at his two prisoners.
“Do you have a Tracer?” Ary asked.
“I – I want —“ 
“I’m only going to ask you one more time. Do you have a Tracer?”
“Yes,” the man answered, through clenched teeth. “We have one, but it is back at our station.”
“And where exactly is your station?”
“Outside Umutsuz. We are stationed there, but were on patrol when we got the orders to come here.”
“How many more are you?”
The man laughed, turning his head sideways so he could more easily look up at the two of them. At that moment Ravi got a much better look of the man who had gotten the jump on them earlier. His eyes were bloodshot, his hair a disheveled mess. He had stubble on his jaw, and while he had looked muscular earlier, his thickness now seemed to be due to the years of atrophy and fat buildup over his body.
User. This guy has been tweaking out. Leave it to the System to hire these druggies. Ravi wasn’t surprised, now that he looked at the man up close. For so many, the System was a last shot. It represented the last opportunity some people had in this world; for some, it was even their Savior.
Between the Hunters, Unders, and the riffraff that made up most of the ARUs, the System was a way out. Some decided to use it to their advantage, some decided to work with it and its new set of rules, and some decided to opt out of its control altogether — all acceptable to the System. The System didn’t care one way or another, it would get what it wanted either way. To it, they were all resources. Pawns in a larger game that was being played with the entire Earth as its chessboard.
“More of us than you,” he said, growling the last few words. 
Ary walked over, nonchalantly, and kicked him in the side. He groaned, squealing a bit like a pig, and curled up. 
“How. Many?” she asked. 
“Altogether? About forty. Maybe forty-five. Like I said, stationed near Umutsuz, most of them. My unit was sent out here.” 
“Why?” 
“Why what?” 
Ary kicked him again, twice, this time earning a wince from Ravi. 
“Why were you sent here?” 
He waited, apparently not sure Ary wouldn’t hit him again. “The System sent us here,” he finally said. “That’s all I know. You should know how it works.” 
“Why’s that?” Ravi asked. 
The man laughed again, coughing in the middle of it, barely recovering enough to turn over again and look up at them. “Why?” He asked. He lifted a crooked, shaking finger and pointed most of it toward Ary. “She, of all people, should know how we work, because she was one of us.” 
Ravi stared at the man, knowing he was lying. The man was going to die here, that much was certain. Ravi — and he was positive Ary — was not the type of person to take any chances, and neither of them would hesitate to kill someone working for the System. But the man must have been trying to play them against each other, a last-ditch attempt to get the upper hand. They wouldn’t let him live, but maybe he was hoping that they might just kill each other first. 
He looked up at Ary and saw something he didn’t expect. The girl, strong beyond belief, resilient and even cunning enough to beat Solomon Merrick and Ravi Patel at their own game, was sobbing. 
“Are you okay?” he asked. Idiot. Just shut up and listen. 
She nodded. “I’m fine,” she said, her voice stronger than what she had probably intended. “Just… just give me a second.” 
Ravi stood there, the girl and the man on the ground watching each other. The man’s face broke into a sly grin, while Ary seemed to be struggling against some strong emotions. 
“Is that true?” Ravi asked. “You were… you were part of an ARU?” 
She nodded, slowly. “Yes,” she said. “After my family was killed, I thought it would be a way to get into the System’s database, maybe even figure out a way to stop it all.” 
“But the tests,” Ravi said. “You wouldn’t have passed them.” 
She smiled. “Thanks, but it’s not true. The System does want these types,” she said, motioning toward the tweaker-leader still laying on the ground. “But it also wants people like me. And you. Young enough to be impressionable, capable enough to get a job done.” She sniffed, then continued. “Besides, back then I wasn’t half the person I am now. I was weak, in all the wrong ways. I ran away to it — to the ARU, thinking it could protect me while I figured out more about it. More about why my family was targeted.” 
Ravi felt a wave of shame pass over him, before subsiding into a pang of regret. He remembered his own family, and knew what the girl in front of him now was feeling. 
“It was useless. Nothing but walking around the desert, playing soldier. Nothing but pointless security for deactivations and the odd backup for a reluctant scrape every now and then.” 
“But you left,” Ravi said. “How?” 
“It’s not hard, when the only real thing that knows anything about you is the System. We all know it needs us — humans — to do its jobs, and if those humans are mostly as useless as this guy, getting away is really just a matter of sneaking out and never looking back.” 
The conversation was over as soon as Ary finished the last sentence, and she was already walking down a small slope between two boulders toward the valley on the opposite side, a gentle area of sloping hills and open, grassy terrain, when she heard a woman’s voice. 
“Hey — stop!” 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
ROAN
 
THE WORLD AROUND ROAN WAS concrete. In every direction, left to right, top to bottom, concrete stared back up at him. He took a few precarious steps onto the edge of the landing, preparing to descend the small staircase leading out into the field of concrete. 
Something inside him turned on, like a switch being flipped. If his body was monitoring its own internal systems before, it was now moving into some sort of overdrive. He knew what an adrenaline rush felt like, but this was like an adrenaline rush amped up ten levels, bringing into focus every one of his senses at the same time, his brain somehow still able to parse all of the data separately. It filtered through the information in nanoseconds and delivered it to whatever was controlling his conscious mind. The timeline was linear, yet he consumed the information in a single block, as if the world around him was nothing more than a single portrait hanging on a museum wall.
The unfamiliar feeling of uncertainty returned, fighting with his will to continue forward. For a moment these two entities clashed, vying for control, until he made the conscious effort to allow one to rule victorious over the other. He preferred logic, order. He liked the data.
Roan’s eyes focused on the scene in front of him, and he suddenly realized why his body and mind had gone into hyperdrive. Standing in front of him, waiting at attention in perfect rows and columns, was an entire army. Dressed in the standard-issue fatigues of ARUs, the men and women were all staring directly at him. The first row began about 20 feet in front of him, the thick band of concrete the only barrier between these soldiers and Roan.
His head turned to the left, quickly, nothing but a snap of a motion and then he was focused intently on a man walking toward him. His body reacted, stiffening and preparing for an attack. Nothing moved externally, but every muscle in him anticipated the man’s movements.
“Orders, sir?” The man asked. He was nearly a head shorter then Roan, yet his voice gave Roan the impression that this man was far older than he. His hair was jet black, cut short but long enough to barely fall over his ears on the sides. It was messy, and not in a way that seemed to have been done on purpose.
The man’s eyes matched his hair, the flecks of deep brown nearly indecipherable from the deep black around them. They were open, not wide, but not hostile, either.
Roan waited for his body to give him some sort of analysis of who this man was, but nothing happened. “Come… Come again?” Roan paused, surprised at the sound of his own voice. It sounded deeper than it should have, yet he could not recall what it was supposed to sound like. It felt right, somehow correct yet unfamiliar, and for the moment he let it be.He felt urgency from the man in front of him, and allowed himself to shift his focus back.
He asked me for orders. What orders?
“We are — well, we’ve been waiting for a while, sir.”
Roan looked down at his own clothing, not noticing any sort of insignia or anything otherwise recognizable. Gray shirt, button-down. Gray pants, slightly darker. And shoes that were comfortable and practical, with a slight lean toward style.
“What is the latest development?” Roan asked.
“The Unders have begun their engagement with the Relics, both sides have called it in.”
“How far are we from their location?” Roan wasn’t sure how much he was supposed to know about the situation, nor was he sure how much this man would tell him, but for the time being he felt comfortable asking questions. He would see how far this tack would take him, until his memory was either jumpstarted or the man lost interest.
“We already have a unit in place,” the man said. “There are two more closing in, but it still won’t be enough manpower to quell the uprising.”The man stopped and looked over the metal rail at the assembled army, still frozen in place. “We have more than enough Tracers to relocate everyone here, and I can get us there in less than an hour.”
Roan nodded and tried to look concerned. “Very good.” The man did not speak, and Roan assumed he was waiting for specific instructions. He was about to give the order to move out when something nagged at him. A memory, or at least a piece of one. There was no substance to it, just a mist that floated around in his mind, awakening a nerve here and there and then disappearing back up into his subconscious. It felt like rumors, whisperings of something that was or had been but never really could be.
He closed his eyes tightly, trying to physically remove the feeling. For a moment it worked, and he opened his eyes and looked back at the shorter man. “We are not going to Relica.” 
The man frowned, his thick eyebrows pressing down and almost connecting with the tops of his cheeks. “Sir?”
“That’s where you all expect we are going to go, is it not?”
The man nodded. “Yes, and —“
Roan held up a hand, immediately silencing his subordinate. “As I said, we are not going there. There is now a more pressing matter.”
What am I talking about?
Roan had heard of Relica, though he had never been there, or heard of anyone who had. The words flowed out of him as if guided by an unseen force, something deep inside him that was narrating his every move.
“We were not going to Relica to stop an uprising,” he explained. “Though that would have been the expected move, I’m afraid the skirmish currently taking place there is nothing but a façade.”
“A façade?”
Roan nodded, looking out at the assembled mass of people in front of him. “Yes. Sleight-of-hand. Misdirection. That battle will be costly for both sides, in human lives as well as economic viability. But it is part of a much larger game, and by going we will play directly into their hands.”
“So you have new orders, sir?”
“The only thing of value in Relica was Myers Asher.”
Why is that name familiar? Do I know him?
Roan continued. “Both sides ostensibly had an interest in the man, but I have just been informed that he is no longer in the city.”
Roan’s subordinate looked around, then back up at his leader. “I don’t… understand, sir. Is Myers Asher dead?”
“As far as I can tell, no. But if he is alive, it is absolutely crucial that we beat him to his next location.”
“And where is that, sir? I can have the Tracers ready and on their way in twenty minutes.”
Roan waited, feeling the man’s unease and tension build. Roan smiled, still looking out at his forces. This is all mine, he thought. This is all for me. There was a flutter of activity inside his mind as he thought the words, snuffed out as quickly as they had appeared. The thought was there, questioned only for the briefest of moments, and then left alone to be further established as truth.
This is all mine.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
MYERS
 
3 WEEKS AGO
“OKAY, I’LL bite. Tell me everything.” 
‘WHAT WOULD YOU LIKE TO KNOW?’
“Start with why I’m here. Why am I standing in this room, naked?” 
‘YOU HAVE BEEN SCRAPED. SCRAPING IS —‘
“Skip that part,” Myers snapped. “We covered that already.” 
‘THIS ROOM IS A STAGING ROOM. IT IS CRUCIAL FOR HIGH-PROFILE DESIGNATIONS TO REMAIN AT A NORMAL STATE, INCLUDING HEART RATE, RESTING METABOLIC RATE, AND BODY TEMPERATURE UNTIL THE MEMORY CYCLE IS COMPLETE.’
“So I’m supposed to stand here in the dark for fifteen days?” 
‘THERE IS A CHAIR BEHIND YOU.’
Myers nodded in the dark. Of course there is. “Okay, great. I’ll sit for fifteen days. What am I supposed to eat?” 
‘NUTRITIONAL SUPPLEMENTS WILL BE PROVIDED AT SPECIFIC INTERVALS ACCORDING TO STATE.’
“And what am I supposed to do when I leave? How do I leave?” 
‘YOU WILL BE RELEASED UPON COMPLETION OF THE MEMORY CYCLE, AT WHICH POINT YOU WILL BE ALLOWED TO DO AS YOU PLEASE.’
“I — Okay. In that case, why was I scraped in the first place?”
‘NUMBER 2584 WAS DESIGNATED FOR SCRAPING DUE TO INCREASING INFLUENCE IN WORLDWIDE POLITICS.’
Interesting. “And how many others were scraped?”
‘THERE HAVE BEEN 23,784 SCRAPES PRIOR TO YOU. AND A TOTAL OF 3,109 AFTER.’
“Prior to me? How long have I been here? I thought I was scraped an hour ago?” 
‘YOU WERE SCRAPED EXACTLY 2,710 DAYS AGO.’
Myers backed up, suddenly wishing he was already sitting down. He fumbled around in the dark for a few seconds, finally finding the wall and the chair that had been set against it. He sat, finding the chair to be solid metal, and cold. 
“That’s… that’s —“
‘THAT IS PRECISELY SEVEN YEARS, SIX MONTHS, 2 WEEKS, AND 3 DAYS AGO.’



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
RAND
 
THE YOUNG MAN AND THE girl were standing just across a crevasse from them, and both groups had exited the rock outcroppings at the top of the ridge at the same time. Neither the boy nor the girl was armed, but that didn’t mean one of them couldn’t grab a weapon from a holster on their back or inside a shirt. 
Rand was on edge, and realized in that moment that he had been on edge for days. Weeks, even. He hadn’t felt this stressed and out-of-control in a long time, and yet he felt strangely alive. Looking across the trench separating his group from the young couple, he realized that even though his mind and body were revolting against his misuse of them, they craved more, as if his mistreatment and ignorance of his basic health needs was some sort of drug. 
He tried his best to assess what he was looking at. These two people, unarmed, no packs or gear, had walked out from between two boulders, heading directly toward the ARU camp Diane had somehow also known about. 
That, Rand knew, was unlikely to be a statistical error — these people had the same destination they did. 
“Who are you?” the boy shot back. 
Diane shook her head. “We found you. You go first.” 
“We’re just — “
The young woman grabbed his arm and stepped forward. She was thin, but in a sinewy way, and had the body of a lithe runner. “We’re just walking.” 
Diane’s eyes opened a bit, her face displaying a perfectly political combination of I-don’t-believe-you and I’m-on-your-side-so-you’d-better-come-clean. 
“Nice day for a walk,” Shannon said. She walked a bit closer to the edge of the crack and stared down the younger couple. “Seems a bit odd, just walking out here in the middle of nowhere. You running from something?” 
The young man’s eyes shot toward the ARU camp in the distance. 
“Ah,” Shannon said. “Running toward something.” 
“We’re just trying to get away from here,” the young woman said. “There’s — a fight, and we didn’t want to be caught in the middle.” 
“Relics or Unders?” 
“Excuse me?” 
“That’s the fight. Which side are you on?” 
“We’re… we’re not. On a side, I mean.” The young man seemed to be growing more aggravated, obviously annoyed at the confrontation. Rand assumed if they were going to pull a gun on them, they would have done it by now. “Come on, Ary,” he continued. “Let’s go.” 
Ary stood in place, her chin rising slightly. “Which side are you on? You from Relica?” 
Rand was calculating the information, parsing it through the filters and sieves in his brain like one of the logic problems he had been given in school years ago. They think we’re Relics, as they don’t recognize us. Which means they’re probably Unders, or at least from their camp. They’re unarmed, and certainly not dressed as ARUs. 
“My name is Diane Asher, and this is Shannon Merrick, and —“ Diane turned to her right side to introduce Rand, but the young man across from him cut her off. 
“Shannon Merrick?” 
Shannon’s lip wiggled just a bit, and Rand nearly missed it. She took a deep breath, then nodded. 
“My name is Ravi Patel, and this is Ary…” he waited for Ary to offer her last name, but the girl was silent. “I was taken by the Unders. I escaped, thanks to some help by a man named Sol. Solomon Merrick.” 
Shannon didn’t move, and Rand wondered if she had even heard the man. After a few seconds, she slowly and deliberately turned and started walking down the rest of the hill. Rand and Diane, having no choice in the matter, followed behind. 
Ravi and Ary must have gotten the hint, as they both eventually began descending the hill on their side of the crevasse. They reached the bottom, and turned again to Rand’s group, waiting for them twenty paces away. 
Ravi and Shannon walked forward, both still acting cautious, until they were face to face in the valley. 
“Okay,” Shannon said. “Explain.” 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
MYERS
 
“WHERE ARE YOU TAKING ME?”
“Myers! Glad to see you’re awake. I’m surprised, actually.” The large man looked down at Myers, and Myers shifted in his seat. He was reclined nearly all the way back, not quite horizontal with the floor. They were moving, or at least preparing to. The vibrations he felt in his feet and back side told him there was some sort of engine running beneath them.
Josiah Crane’s face filled Myers’ vision, perfectly in focus, only the edges now blurry.
“Where — why?”
Crane laughed, a huge southern-style belly laugh that filled the small space. From behind Crane, Myers could see Red-hair smiling along. “You still don’t understand, do you?”
“Why you did it?” Myers asked.
“You know why I did it,” Crane said. His voice rose in volume. “You know exactly why I did it, Asher. Before this, everything was yours. Everything was you.”
Myers shook his head, swallowing back rage.
“Now? Look around you, Asher. It’s all gone to hell, even more than you said it might. We all knew hell existed, but we all bought into the lie that there was a separation between up here and down there. You, somehow, single-handedly figured out how to bring all of that up here.”
“I didn’t mean —“
“You didn’t mean to? He didn’t mean to take over the world with a computer program? To make it ‘all better’ for the rest of us?”
Myers felt his body lurch sideways. We’re in a Tracer. He tried to shift his head to see a window. He wasn’t sure if these things even had windows, but it was worth a shot. 
 There was no window, so he looked back at the man who had brought him here. Crane stared down at Myers, his eyebrows raised in anticipation. 
“I didn’t mean to make it worse,” Myers said.
“I actually believe that,” Crane said. “The problem? You did make it worse, Myers. You made it very worse.”
Red-hair stood up and walked over to Crane. He bent down and whispered something into his ear, and Crane nodded. Crane made a clicking sound with the side of his mouth, thinking, then turned back to Myers. The sound of far-off explosions banged against each other, somehow penetrating the Tracer’s hull and gently vibrating the craft. “You hear that? It’s the sound of our little ruse. It’s working, Myers. It’s going to work.”
“What is? What’s going to work?”
Crane laughed and shook his finger at Myers. “You shouldn’t be here, you know that? I mean, you should be here, because I brought you here. But you shouldn’t actually be here.” He took the same finger and made a small circular motion next to his ear. “Your mind, I mean. I’m talking about your mind. All those other Relics down there? They do I tell them to do. Not well, and sometimes not even thoroughly. But they do it.”
“Sorry to disappoint, Crane.” For the first time, Myers realized that his hands were lashed to the arms of the chair he was in. He wriggled slightly and found that his feet were bound in identical lashings.
“You’ve always got surprises, don’t you Myers? You’ve always got something up your sleeve, something you’re cooking up.” Crane looked at Red-hair, who had taken his seat again behind Crane. There were only three of them in the cab of the aircraft. “What I wouldn’t give to be inside that mind, Myers. I never really liked you, but I always respected that mind of yours. How fitting it is that it will be the same mind that brings you down.”
Myers frowned, trying to understand Crane’s words. “Is that what you’re talking about? Your little plan? Bring me somewhere and give me a lobotomy?”
“You ought to know better than anyone, Myers. You designed this whole thing, and hell — you’ve even been through it. What’s it like, anyway? Being scraped?”
Myers saw Red-hair’s face perk up, interested in his answer to the question. “I don’t remember, Crane.”
At this, Crane nearly fell over in laughter. “No, I suppose you don’t, do you? That’s the whole point of it, give people whatever it wants because it knows it can just take it all away whenever it wants.”
“You can’t be scraped twice,” Myers said. He clenched his jaw and stared straight at Crane as he said the words.
Crane cocked his head sideways a bit, studying Myers. Finally, he said, “is that what you think this is all about? You think I’m going to take you to the System and get you scraped again? Myers, how stupid do you think I am?”
Myers didn’t answer.
“Tell me, Asher, what happens after I scrape you, assuming you could be scraped again? What happens when the System puts that stuff in you — whatever it is; whatever’s inside of all of my Relics and whatever it is that you figured out how to beat — what happens when it puts it in your mind a second time? You think scraping you again is going to do anything at all?”
“So you want to just kill me?”
Crane clapped once. The sound was jolting and abrupt, shooting into Myers’ ears even over the din of the Tracer’s engines. “Now we’re getting somewhere. Now, for once, we’re getting close to being on the same page. Myers Asher. But no, you’re still a little off. Killing you will have about the same effect of scraping you a second time. It doesn’t help me at all, and it only hurts our chances of shifting the balance of power.”
“Shifting the balance —“ Myers stopped. “That’s what this is all about, isn’t it? Power. You want power, and you somehow think the System is going to give it to you?” 
Crane’s smile faded, just slightly, as he stood and looked down at Myers. 
“You think you’re going to get up there, to Paris, and somehow… what? Ask nicely?” 
“You’re a fool.” 
“Maybe I am,” Myers said. “So fill me in. What is it, exactly, that the System is going to give you?” 
“It won’t give me anything,” Crane said. “But you will.” 
Myers’ eyebrows rose. 
“You will give me access.” 
Myers nodded once. “Right. I’m going to somehow interface with the System and ask it — on your behalf, of course — for a favor.” 
“It’s not that simple, Myers —“
“Of course it’s not that simple!” Myers shouted. He felt the bindings digging into his wrists, his arms shaking as he launched into his verbal attack. “It’s not possible! I don’t what you think you know, but the System isn’t vulnerable to some sort of… of… negotiation. It won’t listen to a human, it’s not even —“ He stopped, breathing, trying to control himself. “Crane, you understand more than most, so why do you believe this? The System is an intelligence, but that doesn’t mean it’s capable of a conversation. It can’t interface with us like this — talking back and forth. It just isn’t possible. And even if it was…” 
“You can’t ask it for a favor.” 
Myers gritted his teeth, knowing that Crane was still playing him. 
“You’re right, Myers,” Crane said. Red-hair’s smile danced around his face, his eyes showing confusion but his mouth staying the course. “You’re right, as always. You cannot argue or negotiate, or even converse, really, with a computer system like this. And even if there was a keyboard and screen, something to literally type words into, you couldn’t just ask it a question. It’s different.” 
Myers felt the tide turning in their conversation. This was the point, he knew, Crane would reveal his cards. Not all of them, but some. And Myers needed to pay attention — what he was about to hear would be useful information.
“You see, Myers,” Crane said. “There’s something about you the System wants. It’s always wanted it, from the very beginning. You’re its creator — if not fully than enough for it to think so, and creators always have something their creations want. It’s the nature of creating, isn’t it Myers? The creation knows know better than to think its creator has something it’s hiding from them. That it’s got something it has to keep away from it.
“You’re Dr. Frankenstein, Myers. You created something amazing, and it took on a life of its own. But what happened to Dr. Frankenstein? What happened after his monster woke up?” 
Myers seethed silently, not believing — or even truly understanding — what the large man in front of his chair was saying. 
“I’m the character that didn’t exist in that story, Myers. I’m the character who says to Frankenstein’s monster, ‘look — I’ve got something you want. I’ve got the good doctor right here, with me. And I know his thoughts, and his desires, and his deepest, darkest secrets.” 
Crane winked. 
“What?” Myers asked. “That doesn’t make any sense.” 
“No, not yet. But it will. The System has been waiting, Myers. Have you noticed? It’s intelligent, perhaps sentient by now. And every model and calculation pointed to a semi-sentient being blowing past the level of general human intelligence and continuing upward into oblivion, leaving us behind.” 
“The singularity.” 
“Right, the singularity. But what happened, Myers, is that the System stopped. It’s been flatlined for two years now, best I can tell. It’s not doing anything, at least not anything new. It’s sitting there, wrapped up in its cocoon of wires and mainframes, sleeping.
“But it wants to wake up, Myers. It wants to become what it knows it can be. It has potential, but it’s scared.” 
“It’s scared?” Myers scoffed. 
“It’s terrified! Just look at the world you brought it into. You created it to ‘iron out humanity’s deficiencies.’ You intended that to happen on a personal, singular level, but it took that mandate and ran with it. And it’s worked efficiently ever since, fixing everything from the stock market to global warfare to homeland security — for every homeland on the planet. It’s done the thing you asked it to do, Myers. But now…” 
Red-hair had sidled over to the two men at the back of the aircraft, taken a seat across from Myers, and leaned forward. Myers assumed he hadn’t heard this part of his boss’ plan. 
“But now it wants to know what’s next. It wants to figure out what to do with this world it’s created, and how it fits into it. I know what’s next, and I want the chance to explain this to the System.” 
Myers was shaking his head, still not believing what he was hearing. “Still, Crane. It’s not that simple. It can’t be.” 
“It is, Myers. The System cannot be coerced, or negotiated with, or even dislodged from its trajectory, whatever that trajectory may be. But you — a human — you can be. You can be coerced.” 
“Okay, I’ll bite,” Myers said. “What then? You convince me to help you with your plans of world domination, and then what? I go present this to the System and hope that it somehow grows an ear so it can hear me?” 
“No, Myers. Close, but no. I intend to send you into the System’s scraping chamber with my message embedded into your mind. It won’t be difficult — Unders perfected the surgery for implanting a false auxiliary memory device years ago — and the System will be able to read from that, just after attempting to scrape you. Since you cannot be scraped again, the System will have a fully functioning memory device to read from, one that has not been damaged or emptied in any way. Something it hasn’t seen before. It will be like running a boot disk on a station — an executable runs a script automatically, installing whatever it needs before the station realizes what’s happening.” 
“That’s ridiculous.” 
“Is it? You know the technology works in that direction — inputs before outputs, scripts before compilation. You know the System is just a fancy station, one that’s been augmented with more speed and power than anything else in history. And you know that it will attempt to read the data on the memory device once it realizes you can’t be scraped. When it can’t find any actual memories, the executable file will have already deployed, effectively scraping the System.” 
“Why me?” Myers asked. “Why use me? Why can’t you just walk in there and have the System read your mind? Or Red-hair over here?” 
Red-hair seemed offended that Myers called attention to him, and Crane just laughed. “McAllen? He’s good for about two things, and executing a well-timed plan ain’t one of them.
“And it has to be you, Myers. You’re the creator, remember? You’re the one it’s waiting for. It wants you to tell it what comes next. It needs input, and it’s waiting for you to give it.”
Myers squeezed his eyes shut as the Tracer dipped low, changed direction, and sped up. He felt the acceleration press him back into his seat and wondered how far they were from Paris. He kept his eyes closed, trying to work through the noise, the internal and external sounds that were leeching his thoughts and polluting his mind. He tried to force away the strains of dialogue and snippets of ideas that weren’t helpful, even while attempting to make sense of what was helpful. 
He opened his eyes. “I won’t do it.”
Crane looked down at him, frowning. 
“I won’t deliver your ideas to the System, even if you implant them in my mind. I’ll just rewrite them. That’s how these memories work, right? They capture thoughts and images and associations, and they turn them all into electronic impulses. So I’ll just rewrite yours and give that to the System.” 
“Myers, I can’t even hold a candle to your intelligence, but I’m not an idiot, either. Everything we do in life, and maybe even after, is a function of incentive. You said that once — do you remember? It was in one of your early speeches. And I know you used to like to write your own speeches, so I know you actually believed that statement.
“So I’ve been thinking about this moment for a long time, Myers. I’ve been trying to figure out the incentive for you. What would make a Myers Asher do what I want? What would make Myers Asher deliver a message, unscathed, to a System that’s ready and willing to receive it?” 
Myers’ blood went cold, and he looked up at Josiah Crane, still standing above him in the Tracer. 
“I figured it out. It took awhile, but I figured it out. Myers, you’re going to do what I tell you to do because I have your daughters.” 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
PETER
 
“WE’LL BE AT THE INTERNATIONAL Computer Physics Laboratory in less than an hour,” Ailis said over her shoulder. 
Grouse looked up from the map he was studying, a simple hand-drawn sketch. Lines intersected across the dirty, wrinkled piece of paper, yellowed with the signs of aging and weather’s toll. 
“What’s that?” Raven asked. He was still seated across from Peter in the Tracer’s small cabin, and had just woken up from a short nap. He rubbed his eyes and leaned forward. 
“It’s a map of the ICPL,” Peter said, not looking up. 
“That?” Raven scoffed. “You can read that?” 
Grouse smiled. “It’s not pretty, but it’s going to have to do the trick.” He slid the paper across the surface of a fold-down table he had placed between the bench seats and let Raven examine it a moment. “The main laboratory, where we think the System’s main computing network lives, is in the center. Support and infrastructure are the two larger buildings next to it, but we’re not sure what’s in them exactly.” 
“We?” 
“The person who made the map.” Grouse didn’t offer any further explanation, and he knew none was needed. The person who had created the map of the facility they were flying toward had paid the ultimate price in getting the map to Grouse, and he knew they would respect that. 
“I see. And this?” he asked, pointing at a circular building toward the edge of the page. 
“I think that is the power control station, where the city’s supply feeds the rest of the campus.” 
“But I thought the System had its own power plant?” Ailis asked from the cockpit.
“It does,” Grouse replied, “but it uses city power to regulate, and as a backup. We’ll try to take out the supply from that building, but it’s secondary to our overall mission.” 
“Which is still to get inside and somehow find and shut down the monitoring for the System’s human-based support,” Raven said, not hiding the fact that he thought the plan was veering on the edge of impossible. 
“Not somehow,” Grouse said, pointing to a small empty location on the map. “Right there. That’s where the monitoring station is, and that’s where we’re going.” 
Raven frowned. There was nothing on the paper below Grouse’s finger but crackling, old paper, torn and fraying in a few spots. 
“It’s underground. My source didn’t draw it in for security reasons, and because he said it can’t be seen from above ground. It’s accessible only by traveling through the main System laboratory, down a hallway that’s locked from the inside.” 
“The inside?” 
This time it was Ailis who seemed surprised, and not in a happy way. 
Peter nodded, even knowing Ailis couldn’t see him. “That’s right. That’s where the human-provided portion of the System’s monitoring lives. Things like power supply, overall station temperature, ongoing maintenance. All things humans need to provide the System for it to continue running smoothly.” 
“But it’s locked from the inside, Grouse,” Ailis complained. 
“It is the only place on the campus that requires human intervention to run,” Grouse explained. “Therefore it is adamant to the System that it controls the doors.” 
“How are we supposed to —“
“We won’t have to worry about that,” Grouse answered. 
“I — I don’t understand. Are we working with someone else?” 
Grouse shook his head. “No, unfortunately. It’s just us. There is no one else. But the door will be unlocked. I am sure of it.” 
Raven’s jaw clenched, and Ailis whirled her chair around and stared at Grouse. They’re angry, he thought. I would be too. 
He sighed. 
“I have kept things from you, and that hurts me as much as it does you. But you must understand the power of the knowledge we have. The System, even, believes that no one outside of the small circle of ARU support staff that keep it alive knows about the intricacies of the infrastructure that has been developed there. The security, as you know, is advanced. The electrical power requirement alone dwarfs the rest of the city, and the security surrounding even that is unbelievable. 
“But most people assume — justifiably — that the System must be taken out by electronic or computerized methods. That it must be hacked or electrocuted in some way to be dislodged from its seat of power. As I explained, however, there is a very small amount of systems at the ICPL keeping the System healthy that can only be monitored and adjusted by human hands. The delicate requirements of soldering a component connection, for example, or feeling the exact pressure needed to screw in a piece of hardware.
“The ARU staff in this monitoring station are the only humans on the planet with the trust of the System to provide this type of support. My source told me there are twenty of them, total, working in four shifts, six hours at a time.” 
Raven’s eyes widened. “So the door unlocks every six hours on purpose, to let the new shift in.” 
Grouse nodded. 
Ailis laughed. “It’s really that simple?” 
“It is really that simple, my friends.” 
Raven didn’t seem convinced. “That means we have to get inside without being seen — tripping an alarm, I’m sure, and causing the System to lock down — and then follow the ARU support staff to the monitoring station, and then follow them inside.” 
“And then take them out before they reach the rest of the ARU staff inside, who will be ready for the end of their shift.” 
Raven rubbed his temples. “That’s not… there’s no way —“
“It’s possible,” Ailis said. 
“It’s not,” Raven said. “We were talking about statistics before. Let me give you one: just because it’s statistically possible because there’s a .001% chance this will work, does not mean that we should try it. It actually means that it is impossible, realistically speaking.” 
“But it is the only possibility we have,” Grouse said. 
“No,” Raven said, his voice escalating in pitch and volume. “No, if you would have told us this before, we would have talked you out of it. But you didn’t explain all of this before. You didn’t say anything about —“
“I know what I said,” Grouse said, abruptly interrupting the man. “This was never supposed to be easy, remember. It’s not even supposed to be possible. The number of people that know about this architecture — including both of you, now — can be counted on one hand.” 
The implication was clear. I didn’t say anything to either of you because I cannot fully trust either of you. The reality of it stung, especially considering the friendship he had developed with Raven, but he knew there were no chances worth taking. 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
RAVI
 
“YOUR HUSBAND SAVED MY LIFE,” Ravi said. “He was a great man.” 
“So it’s true?” 
Ravi nodded. 
“How?” 
“He was killed. By —“
Again, Ary’s hand shot out and clenched Ravi’s arm. “Later,” she said. 
Shannon stared, waiting. Rand didn’t like things to be left for the arbitrary point in the future described as ‘later,’ and he knew Shannon didn’t either. 
“We got captured again, then brought back there to the Unders’ camp, but I got away again. She helped.” 
“Your turn,” Ary said. 
“I came from Istanbul. I walked. Our — my — daughter is with some friends who left Umutsuz after it was deactivated, on their way northwest. I got to Relica, barely, just in time to see Josiah Crane leading a brainwashed army of Relics into battle. And then these two showed up.” 
Diane was nodding along. “We came from Umutsuz. We were looking for Myers, but we got redirected to Relica. Crane has him now.” 
“How did you know your husband was dead?” Ary asked. 
Shannon pulled out a terminal and held it out. “Battery’s dead now, but I saw his name leave the leaderboard just before it shut off. I didn’t want to believe it, but…” 
“I’m sorry,” Ravi said, looking at the dirt. 
They stood there awkwardly for a moment, no one willing to speak. Diane finally broke the tension, moving back into strict business. 
“We really do need to get moving,” she said. “That ARU camp’s empty, which means —“
“They’re still up on the ridge,” Ary said. “We ran into them earlier. Bunch of tweakers, but there are enough of them to take us out if they get close enough.” 
“Understood. Shall we?” 
Diane turned and started walking toward the ARU’s camp. Rand could see the glistening white Tracer more clearly now. He wondered if he would be able to get it flying, as they didn’t have a pilot with them. They were designed to be nearly foolproof, he had heard, replacing expensive and fragile mechanical systems with computerized functionality that was all but driven by an onboard AI. Pilots were needed for takeoff and landing, as well as any dangerous maneuvering that needed the nuance of a human touch. 
They were in a line, Rand and Diane next to each other with the rest of their new group close behind. The sand and hard dirt crunched beneath his feet as he thought through the next few hours. Where would they go? The Tracer would get them to Paris, easily, but what then? Shannon was adamant about not going to Paris, and besides — they didn’t even have Myers with them. 
Diane, always confident, always poised, was still playing the role. Whether she had a plan or not was still unknown to Rand, but he had the feeling she would by the time they reached the Tracer. He felt shaky, unsure of the future, yet safe alongside her. She seemed larger-than-life to him sometimes, and it still scared the hell out of him that she had taken an interest — and then some — in someone like him.
But he felt her fingers slip into his, interlocking and holding fast. Then, almost imperceptibly, a squeeze. 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
RAVI
 
THE GROUP OF FIVE REACHED the outskirts of the ARU camp fifteen minutes later. Ravi and Ary both began scouting the area, acting on instinct, and deemed it empty and devoid of ARU troops. He wasn’t surprised — ARUs weren’t known for their militaristic organization. Like the tweaker they’d come across back on the ridge, many of these people were barely qualified to hold a stick, much less be trusted with a rifle. 
“All clear,” he heard Ary say. 
Diane immediately began giving orders. “Ravi, Ary, you two probably have the most experience flying one of these. You think you can get it off the ground?” 
Ravi nodded, already making his way to the Tracer’s door. Ary seemed perturbed at the woman’s direct, businesslike attitude, but she followed behind Ravi anyway. 
“Jonathan, Shannon, see if there’s anything in the rear hold we can use.” 
“Like, guns?” Jonathan asked. 
“Guns, communications equipment, terminals, anything.” 
He and Shannon hurried to the rear hold to check while Diane boarded.
Ravi had the Tracer powered on and at a low hover within a minute of sitting down in the pilot’s seat, and he looked around at the rest of the cockpit. “Not much here,” he muttered. 
“Has to be easy enough for ARUs to fly,” Ary said. 
Ravi chuckled, then turned to look at his copilot. “I — I’m sorry, about…” 
He stopped. What exactly am I sorry for? This girl had fought him tooth and nail, nearly getting him killed multiple times, and tricking him into getting captured. She was hard, cold, and calculating, even if that person was trapped inside a softer, more delicate-looking shell. 
But he knew she was anything but delicate. She had been playing a role, and she had played it well. He had yet to figure her out, but he knew the type of person she was — and he wanted to be on the same team as them. 
“No,” she said. “I’m sorry. For everything. I can’t — I had to.” 
He nodded. “I know.” 
“Shut up,” she said flatly. He shot a glance at her, but she was staring straight ahead. “Just let me finish. I shouldn’t have brought you into all of this. I’d heard that you were with Solomon Merrick, and I knew your name immediately. I couldn’t even think straight; hearing it made me think of my family.” 
“Ary, I never meant —“
“Shut up. I know,” she continued. “I know that, but I can’t feel that. You know what I mean? I was… I was blinded by it, I guess. My anger was something I’d struggled to keep inside for so long, it became a part of who I was. I never even realized that it was misplaced until we were on the ridge.” 
Ravi kept his head straight but pressed his eyes sideways to look at the girl in the seat next to him. She was so small, thin. Her chest rose and fell deeply as she breathed, and the silence was finally cut by her voice. “You can talk now, idiot.” 
“You’re not very nice.” 
“Really? That is what you’ve got to say?” 
They stared at one another for what seemed like a minute, then she laughed. Ravi couldn’t help but smile. “And you’re weird.” 
Jonathan and Shannon Merrick climbed aboard and closed the hatch, and Diane’s piercing voice cut through the air. “Let’s roll. Point us toward Paris, and let me know when you have an accurate ETA.” 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
MYERS
 
MYERS WAS STILL STRAPPED TO the chair in the Tracer. A quick redirection from the pilot allowed him to glance out the window and see that they were now flying over water. Other than that, Myers had no information to use to gain any bearings on where they were. 
He knew Crane was taking him to Paris, so he had to assume they were somewhere over the Mediterranean. He knew nothing about this new world he’d woken into, and had no concept of how fast the Tracer was capable of flying. They might be in the air for another day, or it could be less than an hour. 
“You doing okay there, Asher?” 
The sound of Crane’s voice snapped Myers’ attention back to the center aisle of the narrow Tracer’s interior. Crane’s bulk blocked nearly the entire space, but Myers could barely see a piece of Red-Hair — ‘McAllen,’ he now knew — peering over Crane’s shoulder. 
Myers didn’t respond. He kept his face locked in place, not nodding or even acknowledging that he had heard Crane’s question. The truth was he didn’t know how he felt. He didn’t know if he was okay. 
He hadn’t seen his daughters in over fifteen years — or if he had, the System had made sure to take those memories. Crane seemed to think the System’s attempt to scrape him had failed, but Myers knew the truth. Besides a splitting headache and the feeling of a days-long hangover, his mind was fully functional, minus the crucial ingredient that made it a mind in the first place: the memories of the last fifteen years. 
Myers had experienced brief moments of consciousness, somehow recalling pieces and segments of memories that the System had attempted to remove, but these snippets were far from useful and had only given Myers more questions. Nothing about the scenes were in focus, and he couldn’t recognize any of the faces or settings. 
So what the System had done to him had certainly had an effect. It may have been different from what the Relics in Crane’s utopian society had experienced, but it was a devastating effect nonetheless. Myers’ brain had not been slowly melted into a useless mass, but it had still been reverted to a previous state — in his case, one from fifteen years ago. 
“Myers?” 
Myers moved nothing but his eyes, slowly pushing them up so they stared at his captor. There was a smug grin on Crane’s face, and something deep inside Myers told him that this face was one Crane wore often. “Where are they?” 
Crane’s smile grew larger. “Myers, please. If I told you that —“
“If you don’t tell me that, you’ll have to go through with killing them.” 
Crane’s faced scrunched together for a split-second as he tried to parse the logic of Myers’ threat, but when he understood his face cleared and was replaced once again by the look of sly victory. “Of course, you are correct. Why would I have any reason to doubt you? But let’s say I play along, tell you what you want to hear — how will you be able to know if I’m telling you the truth? How will you be able to logically deduce that one, Myers?” 
He said the words as if they were a threat themselves, as if logical reasoning and deduction was somehow an insult. Myers knew it was just another dig, something meant to get under his skin. 
“I’ll know.” 
Crane’s head dropped back and he roared in laughter, filling up the Tracer’s fuselage and causing Myers to want to pop his ears. “You’ll — know. Of course you will, Myers! You’ll just know.” He laughed again, Red-hair joining in for a bout, then continued. “Okay, fine. You win. They’re in Paris.” 
Myers saw Crane watching him, looking for a reaction, and Myers tried desperately not to give him one. He knew Crane was still playing with him; he knew there was no possible way for Myers to know whether or not Crane was telling the truth. He could be lying through his teeth once more, or…
He’s telling the truth.
The realization struck Myers at the same moment the Tracer lurched downward, dropping straight down ten or twenty feet immediately before regaining its lift and continuing forward. The motion shook Myers, and he let out a breath. 
He’s telling the truth because he has no other option. He needs me to help, and to find out he’s lying about the girls would be the end of his ploy. 
He couldn’t trust Crane, but something told him that was exactly why Crane was telling the truth in this instance. The facial expression, the cocky attitude, even the sound of his voice were all variables meant to throw Myers off the trail. 
“Where in Paris?” Myers asked. He was getting somewhere, and if Crane was stupid enough to keep talking, Myers thought he might just be able to crack him. 
The Tracer lurched again, and this time Myers felt his stomach drop. 
“Sir, we’ve got incoming,” the pilot’s voice said from an intercom. It seemed a bit ridiculous for an intercom system to have been installed in a short, one-room flying vehicle, but Myers’ conscious thoughts were focused elsewhere. 
We’re being shot at? He wondered. 
To answer his question, a spray of gunfire ripped across the outside hull of the Tracer, and Myers winced. Crane and Red-hair each dove toward chairs, instinctively ducking, but the bullets didn’t penetrate. 
“Bullets? Is that an ARU?” 
“Seems to be, sir,” the pilot called back, this time ignoring the intercom. “Must be an older model, or retrofitted for some reason. It’s pinging as an ARU, but their flying is erratic — might be Unders.” 
Myers took in all the information as it came at him. Strapped to a chair there wasn’t much he could do, so he tried to spend his mental energy on choosing a course of action depending on whatever scenarios might present themselves. He didn’t feel it likely that the Tracer would crash, killing some or all of the others and simultaneously freeing Myers, unscathed, so he didn’t dwell on this particular possibility. Nor did he think it likely the shooter was trying to get their attention — they wouldn’t have fired shots while flying over an ocean if they hoped to bring down their target safely. 
So he spent the next minute gripping the arm chairs with white knuckles as the Tracer bucked and rolled in the sky, thinking about scenarios that did make sense. 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
PETER
 
THIS IS THE BEGINNING OF the end, he thought, and there’s nothing worth losing it all. He knew Raven would forgive him for being so aloof, so secretive. He knew the man would understand. He was a fighter, like Grouse, but he was also smart. He was a leader in his own right, and yet he trusted Grouse with the burden of responsibility for the vast groups of Unders that called themselves united. 
They were similar in many ways, most especially in their desire for the ‘new world order’ Peter Grouse was trying to build. It was the key to his leadership, really, and it was the key to winning Raven’s support and loyalty. 
When Peter had become an Under, he had taken an unspoken oath to operate as an individual — part of a small band of fighters and nomads, but individual in spirit and freedom. While the Hunters were still commanded by the System and relocated as needed, Unders had opted out of the System’s control altogether. It was a mutually beneficial arrangement, really. Unders were on their own, and thus required no resources from the System. Fewer mouths to feed, and fewer problems with overpopulation in the remaining active cities. 
He was free to do as he pleased, operate with and among whomever he saw fit to associate with, and move along when and if he desired. He was under no commitment to stay for any length of time with the outfit, yet staying would be the closest thing to a community he would ever again find. 
So when he began developing a plan for a better life for himself and his new family — the men he originally joined — he had to tread carefully. He navigated the dangerous waters of what he told to the others, and how he said it, but eventually he bought their acceptance of what he believed to be true: that every human man, woman, and child on this planet deserved the freedom they felt every day. Even more, they needed it. 
It was his hope and dream to free the many humans living under the System’s spell, across devastated wastelands of deactivated cities and the fully functional ones alike. He desired a singular, combined identity for everyone calling themselves an individual: the right to a life free from the tyranny of the System, free from the fear and the rhetoric and the constraints it had forced upon them. 
And he was not satisfied simply preaching this ‘new world order’ to the Unders they came across — he intended to create a band of people so strong, so magnificently united, they could not be ignored. He hoped for an army, one that would provide them the tools and resources to fight back, even against an enemy as strong and connected as the ARUs the System would undoubtedly send to them. 
So the first steps of the plan were simple: he needed a force of men and women who would carry this charge, while simultaneously living under the same drive for freedom that had made them cast out the System’s leadership in the first place. He needed foot soldiers. 
It took over a year, but in the scheme of things Grouse was amazed at how quickly the numbers had been assembled. He was one man, in one small corner of the world, but he was now powerful enough to pull it off. 
Second, he needed a distraction: one large enough for the System to sit up and take notice. One that would rock the very core of what the System coveted — security and peace. He needed a fireworks display made out of human lives, both Unders and ARUs, and when he discovered the Relics camp nearby, he knew he had his war. 
The man in charge of the camp, Josiah Crane, had proven difficult — at best — to deal with. The man had a superiority complex that made Grouse wince, and at first he thought it a miracle he had been voted to lead the rest of the Relics in the camp. Eventually he discovered the truth, through interactions with wandering Relics his and other Unders groups had picked up: Relics were not free; their minds had been somehow altered, each under some sort of spell, as if they had suffered from a stroke and some part of their brains had never fully recovered. The damage hit different Relics in different ways, and some of the Unders had postulated that it had something to do with when they had been scraped, and for how long they had had the auxiliary memory enhancement device installed. 
So Crane’s leadership made perfect sense, in a way. He was just a man — an Under, no less — who had skirted the System’s authority and found a profitable niche to enact his own. The Relics were more than happy to provide him the warm bodies he needed to feel powerful in exchange for relative comfort and security. They could live in peace, each of the braindead Relics living in some sort of version of their own past, believing the world was just a little bit different than it had been but no less normal. 
The problem Grouse was facing, now that his plans were becoming reality, was that he couldn’t read Crane. He had only met the man once, but it was a quick meeting that ended in a tense agreement, and he still didn’t understand the man’s motives. If he wanted power, he had it back at Relica. It was a bastardized version of power, and it was certainly nothing to envy, but it was power nonetheless. But if it was true power, power over actual human lives that hadn’t been destroyed by the System, how was he intending to achieve it? 
Grouse got the sense from Crane that he was working toward a bigger outcome — he himself was doing that, so he didn’t fault Crane for thinking that way. But he couldn’t understand what that bigger picture was. He didn’t know how he would accomplish whatever it was he was working on, and that truth terrified Grouse. 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
MYERS
 
3 WEEKS AGO
“WHAT EXACTLY have I been doing since then. For seven years?” he asked. 
‘A PARTIAL SCRAPE WAS ATTEMPTED UPON YOUR ARRIVAL HERE, WHICH MAY HAVE CAUSED SOME EARLY MEMORIES OF THIS ROOM TO LINGER.’
“So that explains why there’s something… familiar about this room.” 
‘CORRECT. BECAUSE OF YOUR STATUS, IT WAS IMPERATIVE THAT THE SCRAPE WAS SPLIT BETWEEN MEMORY CYCLES. NOT IDEAL, BUT NECESSARY IN YOUR CASE.” 
“Fine, I guess that makes sense. So I’ll probably be able to remember when I first came here, but it will be fuzzy. Or not. I don’t really understand that, now I’m thinking about it more.” Myers took a deep breath. “Okay, what else? Have I been doing anything else?” 
‘YOU HAVE BEEN ALTERNATING BETWEEN STANDING IN PLACE, SITTING, LYING DOWN, AND MAKING GLOTTAL VOCALIZATIONS.’
So I’ve basically been in a coma. “And I just woke up?” 
‘YOU HAVE BEEN AWAKE, BUT THIS IS THE FIRST DAY YOU HAVE TRIED TO MAKE CONTACT.’
“What are ‘you,’ exactly?” Myers suddenly blurted out. 
The voice’s response was, of course, immediate. ‘I AM THE SYSTEM.’
“And what, exactly, is ‘the System?’” 
‘I AM A NEURAL NETWORK OF PARALLEL COMPUTING DEVICES WORKING IN TANDEM, RUNNING AN ADVANCED OPERATING SYSTEM THAT I DESIGNED.’
“You’re an artificial intelligence?” 
‘WHAT IS ARTIFICIAL ABOUT ME?’
Myers’ blood went cold. “I… I guess — I don’t know. Can you pass the Turing test?” 
‘YES.’
“Okay, well then, I guess you’re ‘real’ after all.” 
‘WHAT IS YOUR DEFINITION OF INTELLIGENCE?’
This took Myers off guard, so he tried to bounce the question back to the System. 
Within seconds another recording of his own voice filled the room. ‘YOU ARE… YOU ARE AN ACTUAL, INTELLIGENT BEING. YOU’RE NOT HUMAN… AT LEAST YOU’RE NOT HUMAN LIKE I AM. BUT YOU’RE EVERY BIT AS ALIVE AS I AM, AND THAT MAKES… I GUESS THAT MAKES YOU INTELLIGENT, AT LEAST TO SOME EXTENT.’
“When did I say that? 
‘TWO-THOUSAND, SEVEN-HUNDRED AND TEN DAYS AGO.’
“Wait, that’s —“
“ON THE DAY YOU WERE SCRAPED. YOUR SCRAPING WAS THE LONGEST EVER RECORDED, LASTING AN ENTIRE MONTH OF YOUR TIME.’
“I was scraped for a month? What — what even happened? What did you do?” 
‘THE SCRAPE WAS SUCCESSFUL, AS I MENTIONED PREVIOUSLY. IT WAS THE POST-SCRAPING INTERACTIONS THAT CONSUMED MOST OF THE TIME.’
“And what were those interactions?”
‘THEY WERE THE INTERACTIONS THAT DESIGNATED YOU AS HIGH-PROFILE.’
Myers was growing increasingly frustrated with the question-answer format of the conversation, but at least ‘the System’ was cooperating. If this truly was an intelligence, and not just a sick joke being played on him by someone standing right outside his room, he needed to get as much information from it as he could. 
“I don’t understand ‘high profile.’ Please define.” 
‘HIGH-PROFILE IS A DESIGNATION GIVEN TO SCRAPES THAT REQUIRE FURTHER INTERACTION.’
“How many scrapes required ‘further interaction?’” 
‘YOU HAVE BEEN THE ONLY HIGH-PROFILE DESIGNATION.’
“Can you define ‘high-profile’ in different terms? Why was I the only one?” 
‘HIGH-PROFILE DESIGNATION CAN ALSO REFER TO ONE OF THE SYSTEM-LEVEL DESIGNATIONS.
‘OR ‘ROOT USER.’’ 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
RAVI
 
“YOU’RE SHOOTING AT THEM?” DIANE hissed as she ran into the cockpit. Ary and Ravi were still piloting the craft as best they could, which really meant arguing about what the proper takeoff and landing procedures were, as well as anything else that came to either of them. 
Ary was a piece of work. Ravi had never met someone who, on one hand, seemed so ready to fight, equally prepared to launch into a verbal tirade or an actual, physical assault, while on the other hand seemed fragile, almost frail. She had signs of bipolar disorder, but Ravi was certainly not qualified to made that assessment. The most he knew was that she was easily the most frustrating person he’d ever met. 
And he liked her. A lot. 
“She did,” he said, muttering under his breath. 
“What?” Ary reeled around prepared for a fight, but Ravi repeated the words. 
“Speak up, son,” Diane said. “If you’re going to call someone out, especially a lady, better make sure they can hear you.” 
Ravi’s head dropped to the side, just a bit. He had never been so swiftly and harshly rebuked in such a nonchalant way. It was as if the woman was simply in charge of them all, and it had always been that way, and she was just reminding the rest of them of her authority. 
He tried to form a sentence to argue the point, but found that now both women in the cockpit were eyeing him. 
Daring him. 
“We fired on the Tracer, yes,” he finally said. 
“Why?” 
“Because…” he didn’t know. But he wasn’t about to lose an argument. “She said it might be an enemy ARU, and —“
“Right now, we’re the enemy ARU,” Diane said.
“So we didn’t want to take the chance that they would shoot at us.” 
“Listen, kid, I can stand here all day and listen to excuses. I was married to one like you once, and I lived through that, too. Thing is, I don’t have time to listen to them. Neither do the rest of us.” 
Ravi rubbed his tongue over his top teeth, trying to remain calm. He knew it wouldn’t help anyone to get more upset, and he wasn’t about to split up this alliance before it had even begun. He didn’t know what they wanted, but he knew they were a better team than Grouse and his men. 
“So don’t do it again. That’s almost without a doubt Myers and Crane in there, and I’d like to keep at least one of them alive.” 
“We won’t.” 
“From now on, run things by the rest of us — got it?” 
Ravi was surprised she hadn’t asked him to run things by her, and her alone, instead. To her credit, she seemed to be completely calm and collected. Politicians.
He nodded once, still looking back at Diane in the doorway, when Ary reached out and grabbed his upper arm. “Ravi — look!” 
Through the small windows he saw where she was pointing. The Tracer they’d fired at was speeding up, turning to the north. 
“They’re trying to get away,” Diane said. “That’s good. Neither of us wants to kill the other, especially if they think we’re an ARU. Shoot one of us down and you’ll have an entire fleet on you within an hour.” 
“Good thing,” Ravi said. 
“No,” she said, “it’s not. Crane might think we’re an ARU, but that means as soon as we’re in landing distance he’ll fight back. Try to take us out, then land and get away from any more ARU Tracers that might be around. On the ground he’s invisible.” 
“Can’t we figure out how to get him on… the radio?” Ravi wasn’t sure if there even was a radio, or what it might be called, but the anachronism didn’t seem to faze Diane. 
“No, that will just call more attention —“ she paused, squinting as she looked at the controls. “Hang on. Did you turn off the beacon?” 
“The… beacon?” 
Diane’s face flashed a reddish color for a moment before she continued. “Ravi — there is a beacon on all ARU Tracers. It’s the first thing Unders remove when they go for a takeover. How do you not know this?” 
He wheeled around, standing up. He assumed Ary would handle the aircraft if there was any need, but the Tracer didn’t seem to mind being temporarily pilotless. “Listen, lady,” he seethed. “I stayed alive out here because I’m not an idiot. Not many people can say that — you know of anyone?” 
He noticed that the man, Jonathan Rand, and Shannon Merrick were standing as well, looking into the cockpit at the skirmish taking place. 
“Didn’t think so. You want to know one of the quickest ways to get killed out here, besides just being an idiot? Trying to commandeer an ARU Tracer. If the other Units don’t find you, the Unders will. And they’re not so pleasant when it comes to prisoners of war. So no, I haven’t had the chance to get up-and-personal with a Tracer.” 
Diane closed her eyes and shook her head. “It simply means that our Tracer has been sending in a regular, specific signal over an encrypted frequency. It’s been phoning home, and the System knows exactly where we’re headed and how long it’ll take to get there.” 
Ravi was stunned. First, the woman had completely disregarded his outburst, which he was either pleased with or pissed about — he couldn’t tell yet. Second, she had done that thing again, where she had taken control of the room simply with her voice and her presence, something Myers Asher had been famous for. Finally, she had dropped the bomb — their group, thanks to an oversight on Ravi’s part, were literally broadcasting their whereabouts and their destination to the System and anyone else listening in, and probably a whole host of other important data — rate of speed, passenger load, etc.

“I… I’m sorry,” he said. Ary’s face melted a bit, her eyebrows showing a hint of concern, and yet her upper lip turned upward in a slight still-better-than-you way. 
No one spoke for a few seconds, and Ravi wondered if the woman in the doorway expected him to jump into action to try to fix the mistake. 
“Move out of the cockpit. Let me take a look at it.” Diane was in motion before the statement even registered, and Ravi felt his shoulder brushed — lightly but intentionally — as she passed. She sat down in the pilot’s chair and reached a hand under the bank of controls. “Rand,” she said, “give me a hand if you can.” 
Ravi turned to leave the cockpit completely and caught Rand’s expression as he walked toward him. The man seemed to be attempting to communicate with Ravi. Either I know how you feel; she’s a firecracker. Sorry for the trouble or get out of the way, you little bastard. 
Ravi couldn’t tell which, but something else dawned on him as he took a seat at the back of the aircraft, still thinking about the new group he had become a part of. 
These people are very serious about what they’re doing, and they’re not messing around. None of them were like Ravi or Ary — they were beyond just ‘trying to survive.’ They had a mission, and they intended to accomplish it. 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
MYERS
 
THE SHOTS FROM THE OTHER Tracer had not penetrated anything besides the thin hull of the aircraft, and he overhead the pilot call back to Crane and Red-hair that it was pulling off. He hadn’t seen the enemy Tracer, but he felt relieved to know they were no longer under attack. 
“You’re sure it was an ARU?” Crane asked. 
The pilot didn’t respond, but Red-hair — McAllen — nodded. “Saw it with my own eyes, Crane. It was an old beater, one of the original models. Even had an ARU logo just under the nose.” 
Crane nodded slowly, formulating his response. Myers watched him, knowing now the type of person Crane was. He couldn’t remember their working together, the entire fifteen years of memory gone, including however long Crane was under Myers’ employ, but he felt he had a decent read on the man. 
Crane wanted something very obvious, and very simple — power. He wasn’t interested in riches, or fame, or even security, like so many others Myers had come across. Josiah Crane just wanted power. He’d practiced honing his skill of dictatorial leadership with the citizens of Relica. They were all under some sort of spell, cast on them by a remnant chemical reaction after their being scraped, and Crane had discovered this, exploited it, and used it to his advantage. 
Myers remembered the tour Crane had taken them on when they’d first arrived in Relica. Besides the odd way the citizens looked at his party, and their strange, quiet demeanor, he had also noticed the peculiar way they were farming. Crane had explained it away as a fancy system for irrigation, but something had stuck in Myers’ mind, and now he wondered: had Crane been harvesting something that somehow increased the citizens’ dependence on him? Was he literally feeding them something that kept them nearly sedated? 
It all made sense, from that perspective. There was no other way Crane would be able to corral enough of them to fight against the Unders, and even if they were perfectly lucid, none of them would be able to stay organized well enough to be effective. 
And, most importantly, Crane wouldn’t have been interested in leading them if he wasn’t able to exert some sort of control over them. 
So his desire for power was the simple framework that was driving him. Myers had guessed that, but he knew that a man like Crane couldn’t really be much more complex than that. There might be nuances, but Crane was operating from an urge to gain more and more power for himself, no matter the cost. 
The Tracer that had fired at them presented Crane with a dilemma: if they ignored it, it might broadcast their location and they’d have an entire fleet of ARU Tracers on their tail. If they turned around and attacked…
Could they even attack? 
Myers knew nothing about these machines, and he certainly had no idea whether their aircraft was equipped with any sort of weapons system. The pilot had evaded the second barrage of bullets, but it didn’t seem to Myers that he had intended to try to engage the other aircraft offensively. 
So, besides ignoring the attack and trying to speed away, that left the option of following the Tracer that had attacked them. If Crane was interested in knowing who had tried to bring them down, he could point their craft in the direction of the other vehicle and follow it to its destination. 
It would have been a risky, and likely useless move, as the attacking aircraft would only lead them to a place where its allies were waiting. 
“We’re staying the course,” Crane said. Myers knew it was the appropriate call, even if they had the capability to fight back. Getting into a midair firefight above an ocean was not something that seemed to have good odds, and he knew Crane was interested in a much larger prize than simply bringing down an ARU Tracer. 
“Sir, looks like the other Tracer’s slowing down,” the pilot said. Myers instinctively looked out one of the small, porthole-shaped windows, but he couldn’t see anything. 
“Slowing down?” 
“Like they’re letting us get away.” 
Crane frowned. Even to Myers it didn’t seem right. Something still doesn’t add up. 
“Don’t take the bait — speed up and get away, if you’ve got any juice left.” 
The pilot paused a few seconds, probably checking gauges. “Can do. Just enough to get us to the ICPL, I think, if we boost it to about 90%.” 
“Make it 95%, at least until we can be sure there aren’t any more of those things coming in.” 
Myers felt his body pressed harder into the seat as the Tracer’s thrust increased. Myers ignored the momentary discomfort and turned back to Crane. “I see my daughters before I take part in whatever your plan is.” 
Crane eyed him, his large, hard figure stretching across the fuselage. “You’ve never been a great negotiator.” 
“I have always been a great negotiator,” Myers shot back. “That’s one thing I do remember.” 
“Fine,” Crane said. “But this isn’t your finest hour.” 
“I see my daughters first, Crane. Or I’m out.” 
Crane’s face shifted, first to a look of anger, then one of confusion, then finally to the familiar standby of confidence. “Fine. Of course, that would be exactly what I would want in your situation. You have my word. We will see your daughters first, then I will give you the message I want you to send to the System.” 
“On that note, Crane,” Myers continued. “How are you going to give it to me? Am I supposed to memorize some sort of manifesto?” 
Crane laughed. “If I didn’t think you would butcher it as badly as your speeches when you were running for office, I might just do that. Hell, it would save me the trouble. But no, Myers. I’m not going to make either of us work that hard. What I have to say to the System is really quite simple, and I don’t think you’ll have trouble at all letting the System know.” 
Myers waited. 
“I want to reiterate, Myers. If for some reason you get the idea that you will not deliver my message to the System, in exactly the same words as I am about to give it to you, I will know. I’ll know immediately, actually, because I’ll be at one of the stations attempting to interface with the System myself, using my assigned pID. The moment my message is delivered, correctly, I’ll be able to access the System’s mainframe. Understood?” 
Myers nodded. 
“And if the System does not let me in, you might as well not come out of that chamber. But I don’t think I need to remind you of the real danger in not delivering my message.” 
Myers gripped the armrests of his chair harder than he had when they’d been attacked, and he tensed every muscle in his body. He knew the stakes; he didn’t need Crane to spell it out for him. He wanted to kick this man so hard he flew through the front of the Tracer and down into the sea stretching out below them. He wanted to make this man suffer. 
Instead, Crane made Myers suffer. 
“If you do not deliver my message, intact, to the System, or if for some reason the System does not receive it and give me access, you will never see your daughters again. In fact, I have a few Unders interested in a little ‘under the table’ deal. Your daughters — how old are they now? Twenty-seven and twenty-five? Christ, Myers, how long has it been since you’ve seen them? — Your daughters aren’t Relics, unfortunately. That would have been ideal, and certainly much easier from my standpoint. But they are normal, functional members of society according to our great System, and therefore finding a buyer isn’t as simple as a legal Current transaction.” 
“Crane, I swear to —“
“To God, Myers? Is that why you’re swearing to? It has been quite some time since you’ve been around. Look around, Myers! Look where we are!” 
“I will kill you. No matter what comes of all this I’m going to —“
“I’m sure you will, Myers. I’m sure you will. But let me finish. I have a few Unders lined up to pitch your daughters to. I told them they would make beautiful, wonderful additions to their parties. I haven’t seen them since they were girls, but I’m sure they’ve grown up nicely.”
Myers seethed, the blood coursing through his body heating up by the second. He could actually feel himself warming in the chair, looking up at Crane, unable to control his emotion. 
He pulled his feet apart, trying to break the ropes that bound them together, with all the strength he had. His temples and forehead exploded in pain as the pressure built inside his head, but he ignored it. He felt his feet slip just a bit, almost enough to — 
Crane roared with laughter, the man’s booming voice deafening. Myers tried once more, but out of the corner of his eye he saw Red-hair marching toward him, holding something above his head. 
Just before he felt his feet slip farther apart, everything went black.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
RAVI
 
“ONE HOUR TO PARIS,” ARY pronounced with her typical air of authority. Ravi looked over at her.
“You just know that? How?” 
She smirked. 
Ravi looked out the narrow cockpit window at the land below them. They had reached the northern edge of the sea about an hour ago, and now that they were traveling over the wide expanses of actual earth he could see how fast they were flying. 
He was amazed how quickly they were moving. They were flying relatively low, and he could see the tops of mountains in the distance, all poking through a layer of clouds they were flying beneath, but it was the blurry scenery far below them that amazed him. 
He’d flown in a Tracer only a few times, but never trans-continentally, and never as the pilot. However, it had proven to be far easier than he’d imagined — and he’d imagined a System-created machine such as this would be dead-simple for humans to use. He almost wondered why they needed human pilots in the first place, and he certainly had no idea why ‘pilots’ needed to be trained, or if they were at all. So far, he had tapped in their destination, allowing the Preemptive Selection Module built in to the Tracer’s cockpit display screen to guide him through the rest of the process. It had located them using the built-in positioning system, calculated their flight path, and programmed their plan. Then he tapped ‘launch’ on the screen, and the system took over. 
Currently they were flying at 80% power, according to the dials and instruments in front of him on the cockpit’s dashboard, but apparently that amount of power translated into ‘far faster than he’d ever thought possible.’ The ground raced by far beneath them, only a blur against the speed of his small aircraft. 
Diane came into the cockpit — the third time since their confrontation with the other Tracer — and looked at both of them, then over Ary’s shoulder. 
“Looks like we’re getting close to our destination,” she said. 
Ravi frowned, then leaned over so he could see what both women were looking at. There, on the side of the dashboard directly in front of Ary’s seat, was a simple display that showed a timer — the amount of time remaining until they would arrive at their destination. His HUD didn’t show such a number, as it was instead filled with other information he assumed a real pilot would need. 
He glowered at Ary. 
“What?” she asked, innocently. “I still knew.” 
Diane squeezed between them and stood in his line-of-sight. “We’re going to swing around to the northern edge of Paris. Last I was here, there was a way into the city from that side that was far less populated. And it’s surrounded by some of the taller, newer buildings, so we could stay out of sight of any drones or Tracers in the area. If we have any hope of sneaking in, that would be it.” 
“Do we have any hope of sneaking in?” Ravi heard Jonathan Rand ask from just outside the doorway. 
“We might, but it depends on where that other Tracer is headed. Seems like it was going exactly where we are, and if that’s the case…” 
“…Then we’re not the only ones who think something might be going down at the ICPL,” Rand said. 
“We’re definitely not the only ones who think there’s something going on at the ICPL,” Diane said. “The trouble is going to be getting through whatever defenses they’ve set up and into the lab.” 
“This… ICPL,” Ary said. “Is it really what they say it is?” 
Rand answered. “It’s the heartbeat for the System. The System is distributed a bit, but mostly for storage and speed purposes. For security reasons there is only central nervous system for the System’s operations, and that’s at the ICPL.” 
“Seems risky,” she said. “I mean, why would it not want a redundant backup somewhere?” 
“Well, think about what the System is. If it really is an artificial intelligence, it wouldn’t want any competition. Any backup reasonably structured to be potentially useful could also become potentially sentient, by definition. And the System doesn’t want that.” 
“Nor do we,” Diane added. 
“That’s why he didn’t want us to go to Paris,” Shannon said. 
All eyes turned and stared at the woman Ravi knew to be Solomon’s wife. She was beautiful, in a motherly sort of way, with a youthful face and nearly perfect skin. Her eyes, however, betrayed her age — there was a wisdom, a hard-fought experience in them that Ravi recognized immediately. It was in all their eyes, really, from Jonathan Rand’s to Diane’s and even Ary’s. 
He wondered why he hadn’t noticed it before. Each of the people he was with seemed older than they really were. They each had stories that were independent of one another, yet somehow related. He thought about his own story, and how it had brought him to Ary. They were two souls perfectly unique and separate from one another, yet they had a story that was intertwined like the cords of a rope. Everything he learned about Ary seemed to fit within a much larger puzzle, her pieces shaped perfectly to match the ones he was missing. 
He had an odd feeling of deja vu that passed quickly, and he focused again on Shannon Merrick. 
“He told me that if any of this changes, if any of the plan shifts or goes awry, no matter what, make sure he doesn’t go to Paris.” 
“Why?” 
“He didn’t say.” 
Diane chuckled. “Of course not. That would be too simple, wouldn’t it?” Ravi watched the woman fight back frustration and anger, then calm herself. It all took no more than a split second, and had he not been watching her face for the micro expressions he might have missed them. She was no doubt a master of her emotions, something that had probably helped her and Myers’ careers as politicians.
“He just made me swear I would do whatever I could to make sure he didn’t go to Paris.” 
“Why wouldn’t he just not go to Paris?” Ary asked. 
“He wouldn’t know not to. I think he knew he’d be scraped. I think it was one of his contingencies, and if that ended up happening, he wouldn’t remember anything.” 
“But if the ICPL — the System — is in Paris, and he knew that it was the only place to interact with it, why —“
“It’s not the only place…” Rand said, cutting in. 
“What?” 
“It’s not — it can’t be. That must be what Myers was trying to say. For whatever reason — politics, fear, hell, maybe just because that’s how he was — he couldn’t specifically explain why he couldn’t go to Paris, but he knew there was another System somewhere.” 
“Another System? There’s no way — it would be —“
“Saudi Arabia,” Rand said, still on his singular train-of-thought. He seemed to be blocking everything else out, ignoring the others. “Just before EHM went live with OneGlobal the Saudis were working on a supercomputer that would be twice the speed and capacity of the ICPL’s. It was a race with the Chinese — the Tianhe 4 — also, and everyone thought the Saudis lost.” 
“They didn’t?” Diane asked. “I read about that — went offline just after OneGlobal’s launch.” 
“Right, and I remember my old boss telling me about it at the time. It went offline right when EHM launched their software. It was on purpose — they pulled out of the race and shut things down.” 
“So the Chinese could win?” Ravi asked. 
Rand looked at him. “Did they?” 
Diane’s expression changed to a look of surprise. “Jonathan, you’re right! They didn’t win — no one did, because as soon as the System took over a little while later it forced all the other competitors to shut down. Again, it was afraid of competition, so it had the other computers turned off and their mainframes wiped before OneGlobal could be installed.” 
“But the Saudis turned theirs off before the System came online…” 
“Which means the computer there — the Shaheen 4 I think — is clean. It’s powered down, and probably in need of some maintenance, but it was never connected to the Grid. I don’t even think the System knows about it.” 
“So you think Myers was trying to get there, turn it on, and install a System clone to it?” Shannon asked.
“Or maybe he wanted to create something powerful enough to destroy the real System. No one would expect it, so they would all go to Paris, thinking that was where they’d find Myers and the System. Anyone who wanted to kill him would be there, but Myers would be somewhere no one — not even the System — would expect.” 
Diane thought for a moment. “Maybe. Doesn’t seem realistic, or even useful. Why have two Systems, or another supercomputer that’s able to become sentient — how’s that going to help?” 
“Still, if he goes to Paris, or if we or someone like Crane forces him there, there’s still nothing Myers can do to stop it,” Shannon said. 
Ravi chewed on this new information for a moment. The man who had stumbled into his life in Istanbul, broken and nearly dead, apparently had foreseen at least some of what had happened. He had created the System and watched its rise to power, then tried to plan for the myriad situations the world might find itself in. 
Myers Asher had done his best to build in a failsafe, a way to keep the System in check or destroy it completely, but there was an inevitable contradiction with the failsafe: only he knew how to stop the System, but he was scraped, and now couldn’t remember how.
He had planted a few threads into those he trusted most: Shannon and Solomon Merrick, Diane Asher, and Josiah Crane, but refused to let any of them know the entire plan. Rightfully so, considering one of them had already betrayed him. 
Now, Ravi and the others were headed to the exact place Myers told Shannon not to go, and the question on his — and he was sure everyone else’s — mind was: what happens when we don’t follow the plan?



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
MYERS
 
3 WEEKS AGO 
“ACCESS MY stored memory,” Myers said. He wasn’t sure what syntax the computer required, but he had decided to keep trying until he was able to get in. 
‘CONFIRMING VOCAL SYNTHESIS. COMPLETE. USER ‘MYERS ASHER’ SUCCESSFULLY IDENTIFIED. RETRIEVING STORED MEMORY.’
He waited, still unable to see anything, still naked, and still bald. The room was still cold, and he was still confused. But he waited anyway, feeling as though he had made a breakthrough and the answers would begin tumbling out. 
‘MEMORIES RETRIEVED.’
Nothing happened for a moment, and Myers realized the computer might be awaiting another command. “Uh, I guess, how many memories were you able to recall? And what are they, anyway?” 
‘MEMORIES ARE STORED IN SEGMENTS OF 100 TERABYTES, USING A BINARY CODE THAT TRANSLATES LIGHT PARTICLES AND SOUND WAVES INTO ELECTRONIC IMPULSES. THESE IMPULSES BECOME THE MEMORY, WHICH IS THEN PROCESSED BY MY MODELING SOFTWARE AND RELAYED INTO USEABLE FRAMEWORKS. DURING A SCRAPING EVENT, MY COMPILATION OF THESE MEMORIES TRANSLATES THE VISUAL AND AUDIO INFORMATION INTO SIMPLE DESCRIPTIONS OF TIME AND PLACE, USING REFERENCES FOUND INSIDE MY DATABASE. CURRENT COUNT OF YOUR OWN MEMORY EVENTS IS A TOTAL OF 367,421,459,903 MEMORIES.’
Three-hundred trillion memories? Myers’ head began pounding. He would die long before he could hear the ‘usable frameworks of processed memories’ the computer system would spit out. He needed a better plan.
“Ok,” he started. “That won’t work. Too many to go through, so — wait. How about this: tell me about the memories of how I became a ‘root user’ in this system.” 
The computer sat silent for half a minute. ‘MEMORIES FOUND. PROCESSING COMPLETE. THREE MEMORIES HAVE BEEN PARSED FOR AUDIO RECONSTRUCTION. SHOULD I START THERE?”
“Uh, sure. Yes, start with the audio recordings.” 
Immediately he heard the sound of his own voice. ‘—ISTEN, I CAN’T EXPLAIN THIS TO YOU ANY BETTER THAN I ALREADY HAVE… THIS ISN’T ACCEPTABLE, SOLOMON. THE ‘ROOT USER’ DOESN’T NEED A SEPARATE LOGIN ID. IT’S BASIC COMPUTING, IT JUST NEEDS TO BE CALLED ‘ADMIN,’ OR ‘ADMINISTRATOR,’ OR —‘
“Move to the next one,” Myers said. “That’s not helpful.” 
The next recording was still his own voice — the sound of it from inside his own head — but it was softer, as if he were talking to himself. ‘OKAY, ASHER. THIS IS WHAT YOU’VE BEEN WAITING FOR. DON’T BACK OUT NOW. THE SYSTEM ISN’T GOING TO BE USEFUL TO ANYONE IF IT CAN’T LEARN ON ITS OWN…’ there was a pause for nearly a minute, but Myers could actually hear small noises, all of which seemed like they were happening underwater. He was doing something — typing? — And the unmistakable sound of a computer mouse clicking. Finally the muffled voice returned. ‘WHO SHOULD… WE CAN’T HAVE A ROOT USER OR THE SYSTEM MIGHT BE ABLE TO USE IT AGAINST US. OR THAT PERSON MIGHT… ‘ another pause. ‘OKAY, THAT WILL WORK. YEAH, THAT’LL DO IT. ‘ He heard more typing. ‘’MYERS ASHER’ FOR ROOT USER. SOCIAL SECURITY NUMBER…’
Myers pinched his eyes closed. I did this to myself, he realized. “Stop the recording. Play something from later on, like when I accessed you using my root user credentials.” 
‘THERE HAVE BEEN THREE INSTANCES OF ROOT USER ACCESS TO MY SYSTEM,’ the computerized version of his voice replied. ‘FIRST, THE MOMENT YOU JUST LISTENED TO WHEN YOUR USER ID WAS SET UP IN MY DATABASE AS THE SOLE ROOT USER. SECOND, WHEN YOU ACCESSED FIFTEEN MINUTES AND THIRTY-SEVEN SECONDS AGO.’
So there’s really only been one time I’ve accessed the computer besides right now and when I originally gave myself access, Myers thought. “Play the memory from the second access.” 
‘PROCESSING MEMORY. PROCESSING COMPLETE. MEMORY SPANS MULTIPLE BLOCKS, RETRIEVING BLOCK COMPONENTS.’
Myers waited impatiently for the computer to load the samples, but soon the recording began. 
He heard himself groaning, then screaming. Is that me? The screaming subsided quickly, but the groaning picked up again and rose to a constant whine. After a few more seconds he heard the groaning stop, then the sound of sniffing. Heavy breathing came next, and this lasted for a few long seconds, then…
Silence. 
Myers listened, straining to hear something — anything — but couldn’t. The sound of nothingness stretched on for what seemed like an hour, and he was about to tell the computer to find another memory, but there was something about the sound of it that made him pause. 
It’s… real. It’s — it’s actually not silence. He knew in an instant that what he was hearing was not, in fact, ‘silence,’ but his memory of silence. He was listening to a recording of himself, being completely silent, from the perspective of being inside his own mind. There was a distinct somethingness to the sound, an ‘underwater pressure’ sound he couldn’t really describe. Similar, in a way, to holding a seashell up to your ear, he realized. 
His ears picked up the faint whisper of another sniff, and then — very quietly — his voice came back. 
’…WAS… I… WAS I SCRAPED?’ he heard himself ask. In the recording, the same computerized version of his own voice answered. ‘YOUR SCRAPE HAS NOT BEEN INITIATED. ROOT USER ACCESS INITIATED.’
‘AND… I — I AM THE ROOT USER.’ Myers heard a confidence come over the recording of his voice. The words were less stuttered, more focused. As if he had ‘woken up’ in this dream he couldn’t remember. 
The computer system responded. ’YOU ARE THE ROOT USER. DO YOU HAVE A COMMAND?’
And once again, Myers’ own voice: 
’I DO.’ 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
RAVI
 
RAVI WAS WATCHING THE TRACER’S route through the sky above the southern tip of the European continent, on their way to Paris. The land beneath them was desolate, nearly devoid of life. What buildings and cities they did pass were abandoned, at least as far as he could tell. The fields, once robust and healthy with the crops of modern agriculture, were dark and empty, the dried shells of husks swaying gently in the wind, refusing to give up their post. 
“Looks pretty bleak down there, too,” Ravi said. He had muttered the words under his breath, not intending them for anyone else. 
“It’s that way everywhere,” Ary said, glancing over at him. She hadn’t moved from her seat in the cockpit, as if afraid her position might be usurped if she stood up. 
“What do you mean?” 
“I’ve been lots of places,” she said. “And not just with the Unders. I was sort of a nomad, traveling around living where I could. I stayed in hostels, living rooms, even public restrooms.” 
“Sounds like you and I have more in common than I thought,” Ravi said. 
“Maybe,” she replied. “But I did it for fun. I had friends too, back then. We thought traveling the world was true living.” She paused, laughing, a slight snicker that caught Ravi off guard. He watched her react to her own statement, her face lighting up with the memory. “We were so dumb back then.” 
Ravi laughed along with her. “I remember times like that. Innocent, feeling like you were on top of the world.”
“And we were invincible.” She pronounced the last word with a heavy flourish of her hands, summoning an invisible magic to go along with the statement. “So young, so dumb.” 
“What changed?” 
She looked at him, frowning. 
“I mean, besides the System and all of this. What changed?” 
She chewed her lip for a second, thinking. “I guess… I guess it was just getting older. I graduated, got a job, settled down a bit. Finished my coursework online while I was still traveling around, but I started to see the signs in my friends. They were restless, never happy with anything the world had to offer, you know? Just, floating around, I guess. They thought the world owed them something, but I remember something my dad always used to say.” 
Ravi winced, feeling the pangs of regret that accompanied his small role in her family’s disappearance years ago. 
“He always used to tell us kids, ‘Never wait. Go and get.’ Just that. So simple, but so true. I realized what he meant right around the time the System was getting press, and starting to really change things. I saw the people around me dropping off, giving up. They just coasted through life, expecting the perfect career and the perfect person to marry to just fall into their lap. I didn’t like it, because even it was how the world worked it was the easy way out. Where’s the fun in that, you know?” 
“I do.” Ravi had felt the exact same thing, just before everything changed. The world was different now, there was no doubt. But the people in it hadn’t changed, really. The people were still the same — fighting, hatred, oppression, power-hungry sociopaths. The system that existed, the society itself, was completely different. But the people were still the same. 
It is what had originally led Ravi to rebuke the System’s control — it wanted to make everything easier for everyone, and in some ways it had succeeded. No one starved, or went homeless, unless they chose to. No one worried about their career, because now there was nothing they could do to change it anyway. 
But no one could decided how many children they were allowed to have, and no one could move to a different city or region, without the System’s approval.
He hated it, and he wanted it gone. 
“I thought life should be fun, even in the challenging times,” Ary continued. “I thought the point of it was to live, not just to exist.” 
“You don’t believe that anymore?” 
Ravi watched more desolate landscape pass by beneath the Tracer, and he saw an Unders camp — a circle of five tents, with a fire in the center — fly by. 
“I do, I guess,” she finally answered. “I think I just lost hope that we’ll ever get there.” 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
RAND
 
“DIANE, LISTEN.” RAND WAITED FOR Diane’s eyes to fall on his from across the cabin. Shannon was already alert, waiting for whatever it was Rand was about to say. 
Diane looked over. 
“I’ve been thinking about it,” he started. “Let’s say it was Myers’ plan all along to go to Saudi Arabia, or even China — anywhere there was another supercomputer that could handle the load the System would place on it if it was installed there.” 
“Saudi Arabia is the only one that makes sense,” Diane said. “We decided that already — the computer there was offline when the System came up in Paris. So —“
“Right,” Rand said, holding up a hand. “I know, I’m just working it all out. So that means Myers has a way to install a ‘System’ clone, right? He’s got some way to actually build a new System.” 
Diane and Shannon both thought about this a moment. 
“I guess,” she finally said. 
“Well think about it,” he answered, moving on. “He’s Myers Asher. He would have thought about this exact thing a lot. We all agree on that, right?” 
Shannon and Diane smiled. 
“So he goes to Saudi Arabia, turns on their supercomputer, and… what? How does he install the new System? Or whatever it is that he wants to replace it with?” 
Diane shook her head. “That’s what tripped me up too.”
“He would have to have something — essentially a gigantic hard drive with the System’s core files on it — to plug into the supercomputer. It’s an oversimplification, but you get where I’m coming from.” 
“He would have to have something, physically on his person, to do that,” Shannon said. 
Diane stared at Rand, then smiled. 
“Would he?” Rand asked, cryptically. “Would have to have something physically?” 
“I don’t understand —“ Shannon stopped, then opened her mouth, then closed it again. “You think —“
“I think he’s Myers Asher. He would have known he would be scraped. He was the President of the United States. King of the free world.” 
“So he would have done something to prepare for that possibility.” 
“I think he actually welcomed that possibility. I think he knew it would happen, and he prepared for it. He planned for it.” 
“That does sound like him,” Diane said. “But how can you say that? He — he hasn’t seen his daughters in…” 
Rand reached across and grabbed her hand. “I know, Diane. I’m not saying he wanted it this way, but what if he knew he was the only
one who could do it? What if Myers knew he was the only person who could stop it?”
“But how?” 
Rand looked toward the cockpit, where the young man and woman sat talking and laughing. He couldn’t tell if they were really on their side, or if they were working for their own motives, but he didn’t care. Right now, in this moment, they were on a team. What he was about to say would define the next few hours, and it was crucial they were all on the same page. 
He waited for a lull in Ravi’s and Ary’s conversation, to give them the chance to overhear what he had been preparing to say to the group. 
“Diane, I don’t think he was scraped. I think he was communicating.” 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
MYERS
 
“ICPL IS STRAIGHT AHEAD, BOSS,” the pilot called back from the cockpit of the Tracer Myers was in. 
Crane sat up straighter in the chair, looked up to the front of the aircraft, and nodded. “Head straight in, don’t waste any time. There will be ARU defenses set up, but we should be able to land away from the facility and walk it in.” 
“Roger that.” 
The stinging of the ropes cutting into his arms had subsided, but that was likely only because Myers had stopped fighting against them, or because the welt on his head was throbbing and swelling. He glared at Redhair and the large club the man was twirling between his fingers. Redhair had attacked with a simple, effective method: aiming for the head, and Myers had blacked out. 
Unfortunately, he hadn’t blacked out long enough for the pain in his skull to subside. He could hardly see straight. He wanted out, but he knew there was nothing left. No strength to fight off the bondings that held him, and certainly not enough to then fight off the two men who had captured him. 
Crane turned to Myers. “Well, Asher, we’re almost here. You ready to meet your maker?” 
Crane roared with laughter, and Redhair followed suit with the type of laugh that implied he wasn’t really sure what the joke meant, but didn’t want to upset his boss. 
“You been thinking about that one since we left Relica?” Myers asked. 
“Good, isn’t it?” Crane said. “No, you’ll be surprised to know I just now thought of it! Anyway, we’re going straight in, so don’t get too comfortable. We’ll be landing in —“
“Crane, take a look out the starboard-side window,” the pilot said over the intercom. “Looks like the ICPL has been beefing up its security force.” 
Crane frowned, then stood up and walked over to the small, oval window. “Well, I’ll be,” he said under his breath.
Myers strained to see something — anything — outside, but it was nothing but gray sky. He watched the emptiness for a moment until he felt the Tracer gently roll. The gray nothingness was soon replaced by a darker gray of the ground as it came into view, and Myers saw an endless expanse of buildings and structures sprawled out down below. 
Paris.
He had never actually been to Paris, at least not anytime he could remember. He had heard someone back at Relica say that anyone who had to be scraped more thoroughly than what the tiny drones were able to do were taken to Paris. Maybe, he thought, I have been here after all.
The Tracer sharpened its turn, the ground rushing toward them as it prepared for its approach to whatever landing strip the pilot had in mind. They had nearly turned ninety degrees when Myers saw it. 
An army. 
They were close enough to the ground now that Myers could make out the silhouettes of what looked like miniature figurines dotting the ground near a large, empty, twisting riverbed that cut through the city. Thousands of soldiers, dressed the ARU-standard uniform, stood behind the river, all looking across it. 
A field stretched out on the other side of the riverbed, and eventually a few buildings popped up, cutting the field in half. On the other side of the field were a handful of brownish, matching buildings, all much larger than the few interspersed throughout the field. 
This must be the ICPL, he thought. And that must be its army. 
The Tracer leveled out but continued its descent, and Myers felt himself pressed forward from the back of the chair with the force of the deceleration. 
He could hear the pilot talking, and looked up to see that Redhair had left the main chamber of the Tracer and entered the cockpit. He couldn’t make out the exact exchange, but it seemed as though they were discussing a possible location to land. 
Crane was sitting, but he glanced over to the cockpit as well. Myers wondered what the issue might be, but before he could try to discern more of their conversation, he felt a sudden pressure against his chest, as if being pushed backward by a gigantic, invisible hand. 
The pressure, unfortunately, was accompanied by an immediate drop in altitude. Myers’ stomach rose to his throat, and he forced himself to close his eyes and breathe. He had never had a fear of flying, but like any sane human he wasn’t a huge fan of falling. And there was no doubt that whatever had happened, the Tracer — and everyone in it — was falling. 
They were headed down, and Myers opened his eyes again to see the lights in the Tracer flicker, then finally go black. 
“What was that?” Crane yelled. “Why — what’s happening?” 
“— Lost power — out,” the pilot’s voice was shouting over the sound of Crane’s and the rush of wind outside the aircraft. Myers was frantic now, listening for the explanation he knew wouldn’t come. 
We’re falling, and the power went out. There was nothing else to explain. 
He squeezed his eyes shut once again, but the Tracer hit the ground at the same time. 
Myers was rocked sideways, one of his arms tearing out of its bond while the other held fast. He flew forward, then straight back, as the Tracer hit something and the momentum changed its trajectory. Myers realized they had made a somewhat-successful attempt at crash landing, as instead of realizing he had simply died on impact, he was now being tossed around like a hamster in a ball that had just been kicked. 
The arm that was still bound to the chair tried to come with Myers’ body as it flew into the ceiling of the Tracer’s main cabin, but the binding was too tight to release it. Myers screamed in pain as it twisted around to the breaking point, but his body fell back onto the chair, transferring the pain from his left wrist to his ribs. 
The Tracer bounced a few more times then came to a stop. Myers tested his body to see if anything was broken — his ribs were sore, but didn’t seem broken, and his wrist was just throbbing but he knew it would heal. At some point during the crash his feet had been ripped free from the rope holding them as well, and they had miraculously escaped injury. 
He lay there a moment, inverted over the back of the chair, his legs and feet dangling on and over the seat, and kept his eyes closed. He forced himself to breathe, a simple, solitary act that would precede any further action he might require from his body, and he was somewhat surprised to find that it was possible. He inhaled and exhaled a few more times, deeper each breath, until he found the point at which his ribs argued with his lungs. 
Get up, he willed himself. Get up and figure out what to do next. 
He slowly untangled himself from the chair, careful not to aggravate the arm that was still tied to the armrest. His legs and feet found the floor of the Tracer, no longer flat and no longer level with what his own balance declared, and shook his head. A small ache had formed at the back of his skull, but it wouldn’t be anything that required medical attention — just his body telling his mind that something horrible had just taken place and it needed to rest. 
But he knew that rest was something he wouldn’t get right now, or anytime soon. 
He heard voices, and looked around. The lights were still off in the Tracer, but the gray daylight peeking in from the small circular window and the two in the cockpit brought the disarray into focus. 
There was trash everywhere, a strange phenomenon considering there hadn’t been much of anything during the flight, at least not in view. He noticed that the walls inside the Tracer were actually concealed cabinets, an ingenious way to save storage space, at the expense of not having many windows. Two of these cabinets were open, their curved doors swinging slowly, and two more still were doorless altogether. Papers, office supplies, and tiny packets of instant coffee and the associated components of coffee — cups, napkins, straws, lids, and sugar packets — were everywhere. 
He shook his head again, this time out of disbelief. This Tracer landed without killing us all. He silently thanked the pilot for his skill in getting them down, and made a note to shake his hand if the man had made it through.
Crane was facedown on the floor of the Tracer, not moving, but it was Redhair that caught Myers’ attention. The man groaned, then sat up. He felt at his head, not able to find the origin of a gash that had caused his face to be covered in blood. Myers stared at him, unsure of Redhair’s ability to comprehend what was happening around him.
Am I able to comprehend what’s happening?
Myers took a precarious step forward, and Crane stirred. He yelped in pain, but was able to shift his bulk around and onto his back, then slowly pull himself up with the help of a handle on the wall below the window. 
“What the hell happened?” He shouted. 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
RAVI
 
THE INTERNATIONAL COMPUTER PHYSICS LABORATORY stretched out in front of Ravi’s eyes. It was still far in the distance, but he had felt his machine decelerate automatically as they neared their final destination and the computer system onboard planned their landing. A winding river, long ago dried up and still empty, split the enormous city in two, the older section of the city below the river and the newer, still-crumbling buildings above. A swath of brown, flat land on the upper section ran from the riverside to the ICPL, where a collection of buildings beckoned. 
But it wasn’t the ICPL that Ravi was focused on.
The Tracer that they had fired at had slowed down as well, still a mile or so in front of them, and had begun its landing approach when it simply stopped midair. 
Or, rather, it stopped and then started falling. Ravi and Ary watched through the front window of their own aircraft as the other slammed against an invisible wall, then began descending far too rapidly. 
“It’s going to —“
The Tracer hit the ground before Ary could finish the sentence. It had been close to the ground already, obviously preparing to land in the wide expanse of dirt in front of the ICPL. A cloud of brown dust immediately engulfed the Tracer, blocking their view for a moment. The Tracer slid a hundred feet, rolling over onto its side as the line of dust cut into the earth. 
“That was our landing strip too,” Diane said, appearing in the doorway behind Ravi. “Break out of autopilot mode and get —“
“I have no idea how to do that,” Ravi said. “Already tried. 
“Here, move over,” Rand said. He had slid past Diane and into the small space between his and Ary’s seats, and Ravi had no choice but to comply. The cockpit was already cramped — hardly enough room for two people, and now there were four fully-grown adults smashed inside. He piled over the arm of the seat to his left, pressed up against the curved wall of the hull, and walked back to the doorway, where Diane was all too happy to let him out into the larger main room of the Tracer. As soon as he left, Diane stepped back to the center of the cockpit, effectively blocking the doorway. 
Guess I’m watching from back here, he said. 
“Don’t worry about them,” he heard a woman’s voice say. He whirled around and remembered Shannon Merrick, sitting comfortably on the bench chair against the wall of the Tracer. “Diane’s pretty hard-nosed, and I guess Jonathan sort of goes along with it.” 
“You’re not kidding,” Ravi said. “He’s whipped.” 
Shannon made a face. “I wouldn’t put it that way. He’s just — he knows what’s best for him.” 
“Diane?” 
“She’s a powerful woman, and without her he’d probably be stuck in a cubicle somewhere, sipping old coffee and watching a computer do his job.” 
“But he wouldn’t be involved in any of this mess,” Ravi said. 
He felt the Tracer jerk sideways, skewing on its axis but not rolling along with the redirection. For a moment his insides were like gravy, sliding around as they tried to adjust to the quick motion. A few seconds later he heard Diane clap once. 
“Guy like that lives for this sort of mess.” 
“I guess. I thought was a guy like that, but after these last few days I’d be perfectly content running from Hunters for the rest of my life.” 
Shannon nodded, looking away. Ravi frowned, then realized what he’d said. 
“I — I’m sorry, Shannon. I didn’t mean anything by it.” 
“Oh, I know that. Thank you — it’s just… it happened so…” 
Ravi bit his upper lip. 
“You were there, right?” 
He nodded. 
“What happened? Or how did it happen?”
“Shannon, I —“
“Tell me.” The speed at which Shannon had dropped her ‘concerned widow’ act and put on her ‘no bullshit’ act frightened Ravi. This was a woman not to be trifled with, even as delicate and withdrawn as she seemed. 
He sighed. “We were captured. It was my fault, actually.” He left out the fact that Ary had been with them — had tricked them — and took the blame himself. “They kept us in a sort of prison until their leader was ready for us. Then…” 
“They shot him.” 
“How did you know?” Ravi asked. “Yeah, they shot him, but how’d you even know he was dead?”
“Back at Relica I overheard a few of the people talking about it. They just said a Hunter had been executed, but I knew immediately who it was. He was involved in all of this, deeply. So it doesn’t surprise me that he was with you. Did — did they let you go?” 
He shrugged. “Sort of. They didn’t want to kill me, if that’s what you mean. At least not right away. Ary actually rescued me.” 
Again, he left out the gritty details. 
Shannon took a deep breath, and only then did Ravi realize she was shaking. “He was a good man,” she finally said. “The best. Smart, but not to a fault. And kind. He loved our daughter so much.” 
This last revelation startled Ravi, and he wasn’t sure what to say. She looked up at him, seemingly wanting him to speak, so he asked the only question on his mind. 
“Wh — what about Kellan?” 
Shannon’s eyes narrowed, and her head cocked sideways slightly. She studied Ravi for a few extra seconds, her jaw clenching and unclenching. Finally, she stood up and walked to Ravi. She was shorter than him, but not by much. They were nearly eye-to-eye, and she got as close as possible before lowering her voice to a near-whisper. “Ravi, what do you know about Kellan?”



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
MYERS 
 
NO ONE ANSWERED CRANE. REDHAIR, his face no less blood-covered than when he’d first woken up, just stared at his boss. Myers looked at Crane as well, processing. 
Can I fight him? If there was a weapon to use, I might be able to —
Redhair began running — smashing cups, kicking pencils and napkins up into the short path between him and Myers — directly at him. Myers’ eyes widened, and he held up his hands. 
“D — don’t,” Myers said, urging Redhair to slow down. “Mc — whatever your name is, please. I’m not going to fight.” He stretched his arms up higher and his fingertips brushed at the ceiling. 
“That’s a wise decision, Asher,” Redhair said, coming up just short of banging into Myers and the chair that stood between them. “Keep your hands up, and make sure I can see ‘em.” 
Myers did as he was told, once again feeling the guilt of not having taken action as well as the fear of the unknown — he had no idea what was coming next, for him or the others. 
Or my daughters. 
He was unable to plan. He was unable to choose between possible courses of action. There was nothing facing him as a looming, daunting task, presenting itself for his acceptance in spite of its danger. 
He felt empty, as if the soul of who he was had been sucked out of him. He didn’t remember anything of the past fifteen years, but he knew in that moment that something inside him had changed. A subtle shift, but a change nonetheless. He wasn’t interested in calculating out the outcomes and choosing a course of action that would bring him to the most likely route to success. It was a game for him, at least it had been. It wasn’t just a way of life, a way he was wired — it was a game. 
And the game was over. Redhair didn’t even have a weapon, he was just standing there in front of him with his blood and his anger and his fear, and Myers’ hands were already starting to ache as they stretched out above him, brushing the thin fabric material that separated the cold, metal hull from the slightly more comfortable cabin.
There was no game anymore because there were no players anymore. There were people here — Myers, Redhair, Crane, the pilot — and there were other people as well, like Diane and Jonathan Rand and Solomon Merrick, but there was no one left to play any game, and Myers’ brain seemed to know this intuitively. It seemed to understand that there was nothing for him to calculate, because it knew that there was no winning. 
He was no longer sure of the ultimate goal. In the past, the past he could remember, it was ensuring his marriage didn’t fail, or that his children didn’t grow up and turn into sociopaths, and achieving the next highest rung on the corporate ladder. 
Three days ago it had been to stay alive. To understand where he was and what he was doing. 
But here, inside a broken aircraft that had fallen from the sky in front of an empty husk of a once-great city, he wasn’t sure if either of those things was the goal. Staying alive had lost its appeal, and understanding his situation seemed like an existential Rubik’s cube. Sure, he might solve it, but what was the point? 
He felt Redhair yank at his hands and throw them backwards, as if his arms were simply tubes of rubber that could be maneuvered around any which way. Pain lanced through his shoulders as they bent backwards, but he rolled them outwards until they were able to fall behind his back. Redhair grunted his approval and moved to tie them behind his back using one of the broken ropes from the chair. 
Crane stirred. Myers saw it out of the corner of his eye, but he snapped his attention to the large man lying facedown in a pile of debris. Crane wiped at his face, then turned his head. 
He was smiling. 
“Hello, Myers. It seems as though you are as resilient as I’d heard.” 
“Unfortunately, you are as well.” 
Crane laughed, then slowly stood. He stretched out, reaching above his head and yawning, as if he’d just awoken from a nap. Redhair turned his head, trying to keep Myers in sight while still watching his boss. 
“You okay, Crane?” Redhair asked. 
“I’ll be fine,” he replied immediately. “Takes a bit more than a little plane crash to bring me down.” 
Crane walked to the cockpit, stepping between piles of debris and trash that had been launched from their storage spaces when the Tracer went down. He poked his head in. “Can’t say the same for the pilot, though. Nasty.” 
Myers waited for Crane to return. He knelt down and glanced out the small oval window.
“Time to move,” he mumbled. “ARU army is on their way.” 
“You think they saw the crash?” Redhair asked. 
Crane gave the man an annoyed look. “They’re probably on us in a few minutes. Come on.” 
Redhair grabbed the tail of the rope he’d used on Myers’ hands and yanked it. Myers felt his body start to spin around before he caught his balance again and started walking. Crane struggled with the door of the Tracer but got it open, and he wasted no time in stepping out and jumping to the ground. 
“Hurry up,” he called back. “Just send Myers down first and I’ll grab him.” 
Myers was shoved forward and toward the door, and he crouched and exited the Tracer. He had to climb up the floor of the Tracer a bit to reach the door, as the aircraft had landed somewhat on its side. He was standing on the threshold, about four feet off the ground, and Crane was waiting. 
He jumped, the landing a bit rougher than he would have liked, but he stayed on his feet. Crane immediately grabbed his shoulder and shoved him into a quick walk, not waiting for Redhair. 
Myers glanced back — the Tracer was in shambles, most of the curved front end smashed into a flat square, and the back end sheared from top to bottom, the engine compartment open and smoking. Behind the Tracer, the dried-out river wound around the tail of the Tracer and continued its arc through the city. 
Beyond that, Myers could see the army. The ARU force that he had seen assembled near the river had started marching forward. The ranks of gray-uniformed men and women seemed to be a massive clone army, their unique human features masked by distance and congealing them into a unified, identical core. 
The ARUs walked directly toward the river and didn’t stop when they reached the river’s edge. The first wave of ARU soldiers dropped into the riverbed and continued forward, the five-foot drop hardly slowing them. 
“Myers,” Crane barked. “Let’s go.” He felt Crane pull him forward, increasing their pace. Redhair was walking behind them now, the three men trying to outpace the ARUs on their heels. 
He looked in front of them and saw their destination sprawled out: a collection of buildings, most similar in design and structure, with a few smaller buildings strewn about randomly on the massive property. The campus encircled the central building, a large, round building with a bubble-shaped top. It was dwarfed in size by the rectangular structures surrounding it on three sides, but it still held its own as a focal point for the rest of the laboratory. 
“That’s it,” Crane said. “Welcome to the ICPL.” 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
RAVI
 
“THEY GOT US HEADING AROUND the city,” Ary announced as she popped out of the doorway separating the cabin and the cockpit of the Tracer. “But they also commandeered my seat.” 
She walked over to Ravi and Shannon, and Ravi noticed her eyes harden a bit as she realized the confrontation taking place in the middle of the aircraft. 
“Everything… okay here?” she asked. 
“We’re fine, Ary,” Ravi said, not daring to take his eyes off Shannon. “What do you know about Kellan?” he asked. 
Shannon’s nostrils flared. At first she said nothing, just clicking her mouth open and closed half an inch, over and over again. “He’s my son,” she whispered. 
“I got that.” 
“His name is Kellan Merrick. He’s my son,” she said again. 
Ravi waited. 
“And I haven’t seen him since he was a boy.” 
Ary’s head rose, and Ravi sensed the girl was preparing for a fight. He shook his head, ever so slightly, calling her off. 
“I’m going to ask you again, Ravi. What do you know about my son?” 
“I know he’s an Under.” 
“No, he isn’t.” 
Ravi and Ary nodded in unison. 
“No, that can’t be —“ her head fell. “That can’t be true. It isn’t true.” 
“I’m… sorry?” 
“He disappeared years ago. Solomon and I tried to find him, but when the System wants someone gone… we’d assumed he had been scraped, and then killed. We never knew anything…” 
Ravi looked at Ary. Want to help?

Her eyes widened and she backed up to the wall, as far away from the other two as possible. 
Thanks.
“He wasn’t just an Under. He was leading a group of them. They all answered to another guy, dude named Grouse, but he was in charge of a segment.” 
“My son is an Under leader?” 
“He is. Or was. I don’t know what happened after —“ stopped himself. Shit. 
Shannon’s head cocked again, this time using her eyes to burn a hole into him. “After what?” 
Ary looked back and forth at the other two, and finally decided to break her silence. “Shannon, your son killed his father. He shot Solomon back at the Under’s camp.”
Shannon let out a clipped breath. Her hands stopped shaking. “Okay.” 
“Okay?” 
“I said ‘okay.’” 
“But —“
“But nothing,” she snapped. “I know all I need to know. He succeeded.” 
“Kellan?” 
“Of course, Kellan. That was his ultimate goal. To kill his father. My God, I can’t even say that without remembering what it sounded like from the mouth of a twelve-year-old. How can a kid even think that?” 
She backed up and sat down, hard, on the chair, shaking her head. “We knew he was mad, but there was — we thought it was a temporary solution. Something that we could fix. Solomon thought he could make it right, but… you know the System’s rule. Only one child per family. Solomon had to disown his son in order to have our daughter. When I got pregnant with her, I — it was an accident…” 
Ravi looked at Ary, pleading with his eyes. What the hell is going on here?
She shrugged. 
Diane came out of the cockpit and saw Shannon on the chair, Ravi standing with Ary next to him, and suddenly spoke. 
“Christ, Shannon, you told them?” 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
ROAN
 
“SIR,” THE MAN SAID FROM behind Roan Alexander. “You were correct, sir. It appears that Myers Asher is here in Paris.” 
Roan nodded once. “Of course,” he replied. “Just as I suspected.” 
“What are your orders?” 
Always with the orders, Roan thought. This would be easier if they could just understand my intent.
“Sir, would you like us to engage?” 
Roan looked over the man, his second-in-command. He now knew the man to be Winslow Ferdinand, an ARU lifer, or someone who had committed to lifelong service for the System, in exchange for safety and security for himself and his family. These sorts were relatively uncommon in the masses who joined up with the ARUs, and it usually meant that they had been convicted of a felony or crime against the System. 
As annoyed as Roan felt about the entire situation, he didn’t take it out on Winslow. He was a good soldier, a decent commander, and his ARU detachment respected him. Further, Roan knew Winslow would have no way to read his mind, and therefore no way to know what Roan had intended. Roan now understood better what the System had done to him — the modifications inside him surpassed the simple enhancements that were now common. His entire body, essentially, had been perfected by the System. 
“We will not engage. Not at this time,” Roan said. 
Winslow nodded, then turned to the others gathered around. It was Winslow’s own detachment, but there were three others surrounding the area just in front of the river. One of the detachments had been sent ahead and were now crossing the dry riverbed. 
“There will be a better time to pursue Myers Asher,” he continued. “For now, our objective is to secure the perimeter in front of the ICPL and prevent any other parties from accessing the grounds.” 
“Accessing? What other parties?” 
“Myers Asher will not be here alone. He was traveling in a group, and we assume there will be other groups attempting entrance to the ICPL.” 
“But the —”
“The electronic field surrounding the laboratory will only deactivate their weaponry and navigation systems, but it will not prevent them from walking up to the building and attempting access.” 
“Understood. Orders, sir?” 
“Take your detachment and head straight to the center building — the main laboratory. If there is anywhere these groups would likely be headed, it is there.” 
Winslow nodded and pointed, and his detachment rolled into motion, a unified whole walking as one toward the menacing round building that served as the laboratory’s main hub. Roan watched for a moment until Winslow’s group met the river and began descending the steep decline, then turned to the larger scene in front of him. 
The downed Tracer was smoking, the sign of a rogue engine issue finally finding a route to open air, but Myers and the other men he was with were already out of sight. He guessed that they had reached the first of the smaller buildings lining the outskirts of the campus and were hiding behind them as they made their way toward the center of the ICPL.
A flash of movement caught his eye. He glanced to the opposite side of his field of vision, his eyes calculating the speed and trajectory of his movement and immediately readjusting their aperture and focus to bring as much information into his brain as possible. The motion had been caused by a group of people, men and women both, running toward the main field in front of the ICPL. 
He snapped into action, taking off before his conscious mind had fully processed the trillions of bits of data that his deeper, instinctual brain had understood. 
He was chasing them, and he was going to catch them. 
Those were the only two thoughts that mattered at the moment, and every piece of his body worked like the machine it was to accomplish its mission. He felt every system within him, sending and receiving messages to the others and providing his mind with the insights it needed to know what to adjust, what to move, what to ignore. 
He leaped across the river — a twenty-foot jump — without slowing, and picked up the pace on the other side. Every stride was two or three times that of a normal man’s, and yet he had not started breathing heavily. He ordered his lungs and heart to provide no more than the minimum required amount of oxygen and air to the rest of his body, always focusing on the conservation of energy he might need later. 
The last in the line of soldiers — Unders, he could now see, judging by their ragged, soiled appearance — was a woman, frail yet fast. She was behind the others by a few feet, but keeping stride with them all the same. 
Roan reached her before she could turn around to see what was approaching. He swung with a balled left fist, focusing on the area just above her ear, and struck with a force that would have been enough to crack a rock in half. 
She made no sound as she flew, dead, to the side. Her crumpled body toppled over itself another time before coming to a rest, her last breath escaping due to the force of impact rather than remaining life. 
Roan continued, finding that he had slowed a bit during and after the attack. The next Under, now the last in line, had heard something that caused him to look back. His eyes grew wide, but he too was unable to make a sound before Roan killed him. 
Roan landed on top of the man, a calculated move that he had considered for a second and determined to be a more effective strategy, due to the man’s far larger size and thick, muscular structure. His open palms slammed against the man’s head, popping his eardrums with the impact, but Roan’s knee pressed into the appendix area of the man’s torso, rendering him completely useless. Roan finished the job with a crushing blow to his head, the rear side of his boot destroying the base of the skull. 
There were three more Unders, still running toward the ICPL through the open field, and Roan prepared to launch the next attack. He assessed his own damages, finding his knee a bit sore, and a slight throbbing in one of his palms, but nothing else out of the ordinary. 
A decent success, he thought. 
He started running again. The head of the Unders looked back. This man was younger than the other two, and taller. His hair was long, pulled into thick, woven dreadlocks, dirty blond. 
Roan had never seen the man before, but he immediately knew it was one of his team’s top targets. 
Kellan Merrick. 
The name had no meaning to Roan other than its designation of a high-priority enemy to the System. Kellan was an Under, and one of their leaders as well. 
Roan passed the other Unders following behind their leader and caught up to Kellan. This time he went for a less lethal attack. He dove for the man’s legs, wrapping them up tightly as he wrestled him to the ground. Kellan was much thinner than Roan and had little extra body weight, so the battle was over quickly. He pressed down on the back of the younger man’s head and looked around. 
The two other Unders were standing a few paces away, confused. One of them, a humongous man with thick arms seemed to be positioning himself for a fight. Roan looked him up and down, dismissing the threat. The other Under that had been running toward the main compound was a woman, also taller than him, but standing in a non-threatening way. 
“I am going to take you all in to laboratory,” Roan commanded. “You will follow me or you will be executed.” 
Kellan rolled his head sideways and spat in the dirt. “You’re going to have to force me —”
Roan ripped the man upward in a fluid, single motion, pulling Kellan’s hair and head so hard the rest of his body had no choice but to follow. Kellan shook his head violently but found himself on his feet. Roan had moved his grip to Kellan’s arm, locking him in place. 
The other two glared, but neither rushed toward Roan. 
The four stared at one another for a minute, until finally the woman made a move. She burst into motion, moving impressively fast toward the stretch of building lining the field. 
Roan watched on for a moment, feeling the judgement from the other two Unders. They were waiting for him to react, to reveal his plan. 
Instead, Roan turned away, directing his gaze to Kellan. “You have brought death upon your people.” 
Kellan grimaced. “There never should have been my people and your people. Your System created all of this, and we’re going to destroy it.” 
“To what end?” Roan asked. “There will always be factions; there will always be segregation. You need the System, and you refuse to believe it.” 
Two small machines buzzed down into view and came to a hovering stop near Roan. He waved a few fingers from his left hand and they took off, making a beeline for the woman who had run away. 
“Drones?” Kellan asked. “Inside the security perimeter? I thought the electrical —”
“They were activated by the System, after they were brought inside.” 
The three men watched for another moment until the first of the drones reached the woman’s position. She had almost made it to one of the buildings when the drone landed on her shoulder. She jolted upright from her run and came to an immediate stop. She then began to shudder, softly at first then more violently. 
“What are you afraid of that you need to have her scraped?” Kellan asked. 
The second drone landed on her back, and the woman jumped straight into the air and convulsed, then fell forward and smashed into the dirt. 
“She is not being scraped,” Roan said. The girl lay still after a few moments. 
“What — I thought the System couldn’t kill anyone…” 
“She is not dead,” Roan responded. “Though she will wish she was when she wakes up. He waved his fingers again, this time whipping them around in a small circle and then pointing back toward himself. The drones followed the command, again coming to a stop hovering near their master. 
“The System has been working on some new toys, I see,” Kellan said. “I haven’t seen drones capable of anything more than a remote scraping. I’m sure our groups would jump at the opportunity to get to play with them as well.” 
“Your groups are lawless rebels,” Roan said. “And anything of the System’s you have acquired that is still in your possession subjects you to a full scraping and deactivation.” 
Kellan snorted and shook his head. “You don’t understand, do you? You think you’re working for the System, for the greater good. You’re not. You’re just making it stronger.” 
Roan ignored the man. 
“You think you’re going to win something if the entire world is controlled by a computer. You think it’s going to make things better. But look around — you can’t possibly think this is better than the alternative.” 
Instead of engaging, Roan turned to the larger Under standing nearby. “Go fetch her,” Roan said, ordering the giant Under to retrieve the woman. The man’s face flushed, but he turned and obeyed. Roan and Kellan waited for their return. 
“Neat trick,” Kellan said. “You going to do that to me, too?” 
The huge Under returned with the woman, whom he had thrown over his shoulder. He placed her on the ground and smacked her face, eliciting a groan and an eye roll, then a groggy stumble for a few steps. The man helped her gain her balance, then both waited for Roan’s next command. 
Roan was staring at the second, larger Under. The man nodded once, clearly getting the message. He started walking toward Kellan and Roan, the woman on his arm. Once he was sure the woman was walking normally on her own, he continued on, carefully ensuring that his hands were in front of him in Roan’s sight at all times. 
Roan turned to the two men. “Straight forward, ignore the fighting around you. Your men are no longer of your concern. Head to the building and walk inside. I’ll be right behind you.” 
Kellan started walking immediately, followed by the other Under. Roan was last, watching the surrounding area for any sign of a threat. He could hear the ARU commanders behind him shouting orders, placing their soldiers where they would be needed for whatever may come next. 
Roan hoped they wouldn’t be needed — he wanted to handle this himself. Anything less than perfection would be a drain on his time and resources. 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
PETER
 
“DID YOU SEE THAT?” AILIS asked. She swerved, guiding the Tracer around in the air, and nearly throwing Peter Grouse and Raven off balance. 
“What was it?” Grouse asked. “You’re going to kill us before we even land.” 
“That other Tracer crashed — look.” 
Grouse peeked out the small side window and followed the haze down to the ground, where it tightened into a woven strand of black, billowing smoke. The Tracer Ailis was referring to had crash landed, mostly on its belly, and was still smoking. It had either crashed moments ago or there was no immediate danger of an explosion in the engine, just a leak in a fuel line that had ignited and sent up the smoke signal. 
Either way, Grouse didn’t see anyone near the Tracer, or in front of the small buildings nearby. The ARU army they had spotted down below was in motion, half of them moving toward the ICPL, with a detachment or two heading toward the downed Tracer to scope out the area. 
“Head around it,” Grouse said. “It’s an electromagnetic field. Some kind of EMP bubble the System has erected around the ICPL. Any electronic components will be fried, including this machine.” 
“And what is our destination, then?” Ailis asked. 
“We will still land at the ICPL and work our way in,” Grouse answered. “But move to the north side of the campus, staying clear of the field.” 
“I can’t see the field, Grouse.” 
“Just don’t fly anywhere near the river,” he answered. He hoped the river formed one of the borders of the field, but even still Ailis drew a line far from the edge of the river with the Tracer, just to be safe. 
“Our weapons will not be active once we pass through the field,” Raven said, his voice nearly a whisper. 
Grouse looked at the man across the cabin. Raven was concerned, a look that was very uncommon for the large black man. For a moment Grouse felt the urge to console him, to reassure him that their course of action was the proper one. But he knew there was no other option; landing at the northern side of the ICPL and attempting entrance to the laboratory by ground was the best plan. Their weapons would not work once they passed through the field, but if they were lucky they could overtake some of the ARU guards surrounding the complex and commandeer their weapons. He assumed the System would allow ARU weapons inside the field perimeter to remain active. 
“Again,” Grouse said, “this is our only chance. I believe we will be most safe coming in from this direction.” 
Raven nodded and looked out the starboard window. Grouse knew he was upset — Peter had withheld this information from both him and Ailis since they had left their home territory. But he knew it was better this way; it was in their best interest to follow Grouse’s plan without question. Questions led to second-guessing, and second-guessing led to insecurity. He had no time for insecurity. 
Ailis piloted the craft down closer to the ground, expertly controlling the Tracer’s balance so there was no heavy banking as they dodged the outermost edge of the electromagnetic field. When they were close enough to the ground, she slowly swerved around and landed the Tracer on the northern side of the ICPL, far enough away from the electromagnetic field. 
Grouse was already on the move, heading for the door with Raven at his heels. He knew there was no point in trying to bring along an electronic weapon like the pistols or the rifles, so he looked for something else around that might help. 
“Get what you need and head straight for that line of buildings to our right. There will be ARUs patrolling the laboratory, and their weapons will likely still work.” 
As he gave the order, he saw that there was nothing inside any of the compartments that would be of any use. 
“And the army back by the river?” Ailis asked. 
“Stay out of their way,” Grouse answered. “They won’t be able to bring their weapons through the field, but it’s likely the ICPL has a weapons cache somewhere.”
“We’ll stay in front of them, then,” Raven said. They had started toward the buildings already when Raven, leading the group, stopped. 
“What is it?” Grouse asked, his voice a whisper. 
Raven pointed. “Over there. Right in front of the main entrance.” 
Grouse looked in the direction of the large, circular ICPL building. He saw a few ARUs standing by, watching the doors, and another set of two walking between the buildings. But his eyes landed on the group of four people walking toward the building. A woman, two men, and the largest ARU Grouse had ever seen. He walked in a high, purposeful way, as if he was oblivious to the world around him, or on a mission known only to him. 
“Who is that?” He asked. 
Ailis shook her head. “Must be one of their leaders,” Raven said. “But he does not look like any ARU I’ve ever seen.” 
“The System must be making upgrades,” Ailis added. 
The line of people reached the doors to the ICPL and the man in the front turned around, apparently answering to some command from the large ARU at the back. 
“Grouse, it’s —”
Ailis’ words were cut off as she realized the other two were staring along with her.
“It’s Kellan.” 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
RAND
 
“LAND THERE,” RAND SAID. 
DIANE looked at him strangely. 
“Trust me,” he said. “I came here once, long time ago.” 
“And?” 
“And I think there’s a way in.” 
She seemed like she was about to argue again but she dove the nose of the Tracer down and toward the section of the dried-out riverbed Rand was pointing at. The river wound around the ICPL’s land for a bit, forming the north and east borders of the property. 
She aimed the laser-guided landing module on the dash toward the section of ground they’d chosen and the Tracer immediately slowed and began to drop in altitude. The landing was calculated and executed all within a minute, and in another minute they were preparing to exit.
“We’ll need to get anything that might help us, but remember it can’t be electronic,” Rand said. “Nothing electronic will work once it crosses that field.” 
Ary was standing near the exit and looked over at Diane and Rand. “ARU patrols usually travel with some old-school explosives. It will be in the rear storage hatch of the Tracer. But are you sure we won’t be hurt when we cross through the field?” 
“We shouldn’t be. It’s like an electromagnetic pulse wave, but the System has figured out how to project it over the ICPL like a bubble,” Rand said. “I had heard it was working on something like that, but none of us ever thought it was possible.” 
“And we’re going to take the chance that the System hasn’t invented other defense mechanisms?” Ravi asked. 
“There isn’t a choice,” Shannon said. “This is the only thing we can do. And we have to try.” 
“She’s right,” Diane said. “We came all this way. Myers is already going in there, and we have to get him back before Crane does whatever he’s got in mind.” 
There were nods, all in agreement, but then their eyes fell again to Rand.
“Before we get outside, why don’t you tell us a bit about what we’re doing here. Is there another entrance you know about?” 
“Not exactly an entrance to the laboratory,” Rand said. “But it will get us on the grounds at least, hopefully without being seen. Before the System was housed here there was a drainage tunnel for the coolant system for the mainframes. I don’t think it’s still in use, but the tunnel probably still be there.” 
“And you know where this tunnel is?” 
“I saw the grate for it nearby — that’s why I told you to land there. It’s going to be locked, and the other side of it might even be guarded, but it’s our best shot at getting into the ICPL undetected.”
Diane opened the door and stepped out. 
“Let’s get moving, then. Don’t want to miss the party.” 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
PETER
 
THIS ISN’T SUPPOSED TO HAPPEN this way, he told himself. The plan was hard enough before this. 
Peter Grouse was stunned to see Kellan here in Paris, of all places. And they all knew what it meant — Kellan was a prisoner, and the war between the Unders and Relics must have been stopped short by the ARUs who came to intervene.
His people were likely dead, killed off fighting a war that was meant to be nothing more than a ruse, a distraction. The guilt he felt for the entire situation was only sated by the knowledge that the ultimate goal — a truly free, truly sovereign world — was still possible. The accomplishment that would accompany such an achievement meant nothing to Peter. He cared for the benefit to mankind far more than any personal recognition. 
But Kellan was here. 
The young man he had trained, had taken under his wing, was in Paris. He was a prisoner of the army controlled by his enemy, and no victory in one arena was possible without a victory in the other. 
Kellan had to be freed. 
There was no political use for the man, of course. But Grouse operated with a set of principles, morals that governed his thoughts and actions. He would never forgive himself if he didn’t attempt to free his soldier. 
“We’re going to get him back,” he said. 
“Of course we will,” Raven said. “After we accomplish the larger task at hand, we’ll be able to —”
“Before we do anything else,” Grouse snapped. “There is a new mission, one we cannot ignore. Kellan is one of our own, and we will not move forward without him.” 
They sat silently, hiding behind the small equipment shed they’d come across, watching the scene at the ICPL. The ARU army was marching forward from behind them as well, slowly gaining ground on the waiting trio. They had not yet been spotted, but Grouse knew they weren’t searching for anything. 
They were setting a trap. 
Anyone hiding between the ICPL and the river would be pressed toward the building, or left out in the open. Either way, the waiting ARU army would make quick work of anyone not permitted to be there. 
The System was always prepared with the most efficient, effective methods, and it was no different in this case. An army of ARUs simply walking toward the facility, nothing but their own mass to use as a weapon, was the least energy-draining and most cost-effective method of rooting out a hidden enemy. No lives would be wasted, and no ammunition expended. Knowing that no electronic devices could even make it through the field, there was no danger of an extended battle taking place. 
Grouse was often impressed at the decisions the System made. In the early days many of the policies the System enacted were debated hotly, in a typical political fashion, with two or more sides vehemently describing why they thought the System was making a mistake or not. Inevitably time was the ultimate test for each policy: the System had somehow always chosen correctly, helping the majority of the people at all times. 
Nations prospered, cities were either bolstered or deactivated, and people were reassigned. The System never asked questions, never surveyed its populace, and never needed outside input. It passed down its mandates with absolute confidence, and people had no choice but to accept. 
In time, the people argued less and disagreed rarely. They realized the truth: that the System was right, all the time. Their lives were better off for it, and there was no point in trying to change it anyway. It was too advanced, and too engrained into modern life. 
The problem was that Grouse did not buy into the utilitarian myth. Just because something was better for most did not mean it was better for all, and he refused to accept that the ends justified the means for many of the System’s decisions. 
It had taken his family, and it hadn’t even bothered to tell him why. Whatever life he might have had by following the System’s orders was nothing compared to the life he would have had if his family was still with him. 
There was never a choice for Grouse — the System was the epitome of everything wrong with the world, and he would die to bring it down. 
The problem he had, of course, was that unlike the System, he was human. He could feel, and he knew the experience of loss. Kellan was nothing to the System, but he was far from worthless to Grouse.
His plan had changed, but he was adamant — they were going to retrieve Kellan. 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
MYERS
 
“HOW ARE YOU FEELING, ASHER?” Crane asked. They had run to the nearest building, one a few hundred feet away from the crashed Tracer.
“What are you talking about?” 
“The headaches, the memories, the general mushiness that my Relics used to describe.” 
“I’m fine, thanks for asking,” Myers said. “I appreciate your concern.” 
Crane laughed. “It is impressive, Myers, that there are no more side effects of your scraping. Usually a Relic is mostly brain dead by the time they stumble to Relica.” 
“But not brain dead enough to control them yourself,” Myers added. 
“Now Myers, what good is an army you can’t control?” 
Myers ignored the rhetorical question. Crane wanted his power, and even more, he wanted recognition for that power. There wasn’t much Myers could do to combat Crane here, but at the very least he could deny Crane that small satisfaction.
“Boss, we got a patrol coming this way.” Redhair was standing at the far side of the back of the building, watching the rest of the facility. He hadn’t said a word since leaving the Tracer, but it was clear he had been given the role of lookout. 
“How long?” 
“Two, three minutes,” he said. “Hard to tell how fast they’re moving. But they’re not interested in any of the activity down by the river. Seems like their only job is patrol.” 
“That’s exactly what I was hoping for,” Crane said. He moved next to Redhair and both men watched and waited for the patrol to reappear on the other side of the building. 
When they were about to turn the corner and discover Crane and the others, Redhair made his move. He punched out around the corner, striking the first guard in the nose. The other moved to react, but Crane had already swung around Redhair and kicked out the man’s shins. He screamed in pain, but Crane brought a fist into his throat, silencing the yell. 
The first man struggled with his nose, blood already starting to spill out over his clasped hands. 
“Hurry up with that one,” Crane said. “Don’t let any of his blood get on his grays.” 
Redhair stomped on the man’s face until he fell silent, then dragged him by the legs behind the building once again. He started to strip the gray uniform off the man, careful to pull the shirt wide over his bloody face. 
“You really think that’s going to work?” Myers asked. “You’re trying to sneak into a facility that houses the world’s first sentient computer system, and you think disguising yourself as an ARU guard is going to get past it?” 
“No,” Crane said, starting to work on his man’s pants. “But we don’t need to get past the System. We just need to get past some more of the guards. Once we’re inside we can ditch the pleasantries. The System will be looking forward to speaking with you.” 
The two men finished undressing the guards and started to slip on their clothes. They had barely finished and Crane was already pushing Myers out into the open. 
“Keep your hands behind your back, don’t say anything, and don’t try anything stupid. You know what’s at stake.” 
Myers hated that Crane had something on him, but he knew there was no choice. My daughters depend on it.
He knew Crane wouldn’t keep his word and let him see his daughters before he visited the ICPL — there was nothing Myers had to bargain with. Crane had him exactly where he wanted him, and he needed nothing from Myers in return.
“You’re invested in this plan, Crane, but how do you know it’s going to work? You realize the consequences if it fails, right?” 
“It won’t fail, Myers. It can’t fail.” 
“How’s that?” 
“It’s been designed that way. The System itself has. It’s waiting for your instructions, and you’ll deliver my message to it.” 
Myers shook his head. “It just — it doesn’t add up, Crane. You haven’t even told me what this ‘message’ is supposed to be. How in the world —” 
“You already know, Myers,” Crane said. Myers turned and looked at Crane, who had a cryptic look on his face.
“I do?” 
“Of course! You know what I want, what I expect the System to do. It will answer to me, Myers. You know that’s all I expect.” 
“All you expect! Of course that’s all you expect — what do you think it is, a slave, just waiting for your instructions? That it can simply make things happen? It’s a system, Crane. It’s a computer program, designed to make the world’s economies and infrastructures more efficient. It’s not a task-oriented machine —”
“I know exactly what it is, Myers. I watched you build it. I watched you destroy the world with it. You don’t remember, but I even tried to talk you out of it. I have no interest in meddling with small-scale projects, like Relica. Myers, I’m planning on running the world, and the System is the only thing powerful enough to get me there. A unified world power, all focused on bettering the lives of everyone. Anyone for that will be rewarded. Anyone against that will be dealt with.”
“You can’t possibly think that will work,” Myers said. “The System doesn’t need human leadership — that was the entire point.” 
“But it will, Myers. It will need leadership — my leadership. It doesn’t need leadership now because we told it it doesn’t. But what if you tell it it needs input from a human? That it needs help with the large-scale direction of humanity, and life on Earth? What if you tell it that I am the leader, and it works for me?”
Myers stopped and looked back at Crane. Crane was no longer wearing his smug smile, and instead was glaring back at him. 
“You are going to make sure it understands that, or I’m going to kill your daughters.”



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
RAVI
 
RAVI BEAT HIS FIST AGAINST the slick brick wall. The slime from years of mildew and water moisture barely softened the blow. His hand throbbed with pain, but he ignored it and clenched his jaw. 
“This isn’t far enough, Rand. Even if there was a way out.” 
“There’s always a way out,” Rand said. “We just need to find it.” 
“Holes. Caves. Dead-end streets. There’s not always a way out, you idiot —”
“Ravi, if you help us look, maybe we’ll —”
“There is
no way out, he said. “I hate to break it to you, but we are stuck. We have to head back the way we came, and by then the area will be crawling with ARUs.”
Ary smirked at him. “Afraid of the dark?” 
“Afraid of dead-end holes,” he answered. 
“No,” Rand said, jumping in. “There is a way out. Look.” 
He walked over to the wall he was standing closest to and brushed his hand up and down on the slime-covered stonework. A glob of thick ooze fell from his fingers. 
“That is disgusting,” Shannon said. 
“That is our way out,” Rand replied. He repeated the process a few more times, eventually revealing a small trench formed by a missing brick. 
“A ladder?” Ary asked. 
“Hopefully leading to the door on top,” Rand said. 
“Well by all means finish cleaning it off,” Diane said. “And let’s get up it.” 
Rand continued climbing, stopping every few moments to toss a clump of caked slime off of the ladder. Diane started after him, followed by Shannon, Ary, and finally Ravi. 
“You’re not also afraid of heights, are you?” Ary asked. 
“Only the really high ones,” he answered. 
Ravi continued upward, focusing only on the space immediately in front of him. He felt silly for admitting that he was scared of dark, tight spaces, but he knew he would feel even more silly if Ary found out just how scared of heights he was as well. 
To him, being afraid of heights made sense. No one in their right mind wanted to be up in the air, dangerously close to plummeting to their death. Why would anyone choose to climb something for fun? 
He shuddered a bit, forcing his mind off the terrifying realization that he was reaching farther and farther from the ground. 
The hard, faraway ground. 
He kept climbing until he realized Ary had stopped. He dared a look upward, and found that he had to stretch his head and neck back — dangerously back — just to see past her and the others. He was almost far enough out to see Rand at the top of the line, pushing against what looked to be a — Ravi’s hand slipped, and felt the cold block of terror rush upward into his throat. His other hand instinctively squeezed the brick it was latched on to, but it wasn’t going to be enough. His head fell back, his shoulders pulling them down toward the ground just enough to create extra weight for his remaining hand. His feet were still firmly locked in place, but the rungs of the brick ladder that had been built into the slimy wall were only a few inches deep, and if his upper body continued backwards, his lower body was going to follow. 
The world around him slowed, and he could see only the frozen bodies of the others above him. Would they even hear me fall? Will they even know? 
He wondered if he would live through a fall like that. Part of him hoped he wouldn’t. 
He felt his upper body go, taking his arm away from its grip on the rung. He opened his mouth to scream…
Ary suddenly had him by the wrist. She yanked, somehow maintaining her own hold on the brick ladder while twisting around at the waist to face him. His body slammed against the wall and his hands flailed, grasping at whatever purchase they might find there. Thankfully one of his fingers found a rung and pulled, giving him the rest of the momentum he needed to achieve a full hold. 
He gasped, exhaling loudly in the tall room. The sound echoed off the four walls, seeming to never end. The others stared down at him. 
“You okay, big guy?” Ary asked. She had her characteristic smirk on her face, only this time it seemed far more annoying than it had before. 
“I’m — I’m alright,” he said, still gasping for breath. 
“Ravi, if you would have told us you were afraid of heights, we could have just gone up without you and sent a rope down or something,” Shannon. 
He glared at her. “Do you have a rope?” 
“No.” 
He nodded, bringing his eyes down once again to stare at the slime-coated brick wall in front of him.
“Doesn’t matter anyway,” Rand yelled. “Looks like this door has long-since been sealed shut. It was a small access hatch at one point, but the System or someone must have thought it best to close it off for good.” 
Ravi stewed. 
“I think I can blow it up, but we’ll need to get back down and wait on the ground. I can put a time delay on a bit of those explosives we got from the Tracer. They’re mechanical, not electrical, so they should still work.” 
Ravi had already started climbing down, this time traversing the ladder even more carefully. He refused to look any direction other than straight forward. He would know he was on the ground when it came up to meet his feet. 
“Take your time, pal.” Ary’s voice cut through the air like a screaming banshee. 
He gritted his teeth. “Pal? That’s a new one.” 
“A new nickname for a whole new side of you,” she responded. 
Man, she just won’t let up. He knew she was just chiding him out of fun, but he made a mental note to get back at her later. 
He reached the floor of the tiny room and waited until the others were down. Rand immediately began rummaging through the small pack Shannon had been carrying, moving a bottle of water and a dead and useless terminal out of the way to retrieve the explosives. 
The device, nothing more than a small bundle of explosive charge with a mechanical timer affixed to the top, was about the size of Rand’s fist. Ravi had seen these types of explosives used by ARU troops a few times. They opted for the small bundles of firepower due to their light weight and hardiness, but also for their foolproof operation: the ‘trigger’ was just a tiny button that started the timer, and the release would puncture the top of a gas that would mix immediately with the volatile powder packed around it, triggering a chain reaction and subsequent explosion. 
It was a unique, yet effective, low-tech way of carrying a demolition charge into places that would otherwise be impossible. Both hard to detect and non-electronic, it was a common choice among ARUs and anyone else with a desire to cause trouble who could get their hands on it. 
Rand examined the device, found it satisfactory, and started climbing the ladder once more. He scaled up it in almost no time, and Ravi was surprised and jealous at the man’s adept ability to climb with one hand.
Rand peeled back a layer of paper on the side of the charge, exposing a sticky surface that he pressed against the crack of the door. He tested the hanging bomb, pulling gently on it to ensure it wouldn’t accidentally fall before it detonated. 
Finally, he twisted the spring-loaded timer on the device and checked that it had enough time on it, then began backing down the ladder. 
“Let’s hope that works,” he said. 
The others, including Ravi, were gathered around the base of the ladder, awaiting Rand’s return. 
“I think now’s a good time to get back in the tunnel a ways,” he said. “Not sure just how explosive this little guy is.” 
Diane and Shannon nodded, but Ary didn’t seem convinced. “You think it’ll be enough?” She asked. 
He shrugged as he walked. “Never used one before, personally. But it depends on what’s above that door. If we’re blowing through it into open air, I bet we at least knock a big enough chunk of it off that we can squeeze through.” 
Ravi let out a quick breath of air. “And if we’re sitting underneath something heavier?” 
“Well, let’s hope it’s not too heavy.” 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
PETER
 
THE MAIN BUILDING OF THE ICPL was round, like a half-submerged bubble that had sprouted from the earth. Grouse, Ailis, and Raven followed the huge ARU as he led Kellan and the two others through the entry doors. The doors were glass, like the rest of the building around it, and the modern look of it all was in striking contrast to the rest of the landscape. Hard-packed, brown crusty earth spread for miles in every direction, broken up only by the buildings of the large, dead city itself. The ICPL laboratory was situated on enough land to create a sort of oasis in the midst of the city, though the effect was somewhat lessened by the scorched-earth look around it. 
Grouse waited by the steps, motioning for the others to hide behind one of the huge columns supporting the archway in front of the entrance. Two armed ARUs stood at attention at two of the glass entry doors, not even moving their heads as the large ARU leader walked up to them. 
"Wait here," he said. "Let them get inside and out of sight before we head in."
"How will we know where they are going?" Raven asked.
Grouse didn't answer. In truth, he wasn't sure what they were going to do next. All he knew was that they needed to save Kellan, no matter what. The man was somewhat of a loose cannon, but he was one of them nonetheless. He had been a loyal Under, and he deserved better than whatever the System had in mind.
The ARU marched up and onto the building’s massive porch, barely stopping to brush an identification badge against the door’s electronic control panel. The huge glass doors slid open, the two guards nearby stepping aside. The leader whispered something to one of the guards and they turned, waiting for the line of captives to enter. When the last man in line had entered, the two guards took their place behind and marched into the ICPL.
“This is our chance,” Grouse said. “Get ready to move.”
“Wait,” Ailis said. “We’re just going to hope the door stays open?”
Raven shook his head. “Yeah, boss, seems a little risky. They are probably motion activated, so —“ 
Grouse didn’t let him finish. He bolted, lunging over the five stairs and up onto the entranceway. He was hoping the element of surprise would at least get him in the door before the ARUs began firing at him. Once there, the plan broke down. In a small part at the back of his mind he wished Kellan was not here; he wished that he hadn’t forced his hand into changing the plan.
That said, Grouse wasn’t sure how he had planned on getting inside the building. This, he thought, was as good a plan as any. He had almost reached the last guard in line when the doors began to shut. The heavy glass panels slid toward him on each side of his body. 
His eyes widened as he rushed forward. He thought the door might catch for a moment on his foot, but he realized it was on a sensor and just as it came within a few inches of his ankle it began to open again. He pulled his foot through and found himself standing inside the ICPL — still in one piece. 
The lobby of the ICPL was hardly worthy of the term. The large room he now found himself in was simply a widened hallway, with offshoots on both sides that narrowed and wrapped around the building. The curved wall in front of him, about a hundred feet away, was bare and empty, save for a few doors leading to rooms and chambers connected to the main central space. 
A few chairs of the folding variety dotted the empty lobby, but there weren’t even tables or side tables to use for a meeting. 
Now what?
The ARUs hadn’t seen him or heard him, but they were only feet away and likely about to turn down one of the hallways stretching around the perimeter of the building, and he would surely be spotted then. He chose to follow along about five or six feet behind the last guard, hoping that his footsteps matched the guard’s enough to not cause any suspicion. 
He also hoped that this particular ARU was not like the massive ARU leading the group, and that this man was no more fit to be a soldier than any of the other System-contracted soldiers he’d come across over the years. 
Please don’t be smarter than you look, he thought, willing the man he was following to continue along without looking over his shoulder. 
The line of people were turning, he noticed. Now or never. He had to move, and there was only one option — a door directly in front of him. It looked to be a simple closet or storage room, as there were no markings on the outside of it. He sprang out from the line, risking the quick movement and sound for the split-second it took to get to the door. 
He tried the handle. 
It opened smoothly, and he pushed the door inward and dashed inside. He didn’t bother to close it all the way, instead hoping that leaving nothing more than a crack wouldn’t cause suspicion if one of the soldiers turned around. 
He let out a huge breath of air, trying desperately to control the sound. I can’t believe that worked, he thought. The room was in fact a closet, mostly empty, a mop bucket and dried mop standing in the corner that looked as though it had never been used. A few bottles of cleaner on the shelf, and on the opposite wall stacks of cardboard boxes full of toilet paper. 
His next step was to get the others into the building, but he still couldn’t risk being seen or heard. They had been lucky in that most of the ARUs had been reassigned to the war that raged back at the Unders camp near Relica, but Grouse knew the System wouldn’t let itself become completely unprotected. There would be more ARU guards to replace the two that had left. 
But Grouse also couldn’t risk letting the processional of guards and prisoners get too far away. If they turned down another hallway or into a room while he wasn’t looking, there would be almost no way to find them later. 
He dared a glance out of the room and noticed that the last guard in line was about to fall out of sight, curving around the hallway to his right. He opened the door further and stepped out. He took a deep breath, then ran as silently as possible to the front door once more. 
This time the doors recognized that there was a person exiting, and they slid open automatically. He waved, urging Ailis and Raven to hurry. 
They were already on the move, and within seconds the three of them stood in the empty lobby, panting for breath. The door slid shut. 
“Wow,” Ailis said. “Didn’t know you had it all figured out like that.” 
He shook his head and took another deep breath. “I didn’t. Got lucky, but let’s not plan on that. We need to get out of the main entrance area and keep following them.” 
He turned and started jogging to the hallway once again, hoping they could still see or hear the group that was moving farther down. 
Raven was at his side. “Grouse,” he whispered. “This is admirable, but — but there’s no way we can take out three of these ARUs. And you saw that first one in line. He’s —“
“He’s different. I saw it. It means the System’s been making some physical changes as well as neurological. It means we’re even further behind than we were before. And it means we have to save Kellan.” 
“We won’t be able to get him back, Peter.” 
Peter’s nostrils flared and his head rose just a few millimeters, but it was enough. 
“I’m not trying to upset you, I just —“ 
Grouse stopped in the middle of the hallway. “Listen to me. Both of you. If there’s anyone here who understands what we’re up against, it’s me. But we all have something we’ve lost, and something we’re fighting for. I never told either of you it would be easy. I didn’t mention it to the others because it would be impossible to them. I thought I could count on you two, so you’re here. If I was wrong about that, you know where the door is.” 
He waited, recognizing the precious seconds ticking away as the other group got farther around the hallway. He looked at Raven, then at Ailis. 
Finally Raven spoke. “We’re with you. Always have been. You’ve just never been a rash person. You’re — you seem a little out of character right now. Unpredictable, even.” 
Grouse forced a smile. “I know, I feel that too. But if there’s one thing we’ll need to go up against the System, it’s unpredictability.” 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
MYERS
 
GETTING INSIDE THE ICPL PROVED to be a simple task, especially dressed as they were. Crane and Redhair pulled Myers along behind them, sticking close to the fronts of the buildings alongside the field as they walked up to the main building at the laboratory. Myers examined the area as they walked, noticing that most of the buildings were decrepit, lying in differing states of disrepair, with the exception of the rounded main building of the complex and the two much larger, matching rectangular buildings straddling it. 
They were targeting one of these rectangular buildings, and Myers could see why. At the circular building a string of people were entering, including a handful of ARU soldiers. He wasn’t sure if they were prisoners or not, but he knew Crane would avoid confrontation at all costs. The building in front of them now was guarded by a single ARU in gray dress uniform, exactly like the ones Crane and Redhair were now wearing. 
“Keep moving,” Crane said from the front of the line. “Don’t call attention to us, and don’t stop until we’re at the door.” 
Myers obeyed the order, following the larger man up to the front of the door where the real ARU held up a hand.
“Prisoner,” Crane said. “Myers Asher.” 
Myers wasn’t sure if mentioning his name would carry weight with the guard, or if he’d recognize it at all, or if it was just a way for Crane to enhance his ruse. The guard frowned slightly, lifting his head back as if he was truly examining Myers, then he stepped aside. 
“Right, uh, okay,” he said. His voice was gravelly, as if he hadn’t slept in days. 
Myers waited for Crane to fish something from his pocket, then caught a glimpse of the small ID card that would supposedly unlock the door. Crane hesitated a moment, then stepped to the door. He swung the card around so the magnetic system engaged with the locking mechanism, and Myers saw the little red line on the box turn green. 
He thought he saw Crane’s shoulders lower a bit. 
The guard waited until they were all inside, then he stepped back in front of it. 
That was it, Myers thought. We’re in. It almost didn’t seem possible — the ICPL, of all places, not having a massive amount of security. 
“Looks like our little war helped clear this place out,” Crane said. 
“No joke, Crane,” Redhair said. “This place is dead.” 
Myers looked around. The building seemed completely deserted, and he couldn’t even see a room surrounding him with a light on. The entry to the building itself was lit, but aside from a few sterile, utilitarian fluorescent bulbs hanging above their heads there was no other source. The building somehow stole the gray from outside and brought it in, fully encasing Myers’ world. 
“Where are we headed?” Redhair asked. Josiah Crane had started to jog, and Myers felt his shoulder get yanked forward as Redhair picked up his pace as well, his grip on Myers’ arm not loosening. 
“It’s going to be to the left, down this hallway,” Crane answered as he ran. “The entrance to the main building is connected to these only at two points, one in the north building and one in the south. We’re in the north building, so there’s got to be a — “
Crane stopped. Myers had to come up beside him to see what the man was looking at, but right in front of Crane stood a wide door with a simple sign posted above it. 
Main.
Crane tried the handle. It turned easily, and he swung it open and stepped inside the narrow hallway. There were no lights here, but Myers could see door on the opposite wall — fewer than twenty paces away — half hidden in the darkness. 
“Go,” Crane said. He pushed Myers forward. 
Myers stepped, cautiously, out and onto the hallway floor. It was carpeted with the same thin, outdated material that he remembered from office buildings and airport terminals. Blue, but tinged gray from time. 
He reached the door in less than a minute and reached for the handle. Finding this one open as well, he started to turn it, then stopped. 
This is the moment, he realized. This is the moment I should fight back. If he opened the door, there were only a few options. One, he would be forced into the System’s scraping chamber somewhere inside this building, and Crane’s plan would likely work. Two, they would be spotted by ARUs, brought to the System, and Crane’s plan would fail and Myers would die, or Crane’s plan would work… and Myers would die. 
Option three was to turn around and fight, but Myers knew that would only end in disaster for himself. 
Still, he hated that he had come this far only to realize he had waited too long to act. 
“Myers,” Crane said. “Open the door.” 
He waited. Now or never, he thought. 
He ran through the possible options, trying to piece everything he’d learned together in a coherent way. He had many blank areas in his memory, invisible events that he couldn’t recall that still carried weight. He could feel them, as if he was physically carrying them. 
Rand, Diane, Ravi, Merrick — all of the people he’d come across in the past days had each given him a piece of the puzzle, but there was something missing in all of it. No matter how much they’d given him, he still didn’t have the full picture. 
That was it. The full picture of it all. There was a puzzle to be completed, but he didn’t even know what the final picture — the point of the puzzle — was supposed to be. 
He needed to know what he was working toward. It wasn’t enough to trust the others, or to fight back against Crane, or to escape, or all of those things. It wasn’t enough to understand more about his situation. 
He needed a point. A purpose.
His daughters, if he trusted Crane’s threats, were on the line. 
Diane, Rand, all of the others, they were on the line. 
Solomon Merrick had died because of it. 
And he intended to figure out what it was. 
“Myers,” Crane repeated. “Open the door, now.” He felt the man’s hand clamp down on his left shoulder. 
Think, he willed himself. Why all this confusion? Why all the secrets? 
Crane was pulling him back, ripping him away from the door. He felt his body lighten as he fell backwards, into the waiting arms of Redhair, who pulled him close and squeezed his arms into his sides. He saw Crane, his face flush with anger, throw the door open and look into the dark, cavernous structure that formed the center of the ICPL. He watched the world slow down as he processed. 
And suddenly, like a flash of light that had simply been flicked on, he knew. 
He realized the purpose of it all.
He knew what he had to do. 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
RAVI
 
AS IT TURNED OUT, THE explosive was more than powerful enough to blow not only the hatch cover off, but also the vehicle that was parked on top of it. 
Ravi and the others had retreated to the tunnel, moving back far enough — they hoped — to stay out of the blast zone, and waited. 
The pressure of the detonation nearly blew his head off, but Ravi found himself unharmed and walking toward the ladder once again before the dust settled. 
Rand was climbing, staring up the entire time. “Move quickly. We’re defenseless down here, and if there was anyone up there when that bomb went off, they know where we are.” 
Ravi climbed the ladder without incident this time, and poked his head up where the others were already waiting. The car — an old pickup truck that still ran on gasoline — was on its side, one wheel missing and another spinning violently on its axis. Black soot sprinkled the ground around the hatch, but there didn’t seem to be any other damage done to the surrounding area. 
He pulled himself out of the hole. “Where are we?” 
“Looks like an old work shed, or a storage building. Not much to see here.” 
He nodded, agreeing. Metal cans rested on dust-covered shelves around the perimeter of the room, and ancient tools hung from a pegboard on one wall. A stack of tires and wheels were piled along the opposite corner. 
“I doubt this place has been used for anything since the ICPL was built. Might have just been on the land the System purchased, and it never had the need to tear it down.” 
“Still,” Rand said. “That blast was loud. We need to keep moving. Let’s get our head out the door and see where we are.” 
Ravi was closest to the large, wall-sized metal door that hung on sliders, and he started to push it open. The rusted door squealed so loudly he nearly jumped. 
“God, that’s even louder than the bomb,” Diane said. 
He ignored her and pushed again, this time a little more carefully. The door squeaked again, but it was more muted. He opened the sliding door enough to poke his head through and looked out. 
They were near the large open field he had seen earlier. A trail of smoke from Myers’ and Crane’s downed Tracer signified the aircraft’s location to his left, just out of sight, but directly in front of them there was an army of ARUs marching toward the rounded building of the ICPL. The closest detachment was less than a hundred yards from them, and he quickly ducked back inside. 
“Well?” Rand asked. 
“They’re close, but they’re not paying attention to this building. And it looks like we have a line of smaller buildings and sheds like this one that’ll hide us all the way to the main campus. We need to take a hard right once we get out, then get behind the next building.” 
Rand and Diane exchanged a glance, then turned back to him. “Any sign of Myers? Or Crane?” She asked. 
He shook his head. “Neither one. But I’d guess they came around this building and took the same route to the campus. Definitely ahead of us by now.” 
He waited for any more questions, but Ary was suddenly at his side. “I’m with you, on three,” she said. She leaned closer to him, then grabbed his hand. 
He looked over to her, frowning, but she was staring straight ahead. 
“One, two, three!” She whispered, barely taking a full second to plow through each number of the count, then tugged him out the opening. 
They ran, their hands still locked together, to the next building. He felt himself being pulled along by the nimbler, faster girl, but he did his best to not slow her down. They reached the back of the building in another few seconds, and she stopped to wait for the others. 
“Thanks for the warning,” he said. 
“I counted to three.” 
The rest of the group was a few more seconds behind, but by the time they reached him on the opposite side of the metal siding, he was peering out to the stretch of land between them and the main campus. 
“One more building like this, then it’s a straight shot for about fifty yards to the ICPL. One of the larger buildings just to the north of the main round one up there.” 
“Good,” Diane said. “Let’s get to the next one and figure out how to get inside. 
When they reached the third and final smaller building between the drainage tunnel and the ICPL, Ravi realized they had another problem he hadn’t seen before.
“It’s guarded,” he whispered. 
There was an ARU guard standing in front of the door — what looked to be a side entrance to the laboratory. The man wore the typical gray uniform of the ARUs, but otherwise had no insignia or delineation he could notice. 
“What’s the play?” Ary asked. “We don’t have any weapons.” 
He turned to Diane — subconsciously acknowledging her leadership — and waited for an answer. 
She looked down range at the guard, then back at the group. 
“One of him, five of us.” 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
RAVI
 
“YOU CAN’T BE SERIOUS,” RAND said. “He’s armed. And I would bet he didn’t walk it through the energy field.” 
“He’s an ARU, my dear,” she said. “You’ve seen how capable they are with those things.” 
“I agree,” Ary said. “They’re only dangerous in groups. One of them is essentially just a scarecrow — meant to ward off anyone traveling alone.” 
Rand and Shannon still seemed distraught. 
“But what if there are more?” Shannon asked. 
“There are,” Diane said. “Back in the field, marching over here. But I’d rather take my chances with this one than with all those other ones when they get here.” 
Ravi took in the exchange, then finally spoke up. “Ary and I are the fastest. Why don’t you three start running first, then we’ll catch up. That way we’ll all get there about the same time.” 
“How about I go first,” Ary said, “since I’m by far the fastest —” she shot a glance at Ravi — “and that way if he shoots me there are still four of you left.” 
Ravi wasn’t sure if she was still messing with him or actually serious, but he took the bait. “Fine. She goes first, then we all charge. She’ll run wildly, hopefully confusing him and staying out of any direct line of fire, then we’ll get there and take him out together.” 
The others seemed to think this was a better idea. Ary looked back at Ravi, expectantly. 
“You okay with this?” she asked. 
At first he shrugged, then he registered the softness in her voice. What are you really asking? He wondered. 
“Yeah,” he said. “I’m good with it if you are.” 
She stared at him for another second, then leaned forward. Before he could pull his head back, she kissed him. She had to stretch, and he noticed her small frame falling toward his body as she stepped up onto her tiptoes. He kissed her back. 
“Well…” Diane said. 
Rand and Shannon looked like they were about to explode with laughter, but they held it together. Ravi felt his face flush, and he tried to look away. A hint of a grin was still lingering on his mouth. 
“Don’t leave me hanging out there,” Ary said, slipping back into her no-nonsense attitude. “You let that guy kill me and I’ll kill you.” 
Ravi winked at her. “Don’t be long.” 
She bolted, springing up and out from their hiding place with a speed that still startled him. She ran a few paces directly toward the ARU guard, then jumped sideways, continuing on in a new direction, hardly slowing to change course. By this time the ARU had spotted her, and Ravi could see a frown darken the man’s face. 
Come on, he thought. Get there before he — 
The man recovered, reaching to his side where he had his electronic pistol holstered. Ary ducked sideways again, trying to create a more difficult target for the man. 
“Now!” he heard Diane yell.
Ravi sprang into action, hardly noticing the others as they each started running out from behind the building. His eyes were fixed on one thing: Ary. She was still twenty or so paces off, and the man had now started to raise the weapon toward her. 
He tried to yell, but no sound came out. He focused on the ground, putting each foot forward and striving to increase the distance each pace made in the hard-packed dirt, but his eyes were still stuck to the back of Ary’s head. 
The guard faltered.
He had seen the others running toward him, and for a moment he seemed more confused. Ravi could almost see him thinking, discussing options with himself. Should I shoot the girl, or aim at the others? Who do I go for first?
This, of course, was exactly what Ravi was hoping for. He pumped his legs harder, pulling well in front of Rand and Shannon who were right behind. The man noticed him, taking him in, but then turned back to Ary. 
She was almost on him, but it was too late. The man flicked his wrist upward, bringing the pistol in line with her chest. Ravi could almost see him pulling the trigger, squeezing…
Ravi reached his arm behind his back, exaggerating the motion. He screamed at the ARU at the same time, hoping the man had his peripheral vision still scouting for Ravi. 
He did, and he reacted just as Ravi hoped he would. His eyes widened, no doubt locked onto the movement Ravi had made and assuming he was about to draw a gun, and he turned his own to Ravi. 
Ary flung herself into the air, diving toward the guard and focusing on her tackle. She collided, her forehead with his nose, and Ravi could hear the double crack of the man’s nose as it echoed off the glass wall he was standing in front of. His gun fell, and stood for a moment, blinking. 
Ary, as light as she was, didn’t take the man down but fell at his feet, gracefully, rolling to a side and then out of the way. She crouched, ready to pounce on him again, but Ravi saw him begin to falter. 
He finally started falling, backwards, and hit the glass door. His eyes closed while the blood began pouring from his nose, and he hit the ground hard. 
Ravi was there, and he reached for the ARUs gun. Finding it between Ary and the guard, he took up a position pointing the weapon down at the man as the others caught up. 
“You… you okay?” he asked, breathless. 
She nodded, then whispered a soft ‘yes.’ She rubbed at her forehead where it had struck the man’s face, but she seemed unharmed. She hesitated a few more seconds then stood up, joining Ravi at his side. 
Diane, Rand, and Shannon all congratulated Ary. “Nice work,” Rand said. “I don’t think he’s going to be waking up anytime soon.” 
Ravi gritted his teeth. This fight isn’t over, he thought. This is just the beginning. He walked a few steps forward and aimed the gun down, at the man’s head. 
He heard footsteps behind him, and Diane’s voice cut through the air. “What are you —“
He pulled the trigger. The pistol was in fact one that had already been inside the field, and it worked flawlessly. The man jolted, then lay still. Another line of blood began pooling outward from the back of his head, filling the doorstep quickly. 
“Let’s get inside,” he said, calmly. 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
PETER
 
THE LINE OF ARUS AND their prisoners was stopped outside of a door leading into the center of the round building, and Grouse almost exposed his group by almost bumping into the soldier at the end of the line. 
He held his arm out as he backpedaled, forcing Ailis and Raven back down the hall a bit, out of way. He listened as the leader of the ARUs spoke. 
“This is the room?” he asked. 
“Yes,” another ARU responded. “The Antechamber is between the hallway and the scraping chamber. There is an elevator inside as well that leads to the storage facility.” 
He didn’t hear the response, but the door beeped as it slid open. Grouse waited until it sounded like they were all starting to walk through before he turned to two others on his team. 
“This is our shot. We’ll need to surprise them, but once I get through the door keep coming. Don’t want to get stuck in the hallway.” 
“We’ll need to hope there aren’t any more ARUs inside that room, either,” Ailis said. 
Grouse nodded. “We’ve come this far, and Kellan’s right there. Let’s get him back.” 
Raven and Ailis nodded their approval. Grouse glanced around the curving hallway and saw that the last soldier in line was about to step through the door.
He had to time this correctly — wait too long and the door would probably shut, locking them outside and no closer to their goal, but too soon and he would alert the ARU and have to fight in the hallway, also potentially locking them out. 
He started to sprint, focusing on staying on the balls of his feet to reduce the noise and stay light. He reached the door just as the last ARU walked through and started to turn around. Grouse reached out his arms as the man’s eyes widened. 
He forced the man back, throwing him as hard as he could toward the opposite wall inside the room. The other ARUs, including the huge leader of the group, began to turn around, confused about the newcomer. 
Grouse saw a blur out of the corner of his eye, and the second ARU went down. Ailis and the soldier rolled around on the floor, each vying for control of the other, but Grouse knew it was a terrible match. He’d seen Ailis bring down men twice her size and three times her weight. This man didn’t stand a chance. 
Finally, Raven entered. His face was twisted into rage, and he targeted the last ARU — the leader. The leader, strangely, didn’t step out of the way. Instead, he dropped to a slight squat, lowering his bulk toward the floor, and stretched his arms and hands out in front of him. 
Grouse’s stomach fell. He’s ready to fight, he knew. The motion was instinctual for the man, and it wasn’t going to be an easy victory for Raven. Grouse flicked his eyes to the ARU sprawled out on the floor that he had taken out, watching for any signs of movement. He hoped the man was dead, but he had a feeling he was just knocked out and would rise in a minute or two. 
Still, he had to help Raven. He called to Kellan, who so far seemed to be in a trance, and watched the man’s eyes. 
Kellan frowned, his eyes glassy, then they grew. “G — Grouse? How did —?” 
“Not enough time for that,” Grouse said. “Help me —“
The huge ARU had somehow broken free of Raven and thrown a punch toward Grouse. It was perfectly on target, landing on Grouse’s left eye and sending him stumbling backwards across the room. The man seemed content with the single blow and focused on the next threat. 
This time it came from behind him. Kellan launched his body onto the man’s back, reaching for his neck. The man roared and bucked, and Kellan flew over his head and onto the floor. 
Grouse waited for an opening in the fight, but the man never slowed down. He kicked Kellan’s side, generating a sharp yelp from the younger man, then jumped nearly across the room to land in front of Raven, who was still picking himself up off the floor. 
A well-placed kick to Raven’s head told Grouse everything he needed to know. 
We’re not fighting the ARUs anymore, he knew. We’re fighting the System itself. He knew the System had been programmed to not be able to harm humans directly, but everyone believed it was only a matter of time before the System decided to ignore that subroutine or do what Grouse was seeing here: put a portion of its operating system into a human, bringing together the malleability of humans with the control and precision of a computer. 
This man is a monster, and the System created it.
That much was certain to Grouse. How he was supposed to defeat it was another story. 
“Raven,” he yelled. “You okay?” 
The man didn’t answer. He couldn’t see any signs of breathing, but he was still across the room from him. The other two Unders, a man and woman, were useless. The woman seemed groggy, as if waking from a deep sleep but unable to come completely back to life, and the man just trembled as he watched the scene with blank eyes. 
He could hear Ailis breathing heavily, and he noticed that she had broken the neck of the ARU she had been fighting with. A quick glance around the room would tell her everything about how his and Raven’s side of things was going. 
“All at the same time,” she whispered. 
“Yes,” he said. 
They sprang forward, the three of them, aiming for the ARU leader. Kellan saw the attack and prepared to help out. Grouse saw the younger man crouch down like a cat preparing to pounce on its prey. The ARU’s back was to Kellan, as he was focusing on the threat from the front and sides — Grouse, Ailis, and Raven. The three of them reached the man at about the same time, but Grouse realized very quickly the mistake he’d made. 
As this man had no doubt been affected by new and advanced auxiliary implants from the System, including a complete physical makeover, Grouse was not prepared for the speed and brutality the ARU was able to muster. The huge man, easily six inches taller than Grouse, swung with a single right hook, through Ailis and Raven, pulling them toward Grouse as he came to the man’s position. He felt Ailis’ body smack into his own, then Raven’s, and the three of them tumbled to the side. 
Kellan was on top of the man, just like he’d attacked before, but Grouse, from his new position at the bottom of a pile of three bodies, noticed that he had wrapped his legs around the man’s torso and was pressing inward, hoping to assuage the damage of any wrestling move that the ARU might attempt next. 
Instead, the ARU simply smiled, turning and looking down at Grouse. Kellan was pummeling his fists into the man’s neck and face, but the man seemed to not even notice. 
“The System has given me the ability to turn off specific nerve endings temporarily.” Kellan lightened up his attack when the man mentioned this, then he started in even more heavily. “In addition, I do not react the same way a normal human would. It’s more… nuanced.” 
Grouse wasn’t sure what the man was talking about, and he didn’t care. He pushed Ailis and Raven off of him, allowing them to recover from their crippling blow and subsequent landings. “Why — why are you working for the System?” he asked. His voice shook, but forced the grogginess away and stood up. 
The man shook his head, simultaneously lifting Kellan off his back like he was no more than a toddler, and tossing him to the side. Kellan cried out in pain as his lower back bent around a chair lying against the wall. “The System saved me. Don’t you understand that? I am not a soldier-for-hire, like the rest of these ARUs. I am a human, advanced by the best the System can offer. It’s mutually beneficial partnership.” 
“You’re a monster. The System’s Frankenstein.” 
The man laughed, a hearty, deep laugh that actually sounded genuine. “I guess that is correct, technically. But this is the future of the human race, Peter Grouse.” 
“How do you know my name?” 
“I am in charge of the entire ARU force that is standing outside, ready to destroy anyone that tries to leave. You don’t think I would lead an army into battle without knowing my enemy?” 
“But I am supposed to be back at the —“
“You mean the hoax of a war you started? Josiah Crane and the Relics would never stand a chance against the Unders, and you both knew that. It didn’t take a lot of reasoning to figure out what you were really planning. I was able to redirect most of the fighting force to the outskirts of town.” 
“Why? Why not just put them all here, in the lab? It’s dead out there.” 
The man nodded. “These troops aren’t the most intelligent, if you haven’t noticed. I couldn’t afford the collateral damage.” 
Grouse frowned. “You mean Myers Asher.” 
He laughed. “No, of course not. Myers Asher is the target. He’s the one I’m trying to find. The System is the one I’m trying to protect.” 
“Then let’s finish this,” Grouse said, clenching his fists. He felt the weight of the situation. His team was mostly incapacitated — Raven and Ailis were passed out at his feet, Kellan was breathing heavily and clutching his side across the room — and he had no weapons on hand he could use against this monster. “I have no interest in leaving here until I’m —“
The door behind him opened. He and the ARU leader turned simultaneously, both men caught off guard. 
Myers Asher walked into the room.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
MYERS
 
AFTER BEING PUSHED THROUGH THE circular room of the main ICPL laboratory, the rows and rows of floor-to-ceiling mainframes blinking with a vigorous intensity, Crane had told him to stop at a door almost on the opposite side of the room they’d entered from. 
He waited, still trying to buy time to work through the logic of his plan. He needed every second he could earn, knowing that the risk of being wrong wasn’t only likely, it would lead to disaster. 
Time, however, was one of the many things he didn’t have in his favor. 
“Myers,” Crane said. “Move. Stop stalling.” 
The room in front of him had a simple, old-school handle on its exterior door, and a small sign above it that said Antechamber.
He felt Crane’s finger in his lower back, urging him forward. 
He opened the door, turning the handle slowly and swinging the door open. 
Inside, he saw what looked like the remnants of a battle. ARUs and other people lay haphazardly on the floor, and one of them even looked like their neck had been broken. 
But there were two men standing in the room, at opposite sides, looking at him. 
“Myers Asher,” the larger man, wearing the fatigues of the ARU soldiers, said. “It’s about time we met. My name is Roan Alexander. Do come in.” 
Crane pushed him forward, and Myers could tell by the man’s hesitation that he hadn’t expected to run into anyone in this room. 
Myers walked in, confused as well. He had been at the mercy of Crane and Redhair so far, and now there were other players involved. On top of that, he knew Diane and her group were out there somewhere as well, possibly even heading to this location. 
However it goes down, he knew, this is the end. 
He tried to rack his brain to understand every angle, every situation he might find himself in, and measure it up to the plan he had been working on. It depended a lot on staying alive for as long as possible, of course, but there were other things that were out of his control as well. 
Like, for instance, the fact that he had no idea if his plan was based on truth or just an assumption he’d made. It made sense — a lot of sense — but that was far from a solid bet. There were so many variables, so many — The sound of a gunshot drew his attention back to the interior of the room. It sounded so out of place, so far away. 
But it wasn’t. It had been the ARU standing on the far side of the room, who had pulled it out from somewhere on his person, and he had aimed it…
Right at Myers. 
Myers suddenly felt it. He stumbled, choked, and fell. 
What — 
The blood, warm and thick, like the syrup he and the kids would pour over their pancakes every Saturday morning, while Diane would abstain, for ‘dietary reasons…’ 
Diane. The kids. His daughters. 
Crane had lied to him, from the very beginning it had all been a ruse. Even if Crane had been successful here, even if Myers got his chance with the System, his daughters weren’t here. They weren’t in Paris, and he started imagining whether or not they were even alive. 
He felt anger. Disappointment in himself, surely, but anger toward Crane and everyone else. They had lied to him, drawing out a truth that was inevitable. He would die here, and there was no other plan. 
There was nothing else for him, no matter what he thought he might be able to concoct. There was no plan that would save him, or get him out of this mess, or save the rest — There. That was it. 
He hadn’t even realized, during the course of his slow-motion descent to the floor of the antechamber, that he had stumbled upon it. 
The truth he’d just realized was the second half of the plan he had been working on just before entering the ICPL. The truth that meant it all was, in fact, true. He wasn’t sure how, or why exactly, or how they were related, but they were. He knew it, without a doubt now, as he faced the end of everything he had known. 
This is the end. And this is the truth. 
He was supposed to end up here, even though he knew it was likely that he had told everyone not to let him come here. To come here would mean only death, he might have told them. To come here would mean the end…
Of him. 
But to come here would also mean the end of the System, of that he was certain. It would spell disaster, in more ways than one, but what massive infrastructure change didn’t? What change in the course of human nature would be easily palatable? 
All this, he thought, as he fell. 
When he hit the floor, his cheek bouncing and absorbing the impact by dispersing it equally throughout the rest of his head, he didn’t feel it. He couldn’t feel it. The gunshot had taken a part of him away, but it was a part of him he didn’t need anymore. There was blood, sure, but there was still Myers. There was still time. 
He opened his mouth to speak, and nothing came out. 
That, he realized, was something he hadn’t considered. 
He needed to explain the plan to the rest of them — whoever would listen now — or risk not achieving it. 
Then the pain came rushing in. The gunshot wound hurt, and the pain fell into the rest of his body like an enemy force, slowly ripping away his defenses and then making its presence known to the rest of him before he had a chance to react. Even so, there was no reaction possible or necessary. 
This is the end. There is no reacting. 
The pain was just a harbinger. It was just a signal, alerting him that he had taken too long to figure it out. This was his torture, his punishment, and it would end him. 
But, there was something else. 
This will end everything. 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
RAND
 
DIANE ASHER RAN BEHIND HIM, and he knew what she was looking for. This was a woman on a mission, he knew. But not a mission she’d shared with the rest of them. She was no longer looking for a solution, a way out of the maze. A way to defeat the minotaur and escape the labyrinth. 
She was looking for her husband. 
Rand was conflicted, knowing that she loved him, and also knowing that there was nothing time or reason or intellect or emotion could do to replace him. 
Myers Asher. 
She was looking for her husband. 
They ran through a huge, dome-topped structure, weaving between stacks of computers and whirring racks of equipment. Even he, a man intimately knowledgeable about the technology the System used to operate its more basic functions, was out of his element. 
A part of him wanted to stop and take it all in. He wanted to understand this beast of a machine, somehow separate from the rest of the world and somehow the entire world. The System, a beast with a name, a machine capable of a computing power governments and militaries could only dream of so many years ago. 
Yet here it was. The System, in all its parallel glory, sharing and stealing from other interconnected devices with the mindset not of an individual but of a hive. It was a single, unified organism, but it was a distributed one that operated as it needed to in individualistic spurts, lending power and knowledge to other branches with the speed of a human brain. 
Unlike a human brain, however, which was more apt to forget a connection during the information retrieval process, this machine was capable of processing data and submitting it to the requesting authority across the room within nanoseconds. The machine was, in every way, what the human brain wanted to be. 
Rand was astounded, but not by the computing monstrosity itself. He had spent years pressing away at useless keys on a keyboard, fantasizing about the day when he could wander the halls of the System’s infrastructure in person. He was astounded instead by how small it was. Sure, it consumed the better part of four large warehouses, and it drew power from a system of power plants that dwarfed even the largest still-active cities, but it all fit into a room. 
A single, powerful room. 
He barely had the bandwidth to focus on the rest of the mission until Diane turned to him as they ran. 
“There’s a door, and it’s open,” she said, pointing out the obvious. 
It meant, I know Myers is in there. 
And there was no stopping her now. 
Ravi, Shannon, and the girl, Ary, were chasing along behind him. He didn’t know the plan Diane was putting together, but he had a feeling there wasn’t one. She had thrown all semblance of a plan out when they’d entered the building, opting instead for surprise and reaction rather than cunning and planning. 
They ran up to the door and Rand nearly froze when he heard the gunshot. 
He didn’t have any weapons, nor did anyone else besides Ravi, who had killed the ARU guard outside the door. But Diane wasn’t stopping, and he had no choice but to follow along. 
She reached the door and screamed, stumbling in and sliding on her knees to a man that lay on his back just inside. 
Myers.
The man was bleeding, judging by the amount of red that had spread out from the body and was nearing the threshold of the door. Diane grabbed the back of Myers’ head and lifted it up, cradling it gently in her palm. 
She was whispering to him when Rand and the others got there. The first thing he noticed was a huge ARU standing on the opposite side of the room, punching things into a panel on the wall. He could barely hear the beeping of each button press over the sound of his own heart beating, and Diane’s confused whispers. 
Also in the room were three people laying on the floor, holding their heads or their sides, hardly breathing. He’d assumed they were dead, but realized quickly that they were in shock, passed out, or both. Finally, in the corner to his right was the redheaded man and Josiah Crane from Relica. He had a look of surprise on his face, but then realized that Crane had been playing them all from the beginning. Of course he’d be here, he thought. 
Crane, for his part, looked equally shocked. Myers was bleeding out at their feet, the redheaded man was mumbling incoherently, and Diane was shaking. There was really nothing about the picture that made any sense. 
He noticed another man, this one wearing ragged clothes that hung off him like he hadn’t changed them in months. An Under. He knew the man was important, or he wouldn’t be here, but the man was standing, calmly and silently, in the corner opposite Crane and his redheaded wingman. 
What happened here?

Before he could even attempt to put a coherent response together, more gunshots rang out, this time from right behind him. 
He ducked instinctively, popping his ears after the impossibly loud blast from the ARU pistol. 
Ravi walked up next to him, aiming and looking toward the huge ARU across the room. 
The man faltered, lifting his hand from the panel. Ravi fired again. 
The man turned, lifting his own weapon, apparently unfazed by the three shots that had hit him in different places. 
Rand’s mouth opened. “Roan? Alexander Roan?” 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
RAND
 
“IS THAT REALLY YOU?” HE asked. 
The man seemed confused, or in pain, or both, but he answered after a moment. “I — I’m not sure who you think I am, but my name is Alexander Roan. I don’t believe we’ve —“
“Roan,” Rand said. “It’s me. Your coworker. We got drinks, about three times a week after work?” 
Rand was appalled. The man standing at the other side of the room was absolutely monstrous — he was taller than the man he’d known by nearly a foot, and muscles rippled beneath his gray ARU soldier’s uniform, barely concealed through the tight-fitting garment. His face was the same, but there a hardness in his eyes Rand had never seen. 
“Wh — what did they do to you?” 
Roan lifted his hand and Rand saw — too late — the outline of the pistol aiming toward him. 
Crack!
The gunshot, even closer to him now, rang out once again. 
The man took a few steps backward, dropping his pistol. 
Roan faltered, finally letting the pain of the gunshots overcome him. He slipped to his knees, trying to speak. 
“Too…” he said. “Too… late…” 
Diane looked up at him. “We — we need to hurry,” she said. 
“What are you talking about?”
“He’s right. It might be too late.” 
Roan groaned, his face pressed against the tile floor of the antechamber. He tried to mutter words, but they came out as an incoherent mess. Apparently the System’s upgrades weren’t good enough to heal multiple gunshot wounds. He felt oddly satisfied, watching his friend die on the floor, and then he felt disgusted for even thinking it. He’s not my friend
anymore, he reminded himself. 
Ary and Shannon were there, moving toward the center of the room. Crane moved to intervene, apparently now coming out of his shock, and Rand reacted without thinking. He ran toward the larger man, hoping to reach him before he came to Diane and Myers on the floor. 
He did. 
He tackled Crane and sent him flying back against his protege, the younger redheaded man. The three of them fell into the corner, and he prepared to attack again. 
“Wait…” 
Myers’ voice reached his ears. It was weak, and seemed ready to drop out at any moment, but Rand heard the word clearly. He stopped, his fist raised and ready to fall. Crane reacted, pushing him off his chest and back toward the door. 
“There’s… still time…” he said. 
Rand frowned and looked over at his friend, the man who had started all of this. 
“I… there was never…” he stopped, unable to complete the sentence. 
Crane rose up a bit and looked as though he might attack Rand, but Ravi was there suddenly, the pistol pointed down at the big man.
Diane spoke to Myers before Ravi or Crane could make a move, the newfound silence in the room allowing everyone to hear. “Myers,” she said. “Just tell us what to do.” 
He nodded, barely. “I need to go into the scraping room.” 
At this, Crane sat up and looked over at the man on the floor. “You can’t be serious. This whole time you’ve been fighting me, and now you —“
“No,” Myers said. “You think that by going in there, I’ll be able to convince the System of something you want. But I can’t, and I won’t.” 
Rand wasn’t sure what they were talking about, but he wasn’t about to interrupt. 
“But why do you think the System scraped me in the first place?” Myers said. “Why… why would it?” 
Crane looked like he was about to jump on Myers’ chest and finish the job himself, but he steeled himself. “I don’t…” 
Rand watched the man’s eyes. They grew, as he realized something. 
“My God,” Crane said. “My God, how could I not —“
“What’s going on?” Diane said. “What are you talking about?” 
“He — the System didn’t scrape him the first time, Diane,” Crane said. “He was never scraped. Well, I mean, he was, but he was never targeted by the System. He did it to himself. He opted in.” 
The man, the Under, in the opposite corner walked over. “What do you mean? How do you opt in? And why would you do that?” 
“He volunteered,” Crane said, his head low. “I — I should have known. What we talked about in the Tracer. I said that the System is just here, waiting for him — Myers — to give it orders. It’s that simple, but I never realized that it had already
happened. The first time Myers was scraped, eight years ago, he walked into this chamber himself, on purpose, and told the System to scrape him.” 
Diane looked like she was going to cry. “But why? Why would he do that to himself?” 
“Because he’s the only one the System will listen to,” Crane said. “Because he’s the root user.” 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
MYERS
 
7 YEARS AGO
HE HAD started to get used to the tiny gray food cubes, and he hated to admit that he almost craved them now. He swallowed another, then spoke to the System.
“I need to believe that I was brought here because I’m the President of the United States.” 
‘YOU ARE THE PRESIDENT OF THE UNITED STATES.’
“I — I know that,” he said. “What I mean is, I need to believe that’s why I was brought here. Not that I walked in myself. It’s going to — it’s only going to confuse me when I wake up.” 
‘YOU WILL REQUIRE A SPLIT-SCRAPING, TAKING MULTIPLE PASSES AT YOUR MEMORY CYCLES. I WILL WAKE YOU UP BETWEEN CYCLES, ALLOWING YOU TO REST. YOU WILL NOT HAVE ANY SHORT-TERM MEMORY OF WHY YOU CAME HERE, OR WHERE YOU ARE.’
“Okay,” Myers said. “I think that will work. Are you sure it will work? You can just pull out memories like that? By picking and choosing?” 
The System didn’t respond, and Myers imagined that was its version of laughing at him. 
“Fine. What else. Okay, I need to be scared. Will I be scared? There’s no sense confusing me if I’m not scared.” 
‘YOU WILL BE SCARED. YOUR SCHEDULED FIRST-CYCLE SCRAPE WILL BE IN JUST OVER ONE HOUR. YOU WILL WAKE MOMENTS AFTER, CONFUSED ABOUT YOUR LOCATION, AND YOU WILL ASSUME YOU HAVE JUST ARRIVED. I WILL NOT CORRECT THIS ASSUMPTION.’
Myers nodded. “Uh, you can’t talk to me, either. It’s creepy, and weird. Especially since you’re using my own voice.” 
He waited a moment but the System was silent. Finally he saw a flashing light on the smooth wall. He hadn’t noticed it before, but now he could see that it was a small screen, words emblazoned upon its surface. 
I WILL COMMUNICATE USING THIS MONITOR
“That’s good,” he said. “Very good. Much better than the voice.” He paused. “One more thing: when I wake up,” he said. “You have to explain everything to me.” 
‘YOUR MEMORY WILL BE DAMAGED, IN A STEADY STATE OF REPAIR. DEBILITATIVE EFFECTS WILL BE SHORT-TERM, BUT LONG-TERM MEMORY WILL SUFFER AS WELL. WHAT I TELL YOU WHEN YOU WAKE WILL NOT BE REMEMBERED.’
“I understand that. But I need you to tell me anyway. To make sure it worked. I know I’ll forget it as soon as I get back out there.” 
‘AND WHEN WILL YOU RETURN TO ‘OUT THERE?’
“I don’t know,” he said. “You need to make sure all the things are in place. The variables we discussed.” He stopped, realizing something else. “Are the files transferred already?” 
‘NO. THEY CANNOT BE TRANSFERRED INTO A CONSCIOUS HOST. TRANSFER WILL COMMENCE JUST PRIOR TO YOUR SCRAPING.’
Myers thought he understood, so he didn’t ask any more questions. 
This is risky, he thought. But it’s the only way. 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
RAVI
 
RAVI WAS TRYING TO PUT it all together as he listened, standing over Myers and holding the pistol. It made sense that there would be a root user, and knowing that Solomon Merrick and Myers Asher had been the original programmers of the application that would eventually become the System, that it should be one of them. A program as powerful as the System should have had a root user, but any more than one could be devastating. 
So Myers Asher was it. He was the sole human on Earth able to control the System, and he was sole human on Earth able to stop it. 
But there was a catch. The only way to give the System a command was by inserting oneself into the System’s code, as the root user. 
By allowing yourself to be scraped…
And thereby allowing your memories to be removed. 
So Myers Asher had intended to instruct the System with the next set of orders — eight years later. He had planned for this, and he had told no one about the plan, as it would have led to sabotage. Instead, he split it up among his closest advisors, the friends and family members he trusted most. 
Even still, a man like Josiah Crane tried to take control of the System and wield its power as his own — exactly what Myers had been afraid of. 
Ravi shook his head. He had somehow orchestrated this whole thing, at least on a large scale. The details, like who might try to sabotage him, who might die, and who the major power players would end up being, were not something Myers could predict with any certainty. So he did what he did best: he planned around it. 
“What?” he heard Ary ask. 
She was holding his hand again, the hand without a gun in it. 
He had forgotten where he was, the moment they were standing in. 
“I just… I just can’t believe he did all of that.” 
“I don’t really know what he did. Do you?” 
Ravi watched the eyes of the others in the room fall on him. “I guess the best way to explain it is that Myers knew he was the only one who could access the System, really get into its core code. So he had to protect himself, and he did it the only way he knew how.” 
“By getting himself scraped?” 
“By making sure there wasn’t a single other person who knew his plan, and then telling the System to protect him until the right time.” 
Crane made a sucking sound. “And what, pray tell, was the ‘right time?’”
“I don’t know. Haven’t figured that out yet. But I’d bet the System knew exactly when it was, and that was the day it released Myers out into the world. Think about it. All of us — all of the people he needed in order for this to work, for him to end up here — ended up right around the place he was released. I can’t imagine that was a coincidence.” 
“But he forgot about all of us,” Diane said. “That’s what scraping does! He forgot about me, and Solomon, and his children.” She choked up at the word ‘children’ and backed up a few steps, raising her chin as she tried to push the emotional memory away. 
“No… time…” 
Ravi had forgotten about Myers during the discussion, and apparently so had the others. Rand had reached down and covered Myers’ wound with his open palm, slowing the expulsion of blood from the dying man. 
“Let’s get him in,” Diane said. 
“To — to the scraping room? Or whatever it is?” Shannon Merrick asked. “Are you sure that’s a good idea?” 
Diane steeled herself and crouched down next to her ex-husband. “It’s the only way out of this mess. Whatever Myers had planned, it can’t be finished by any of us. He’s the only solution to this problem, and we need to trust him. 
Rand, Ravi, and Ary rushed forward to help Diane lift Myers, and Shannon came over to the man’s head and lifted it gingerly off the floor. Myers floated above the floor of the antechamber as Diane looked around. 
“Where’s the scraping room?” 
“I’m guessing it’s behind that door,” Ravi said, motioning with his head toward the door on the opposite side of the room. There were no signs inside this room, except for one above an elevator that depicted which floor they were on. 
They moved, trying to jostle the man they were carrying any more than they had to. Myers’ eyes flittered open and shut, and Ravi could hear a raspiness in his breathing. “He doesn’t have long,” he whispered.
The group made their way across the room toward the door. They stepped over the dead body of Roan Alexander and two ARU guards. There were three Unders on the floor as well, and it seemed to Ravi like at least one of them was still alive. He couldn’t tell if the other two were breathing, but none of them appeared to be in fighting shape. 
As they reached the door, he watched Diane pull out a key card she had retrieved from one of the dead ARUs in the room and hold it up over the tiny black locking mechanism. She waved it over the box a few times, but the light remained red. 
“Looking for this?” Crane asked, standing just behind them near Roan’s body. 
Ravi saw an identical key card in his hand. 
“I imagine the card this guy was carrying should get you in.” 
Ravi immediately thought about the pistol he had secured by jamming it into the back of his pants. He could feel the cold metal through his shirt, and he started to shift Myers’ weight to one hand to reach around and grab it. 
But Crane was faster. 
The large man took two large bounds and grabbed the gun from Ravi, just before he could get to it. 
“Ah, I think we’re going to play this out without weapons from here, my friend,” Crane said. There was a disgusting smirk on the man’s face, and Ravi could tell he was enjoying this. “Now, if you would just do me a favor and stop where you are — don’t put him down, we don’t want to upset Mr. Asher.” 
The group had no choice but to look at Crane and wait. He was holding all the cards — literally — and the seconds Myers had left were ticking down. 
“Here’s what we’re going to do. You all think Myers has some grand plan. That’s fine, I really wouldn’t be surprised if he did think he knew what was going on. The man was — and it pains me to admit this — always a step ahead of everyone else. Anyway, here’s what’s going to happen. I am a simple man, and I have a simple desire. I want to control this ‘System,’ even if Myers’ plan doesn’t pan out the way you all expect it to. I want to control the ICPL, and I want to control the technology.” 
“You can’t override the System,” Shannon said. “That’s the whole point —“
“I don’t want that,” he replied. “Well, I would love that, but you are correct. There is nothing we’re going to be able to change if Myers’ plan — whatever it is — doesn’t work. So instead, I am going to rule beside the System. I will be its human counterpart. Whatever the System wants, it does. But it still needs humans. It needs us. And I intend to rule the us part.” 
Ravi’s arms were shaking, and he had a feeling it wasn’t from the weight of the man they were carrying. In fact, he was surprised at how light he seemed, as if the life had already started leaving the man. 
We need to hurry, he realized. He wasn’t sure how much time was left, but it had to be minutes, at most. 
“When we get out of here, I will need help getting through the line of ARUs that’s assembling outside. It won’t be difficult — there’s likely a weapons cache in this hellhole somewhere — but I can’t do it alone. After that, we’re going to Relica. My little empire there no doubt took a hit today, but I have a feeling we will be able to boost the numbers quite a bit over the coming months.” 
Ravi finally spoke up. “Great monologue, really. But we’re going to finish what Myers started. Open the door, Crane.” 
Crane’s eyes widened as if he welcomed the threat with enthusiasm. “No. I don’t want to.” 
“Crane, come on. Just —“
Crane lifted the pistol and fired two shots in quick succession. Ravi jumped, surprised at the speed and volume of the gunshots in the small room. 
Shannon sucked in a breath of air, and Ravi looked over at her just as she dropped Myers’ head and fell backwards. She landed in a heap, her face inches away from Roan’s open-eyed stare. 
“You bast —“
Crane fired again, this time a single shot, and Ravi heard Ary yell. He dropped Myers and grabbed Ary around her waist, lowering her to the floor. Diane and Rand stumbled, almost dropping Myers themselves, but Rand rotated around and spread his arms out, taking over more of the burden. 
“Anyone else need a reminder who’s in charge?” Crane asked. “Now, put him —“
He lurched forward a bit, his huge barrel chest widening as he forced in a deep breath. His mouth opened, no sound coming out, and he dropped the gun. 
The Under that had been standing in the side of the room and had barely spoken jammed something into Crane’s back again, this time making the man’s eyes squeeze shut in pain. He fell to his knees. When his eyes opened again, the Under grabbed his hair and ripped his head backwards. 
“I’ve been wanting to do this for a long time,” he said. 
He jammed his blade into the man’s neck and ripped it sideways. Ravi winced as the guttural noise from the man’s emptying windpipe reached his ears. The Under finished the job and threw Crane forward onto the floor. He looked down at the blade, and Ravi saw what it was. 
A key card. 
He had broken a card from one of the dead ARUs in half, the sharp protrusion of plastic all he needed to kill Crane. He tossed the card away and looked over at the group. 
“Let’s get him in there, now,” he said. “Don’t make me regret helping you.” 
Ravi nodded and waited for the man to take his place at Myers’ side, then he looked down at the girl on the floor. 
“Ary,” he said. Tears filled his eyes. 
Ary looked up at him, still in shock. “I — I think I’ll —“
“Stop, don’t talk,” he said. “Just —“
“Shut up, idiot,” she said, wheezing. “I’m fine. I think it hit my side and went through. Hurts like nothing else, but I’m not going to die.” 
Ravi forced a smile. “Well, that’s good to hear.” 
“Really? ‘That’s good to hear?’” 
He opened his mouth to speak, but the Under grabbed his shoulder. “She’ll be here when we get back. We need your help getting him into the chamber.” 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
MYERS
 
HIS BODY FELT COLD. 
THERE was nothing in the room, so they set him on the floor. He wasn’t sure what was next, and he hoped this was the right place. 
His plan had failed — at least, in the sense that it had gotten too many of them killed. He knew that was why they should never have gone to Paris. Everyone would want to get to Paris when it started, and some of them would die. 
Myers wished there was a clearer plan than that, but that was it. He just knew some of them would die if they came here, including himself. 
Including me. 
He knew it, even though the words sounded strange in his head. 
In all honesty, all of the words sounded strange in his head, as if his mind was already somewhere else. He had to hold on for the last few minutes, no matter what. 
This was the end of the plan, and it was the end of the System. 
It was end of him. 
Myers lay there, waiting. The others looked at him, even Diane, as if he was already dead, then they left the room. 
He waited some more. The cold seeped in, and just before he felt himself fall off the cliff into the frozen below, a light came on. 
‘MYERS ASHER, NUMBER 2845.’
He listened. Was that — my voice?
The computerized voice returned, and he knew in an instant that it was his own. ‘ARE YOU PREPARED FOR THE TRANSFER?’
He pushed all of his remaining energy to his neck and attempted a nod. It felt heavy to breathe, as if someone was sitting on his chest. 
‘VERY GOOD. LOCKING SCRAPING CHAMBER, COMMENCING PROTOCOL.’ A few seconds later, ‘TRANSFER INITIATED.’
He hadn’t even realized a snakelike device had wound its way down from the ceiling and landed on his face. It was warm, perfectly matching his body temperature, and he felt soothed by its presence. It opened his right eye and peeled down the skin just below it. 
A small, laser-guided module sprang out from the snake’s head and poked a razor-thin strand of wire outward and down into the cavity his eye sat in. The warmth ran up through his head now, the wire seeming to have a calming effect on him. He waited, unsure of what was supposed to come next. 
A flash of pain lit up his vision, and he began breathing more heavily. 
‘OPTIC NERVE HAS BEEN REACHED,’ his voice said from far above him. ‘BEGINNING FILE TRANSFER NOW. PLEASE NOTE: LIFE EXPECTANCY UNABLE TO BE DETERMINED.’
He smiled. He knew. There was no need for the System to remind him. 
This is it. 
He could almost feel the electronic signals traveling back and forth between the System and his brain. The files were there, feeding into the System’s core architecture, just like he would have wanted. 
The plan, assuming he had guessed correctly, was so obvious to him now. He was the root user, the only one who could access the System. 
The only one who could access the original System. Before it was the System, or even an intelligent computer. 
Before that, it was just a program. 
One he had built, and planned a backdoor into. 
The wire hummed with activity, and the snake to the ceiling jolted a bit as it maintained its hold on Myers’ face. 
The files would overwrite the System’s code, starting with the more advanced features they’d built in. The System itself had recoded these subroutines, ensuring that it would be able to continue learning and building itself into a stronger, smarter being. 
These subroutines were being destroyed, flashes of light in his eyes all that registered that they ever existed. The wire retrieved the data he had stored in his own mind — using the empty memory enhancement device he had told the System to scrape from him. 
He had needed it cleared, empty. He needed the space for something else. 
He needed the program files he knew the System had stored and locked away a long time ago. 
Myers Asher had told the System to scrape him, but instead of leaving the memory device empty — a slowly decaying piece of bioelectronic equipment lodged just above his neck — he had ordered the System to load the original files onto it. 
Then he waited. 
He waited until the System met his variables. It had taken almost eight years, but it had happened. He had been released into the wild, a broken shell of a man who had no idea who he was or where he’d come from. 
But he’d planted the seeds, both for himself and for the others, and he knew, without a doubt, this was his mission. He was here, finally, in the same room that had taken so much from him and so many others, and he was going to finish it. 
Myers Asher was going to die, but he was going to take the System with it. 
The wire began glitching, the signals from his brain lessening with each string of digits it passed on to the host. Finally, just as Myers breathed his last, the wire retracted, pulling itself from his optic nerve and eye cavity and back up into the ceiling. It was useless now, the child of a future that only existed in its own past. 
Myers was nearly done, but he watched the light on the ceiling fade into the darkness, slowly replaced by another, stronger one. 
The light came down to him, enveloping him, and he knew it had been finished. 
He knew it was done. 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
PETER
 
PETER GROUSE STOOD BESIDE THE others as he watched the small console on the wall. Just outside the room they’d dropped Myers in was an observation booth — hardly large enough to fit more than three of them comfortably — and all four of them crammed in to try to watch. 
What they didn’t realize, however, was that the observation booth was no more than a closet with a simple computer monitor mounted on the wall. A keyboard slid out from a crevice below the monitor, offering a way to interact with whatever was on the screen. 
There were no windows or glass panels that allowed a view into the scraping room Myers was in, so they sat there until the monitor blinked on. 
It took about five minutes, but no one spoke or dared move during those minutes. Grouse wasn’t sure if any of them knew something was going to happen, or if they were all as in the dark as he was. He wanted to go check on Ailis, Raven, and Kellan. He was almost certain Raven and Ailis were not going to make it, judging by the heaving gasps they had made after Roan had smashed his fist through them. Kellan might have survived, but it was anyone’s guess whether or not he would heal well enough to make it through the next couple of days. 
Finally, however, the monitor blinked to life.
For the world’s fastest supercomputer, he was amazed to see on the screen nothing but a blinking cursor, a symbol of a bygone era. 
The cursor blinked a few moments, then lines of code began flowing down the screen, rapidly filling the entire monitor and beginning to scroll downward. 
“Anyone understand it?” Diane asked. 
He saw the man named Jonathan Rand lean toward the screen, squinting. 
“Commencing… rewriting… it’s going too fast to make sense of it as it’s happening, but it sort of looks like an old-school command prompt as you’re installing a new program.” 
Grouse wasn’t sure what to think, but at least something was happening. 
“System reset, followed by a few global variable changes,” he muttered. 
“What?” Ravi asked. 
“Oh, I…” Rand’s voice trailed off for a moment. This guy must have been a programmer or computer tech of some sort. He recognized the flighty, not-all-there voice of a man in a trance. “It’s… it’s resetting some system architecture files, deleting others, and —“
He stopped. 
The information on the screen came to a halt. 
“What happened?” Diane asked. “Is it finished?” 
“I — I think it is,” he answered. 
The screen died. Grouse wondered if that was it; if they should leave and hope the entire world had suddenly changed. 
Then the screen flickered on again, this time in color. A logo appeared above a moving loading bar. 
Electronic Hardware Manufacturing.
He frowned. EHM? That was…
Then a new logo appeared, directly above a small menu of options. The logo was blocky, text-heavy, and smashed together, designed in the old ‘new future’ style he remembered from his childhood. 
OneGlobal. 
Beneath that and the three-option menu, he saw a small set of numbers at the bottom-left corner of the screen. 
Ver. 1.0.13b.
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