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Chase knew the silence would kill him.

The white noise of the turbines had faded minutes ago, replaced by near silence as the submersible switched to air-independent propulsion (AIP) for its final approach. With the diesel turbines off, nothing remained to buffer the creaks, pops, and errant groans of the ocean as it attempted to crush the fifty-passenger craft.

The silence left his mind free to dredge up the same thought that had plagued him since he had set foot on the vessel—I’ve made a terrible mistake.

A ping sounded from the front of the passenger cabin, grabbing the attention of the weary travelers.

“Afternoon, folks. Looks like we’ve got some news. On the good side, we’re about to start our final approach into ArcSIS. On the less-than-good side of things, control says we’re about to pass through a thermal cline. The temperature differential is set at—”

The entire craft shuddered. Then the shaking grew worse. The internal lights flickered off, and darkness rushed through the passenger cabin. The once disconcerting silence gave way to a turbulent roar and the gasps of every passenger on board.

Chase shut his eyes and buried his fingers into his armrests. I’ve made a terrible mistake.

He did his best to tune out the whimpers that erupted around him as he struggled to focus, to breathe.

Then, to his disbelief, the craft shook harder.

The whimpers amped up to screams as fifty of the most brilliant scientific and technological minds on the planet, confined in a contoured metal tube, bellowed in primal panic.

Chase had no idea how long the shaking continued. In his terror, his sense of time expanded and contracted at once. It could have been a fraction of a second. It felt like weeks.

Then it stopped.

This time Chase welcomed the silence, a respite of profound quiet as the population of the craft took a bare moment to recover.

A tone sounded from the front of the cabin again.

“Sorry about that, folks. The currents are a little unpredictable this time of year. Latest models we’ve got coming in from ArcSIS show we’re through the worst of it, and at our current trajectory, we’re set to make dockside in just under thirty-five minutes. In the meantime, just sit back and take it easy. We’ll get you there nice and dry.”

The messaging system shut off, leaving the cabin in silence once again.

A beat later, the shuffles and murmurs of humanity returned and filled the void.

Chase ignored the bustling and activity, turning his attention out the starboard window. Powerful lights blasted out from the sub, fighting back the darkness outside. Despite their power, at their current depth, they only illuminated a small sphere stretching out four or five feet. Beyond that, only darkness.

As Chase’s pulse returned to normal, his mind spun back up and locked right back onto the doubts he’d carried for more than six months.

A school of black-tipped fusiliers darted into the small envelope of light that surrounded the sub, just outside his window. Their bodies reflected back the pale glow for a moment before the school shifted and fell back into darkness.

Invisible. Gone.

For the thousandth time, Chase debated the personal costs versus the opportunity ArcSIS presented.

The opportunity…

He knew little of what they were doing. He’d gleaned enough from reports, interviews, and his own digging to understand their mission was to push the edge of modern research. That was why he was there. That was the core of it, the push that drove him through the unease, the resentment, and the apprehension. It pushed him through the tests. The interviews. All of it.

In a little more than a half-hour, he’d be setting foot on the most technologically advanced research facility on Earth.

And back into a shadow he’d spent the last eight years trying to outrun.

Chase shifted in his seat and accidentally bumped the woman next to him. He mumbled an apology and turned his attention to the screen mounted in the seat in front of him. A hypnotic screensaver rippled along its pixels. The local time was displayed in the upper right, undulating and shifting along with the screensaver’s animated display.

Looking for anything to take his mind off his worries, Chase reached out and touched the screen. The screensaver rippled away at the contact point, revealing a media menu beneath. He put in his earbuds and scrolled through a small selection of movies and TV shows, eventually settling on a cop drama-comedy he remembered watching while procrastinating on his doctoral thesis. The televised melodrama had proved more fascinating than slogging away on the merits of memory indexing in DNA-based processors.

Far more fascinating.

He made it through the cold open and the credits, when the screen flickered, turned black, then came back to life in a blazing white, with the blue Meridian Biotech logo front and center.

A wave of annoyance swept through him. But as he moved to touch the screen, he noticed the same visual on the displays of the passengers around him.

He grimaced, leaned back into his seat, and swallowed a sigh.

Mandated corporate propaganda. Fantastic.

The blue logo shrank to a blip, and the white faded to black, then returned. This time, the screen featured a congenial-looking elder statesman, for some reason wearing a lab coat, standing awkwardly and grinning at the camera with the most uncomfortably forced smile Chase had ever seen.

With the money Meridian already sunk into ArcSIS, you’d they could fork over some cash for production values.

The man in the lab coat leaned forward and mimed tapping at the camera. A loud overproduced tapping sound followed, not quite aligned with the faux scientist’s movements.

“You. Excuse me. You there?” He stopped tapping. “Ah, great. Glad to have your attention.”

Chase rolled his eyes.

“My name is Jared Rector, Meridian Biotech’s director of human resources. I’ll be your tour guide for the next bit while you learn about the wonders of ArcSIS. Please allow me to be the first to welcome you to your new home and the first to show you all it has to offer.”

Chase pulled his earbuds out and nudged the woman next to him. She glanced his way but didn’t bother to turn away from the screen.

“Can you believe this?”

“Shush. I’m trying to watch.”

Chased managed, just barely, to look away before rolling his eyes. He swallowed a sigh and looked back at the screen in front of him, glancing at the upper right corner, where the clock display still held position, superimposed over the video.

A little less than thirty minutes remaining.

With a stifled groan, he put his earbuds back in.

“…facility is the crown jewel of Meridian Biotech. With more than a thousand of the most brilliant scientists and staff housed together with the most technologically advanced resources available. Life at ArcSIS truly is science without limits. Imagine a world with no more disease. A world with no more pain. That’s our mandate here—to shape the very future of humanity.”

Jared, the lab-coated HR director, strolled to a white desk. He typed a few keystrokes, and a moment later a holographic display of the ArcSIS facility flared into existence.

Chase couldn’t judge its scale. But the display showed a facility far larger than he had imagined. Two vast blue orb-like masses sat on top of each other. The orbs’ beautiful flowing forms connected to an equally contoured shaft that ran down the middle. Large support struts spanned the gap between the colossal orbs, set in place to hold the massive weight and protect against current shifts. The entire structure looked like a piece of art.

Jared spun the hologram model around and lifted it. Three smaller half-orbs, their flat sides flush with the ground, were connected to the bottom orb with elegantly crafted shafts. Each of the half-orbs was connected to one another by a ringed tunnel.

The camera pulled back, and the holographic model scaled-down, giving Chase a chance to marvel at the facility in its entirety. It looked like it belonged in the sea—its shape and lines were crafted like a submarine hull, but smoother, almost organic. Outside the main body, hydrodynamic spires swept down and flared out, forming channels around the structure, presumably to help funnel water currents around the facility.

Jared flicked his wrist, and the hologram shifted again, scaling up as the camera zoomed in on an outcropping in the upper orb.

“You’ll begin your journey here. At the transport dock…”

Chase tuned out, his gaze still locked on the holographic model, until it wandered back up to the clock.

Still a little more than sixteen minutes.

Felt like six eons multiplied by an eternity.

He turned his attention back to the hologram, which was now much smaller as Jared pointed to a display screen that showcased a myriad of details Chase knew he should be looking at, but he simply couldn’t muster the effort. Instead, he studied the form of the facility itself. Bewildered by the scope of its construction, Chase attempted to calculate the cost of a research station located just a hair over a thousand feet underwater. With some quick mental arithmetic, he ended up with something just south of staggering.

Back on screen, the camera tracked Jared as he moved across the white stage, passing the display panel and the holographic projector. The holographic image of ArcSIS fell out of the camera’s view.

Bored now, Chase reached out to turn off the screen, when Jared spoke again.

“Well, now that you’ve seen what ArcSIS can provide, we’d like to extend a personal thank you for what you and your dedication will be providing to ArcSIS.” The smile that lit up Jared’s face would make any politician proud. “And for that, allow me to introduce someone very special here at the facility.” He glanced and gestured off-screen. “Esteemed colleagues-to-be…Doctor Caroline Edwards.”

The camera shifted, and a regal woman strode into view, her statuesque form and fiery eyes belying her age. Not quite fifty-five, by Chase’s calculations.

Dr. Edwards spun to face the camera. She opened her mouth to speak. But Chase heard none of it. He tore out his earbuds and jammed a finger onto the touchscreen, returning it to its screensaver. He suppressed a shiver and fought back the roiling emotions in his gut.

Chase glanced at the clock on the screen, and it all came crashing home. What he’d chosen. What he faced. Everything.

Twelve minutes.

Not enough time. Not enough at all.
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Abbey Reed sat in her workstation chair, careful to keep from spilling her oatmeal. She set down the bowl, then leaned across her desk to adjust her clock. It showed she was twenty minutes early—a significant improvement. Today marked the start of her twelfth day at ArcSIS, and her boss had already a little chat with her regarding her punctuality.

Three times.

She still didn’t understand the problem. She’d only been ninety minutes early on her first day. Or, you know, the first week…

…and a half.

She’d waited the entirety of her life for this. Twenty-six years…all leading up to this opportunity. How could she prove herself if she couldn’t get in and do the work? Her group—the analytics division—certainly had more than enough to do, especially with the deadline looming.

Abbey adjusted her desk clock one last time, positioning it to avoid the glare from the hellfire halogen sitting above her. She grabbed her mouse and gave it a double-click to wake her system.

A few furious keystrokes later, she was ripping through her morning e-mail.

She only made it through six messages before she stopped.

Damn it.

This had to be a joke.

Right?

They couldn’t want her to waste her time on this. They were days from the biggest experiment in the history of the facility. Years of planning. Months of preparation. They stood less than a hundred hours before the culmination of all that effort, and they wanted her off playing tour guide?

Abbey huffed and read the email again, despite knowing it would infuriate her further.

She managed to stop herself halfway through and glance up at the To field, finding a flicker of relief and hope at the empty field. It hadn’t been sent directly to her. The blank To field meant the missive had been fired off to a blind e-mail list. Most likely everyone with less than a month at ArcSIS had received the same thing. They’d have enough people—they wouldn’t need her. She had more important things to do.

Executive call—she wasn’t going. Not when she was staring at a solid four hours of debugging.

Abbey got up to check that with her boss. She hurried down the gulf formed between two cubicle rows, jogging to the end of the line. There, she slid around the opening to her boss’s monster-sized cubicle. The space damn near needed its own zip code.

She hated stopping by there. Every time she went back to her own desk, the tiny dimensions of her cubicle felt oppressive. For a half-hour, she’d feel like she was trying to do her programming in a dollhouse.

As Abbey brushed a stubborn brown lock of hair from her eyes and waited at the opening. Maxine, her boss, ignored her presence, continuing to pound away at her keyboard. Maxine’s hair, jet black and highlighted with a few streaks of vibrant blue, draped down to her jaw, but the style did little to hide the fatigue in her face. Being a single mother dealing with the endless demands of a toddler, and her grueling work schedule had taken their toll. She looked nearly forty-five. But Abbey knew the woman was just a few years north of thirty.

Abbey waited a moment longer, watching Maxine as she studied a single graph that spanned across four monitors, the image distorted and reflecting in the woman’s eyeglasses.

Abbey cleared her throat. “Maxine. You…you got a second?”

Maxine blinked twice and shook her head.

She spun on her stool to face Abbey. “Any way this can this wait?”

“Oh…I mean. It could. It’s just that—I mean, it’ll only take—”

“All right, fine. What is it?”

Abbey swallowed hard. “I know we all have a lot on our plates right now, and I was wondering if there was anything else I can help out with?”

“Nope.”

“Nope, as in, We don’t have a lot on our plate? Or nope, as in, There’s nothing you need me to do right now?”

“Oh, I’m pretty sure you know exactly what nope meant.”

Abbey sighed, her face drooped and body deflated. “The orientation thing?”

“The orientation thing.”

Damn it. “Sure. I mean, I was just thinking that I—”

“Oh, honey, I know exactly what you were thinking.” Maxine shrugged. “I realize it’s not what you’re looking to do today, but I’m pretty sure it’s not gonna cause you to spontaneously combust. At least, like, not a lot.”

“Yeah. I mean, no. It’s just that with everything we have to do, I thought you could pull a few strings and get me out of it.”

“I could totally do that.”

Abbey waited.

“I’m not gonna. But I could. Thing is, I actually pulled some strings to get you on that duty.”

What the hell?

Maxine stood and pulled out a guest chair, and gestured for Abbey to sit. Abbey just stood at the opening to the cubicle with her arms crossed.

Maxine shrugged again. “Abbey, you’ve been here almost two weeks. All you do is work.”

“That’s not true. I just ate breakfast.”

“At your desk.”

Abbey sighed.

“I get where you’re coming from.” Maxine gestured around to the entire analytics group. “I get it more than most. You’re a bright girl. You’re going to do fine here, provided you get a support network. This isn’t like a normal job, Abbey. There’s no getting away from it. We work here. We eat here. We live here. All of us. You’re going to have to form some real bonds if you want to survive. You’re bright, Abbey. But this place will break you if you let it.”

“So you want me to spend the day up at the transport dock, wasting hours and hours, while you all toil away down here?”

Maxine grabbed her Diet Coke and finished off the last few sips. “That’s about it, yeah.”

“That sucks.”

“Not for me. Which, really, is the most important thing.”

Abbey groaned. “Fine. I’m going.”

She’d just left Maxine’s office when she stopped and leaned back in. “You know, I hate you a little bit right now.”

“And yet I’m okay with it.”

Abbey fumed as she went back to her desk. The database work she’d planned would have to wait. So would all the debugging. The unfinished work would gnaw at her—she knew it. She could feel it already.

With a sigh, she grabbed her tablet, cast one last wistful look at her monitor, then headed off to the elevator.
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Chase blinked in disbelief as he stepped onto the concourse of the ArcSIS transport dock. The space, split into two floors, wrapped around a central corridor. The ceiling swept around the circular form, with its support ribbing molded into contoured curves that drew the eye away from the embarkation platforms, toward the spacious central hub.

Back at the embarkation platforms, though, crowds of people swarmed—a mass of barely contained, velvet-rope-fenced chaos. Chase glanced around as the flow of the crowd pressed him forward. Three other gates were spilling people as well, and the makeshift pen holding in the swelling mass of humanity looked dangerously full.

He heard the expected complaints—some more colorful than others—erupt all around him. But he didn’t mind. With that many people, he was hoping to disappear in the crowd.

He did exactly that. He shuffled along with the others, making no waves, causing no disruption.

It only took ten minutes for the disembarkation area to fill to capacity. Chase saw some employees dressed in bright orange shirts emblazoned with the word STAFFER on the front. Several of them adjusted the queue bands and ushered folks forward. He worried there’d be a large surge as the group pushed forward into the newly vacated space, but it didn’t happen. After a pause and a wave of murmurs passed through the crowd, their loosely formed lines began to solidify and make slow but steady progression.

It wouldn’t be long now. All he had to do was sign in and…

His line rounded a switchback, and he got a view of the customs area ahead. A trickle of sweat rolled down his back. This was no simple sign-in and sign-off. Ahead of him was a full-on interrogation. Security staff ran wands up and down the incoming personnel before sending them to a follow-up station for additional questioning. The line moved forward another step, and Chase stood on his toes to get a better look around, worried that the check-in procedure served one particular line, but stations stood vigil at regular intervals across the full span of the concourse.

He glanced back to the airlock gates, where his group’s submersible stood docked. The gates were sealed, with orange-shirted staffers standing by each one.

The line moved forward. And forward. And forward.

Chase rounded the last switchback and got a better look at the upcoming proceedings. He swallowed hard and ran through his story. It seemed sound, provided no one probed too deeply.

Chase Edwards, programmer, a twenty-nine-year-old PhD-dropout with a master’s degree in computer science and physics from MIT, and two failed Silicon Valley startups to his name.

Most of it was true.

Two more people moved through, and the line shifted forward again, putting him at the front. He exhaled and shifted his bags, trying his best to distract himself from the growing storm raging in his stomach.

An orange-shirted staffer waved him forward, and he followed as ordered, stepping to a nearby station.

“Name and ID?” The staffer manning the station hadn’t even bothered to look at him.

“Chase.” He fished his ID card out of his wallet.

The staffer glanced at it, tapped a few notes on his tablet. He frowned, glanced down at another screen, then after a pause, handed the ID back to Chase.

“There a problem?”

The staffer shook his head and pointed to a camera jutting out of the corner of the booth.

“Here. Take a look up there for a moment.”

Chase did as instructed, and was rewarded with a blinding blaze of light from the camera’s flash.

The staffer gave him an apologetic nod. “Yeah, that part sucks. Need your face for your ID badge.” He pointed to his right, then a little ways behind him. “Follow the red stripe to the next station. They’ll finalize your registration there.” He offered Chase his hand. “Welcome to ArcSIS, Mr. Edwards.”

Chase swallowed hard, shook the man’s hand, and moved along the red stripe. With each step, the tension in his gut dissipated. He’d made it through. He’d done it. Relief enveloped him. He’d been so worried for so long…all for nothing.

He had to wait as two men in front of him finished processing. While he waited, a red light flared to life on the opposite side of the concourse, firing off in the far periphery of his vision. Curious, he turned toward it, watching as a couple staffers jogged to the far gate. They opened the airlock, and after a disconcerting moment of nothing, a line of men exited.

Real men. Huge. Cut. Military-looking.

The third one out of the gate looked like he could crush Chase’s skull with a glare and a little bit of work from his thumb.

What the hell?

The group looked professional. But they sure didn’t look like scientists or ArcSIS staff.

Chase didn’t get a chance to think on it more, though. The staffer at the next station waved him over, and he stepped up.

“Name?”

“Chase Edwards.” The words didn’t come from Chase’s mouth.

He looked up to see another set of strong arms. These were dressed in an orange staffer shirt.

“Chase Edwards?”

Chase nodded at the man, who gave him a curt nod back, then gestured to a cordoned-off area of the concourse, away from the main traffic.

“Will you come with me, please?”

Shit.
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Abbey arrived twenty minutes late and found herself awash in a crowd. The raw volume of people locked her in place.

What happened?

Her first day at ArcSIS was nothing like this. She suspected at least three hundred people were waiting in a sealed-off area of the concourse.

With some effort, she turned her attention back to her business. The faster she got this over with, the faster she could get back to work. She compiled a mental checklist to tear through the envoy work as fast as humanly possible—as long as that speed still let her do it all perfectly.

Abbey looked around and found a group of familiar faces. She moved toward them, then waited for a gray-haired woman sitting behind a table to acknowledge her.

She managed to wait politely for five and a half seconds.

“Hi. Yeah. Um. Hey.”

The woman turned away from her conversation to lock eyes with Abbey and greeted her with a scowl.

“Can I help you?”

Abbey offered a smile. “I hope so. I was sent up here to help, um…” She pulled out her tablet and brought up the email, “…envoy new employees.” She pulled the tablet away from her face, giving the older woman another friendly smile.

It was not returned. The woman nodded toward a nearby table. Stacks of nuclear-orange T-shirts threatened to topple over at an unkind word. The shirts all read, STAFFER.

Fantastic.

“ID?”

Abbey handed over her card, and the woman bumped it against a tablet next to her. The chips synced, and the tablet chirped as Abbey’s information popped on the screen.

“Hmm.”

“Hmm, what?”

The woman handed back Abbey’s ID with a roll of her eyes. “I just figured someone with as many letters after her name as you have would be smart enough to tell time.”

“What?”

Another woman standing next to Abbey said, “She’s saying you’re late, sweetie.”

“I’m saying you’re late.”

“All right. All right. I got it.”

The woman at the table threw her hands up. “Well, excuse me, Lil Miss Genius.”

Abbey bit her tongue, but her anger flared. With the emotional surge came the visions. Faint colors wafted off the head and shoulders of the gray-haired woman at the table. Abbey knew they weren’t really colors. They were more like emotional shadings. From this woman, she picked up a blended hue of exasperation and resentment.

Well F you, too, bitch.

She made the mistake of looking up at the crowd. With the volume of people in the room, the emotional color palette seared a vibrant riot straight into her brain. Abbey grabbed hold of the table to stay upright, then looked back down, swallowing to keep the vomit at bay.

“You don’t look so good,” the woman at the table said.

Abbey took another deep breath, managing to regain enough control to release the visions. She looked back up at the woman and gave her a small nod.

“I’m…I’m fine.” Abbey gestured to the T-shirt table. “So aside from the shirt deal, can you tell me what I need to do?”

“It’s in the email. You mean, with all that schooling you didn’t learn to read?”

Seriously? What the hell is this woman’s problem? “All that schooling? I was out at twenty-three.”

The woman scowled and hefted her tablet. “Says here you have two PhDs.”

“Yeah…”

The woman shook her head. “I don’t have time for this. Here.” She tapped a few quick strokes on her tablet, then jammed her finger to the screen. A moment later, Abbey’s tablet chimed its new-email alert.

She glanced down at it, then back at the woman. “This is all you can give me? Really?”

“I think you’ll figure it out.”

Abbey shifted her hips. “Is this ’cause I’m late?”

“I think you’ll figure that out, too.”

The woman waved another person up to the table, her demeanor shifting. The dour disposition evaporated, replaced with a cheerful, eager smile.

Abbey looked at the man being helped. She didn’t know his name, but she remembered seeing his face on the intranet. She also knew he was a director of some type. High up, for sure. IT maybe. She couldn’t remember.

She held her ground long enough to catch a flicker of the sycophantic woman’s attention. Enough for Abbey to give the woman a withering look of disdain. Abbey also hoped the woman would spontaneously combust, but she did her best to stay polite. Even to a sycophantic little troglodyte.

Feeling both ashamed and vindicated, she backed away from the table and moved to a large out-of-the-way support column to pull up the email she’d just received. Her fingers went white as she completed a quick read-through.

No. Not that. Damn it, Maxine. How could you do this to me?

Abbey figured she’d be stuck at one of the tables, or maybe directing the arrivals through the lines and check-in stations.

The reality made her stomach clench. She’d been selected as a special envoy. She—and from what she could tell, nearly a hundred other lucky people—had been drafted to serve as a glorified guide to…

She reread the e-mail.

…assist a new ArcSIS staffer in his or her transition. Given her own recent arrival, Abbey is uniquely positioned to help in that regard. She is experienced in a new life, while still keenly aware of the challenges it presents.

The corporate-speak came out so thick she nearly threw up.

Seeing an opening at the T-shirt table, she moved in to yank one from the stack and slid it over her blouse. She let it drape over, sitting baggy as a form of protest.

That lasted until she moved back to the empty support column. By then, her ambition had silenced her internal rebel. She tucked in the shirt, taking care to rub down any creases.

She flipped back to the email on her tablet and swiped down, past all the corporate-filtered blathering, until she got to the useful information—her charge.

One Chase Edwards—a programmer with a dual MS degree in computer science and physics from MIT. Looked like he was assigned to…

Wait. That can’t be right.

She shrugged. His assignment wasn’t any concern of hers. All she wanted to do was find him, drag him through all the items on a ridiculously thorough checklist, then get her butt back to analytics to get some real work done.

The only question was—she looked up at an endless stream of humanity filtering out of the holding zone—where the hell was he?
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Rough hands shoved Chase into a cold plastic chair. He sat in a makeshift privacy booth. The chairs and a folding table were the only furniture, and rolling metal frames lined with heavy curtains formed the walls, keeping it cordoned off from the rest of the crowd.

His room measured ten-by-ten and felt like a cell. The folding table served as a desk, with a red plastic chair on one side. He was sitting in one of two others on the opposite side.

The soft wash of humanity filtered in through the curtain walls—the jumbled murmur of conversations and the chaotic racket of three hundred bodies in motion. Yet there he sat. Waiting.

A larger man, not dressed in an orange staff shirt, stood vigil in one of the corners of the booth, doing his best not to look like a guard, while at the same time making sure Chase couldn’t miss him.

Five silent minutes later, the curtain behind the not-a-guard parted. An older man, early fifties, stepped inside. He walked like a panther and sported a lean frame and broad shoulders. Had one of those superhero chins, too.

Chase hated him.

The man sat in the red plastic chair on the opposite side of the table, setting down a tablet. He offered Chase a smile and a handshake, and while he saw no malice in the man’s eyes, there was a certain…hardness.

The man slid the chair closer to the table, then fired up his tablet.

“Mister…Edwards.” He looked up again, boring into Chase’s eyes. “I’m Sebastian Flemming, director of security for the ArcSIS facility. You having a good day so far?”

“I guess.” Chase leaned forward. “Is there a problem?”

Sebastian leaned back in his chair and offered a sympathetic sigh.

“I could give you the song and dance. I could tell you all this is just routine.” He gestured around him. “That this is something we just do.” He turned his gaze back on Chase. “But I get the feeling you’re smart enough to see through all that. So I’ll just go ahead and lay things out.” He leaned forward, poking the table to punctuate his points. “We have a problem. And right now… just laying things out… that means you have a problem.”

“Is there anything I can do to help this…problem?”

“Right now, no.” Sebastian shrugged. “I mean, you’re doing it, really. I just need you to sit there. I need you to wait.”

“For what?”

“Yeah. If I was in your shoes, I’d want to know, too.” Sebastian leaned back in his chair again. “Someone with your last name. Your…lineage. Given everything going on here, you can see why it might raise some questions? Set some on edge?” He held up a hand, forestalling Chase’s reply. “Now before you get started, let me save you the effort. You can tell me anything you want after I verify you are exactly who you say you are. Once I know that, we’ll run a check on the tenor of our burgeoning relationship.”

Chase swallowed hard. Two dozen scenarios played out in his head, all of them ending badly.

He slid down in his chair, exhaling as he surrendered to the inevitable. He’d spent the entirety of his graduate career carving an identity for himself. He should have known. You can make a break from your past, but you never can erase it.

Especially not him.

The tablet on the table next to Sebastian sang out a short tone. Sebastian didn’t offer him any more words. He simply grabbed the tablet and thumbed through it.

His mouth tightened, and his face went white. He set the tablet back down on the table and slid it away like it’d stung him.

“Well, then.” Sebastian leaned back, steepling his fingers in front of his face, his composure filling back in. “Pleasure to make your acquaintance, Mister Edwards.”

Sebastian picked up his tablet again and swiped through a few pages. “Impressive credentials. Pertinent fields of study.” He flipped back and forth through two screens. “Adequate psychological profile.” He set the tablet back down. “The thing is, Chase, no matter what you’ve done, what you’ve accomplished…you can’t change who you are. Especially here.”

“So what’s that mean? I’m out?” A flare of rage ignited inside him. “I worked my ass off for this spot. Me. My record, my work, my research got me here.”

Sebastian nodded. “I have no doubt. The problem isn’t your work. The problem is you. You’re Chase Edwards—with all that means.” Sebastian stood to leave. “Now an exit strategy is certainly viable. But I’m not going to be the one who forces it on you. As you said, you earned your place here. Eventually though, who you are—who you really are—that’s gonna get known, and it’s gonna get messy.” He gestured to the whole facility. “Look around. You think we have secrets here?”

Chase shrugged. “There’s secrets everywhere.”

Sebastian grunted. “Be that as it may, you wanna be here? You’re here as you. With all that entails. Whether or not you can handle that,” he nodded, “that’s on you.” He pointed to the curtain behind Chase, toward the airlock gates. “Another round of folks is coming in two weeks. You wanna cut and run, that’ll be your chance. I can keep your paperwork in processing until then. After that, you’re here. You’re one of us. We understand each other?”

Sebastian stood, ducked out of the small cell, then returned, a second tablet and ID badge in hand. He slid them to Chase and poked the tablet twice before releasing it.

“That’s yours. Company property. And company critical. Where you go, it goes. Understood?”

Chase took it but said nothing.

Sebastian checked the time, then gestured to the curtained door. “They’ll be gearing up for the orientation. You’ll want to get a move on.”

Sebastian nodded at the not-a-guard, and both men left, leaving the curtain open.

Suppressing a groan, Chase stood and left his makeshift prison, and stepped back into the crowded concourse.

The flow of the populace had congregated toward the center, near a hastily erected stage that formed an ad hoc amphitheater. At least it made things easy.

Chase made a turn in the opposite direction of the crowd. He made it about twenty feet before his tablet pinged an alert, drawing a few gazes from the shuffling populace.

Damn it.

Chase managed to silence the tablet just in time to look up and see a young woman. Her dark-rimmed glasses accented the deep brown of her eyes and drew attention to the upturn at the end of her nose. A small tie somehow kept her thick brown hair in a sloppy bun, except for an errant stand that seemed to have a mind of its own.

Chase admitted that she wasn’t traditionally beautiful. She had a bookish, nerdy-librarian look. Despite that, though…she was stunning.

And she was headed right for him.
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Abbey wandered through the swarm of people. She had an image—six-feet, medium build, wavy brown hair that bordered on black, and from the scruff on his chin, an allergy to a razor. Having missed the check-in, she didn’t hold out a lot of hope that she’d find this—she looked back down at her tablet—Chase Edwards.

Edwards?

Her tablet sounded a tone.

The GPS had come online, with an app showing a translucent slice-away view of the concourse. A red indicator blinked in the upper left corner.

Abbey looked up, orienting herself to the same direction in the real world. A moment later, the crowd parted enough for her to spot a young man near what looked like a security cordon. She couldn’t get a solid look at his face, as his attention never left his tablet.

Following her instinct, she headed his way, relaxing her mind and mentally reaching toward him. She let her vision waver, looking to get a read on him. It wasn’t an invasion of privacy, exactly, and she’d long since gotten past any feelings of guilt about it. It was a tool, a way to help her interact with new people—something she found hard enough to do, even after she read them.

Her vision shifted. Colors ignited and washed over the throngs that surrounded her. At least, this time she was prepared for it.

But when she turned her gaze on Chase, she stumbled. The color storm that filled her vision drained into a void that surrounded him. It was like a hole in an ever-shifting rainbow-colored film.

She couldn’t read him. At all. It wasn’t like he was hiding anything. No, he wasn’t doing anything at all.

Unbelievable. In her entire life, Abbey had run into only two people she couldn’t read—all of them when she was a child, just past puberty, when the ability had first manifested. Even then, it was nothing like this.

Chase Edwards was a blank slate, which terrified and fascinated her.

The feelings became even more complicated when Chase looked up from his tablet and locked his gaze with hers. Her stomach constricted and bottomed out, and her face flushed red at the sudden attention. She couldn’t look away. The way he stared at her…the rest of the concourse faded to nothing. Her chest tightened. Her heart raced, her pulse pounding in her ears.

She finally forced herself to blink and look back down at her tablet to break the spell. With her control shaken but restored, she let go of her reach, vision returning to normal.

She looked back up at Chase. The young man was still looking at her, concern and confusion in his blue-green eyes. But without the reach, she had no sense of what was on his mind. Nor did she have any sense of why it was so difficult to look away.

She put her professional demeanor back on, wielding it like armor. She had work to do, and if there was anything Abbey Reed did well, it was her job. No matter what.

She swallowed, met Chase’s gaze, and moved to intercept him.

“Chase Edwards?”

He flinched, the reaction enough that Abbey worried she had the wrong person.

At last, he nodded and offered his hand. “So it would seem, anyway. And you are?”

She felt a flush of embarrassment that she hadn’t introduced herself.

“Oh. I’m Abbey. Abbey Reed. I’m your envoy.”

He nodded, pumping her hand twice more, before breaking contact. He shifted around to look at the crowd filing into the center of the concourse to view the orientation.

“Envoy?” Chase asked. “Seriously?”

She shrugged. “Trust me. It wasn’t my idea.”

He flashed her a sarcastic smirk. “Well, pleasure to make your acquaintance as well, Miss Reed.”

The flush of embarrassment returned. “Oh, I didn’t mean…it’s just that—”

He gave her a gentle pat on the arm. “Hey, hey. You can rein it in. I was just kidding.”

She offered a half-smile before the embarrassment forced her to look away.

The crowd around them shifted into motion, with envoys herding the new arrivals toward the stage on the far side of the concourse. Chase and Abbey watched as the crowd flowed around them.

“So, envoy, what exactly is it that you do?”

“I’m an analyst and big-data specialist. I’m—” She grimaced at the look on his face. “Aaaaaand I’m sure you meant, What do you do as an envoy?”

“To be fair, the last part was fascinating, too.”

She shrugged. “Can I be honest with you?”

“I’d hope so.”

“I don’t really know. When I arrived at ArcSIS, I didn’t even have an envoy.” She pulled up her tablet and scrolled through her email. “I’m supposed to be a guide, a helping hand in the sometimes difficult transition to life on the facility.”

“Really.”

She shrugged.

“That sounds terrible.”

She looked up at him. “It’s not so bad.”

It was his turn to blush. He cleared his throat, checked out the passing crowd one last time, then hefted his bag.

“Well, tell you what, envoy, why don’t you point me to my living quarters, or dorm, or room, or whatever you call it down here, and you and I can be on our way?”

“Living quarters are down on twenty-five. You should have your passcode in your new-hire documents on your tablet.”

He nodded. “Thanks.” Then he headed for the elevator banks.

She spun around and stepped in his path. “Sorry.”

He gave her a half-smile and moved around her.

“Oh, no, no. I mean, sorry, as in, you need to stay.”

“Stay?”

“Yeah, for the orientation. It’s not as bad as you think. Well, okay, it is, but it goes by pretty quick.” She shrugged. “Mostly.”

Chase chuckled. “Thanks. But this kind of crowd’s not my thing. If it’s all the same to you, I think I’ll head down to my quarters. I’m sure the orientation information’s on my tablet, right?”

He walked away again, and Abbey stepped back in his path. “Right. I get that. Trust me, I do. But here’s the thing. It’s up to me to make sure you get oriented.” She held up her tablet and wiggled it in front of him. “They’re kind of serious about it.”

He looked around. “I kinda get they’re serious about a lot of things.”

She shrugged. “It’s the new director. Been like this for the last few months.”

The lights in the concourse flashed, then dimmed. The volume roared in step with the commotion as the crowd closed in on the stage. The chaos faded to whispers as the stage lights flipped on, the spotlights aimed at the podium at the center.

Abbey took hold of Chase’s arm. “C’mon. It’s starting.” When he refused to move, she tugged on him. “Look, you’re already here, right? You get through this, and I’ll get you out of the reception and down to your quarters.”

He seemed about to protest, but then the crowd cheered. The orientation was underway.

Chase’s chin dropped in defeat, and he shifted his bags to his other shoulder. He looked toward the crowd and gestured for Abbey to go ahead. She held her ground for a moment, then decided to trust him, and moved to the outer edges of the group.

Chase followed.
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He stopped just outside a ring of new-hires fanned out in front of the stage. The crowd stirred in a barely contained exuberance, following some kind of cultural programming to quiet down in response to the dimmed lights. The occasional fidget, cough, or sneeze punctuated the dull murmur of the mass.

Finally, a tall man stepped up on the stage. The spotlights flared against his bald head, drawing even more attention to his awkward gait. Still, he moved with purpose, the smile of a true believer spread across his face. He stepped up to the microphone and had to quiet an uproar from the audience.

It took Chase a moment to recognize him—Jared Rector, the scientist-slash-HR director from the intro video on the sub. He still wore his lab coat.

Wonderful.

“Ah. Listen to that,” Jared said. “Just listen. You hear that? You hear that enthusiasm? That…that’s why you’re here. That’s why you were selected. You all have amazing talents. You all have incredible skills. You all have unwavering devotion, but that enthusiasm…” He held the microphone out to the crowd, letting it magnify the growing roar. “That, my friends…that is why you’re here.” He paced the stage for a few moments, letting the suspense build. “Look around. Look around at the people next to you. In front of you. Behind you. Really look at them. Take them in. You stand in the midst of greatness. You. All of you. Never doubt that you’re the best. The best in your field. The best in the world. I should know—I’ve spent the better part of the last three years searching for you and your coworkers.”

That last part elicited a halfhearted chuckle from the audience, though Chase stayed silent. He caught Abbey looking at him. Though, looking wasn’t really the right word. More like studying.

Strange.

Jared quieted the group again. “I’m Jared Rector, senior manager of human resources for Meridian, and director of HR here at ArcSIS. It’s my job to make sure the best research facility on Earth hums along with the greatest staff on Earth. Looking around, I’d have to say I’ve done a pretty good job.”

A louder, more protracted cheer erupted. Jared let it ride for a while, before waving the crowd to silence.

“Thank you. Thank you. I am that fantastic.” He laughed at his own joke.

He laughed alone

He cleared his throat and nodded offstage, then turned his attention back to the crowd.

“Anyway, I wanted to take a moment to welcome you all to ArcSIS. To thank you for your time and dedication, and to challenge you to challenge yourself. To excel…and to exceed.”

Chase rolled his eyes.

“Well, my new friends, I imagine I’ve rambled on enough for today.”

On that, Chase agreed.

“Allow me to introduce the director of the facility. A brilliant scientist, an exceptional leader, and an outstanding champion for ArcSIS as a whole.”

A sense of déjà vu struck Chase as Jared gestured to his right, and a second spotlight flared to life, sliding across the stage to the woman striding to the podium.

“Ladies and gentlemen, Doctor Caroline Edwards, director of operations.”

A thundering round of cheers flared around Chase, and as he locked eyes with Caroline, he felt his world topple around him.

Director?

“Hey.”

He felt stuck, rooted to the floor. Unable to move or breathe.

“Hey!”

With more effort than he thought himself capable, Chase turned his head to the side, pulling away from the piercing gaze of Caroline’s blue-green eyes, and looked toward Abbey. Her brow was furrowed in concern, and her hand was on his shoulder as if she were worried he was about to collapse.

“You all right?”

He swallowed, then nodded, taking care not to look back up at the stage. He didn’t think he could take it. He had known this was coming. He had even prepared himself. He had known what he was jumping into.

And yet, now, seeing her again after so many years, it hit him. He wasn’t prepared at all.

“Is something wrong?” Abbey stared at him, her face a peculiar mix of incredulity and concern.

“No…yes. I…” He shifted his stance so he could look behind him, his gaze traveling back to the elevators. “Look, I just…I just have to go. All right. I can’t stay here. Not now.”

Chase moved to leave but stopped when a hand grabbed his arm. Abbey seized him and dragged him toward one of the support columns, away from the crowd but still within the booming voice piping through speakers embedded all around.

“Seriously. What’s going on?” Abbey pointed to the stage. “Is it the director?”

“Director.” He shook his head in disbelief. “How long has she been in charge of this place?”

“Doctor Edwards? I guess a couple months now. I know it was just before…” She looked up at the stage, then back at Chase. “Chase, what’s going on?”

He wanted to tell her. Wanted to let the truth out.

He glanced back up at the stage, to the woman standing there. He locked eyes with her, just for a moment. That was all it took. She saw him. She marked him.

He clamped his mouth shut and looked away—from Dr. Edwards, from Abbey, from everything.

“Chase?”

His name brought his attention back around, snapping him back to reality. He looked back at Abbey just as Dr. Edwards went silent. The brief pause ended a moment later in the eruption of applause. Dr. Edwards’s speech was over.

Chase hefted his bags and offered Abbey his hand. “Look, I appreciate what you’re trying to do for me, but I gotta go.”

He moved toward the elevator bank. This time, Abbey did nothing to stop him.

“I’m just not ready to deal with this,” he said.

“Deal with what?”

He gestured all around him, finishing it with a flourish back to the stage.

“All of it.”
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Dr. Caroline Edwards stammered, fumbling her speech. She hadn’t done that in years. Three hundred hours of public speaking classes had seen her through the endless speeches and presentations her position demanded.

There are some things, though, for which you cannot prepare.

Seeing her son again was one of them.

He stood near the edge of the populace that surrounded her, isolated, watching her. She knew he had arrived today. She even knew which submersible he was arriving on. She’d spent the last several months shepherding his application through the labyrinthine Meridian processes to ensure that he landed here. Now.

As she sat at the precipice of her ultimate career goals, the culmination of decades of work and sacrifice—not the least of which was the relationship with her son—she realized, only in the last year, as her work barreled on to this moment of triumph, that the sacrifice had not been worth it. So when she saw Chase’s name in the applicant system, she worked tirelessly to orchestrate this. All of this.

Still, the impact of seeing him knocked her mind sideways.

She stared. The distance, the lights, and the chaos of the crowd made seeing details impossible, but even the fleeting impressions she gleaned shocked her.

He’d changed. In her mind, he was still the young boy headed off to college two years early. She’d tried to see him often during that first year. She had managed a week off at Christmas, and another the following summer. After that, it had been video calls. Until those faded out. Then it was email. And then those were few and far between—both Chase’s and her own responses colder and more businesslike than the correspondence she used daily.

He had become his father. His stature, his posture, everything. Her son was grown up.

But still broken. She could see it in the way he moved, the way he stood. He shook in righteous anger when their gazes had met.

And he had a right to.

Marcus, her husband, Chase’s father, had been the family link. Marcus served as an anchor that had kept her from drowning in her own ambition, and the buoy that had kept Chase, their only child, afloat. When Marcus died…

A stab of pain struck her chest at the thought. It had been almost thirteen years now, and still it hurt.

When Marcus died, so did the family—a slow death of neglect and apathy. Now, seeing Chase…he looked so much like his father. But she knew, deep down, that he was much more like herself.

She swallowed and put her mind back on her task. She resumed her speech, building toward the call to action.

“And that is why it falls to you, each of you, to make this work. We’re not making widgets. We’re not making art. We are, quite simply, transforming the world. The work we’re doing—that you’re doing—will make life better for everyone. Here, under the ocean, free of any and all government interference, free of the confines of limited thinking, we can provide you with the best resources on the planet. With those resources at your disposal, and the talent at your fingertips, we’re at the threshold. Soon you’ll no longer have to imagine a world with no more disease, no more pain. You won’t have to imagine a world where we can stop the aging process itself. No, you will bring that world to us.” She glanced down at the podium, at the text of her speech, taking a moment to collect her thoughts. “It’s time to elevate your thinking. The theories are sound. The technology is in place. Now it’s time for practical application. Together, all of us will usher in the next evolution of the human species.”

She looked up once again, seeing Chase drop his gaze and turn his attention to the elevators. She wanted to stop him. Needed to. She had so much to say. So much to apologize for.

Ever since the incident, since everything nearly fell apart, she had changed. Well, at least she’d tried. She wanted to do better. She just hoped Chase would give her a chance.

“Good luck everyone. I’ll see you at work tomorrow.”

The crowd erupted, and Caroline jogged offstage, desperate to catch Chase. She sidestepped three new employees who were looking to chat, offering them a quick smile and an apology as she worked her way through the thick crowd. She had waited too long for this. He had waited too long.

She’d nearly made it when a warm but all-too-serious voice stopped her.

“Caroline.”

Only one person in the entire facility called her that.

“Now’s not really a good time, Sebastian.” She turned to face him. But her gaze never left her original trajectory.

Although she had lost sight of Chase in the crowd, she knew she could catch him if she could just move. Now.

“Well, I understand that.” Sebastian’s gaze followed hers, and he placed a gentle hand on her upper arm. “I suspect you have quite a bit on your mind right now.”

Damn it.

He knew. And he knew that she knew. That was Sebastian—infuriatingly brilliant, and just enough of a gentleman not to throw that brilliance in her face. She loved him for that. And hated him a bit, too.

“So, can it wait?” she asked.

Caroline watched the conflict play out on his face and saw his gaze shift again toward the elevators—toward her retreating son.

Finally, he brought his attention back to her. His face, still damnably handsome at fifty-two years old, was sympathetic.

“I’m afraid not. We have some surprise visitors.”

She didn’t like the sound of that. “From corporate?”

Sebastian ran a hand through his hair, still thick, but more salt than pepper.

He pulled his hand away and shrugged. “In a matter of speaking.”

She looked out onto the crowd, hoping to catch sight of her son one more time.

“Hey,” Sebastian said, bringing her attention back. “You ready for this? You need to be ready for this.”

“By this, you mean the Promethium thugs?”

“I think they like to be called operators.”

She narrowed her eyes. “Oh. That makes it better.”

“You don’t have to sell me on your disdain, Caroline. Trust me.”

She cocked her head at that last part. What does he know?

“They’re waiting in the security cordon.”

A few more of the new hires reached her and shook her hand, offering her excited greetings. She nodded and smiled, but heard none of it, her mind still on Chase.

Sebastian pulled her away from the crowd, giving her some space.

The reality of work settled on her, and she groaned. “Fine. Fine! Let’s do this.”

“You sure you don’t want to take just a moment? You know how you are.”

“And how’s that?”

He smiled. “Challenging. Don’t get me wrong—I find it endearing. But I don’t think these guys will share my appreciation of your charms.”

Caroline rolled her eyes but took a deep breath. Chase would have to wait. She put it on a shelf in her mind and brought her focus to the task at hand.

She nodded up at Sebastian. “Lead the way.”
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What the hell is happening?

Abbey could hardly process the reality of the situation as she watched Chase stride away, headed for the elevators—even though the rules clearly stated that he needed to stay for the entire orientation.

She watched him as he entered the elevator lobby, her mind jumbled in a mix of indignation and awe. She realized his act was hardly one of high treason. But still, to be so brazen…

As curiosity overwhelmed her sense of caution, she mentally reached again. Her legs trembled as the onslaught of visions came. With so many people so close together, she saw little more than a flood of colors. Only Chase came in clear. Where he stood, he formed a hole in the psycho-emotional fabric that draped her mind’s eye. The rift followed him as he moved again, ripples left in his wake.

She released the reach and groaned. With a sigh, she brought her tablet up, ready to pore through her e-mail to figure out what to do next. She wasn’t even sure who to contact.

It didn’t matter. Just as she opened the email app, it chirped and she saw an automated note generated from a query she’d executed on the primary analytics database. The odd thing was, the query was two days old. She’d figured it had just gotten lost or corrupted on the database server.

She tapped the message.




     FROM: analytics.query-deamon.notifier@ARCSIS.com

TO: Abigail.Reed@ARCSIS.com

SUBJECT: Query J982AQ94 Complete




Runtime: 57h23m19s

Error code: 9H9Z

Matching Records: 0

Total Records: 0

Dataset: NULL

System Msg: No Table Defined




She blinked at the screen, then read the message again. That’s not possible.

It didn’t make any sense. A zero record-set she could see, at least by itself. That would indicate that she had borked her query code. Though, she had already run it on a few sample data sets and pulled back expected data.

But that was the least of the issues. First off, why the hell did the query take days to process? With the horsepower in the facility and the simple query parameters, she should have gotten results in seconds.

Even that, though, wasn’t the most troubling element. No, that honor belonged to the System Msg, a simple field that captured the human-readable explanation of any error codes. While certainly not enough to diagnose a problem, the text usually provided the programmer with a vector to run with, a place to start.

The problem Abbey faced, though, was the text itself—No Table Defined. It wasn’t possible.

She saw the tables. They were there. She even used their field definitions to make sure her query would bring back the right data types.

What the hell?

With the runtime, she could see where there could be a connection failure. But then the System Msg field would have listed that as the error code. So what was going on? How could an entire table of data—one of the largest data sets they had on their upcoming test—simply disappear?

Her urge to dig in and solve the problem threatened to overwhelm her. Her mind raced, spinning out hypotheses, test plans, and use cases. The need to get back to her desk writhed inside her.

She closed the email and looked up just in time to see Chase step onto the elevator, headed to his quarters. The moment he vanished from sight, pain shot through her jaw as she ground her teeth. She couldn’t go back to her desk. Not yet. She hadn’t completed her job.

Her exasperation folded in the wake of a new tide of anger. That man was going to make her life difficult. She could feel it. That’s why she couldn’t get him out of her mind. That had to be it.

Of course that was it.

So the question she faced with now was – What to do about it? Part of her wanted to leave Chase to his own devices. He chose this route, right? He chose to go off-book. Why shouldn’t she just leave him to it, and get back to the work tugging away at her mind?

Abbey still didn’t move…

She suppressed a scream of frustration. Who was she kidding? She wasn’t going to let him go. That would mean she’d be off-book, too. Just the consideration of it made her twitchy. And she’d make damn sure Chase knew how much she didn’t like it.

With a glance back at the elevator lobby, her decision was final. She yanked off the orange shirt, tossed it onto the nearest table, and jogged toward the elevator banks.

The missing data would have to wait.
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Caroline stepped into the security cordon and winced. Seven men, ranging from muscular to brawling demigod, packed the room. The group sat in a semicircle around one half of a large folding table, relaxed but alert, their custom suits draping their frames. They all gave off a strange vibe of MBA mixed with professional soldier.

Sebastian entered the area behind her and shuffled to the side. He crossed his arms and leaned against one of the columns. Although he managed a polite smile, it did nothing to mask the disdain in his eyes.

One of the men stood as they entered. He lacked the mass of a couple of the others. But he stored pure lean muscle underneath the mop of dirty-blond hair on his head. He gave her a quick nod, then turned his gaze on Sebastian, his dark brown eyes full of challenge and malice.

Caroline shuddered.

Sebastian didn’t even notice. Or maybe he didn’t care.

The man managed to force a smile and pull his gaze away from Sebastian, shifting it back to Caroline. She shook hands with the man, pulled her hand away too quickly, and nodded at the crew. “You wanna tell me what this about, Mister…”

He kept the forced smile, his body not exactly tense…more like coiled.

“Adrian. Adrian Ross.” His southern accent dripped out in three simple words.

“Well, Mister Ross, a name’s a start.” She gestured around. “But what do you say we move on to the more salient details?” She ticked off on her fingers. “Who the hell are you? Why the hell are you here? And what the hell do you want?”

Adrian’s fake smile faded. “Well, now, that’s a whole lot of questions in a short bit of time, ma’am. I thought your VP, Mister Holt, had been chatting you up about our little visit.”

“Ethan said he was thinking about sending a few folks down to take a look at our data.”

Adrian shrugged. “Seems like he made up his mind.”

Sebastian pulled himself off the column. “They check out. I’m waiting on corporate to get the full manifest of their sub, but they check out.” He eyed Caroline. “I just got off vid con with Ethan. He apologized for the mix-up.”

“Apologized?” She chuckled before turning her full attention on Sebastian. “That’s it? I got a whole crew of mercenaries in my facility, and he just apologized for the mix-up?”

Sebastian shrugged. “He was an asshole about it—if that helps.”

It did, kind of.

Adrian backed up and sat back down into a chair.

“The Promethium Group offers the best private security in the world. My associates and I…” He gestured to his crew. “We’re not mercenaries. We’re private security consultants, contracted by Mister Holt.”

Caroline clenched her jaw. “You ever kill anyone?” She caught the look on Adrian’s face. “Well?”

Adrian licked his lips and stared at the floor. “Well…”

“Yes or no?”

“A few.”

“That’s just fantastic.”

“We’re all ex-military, ma’am. That’s why we were hired. I can assure you, though, that we’re here to help. All we want to do is get to work. Now, what do you say we get down to business? My crew and I, we got a lot of—”

“Shut up,” Caroline said.

Adrian held his hands up in a show of mock acquiescence so obnoxious Caroline wanted to set him on fire.

“Here’s the thing, Mr. Southern Charm. I get that Ethan hired you. I get that Ethan sent you here. I need you to get something, though.”

Adrian crossed his arms, waiting.

“What I need you to get is this. I. Don’t. Care.” She dusted her hands. “Seriously. Not at all.”

The Promethium operators shifted in their seats, growing uncomfortable…and impatient.

“Well, seems we’re at something of an impasse, little lady.”

With her heels, Caroline was taller than half the men in the room.

“Little lady. Really.” She smirked.

Adrian shrugged. “It’s a term of endearment.”

She sighed and pinched the bridge of her nose. “All right. Let’s just get to this. Why are you here, really? What’s Ethan’s angle in all this?”

“Asset protection.”

“Asset protection?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“That’s it. That’s what you’re giving me. What the hell does that even mean?” She held up a hand. “Before you answer, think long and hard about how a sarcastic retort is gonna play right now.”

Adrian considered. “I understand where you’re coming from. I understand this is frustrating.”

“Do you understand what patronizing means?”

“I do. And that’s not what this is about.”

“Then tell me exactly what this is about. Details.”

“No disrespect, ma’am. But that’s our business.”

She started to reply but stopped herself. Antagonizing them further would get her nothing.

“Fair enough. Though, who does and does not have access to my facility—that’s my business.” She spun around to leave.

Sebastian followed.

Adrian said, “So…what? We’re just supposed to stay here?”

She turned to face him. “I wouldn’t advise it. I’d recommend you get back in your sub, find some other folks and ruin their day.”

“Mister Holt has different thoughts on the matter.”

She looked around. “Yeah, thing about that is…I run this facility. Me.”

Adrian pointed at her. “Look, I’m just trying—”

“This…” She swirled her finger, gesturing to the entirety of ArcSIS. “This is my show. You wanna puff up, you wanna posture? Be my guest. Just do it the hell off my facility.” She nodded at Sebastian. “Let’s go.”

They made it two steps before Adrian called out again.

“Wait, wait. Hold on.”

They stopped.

“Mister Holt warned me. He did. He told me you were a…a formidable woman.”

Caroline turned around. “You mean, a raging bitch?”

Adrian cleared his throat and held out his hands in apology. “His words, not mine.”

She shifted her weight and crossed her arms. “No, it’s fine. He’s right.”

“Anyway, here’s the deal. I give you the rundown, as much as I’m authorized for, and you let us in to do our jobs so we can get out of your hair, all right?”

She smiled. “Oh. It’s cute that you think you get to dictate any terms at all. I like your moxie.” She took a seat. “Here’s the actual deal. You’re gonna tell me as little or as much as you want. If I think it’s enough, I’ll let you and your cronies in so you can spread discontent around. If I don’t think it’s enough, you all can sit here and rot.” She gave Adrian a friendly pat on the knee. “You know what’s great about that deal? My favorite part about this whole thing? You all get one shot. That’s it.” She leaned back, the smile still on her face. “It’s on you now. Impress me.”

Adrian sat silent, judging the situation.

At last, he nodded and leaned forward. “Mister Holt is worried about the security of your facility.” He shot a look at Sebastian. “Now I can’t say how much money Meridian has sunk into this little crapshoot of yours, but he’s not exactly a gambling man. He likes a guarantee. And that, little lady, is us.”

She scowled. “You’re here to keep us safe. From what?”

Adrian chuckled. “You? No offense, ma’am, but Mister Holt doesn’t give two rat shits about you. We’re here to scoop up the data and drives from whatever little shindig you’re fixin’ to throw down here, and take them elsewhere.”

“Where exactly?”

“I can’t say.” He held up a hand to forestall a response. “And just to be clear, so there’s no misunderstanding, that’s a far cry from I won’t say. I don’t know where they’re going to take it. We’re supposed to hand it all off to a corporate courier in Kailua Kona, then escort him to a private airport. After that, we get the rest of our admittedly handsome fee, and that plane flies off to who the hell knows where.”

The data? Ethan wants the data?

That didn’t sit right with Caroline, more so because she believed the man. Ethan had been trying to squeeze in on this project from the start. Still, even if all that was true, she still wanted to know…

“Why? Why does he want it? What does he think will happen down here?”

“Afraid I wasn’t privy to that bit of information, ma’am. My group is a whole lot more concerned about the who, the what, and the where. As long as the check clears, we’re not real interested in the why.”

“So that’s it. You have no idea why you were sent to the bottom of the ocean to pick up a boatload of hard drives.”

Adrian shrugged. “Lady, what do you want me to tell you? Mister Holt said he was concerned about security. Maybe there’s corporate espionage at play. Maybe you have a leak.” He looked around. “Personnel, or structural, or both.” He pointed to the windows. “Maybe he figures a shark’s gonna have a bad day and decide to make things real interesting for you folks. I don’t know. I’m not paid to know. I’m paid to do my job, which in this case is to get in, get the data, and drop it off.” He wiped his hands on his pants, then stood, closing in on Caroline.

Caroline didn’t blink, didn’t back off. She just stood there, letting him loom.

“So how about you let us do our job?”

She stared up at him, her mind processing. What is Ethan after?

Caroline fought off a groan of frustration when she realized she only had one way to find out.

She gave Adrian a grimace, then turned to face Sebastian. “Let ’em in.”

Caroline could see the protest forming on his face. But she didn’t have the time or the patience to handle it.

She spun around and left the security cordon.

She’d made her decision.
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The elevator stopped and issued a soft ding. Chase paced in front of the doors, mentally ordering them to open. He needed to move, to burn off the nervous energy coursing through him. All he wanted was a few minutes alone in his quarters to process the day’s events.

Caroline’s now the facility director? The question kept ricocheting in his brain.

The doors dinged again just before they opened. Chase stepped out onto a plaza and froze as he took in the living sector. It looked like Walt Disney had built a few city blocks and dropped them in a mall.

Artificial sunlight, blasting out at three lumens below nuclear detonation, irradiated the entire space from lights fifteen stories above. The ceiling displayed a facsimile of a nice spring day sky, provided you didn’t look too hard at the subtle pixelization or the occasional rafter that ruined the effect.

A circular bike track ran around the perimeter, conforming to the outer walls of the facility’s hull. Inside, large six-story apartment buildings broke up the space into small blocks. Walking paths and patches of greenery separated the blocks from one another, and several blocks in the center formed a park, complete with a fountain and gazebo serving as the focal point when staffers stepped out of the elevators. Each apartment cluster sported identical forms, the sliding doors and windows positioned in the exact same place. But each had a unique and complementary facade and name.

In front of him, and to his right, was the Aurora complex. He checked his tablet. His quarters were in a complex called The High Tide.

Chase shut down the tablet and rolled his eyes. The elevators dinged again behind him, and a handful of ArcSIS staffers jostled by, ignoring him as he stood his ground, still taking the place in.

This—all this—was just one of two separate living sectors. The other, smaller, stood on the floor above, and from what he could tell, housed the executives.

That’s where his mother would be.

Another set of staffers flowed around him, chattering about. With a sigh, Chase hefted his bags and walked. He picked the left walkway at random and followed the path. He made it three blocks before he stopped to marvel at the hanging trellises and planters. The plants were real and seemed healthy. As he looked at them, a few birds chirped overhead. He looked up.

Nothing.

Nature sounds. He heard more of them now that he was paying attention, barely audible over the white noise of the climate and environment-control systems.

He turned his attention back to the plants.

“If you’re curious, they pump some low-level UV into the planters. But they also cycle the plants in and out of a nursery for more intensive UV treatment. I could tell you more, but that’s exactly the kind of fascinating bits of information you’d get if you sat through orientation.”

Abbey. Chase dropped his gaze from the planters to his toes. Crap.

He took a moment to adjust his bag, then turned to face her. “I’ll give you one thing. You are tenacious.”

“You make that sound like a bad thing.”

Seeing Abbey spun up the emotional storm in his mind. He couldn’t figure out why. He understood the turmoil from seeing his mother again. As for the rest…what was it about this woman?

Unfortunately for her, the chances of his going back to orientation fluctuated between 0 and 0.0. He wished Abbey would let it go. Strangely, though, the thought of her just up and leaving bothered him even more. And, he had to admit, she was pleasant to look at.

In fact…

He shut down that line of thinking. He didn’t want to follow that road. Not now. Not here. His emotional storm raged too hard to add more rain and wind to that hurricane.

“Tell you what,” he said. “Why don’t you help me find my quarters?”

“You’re kidding, right?”

“What? Do I sound like I’m kidding?”

The look on her face told him he damn well better be.

He raised his hands. “Look, I don’t know where I’m going. You’re supposed to be my envoy, right?”

She leaned back against a half-wall overlooking a small park plot and cocked an eyebrow at him.

“So,” he lifted his bags, “make with the envoying.”

Abbey shook her head, but took a few steps toward him, close enough that he could smell her shampoo and soap. She grabbed his tablet and swiped through it.

She handed it back. “C’mon.”

Chase looked down at his bags. “You gonna help with any of this?”

“Nope.” She didn’t even bother to turn around, and he silently thanked anyone who would listen.

He didn’t think she’d appreciate the smile on his face if she saw it.

Chase jogged to catch up, then strolled past another of the apartment units, studying it. The walls of the living units lost some of their artistic flair up close, revealing more of the industrial design hidden beneath. He made out elements of trim along the doorframes, and clearly, an aesthetic eye had designed the reinforced glass of the windows. The construction methods, though, destroyed any sense of subtlety. Doors, windows, everything sat flush in the wall, with brutal machinelike efficiency.

They passed four more units before Abbey slowed in front of him, stopping just in front of unit 106. Chase hid a subtle tremble as he set down his bags in front of the doorway. He’d lived alone before. Many times. This, though, was the first place that was actually his.

Bags shed, he stepped in front of the window that looked out from the small quarters, onto the walkway where he stood. He couldn’t see inside, and the polarization on the glass sent back a perfect reflection.

“You gonna do this, or what?” Abbey asked.

He pulled his gaze away from the glass and shrugged before stepping back to the door and fumbling with his tablet.

“Seriously?” she asked. “You’re serious. This is happening right now?”

He looked back at her, confused.

She blew a lock of hair out of her face, shoved him out of the way, and pointed to the touchscreen beside the door. It displayed a keypad.

“It’s 6116.”

He entered the sequence. A locking mechanism inside the door clicked, and a faint beep came from inside the apartment. The alarm disengaged.

“How’d you know that?”

“I saw it on your tablet when you were packing up to head down here…” she cleared her throat, “…instead of heading where you should have been going. I’m just saying.”

“Hold on. You glanced at it? Like, ten minutes ago? In passing?”

She shrugged. “I remember things.”

“Clearly.” Chase turned back to the door, waited a second, then turned back to her. “I’m gonna ask a stupid question.”

“You know, in orientation, there are no stupid questions.”

“I think this would qualify.” He pushed at the door. “How do I actually open the door?”

She scowled, leaned to look past him, then cocked her head.

“Huh.” More gently this time, she moved him out of the way to look at the alarm panel again. “Huh.”

“Huh, what?”

“We just armed it.”

“No, you just disarmed it.”

She gestured at the touchscreen, where the display read, LOCKED/ARMED.

“Huh.” Chase reached up, touched the screen to pull up the keypad, and reentered the sequence.

Another click and rumble sounded from the locking mechanism, and the display now read, UNLOCKED/DISARMED.

He glanced at Abbey, waiting for her to explain how this would all make sense if he’d just stayed for orientation. The scowl on her face told him this wasn’t normal.

The door slid open in silence.

Not seeing any reason to break the mood, Chase stepped inside his new home, his gaze darting around the unfamiliar space, looking for something out of place—a difficult task when you’re looking at a place for the first time.

He glanced back behind him, looking for Abbey. She wasn’t there. She’d moved to his right, exploring the room. Hunting.

He didn’t understand. Clearly, something had happened here. Something out of the norm, and something against the rules.

Abbey didn’t strike him as the type who put up with anything against the rules. Yet there she was, scoping out the place. As he slammed his leg into a coffee table, he admitted she was doing it far better than he was.

Chase stifled a curse and rubbed his shin, his gaze never leaving Abbey. He kept waiting for her to insist they break off right then and there to alert security, the FBI, the CIA, the NSA, and probably the entirety of the US Armed Forces.

Instead, she snooped the main room like a forensic scientist. The unusualness of it captivated him. That’s why it proved so difficult to take his gaze off her.

Yeah, that’s it—the unusualness. Only that.

Leaving Abbey—who was now in the kitchen, free to do her detective work—Chase grabbed his bags and dropped them on the couch. The eight-cushion sectional monstrosity stood out for being one of the few hideous pieces in the place. He could appreciate the fabric and overall quality of it. But with its hard lines, cushions that looked to be carved from granite, and bizarre faux-ergonomic back, the designers must have taken perverse glee in shaping it to be an instrument of torture rather than a place for lounging.

Chase explored the place, heading down the small corridor away from the main room, toward what he assumed were the bedrooms. He made it six or seven steps and relaxed. Nothing seemed out of place. Nothing seemed to be missing. Maybe it was…

What was that?

He turned to see if Abbey heard it as well, and she drew her face tight in concern. She replied with a nod.

The sound came again—knocking and high-pitched whirrs. All the sounds filtered out from around the corner and out of sight.

Chase sidled up to the wall and crept down the hallway, with Abbey right behind him. He peered around the corner, looking down the short, dark corridor toward the bathroom and two bedrooms. One of them had its door open and its light on.

He paused there, waiting, watching.

The sound came again.

“Fucking damn it!” a voice yelled.

Chase froze, silent, before taking the last two steps he needed to peer around the door and into the bedroom. The only light in the room came from a small table lamp on the far side of the bed, and the blue-white light radiating out of a monitor on a desk opposite it. There, awash in the monitor glow, a pair of legs jutted out from the heavy shadows of the underside of the desk. The legs shifted, and the hidden figure shimmied out from underneath, turning his attention to the PC on top of it. He typed furiously, punctuating each frenetic typing session with a string of rampant swearing.

The man wore a large T-shirt emblazoned with a Pokémon and seemed oblivious that it was two sizes too small. His hair, light brown, with a touch of red, formed tight curls that looked ready to break out into full-fledged shrubbery any day now. Oddly enough, he didn’t seem threatening.

Confused more than concerned, Chase stepped inside the room. “Can I help you?”

The man turned around, stumbling backward in shock. A beat later, his face broke out into a big goofy grin. He offered his hand. Chase shook it, still confused.

“Hey, hey, hey,” the guy said. “Glad to meet you. You’re a little early, though, aren’t you?”

Chase flinched as Abbey walked in behind him, just in time to hear that last bit of conversation. She slapped him across the arm to the beat of I. Told. You. So.

The man turned back around and nodded at the computer. “I was taking some time to get you set up. You’re a tech guy, right? One of us? I’ll be damned if I’m gonna let one of ours be trapped behind our fucking firewall.” He turned back to Chase. “Seriously. It’s, like, Draconian. But you know, worse.”

Chase narrowed his eyes. “Uh-huh. Hey, can I ask you a question?”

The man focused on the PC, typing furiously again. Chase thought he saw an ipconfig window, but it vanished a half-second later. The man moved like a machine.

“Shoot,” he said.

“Who are you?” Chase said. “Exactly?”

The man turned around. “You’re kidding me, right?”

“I…I don’t know how to answer that.”

“I didn’t introduce myself?” The man shook his head, then offered his hand again. “I’m Rider Kesselman.”

Chase took his hand again. “I’m Chase Ed—”

“Chase Edwards. Yeah, I know all about you.”

Chase released Rider’s hand.

“Oh. Oh, no, not like in a creepy way. In a set-up-your-credentials way. I’m a senior IT tech.”

Things tumbled into place, making a crazy sort of sense.

Chase gestured to Abbey. “This is Abbey Reed. I don’t know if you know each other.”

Rider shook his head and offered his hand to her. She gave it a single pump. But stopped when she saw the look on Rider’s face. His gaze slid from her to Chase, and back again.

“Oh.” Rider released her hand and leapt back to the desk, scrambling to gather his equipment.

It spilled out as he attempted to jam it into his bag.

“Oh, what?” Abbey asked.

He turned back to Chase. “I’m sorry. I didn’t realize I’d be…interrupting something.” He sent a knowing smirk from Chase to Abbey, back to Chase.

“No!” Chase and Abbey replied.

Rider put his hands up, then turned back to the PC. He finalized a few settings and closed his open configuration windows.

“Well, no biggie. I’m done, anyway. Should be all set up—full Internet access. None of that gateway bullshit. You wanna play a game, you can play a game. You wanna stream some movies, you can stream some movies. You wanna watch some por—”

He glanced back at Abbey, whose arms were crossed.

“…table…um…portable generators, you can do that, too.”

“Smooth,” Abbey said.

Chase shrugged. “He gets points for effort.”

Abbey started to retort when her tablet chirped. She swiped it and read the message, eyes narrowing.

“You’ve got to be kidding me.” She looked up at Chase. “Look, I’ve got to go. This jackass in my department is rewriting one of my modules, and—I just gotta go.”

Chase frowned but nodded.

Abbey pointed. “This…” She gestured back and forth between them. “This is not done. I’m your envoy, and I’m gonna finish the job. I always finish the job.”

She stood her ground a moment more…then another, a bit too long to make her point.

She chewed at her bottom lip and shifted her weight. “You know…just now right now.” She shook her head, defeated. “Fine! I’m going.”

Chase watched her leave, doing his best to ignore the hollow feeling that hit him when Abbey dropped out of sight.

He went back into the main room and closed the door after her, grabbed his bags, and took them back to the bedroom. Rider finished picking up the spilled bits of his gear. Chase started unpacking.

Rider raised an eyebrow. “You’re unpacking? Now?”

Chase stopped but didn’t reply, letting the obvious be obvious.

“Dude, have you even seen the facility yet?”

Chase sighed. “No. I’m exhausted. And tired. And sleepy. The last thing I want is to sit through orientation and—”

“Orientation? Phsh. Fuck that noise. No, no, no. I got something much better in mind.”

Chase pulled his attention from his bag. The grin on Rider’s face was infectious and offered the promise of trouble.

“Follow me.”
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For the third time in six minutes, Chase stopped to reference the facility map on his tablet. Rider led them on a frantic tour, twisting and turning about, and leaving Chase with zero frame of reference. The worst part was he couldn’t even say he was lost since he had no idea where they were headed.

After an elevator ride, which Chase measured in geological time, they stopped in one of the executive sectors. The interior looked like a high-end office space had mated with a starship. The sleek decor did wonders to dress up the industrial and modular design of the construction itself.

Not that it needed to. The size alone awed Chase.

From there, they passed through several corridors along the bottom floor of the section, twisting in and out of several smaller chambers, until they entered a perimeter corridor. Chase reached out to touch the wall to his right, which looked out into the ocean. The material was so transparent it took him a moment to see it at all. Outside, below them, brilliant LED lights blazed, pushing back the darkness of the ocean and bathing the entire corridor in soft watery light.

Chase wanted to stop and gawk. But Rider would have none of it, cajoling and prodding him farther along the labyrinthine corridor which spanned from one sector to another.

A moment later, they arrived at a small atrium and stopped just outside a frosted door labeled INFORMATION TECHNOLOGY in a font that seemed to come from the future.

“And this is it.” Rider gestured to the surrounding structure. “Home sweet home. Work central. The salt mines. We mostly call it the Axon. The nerve center of the entire facility. If the core lab is the heart of ArcSIS, then you’re looking at the brain.”

Chase stood two steps behind Rider, studying the layout. He looked up the atrium and counted at least twelve floors, all surrounding a giant decorative spire that dominated the open space.

Rider turned around and lifted his head, following Chase’s lead.

“Crazy, right? Do you realize that the staff and departments underneath the IT umbrella account for almost a third of the entire ArcSIS population? And this sector here? This houses almost all of us.”

“Sector…right.”

Rider chuckled. “It’s how they have the facility split up. Business or functional units, I guess. You got sectors. Each sector has departments, and sub-departments, and sub-sub departments. Grandiose system of saying who works where and on what, you ask me. But given how tight they are about information containment, I guess it makes sense. Makes it a huge pain in my ass, though.”

“Why is that?”

“You’re kidding me, right? You’ve seen the size of this place. You know how hard it is to regulate the data flow in a facility this complex?”

“No.”

Rider shrugged “Yeah, me either. Thankfully, I don’t have to know. I mostly just have to look after the IT sector itself. Even still, seriously, pain in my ass.” He gestured up at the walkways on the floors above. “You’ve got analytics and telemetry. You have information security. You have database administration. You have your particular flavor—application development and design. And of course, IT, logistics, and support. My little corner of the world.”

“You’re help desk?”

“Oh, no…no, no, no.” He looked at Chase. “Well, yes. Sometimes. But it’s way more than that. It’s the pecking order.”

Chase cocked his head. “Pecking order?”

“Yeah. You know you got green algae shit. Then you got fish eating the green algae shit. Then bigger fish eating those fish. Then other fish eating—”

“That’s a food chain, not really a pecking order.”

Rider looked dumbfounded. “Seriously?”

“Yeah, pretty sure.”

“You mean, I’ve been fucking up this metaphor all this time?”

“Probably.”

“Why doesn’t anyone tell me this shit?” Rider shook his head and waved it off. “I know what you’re thinking. But don’t confuse power with prestige. My group isn’t glamorous. It’s not storing the data. It’s not running analytics. It’s not trying to find ways to utilize the crazy shit the scientists come up with. Good luck with that shit, by the way. Nope. It’s not prestigious at all. But it’s power. I don’t store the data. I don’t analyze data. I don’t build data.”

“So what do you do?”

“I control it. I control its flow.” Rider made an elaborate wave motion with his hands. “What goes where, how, and when.”

Chase pulled his gaze down from the atrium to stare at his new friend, unsure whether he was crazy, deluded, brilliant, or all of the above.

“You wanna check it out?”

Chase glanced back at the frosted door, then shook his head. “I really should get unpacked. Especially if I—what?”

“Seriously? You’re right here. Besides, I know you want to. You wanna check it out. You wanna get the lay of the land. I can see it. You have that look.”

“What look?”

“That I-got-shit-to-prove look.”

“That’s a look?”

Rider shrugged. “Am I wrong?”

Chase sighed. “Not entirely.”

“That’s what I’m saying! That’s why I brought you here, man. So you can see your new home. Your real new home. And…” He gestured at the doors that entered the lowest-floor ring.

“And what?”

“And…” Rider held up his tablet, “…my boss has been paging me for a while.”

“How long’s a while?”

“Three hours. Come on!”

Rider headed for the access doors before Chase could even think to retort. Chase stepped through the doors, following him. They rounded a corner and passed through a series of reinforced frosted-glass security panels, and entered the main section of information technology, logistics, and support.

“Welcome to the Axon.”




* * *




Intellectually, Chase knew the tech needs of the facility would be substantial. But that notion didn’t even come close to preparing him for the reality. Most of the IT section was configured in an open-space plan, with the center of the area flanked on all sides by smaller workshop-style rooms. In the back were racks upon racks of servers. Just eyeballing it all was staggering. This single room offered more computing power than Chase had ever seen in his life.

He sidestepped to glance down a corridor, past a set of server racks. To his surprise, the corridor ran at least five hundred feet, opening and feeding into additional server clusters at regular intervals.

What could they be doing with that much processing power?

The server area looked deserted. All the activity clustered in the main room, an isolated storm in a vast landscape. Stacks of computer parts littered the center of the space. Chase noted piles of motherboards, hard drives, memory, video cards—a silicon treasure trove awaiting plunder.

A desk huge enough to thwart rampaging hordes divided the room, splitting it with a quarter of the space up front, near the door. That space housed the part piles, while the remaining three-quarters of the hastily cleared space at the back looked like an army of androids had exploded. There, six folks waded knee-deep in the sea of silicon, hand-assembling PCs. Chase saw a dozen more moving in and out of the area, carrying tools, cases, and power supplies.

An aging laptop, hand-soldered to a pair of speakers, blasted away some Nine Inch Nails song, the industrial tones mixing well with the construction and assembly work going on before him.

Rider gestured for Chase to stay put, then slid around the giant desk to tap the shoulder of a heavyset man splayed out on the carpet, jamming a hard drive into an enclosure. He wore his hair long, displayed a grungy malformed goatee, and sported a Hawaiian shirt so vibrant Chase was sure it could be seen from solar orbit.

The man barely acknowledged Rider’s arrival. He just gave him a half-nod before starting in on him.

“Glad you could finally grace us with your presence. Was the walk too much for you? Do you need some tea? Maybe a massage?”

Rider crossed his arms and waited. The man in the Hawaiian shirt finished with the hard drive and climbed to his feet, wasting no time getting into Rider’s face.

“No? You need a hug, then?”

Rider tilted his head. “That it? You done now, Alan? Get it all out of your system?”

“What? I just want to make sure you’re happy and fulfilled. I know that’s tough with all the doing your job I keep asking of you.”

Alan spun, grabbed a freshly assembled PC, and handed it to Rider. “Here.”

Rider moved to put it with the rest of the new machines as Alan ran through a few screens on his tablet.

“Here’s the news. Since everyone else was actually doing productive work, I paged you to help on a new setup.” Alan scanned his tablet again. “Looks like some executive’s asshole kid is arriving today, and he needs his machine set up.” He put the tablet down and locked eyes with Chase. “Who the hell are you?”

Chase smiled and offered his hand. “I’m pretty sure I’m the executive’s asshole kid.”

Alan looked at Chase’s hand, then back up at his face, then turned around.

“Well, my day just keeps getting better.” He turned to Rider. “What’s he doing here?”

Rider set the PC down and adjusted it to line up with the others. “Who?”

“Who? The asshole.”

Chase cleared his throat. “I’m…I’m right here.”

Rider nodded at him. “That’s Mister Chase Edwards.”

Alan whistled. “Edwards! My, oh, my. Is that so? Are we actually standing before the dutiful son to one Doctor Caroline Edwards, our fearless leader?”

Rider shrugged and returned his focus to the PC.

“Yeah. Maybe. I guess?” He grabbed another assembled machine and headed to the transport wagon. “I was showing him around,” he said, over his shoulder.

“I can leave,” Chase said. “I don’t want to be a bother.”

“Oh,” Alan said. “Why stop now? So tell me, kid, what do they have you doing down here in this waterlogged hellhole?”

“I’m supposed to be in application development. “

Alan scowled and turned his attention back to his tablet. He swiped three times before a self-righteous smirk formed on his face.

“Oh, looks like there’s been a change of plans there, silver spoon.” He pointed at his tablet. “Seems Mommy Dearest wants to keep you on a short leash.”

“What are you talking about?”

“You seriously don’t know? Wow. This day just took a serious turn for the better.” Alan’s smile grew wide, and he looked up at the ceiling, to the heavens beyond, “Sorry to doubt you, big guy.” He put his gaze back on Chase, the smile gone. “You’re not going to applications development. Says here you’ve been tapped for an operations coordinator role. Which, from the sound of it, has the benefit of being both significantly less prestigious and way, way less exciting.”

Chase stood silent a moment, trying to process what he’d just been told. It didn’t make any sense. He’d spent the better part of his life programming. Why would he—

Caroline.

No. Not even she would do this.

He pulled out his own tablet and swiped through the documents, a tiny part of him now regretting he hadn’t followed Abbey’s suggestion and gone to orientation.

He scanned three docs. Then on the fourth…

“No. This…this is impossible.”

Alan whistled. “I gotta agree with you there, newbie. I mean, I never get a day like this. It’s wondrous. It’s—”

“Chase, everything all right,” Rider said.

Chase pulled the tablet away, stunned.

“He’ll be all right, Kesselman. Just gotta process his new reality. You wanna know the great thing, though?” Alan turned his attention to Rider. “Do you?”

Rider remained silent, so Alan turned back to face Chase.

“The best part about all this is he doesn’t have to do that processing here.” Alan pointed at the door behind Chase, then shooed him away. “Go.”

“But—” Chase sighed and gave in.

He adjusted his tablet in his hand and headed to the door. Just as he hit the sensor and the door opened, Alan shouted at him.

“Oh, sport! One more thing.”

Chase stopped and turned around towards him.

“Welcome to ArcSIS.”

Chase somehow managed to not give Alan the finger before he spun around and left the Axon.
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Abbey clicked her mouse. Not on anything in particular. Just a reflex, as she stared at her screen in semi-focus. Around her, the half-heard murmurs of her co-workers faded away as each of them fell into their work. That work, critical for ArcSIS, required building the complicated reporting structures and algorithms necessary to shift through the relentless onslaughts of data the labs produced—all to find any mission-critical piece of information.

Abbey blinked and managed to catch herself in the mental drift. She shook her head to clear her mind, but it only added to her frustration. By her count—and she kept thorough mental records—she’d drifted off six times in the last half-hour.

She’d spent the last hour unraveling the mess that Nigel, a supposedly senior analyst, had made of her module. And that was an hour too long. By the time she’d finished, the other analysts had already claimed all the exciting work. They left her with nothing but writing custom search criteria to cross-reference multiple experiments. It was grunt work—mind-numbing and unsatisfying. It didn’t help that her efforts would produce a whole new report that would be archived on a server, never to be looked at.

Still, it wasn’t the tedium that was the problem. She could do the work while half-asleep. It wasn’t even coding, as much as it was linking query templates.

No, the real reason was Chase. And she hated herself for it. She hated that she couldn’t read him. She hated how that fascinated her. She hated how, deep down, he fascinated her.

Mostly, she hated how she found him intriguing and challenging. And she hated his stupid blue-green eyes, which she couldn’t stop thinking about. She even hated that she couldn’t stop thinking about how much she hated it.

She blinked again and pulled her attention back to her work long enough to enter a few parameters, save her file, and hit Compile. As expected, the report compiled in seconds. That wasn’t the drudgery. That would come from running the report. Pulling the data and generating the information she requested would take at least five to six minutes. More likely, ten.

She stared at the beginning moments of a stretch of downtime. Time during which she’d brood.

She hated that, too.

With a long sigh, she hit run, and let the report start pulling, sorting, and assembling the data. She got up from her desk and headed to the small break alcove to grab some coffee, hoping the movement would clear her mind.

Yeah, right. She knew herself too well.

She sensed the mental momentum, her thoughts stuck in a cyclical trap that wouldn’t release her until she either figured a way out of her predicament, or…well, nothing really. Sometimes a good night’s sleep would loosen the grip. But she couldn’t let go until she fixed things, or an even bigger puzzle came along.

And given her assignments, the chance of that hovered just north of zero.

No. She was stuck. Stuck with her thoughts. Stuck with Chase.

Damn it.

She knew the reason for her fixation—simple juvenile attraction to mystery. She couldn’t read him, which made him a puzzle. And she had devoted her entire life to solving puzzles.

She tossed her cup into the sink and made went to her desk, checking a wall clock on her way back. Technically, she still had thirty minutes left on her shift. But then again, she had come in early. Given her state, she allowed herself the dream of taking off early, curling up with a good book and a glass of wine, and shoving the whole Chase thing to a corner of her mind where it would wither and dry out, leaving her fresh for work tomorrow.

Unfortunately, work still waited. Today.

While having Chase on her mind frustrated her, the thought of bailing on her work and hiding out—pining and obsessing like a teenager—well, that just pissed her off. She wanted to be in the thick of things, solving problems on how to find the data the scientists needed to do their work. Instead, her work was just three notches above meaningless.

Still…it was her work.

She walked back to her cubicle and slammed herself into the chair. After some adjustments, she grabbed her mouse, leaned into the screen, and got ready to finalize the most awesome useless report in the history of useless reports, stretching all the way back to the time of Neanderthal functionaries scrawling hunt counts on cave walls.

Then she saw her screen…

What the hell?

The data made no sense.

Her chair squeaked as she leaned back to stare up at the industrial gray ceiling. Things were just getting better and better.

With an inward groan, she took a closer look at the records on the screen. It had to be something simple. Something stupid like data transposition, or a simple syntax error in her query—exactly the kind of mistake she tended to make when distracted.

That thought riled up a host of frustrations, but she quickly clamped that down.

She pulled up her code, and her frustration grew. Seriously. What the hell?

No errors. At least, as far as she could see.

She groaned again, this time out loud. With nothing simple to fix, she faced logic issues that would take more investigation.

But the deeper Abbey probed, the more confused she became. The logic was solid. She checked three times to be certain.

The problem grew deeper, and with it, her interest. And just below that, the worry. If the data was right…

No. No. I’m not even gonna start to open up that can yet.

The report, the data, it had to be wrong.

It had to.

She tapped absently at her mouse again as her mind raced.

A new idea hit her. Maybe there was a bug in the report compiler itself. Now that would be an interesting problem.

She opened the source-control client on her second monitor and set about syncing the code for both the report compiler and the latest DB logs, in case an error was hidden in the data set itself.

As she dug in, feeling the focus settle over her, she allowed herself a moment of relief.

She had what she wanted—a bigger puzzle.
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Chase dropped two more pairs of socks into the drawer, then slammed it shut. The entire chest shook with the impact. He snapped around on his heel to go back to his bags, looking for more clothes. At the last moment, he changed his mind and swept the bags off his bed.

He plopped down in their place, closed his eyes, and took long deep breaths, hoping to clear his frustration. The quiet brought clarity, but not like he wanted. With each breath, the truth of things glowed more brightly.

He opened his eyes and stared at the ceiling. This wasn’t going to work. Any bit of buried hope had evaporated with his encounter with Alan.

Operations coordinator? What was he supposed to do there? He’d written his master’s thesis on nonlinear quantum computing algorithm design. That, he knew. He didn’t know the first thing staffing, or logistics, or management.

He’d been set up. By his mother.

It wasn’t enough that he had to live in her shadow. Now he had to work under her thumb.

Damn it.

He looked over at the display screen and read the clock in the corner—8:53 p.m. Chase had been on ArcSIS almost eleven hours now. It had only taken eleven hours for his life to fall apart. The worst part was, he knew this was a mistake from the beginning. Moment by moment, it had been there, part of his brain screaming at him, desperate to put him on a better path.

So why didn’t he listen?

The work. That’s why. What ArcSIS was doing, what his mother was driving…it truly could change humanity. That kind of opportunity afforded him what he wanted most—a chance to make a name for himself.

He sat up and leaned against the headboard.

Of course, the why of it didn’t matter. What mattered now was what to do next. Because the chances of him working under his mother for one minute amounted to absolute zero.

So what am I going to do?

He had no answer, which set his nerves on edge.

Sure, he could wait it out. He could disappear in two weeks when the next set of subs arrived. That was an option. But it wasn’t an answer. That route meant throwing away everything he’d worked towards for most of his adult life.

No matter how he turned it over in his mind, he felt trapped. He had gotten stuck in a web his mother had set before he even arrived. Looking at it now, it almost made him laugh. She could still surprise him. Despite everything, he never expected she’d sabotage his yet-to-be-started career.

As his anger grew from a simmer to a boil, his thoughts shifted to his father. He missed him. Especially now, so far from civilization. Marcus Edwards had served as the bond of the family—there when his mother spent all night working, there to keep Caroline part of the family itself. He was busy, no doubt, as one of the most preeminent psychiatrists in Palo Alto. But he always managed to keep family first. That all fell apart when Marcus died. The family unit disintegrated before Chase’s eyes. Not at once, but bit by bit, piece by piece, due to apathy and neglect.

That, he realized, was the real reason he had taken the job at ArcSIS. Family. He had finished school, and by all counts would have made his father proud. He knew, deep down, he knew—that his father wouldn’t abide the rift between himself and his mother. Chase didn’t abide it either. He took his share of the blame for the state of their relationship. In the end, he had been the one to cut off contact with her—a final act of desperation after months of overtures and outreach, trying to find a way to build a bridge to Caroline.

Thoughts of his mother summoned a conflicting storm of love, anger, hope, and apathy. The thoughts of his father brought a pang of sadness. It was no longer the fresh ache from his death. Now it was just a singular beat of sadness, a blip of longing for the past.

Chase swung his legs over the side of the bed, letting his feet hover over the thin, industrial carpeted floor. He felt himself hovering as well, floating above the decision he needed to make. He’d been floating for too long.

Another sliver of anger shot through his mind, this one directed entirely at himself.

For good or ill, he had chosen this. Now he needed to either commit to ArcSIS or start his entire career over. He knew what he needed to do.

He had to confront his mother.








  
  
  Chapter 15

  
  







Adrian adjusted his chair, one of five in the guest quarters, and fired up his laptop. The small machine barely stretched across both legs. The protective casing, however, added enough weight that he had to shift it twice to find a comfortable position. As the machine finished booting, he turned to David Dixon, a Viking of a man who served as his fire team leader.

“Connection on this thing secure?” Adrian asked.

Dixon nodded. “Shaw gave it the magic, so I’m guessing it’s as secure as anything.”

Adrian nodded and spun back around, leaving Dixon to finish unpacking their gear. Dr. Edwards had generously provided them adjoining quarters. Dixon had claimed a room in the first one, as the unit’s op center. Tom Shaw, the team’s engineer, along with the rest of his crew, scrambled into the adjacent rooms to set up their quarters.

Adrian turned on the system’s encryption, followed up with a device to monitor the connection, then logged into a secure VPN through Meridian’s corporate HQ in Palo Alto. He waited for the connection to sync, and then checked the settings.

Green and yellow bars. The connection was secure, but the data rate was abysmal. He didn’t understand why. ArcSIS sat atop one of the main transatlantic fiber pipes, so the bandwidth should be phenomenal. He’d get Shaw to see what he could do with it later.

Adrian’s watch chimed. It was time.

He double-clicked a vid-con app, established a connection, then waited.

The far side rang three times before connecting. The image faded in, and the edged face of Ethan Holt stared back at him.

Meridian’s VP of development was a warrior. A corporate one, but a warrior, nonetheless. The two times Adrian had met the man in person, he was stunned by his presence. Holt was five-foot-five to five-six at the most, and he shaved what little hair remained on his head into a tight stubble that ringed his scalp. His eyes were his most striking feature—piercing gray, and full of challenge…and malice.

Ethan Holt never let his small stature hold him back. To the contrary, his size concentrated his ambition. The best way Adrian could describe him was formidable. Not a word he threw around often. The man didn’t wield power. He wore it. Even Dixon blinked when forced to face off with the man. And Dixon once dropped a man from a seven-story building in Qatar for some unkind words about his parentage.

Ethan Holt cleared his throat, drawing back Adrian’s attention.

“Ah, Mister Ross. Right on time.” Ethan reached off-screen and came back with a shot glass of whiskey. He toasted the webcam before downing the entire thing. “I’m a big fan of punctuality.”

Adrian did some quick math and figured it was noon in Palo Alto.

Whiskey at noon. Interesting lunch choice.

“So, what’s the story?” Ethan asked.

“We’re in and getting set up now, Mister Holt.”

“Any problems on arrival?”

“Yes.”

Ethan chuckled. “I suspected as much. Our Doctor Edwards is a touch territorial.”

“We should be fine as long as we stay out of each other’s way.”

“I suspect you’re going to find that more difficult than you expect. Especially now.”

“What do you mean by that?”

“I have a proposition for you. Along with all your gear, you should find a little care package.”

Adrian’s face flushed in anger. “A package. In my team’s gear. Mister Holt, you—” He took a moment to calm himself. “You took it upon yourself to interfere with my mission?”

Ethan stared at Adrian, his face unreadable. “No. I had someone do it for me.”

“I see.”

Adrian turned and looked at Dixon, who was rummaging through the gear. He pulled out a small container, rectangular and heavy-looking. He couldn’t hold the container in one hand and had no luck attempting to pry open its lid.

Adrian never had seen it before. The anger at the violation shook him.

He turned back to the screen. “I believe our agreement was clear, Mister Holt. You want to tell me why I shouldn’t scrap this operation right now?”

“Fifty million dollars.”

“What?”

Ethan leaned forward, closing in on the camera. “Your original agreement with Meridian was for five million, four of that contingent upon delivery of the drives with the ArcSIS experiment data, correct?”

Adrian said nothing.

“I have some secondary interests in the experiment. Interests outside of Meridian proper.”

“I still don’t see how this involves me or my team.”

“I need someone with discretion to help me act on those interests. I value discretion, Mister Ross, and I’m willing to pay for it. Five million for delivering the drives, as agreed upon, and an additional fifty million, provided you and your team are willing to take on a secondary objective.”

Fifty million dollars? Adrian took a deep breath and let it out. “A lot of that’s going to depend on the objective.”

Ethan smiled. “Prudent. I like that.” He rubbed his hands together. “The ArcSIS experiment involves quantum computing, using DNA for processing and data storage. In the package I left you, you’ll find a vial of fluid.”

“You gonna tell me what that fluid is?”

“Genetic material. Specially encoded DNA.”

“That’s it? Why don’t you have someone who works here pull off this little operation of yours?”

“I told you, my secondary interests require discretion. And frankly, the ArcSIS staff is loyal to Doctor Edwards. I don’t know who’d I’d be able to trust.”

Adrian scratched his chin. “Well, now, that’s a refreshingly honest assessment.”

Ethan’s face grew hard. “I never lie, Mister Holt. I don’t have the time for it.”

Adrian spun around and nodded at Dixon, who placed the container on a counter and found the small latches to open the lid. Inside, a vial of amber fluid sat nestled in an insulated foam core.

Adrian turned back to the screen. “What do you want us to do with that?”

“Inject it into the fabricator.”

“Why?”

“It’ll add the material to the genomic matrix, which will then be included in the replication.”

The science threatened to go where Adrian couldn’t follow.

He shook his head and gestured to the room. “No…the bigger why. What’s the endgame?”

“Regretfully, I’m unable to provide you with that information.”

“I thought you said you never lie.”

“Please. Don’t be pedantic. I’m withholding information, not misrepresenting it.”

Adrian crossed his arms. “Fine. So what are the terms?”

“You inject the material into the fabricator prior to the experiment. The results of your work will be evident in the data, providing me the confirmation I need once you deliver the drives. For your added efforts and discretion, you and your team will receive fifty million dollars, contingent upon delivery.”

Adrian considered it. It wasn’t a large deviation from the plan, and with the personnel he had on hand, it should be doable. Still, it added risk. It added change. Change introduced chaos, and any operation had plenty enough of that. He wasn’t sure he wanted to invite more when he was walking around at the bottom of the ocean.

But the money…

That’s a lot of money.

Almost enough.

Almost.

With a sigh, he shook his head. “I’m sorry, Mister Holt. I appreciate the offer. It’s tempting. Real tempting. I just don’t think—”

Ethan steepled his fingers. “Do you understand what I’m offering, Mister Ross?”

Adrian nodded. “Fifty million dollars.”

“Each.”

“Each? Wait, what?”

“Fifty million dollars for each member of your team.”

Adrian sat in stunned silence. His mind raced to process what he’d just been told.

“I’ve got six men on the ground here.”

“I’m aware of the mathematics, Mister Ross. Are you aware of the constraints? The sample you have is good for another…” Ethan looked off screen, then back to the camera, “…twenty-nine hours. I suggest you make a decision quickly.”

“You’ll have an answer in an hour.”

“Consider your options carefully, Mister Ross.”

“I always do.”

Adrian closed his laptop and detached the scrambler from the USB port. Once it shut down, he turned to face Dixon.

“Well, that makes things interesting.”

Dixon nodded. “Interesting is one word for it.”

“You think we should do it?”

“Hell, yes, we should do it. You know what I could do with fifty million dollars?”

Adrian shook his head.

“Me neither. But you damn well better believe I’d like to find out.”

Adrian exhaled, long and slow. “I gotta admit, it’s a little tough to find fault with your logic.”

He gestured to one of the nearby chairs. It was a rigid faux-leather job straight from a hotel catalog.

Dixon pulled out the chair and sat, his gaze locked on Adrian. “So what’s the play, boss?”

Adrian stood and moved to the far wall. It offered a flush-mounted ultra-high-def LED display of the ocean outside the facility. Like a porthole window, without the chance of leaks. He touched the screen, and it reacted, shifting the camera view and zooming in.

Adrian watched for a moment, his mind spinning, processing his options.

“Boss? We’re gonna do it, right? We gotta do it. It’s ten times our standard contract…apiece.”

Adrian said nothing. He just continued watching the screen, studying a school of fish playing at the edge of the light.

“Shit, tell me this isn’t an honor thing. It’s business.”

Adrian finally pulled his gaze away from the screen. “Honor? No. But it’s not as simple as just business, either. Not now. This is a wholesale shift in our mission parameters. I don’t like shifting a plan that’s working.”

“Not for nothing, but what’s the shift? The objective’s the same. We’re just adding some steps.”

Adrian snorted. “You and I both know nothing’s that simple. Plus, those steps will create a whole host of challenges. Not the least of which would be the staff here.”

Dixon shook his head. “You’re thinking of declining? Come on.”

Adrian turned his attention back to the screen, his brain still spinning.

Dixon had called it. It’s business. Still, he smelled trouble.

Risk versus reward. He spun it in his mind a moment longer, weighing the risk.

A second later, he turned back to Dixon. “Get the team together. We’re changing the operation plan.”

“You wanna tell them now?

“I’m giving them a choice. A change like this, it’s gonna introduce disorder. Disorder has to be managed. I can’t have second-guessing in the middle of this. They’re in, or they’re out. If they’re in, though, they’re in all the way.”

Dixon watched Adrian for a few moments, then nodded.

“Yes, sir.”
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Holy. Shit.

Abbey rubbed her eyes, taking a moment to clear her thoughts, before turning her attention back to her screen. She’d been at it, what? Six—no, seven hours now. Even her tenacity had neared its end. And she was making mistakes.

For example, the mess on her screen.

She blinked a few times, then looked back at the data, figuring her latest mistake would be in easy sight.

Damn it. Nothing.

She tossed her mouse across the desk and jumped to her feet. She needed another break. Actually, she needed a good night’s sleep.

Unfortunately, what she’d found made that impossible.

The data haunted her. The results showed potential catastrophe on such an enormous scale that it bordered on laughable. And she would not be laughed at. No, these results couldn’t be accurate. She had to have made a mistake. Somewhere.

But Abbey still had no idea how to find it. She had dug everywhere. She had refactored, rewritten, and rebuilt her queries. She had even checked the source code of the query compiler itself. But she couldn’t find her mistake. Anywhere. Which was something that, after seven hours of exhausting work, had some terrible ramifications.

Namely, that there was no mistake.

She took a walk around the deserted analytics office, cubicle after cubicle long emptied as staffers spent time in their quarters, resting up for the upcoming experiment.

The experiment. Even there, Abbey felt the precious seconds burning away.

What if the data’s right? The thought tore at her stomach. No, it can’t be. Those numbers can’t be right. I must be missing something.

Though, at this point, she’d exhausted every avenue and option available. If there was a mistake, it was buried so deep in the code and logic that it would take the rest of her team, all forty of them, a week—maybe two—to discover it.

She stopped her trek around the office, in front of a screen cycling through critical information. The image showed bandwidth utilization. Five seconds later, it cycled to the next infographic. A countdown to the experiment.

Time literally ticked away in front of her. The truth bathed her face in hues of white. There was no time. If the data was correct, in less than twenty-four hours, the experiment would cripple the entire facility.

The researchers had designed the experiment to generate and program a host of cybernetic nanomachines—nanocytes—each of them capable of altering individual genomic sequences within targeted DNA. The tiny machines—each nearly atomic in scale—provided the means to redesign and reprogram cellular data.

The nanocytes, Dr. Edwards’s crowning achievement, stood as the most advanced piece of hardware ever created. They were to be injected into bioengineered stem cells, replacing the cellular nucleus and creating a synthetic bio-machine.

The project aimed to augment and reprogram stem cells’ natural design to repair and grow. The result would be an injection that could not only cause the body to regrow a limb. But also to have that limb—and all other limbs—perform at superhuman capacity. This new epoch in human medicine and evolution represented the culmination of phase two. This phase formed a framework to re-architect and re-engineer humanity beyond the limits of the imagination. No more disease. Radical intelligence—whatever a body’s natural gifts were, the nanocytes could expand them exponentially.

After that, came phase three—and infinite possibilities—among them, the singularity itself, man and machine one, immortal and invincible.

Over the course of several months, the foundries in the core lab had manufactured trillions of these nanoscopic machines, but they all sat inert, awaiting programming. The big experiment scheduled for tomorrow involved using a DNA-based computer to program the countless machines.

And that was the problem. Abbey’s report showed the expected data feed from the DNA processors to the nanomachines within parameters. The nanomachines themselves each used a tiny quantum processor and were capable of transmitting and receiving signals. The bandwidth requirements of any individual nanomachine measured less than infinitesimal. Taken alone, the mathematics showed no issues.

The data she had, showed something different. The engineers hadn’t accounted for the parallelization. As the nanomachines clustered and began to work in concert, the bandwidth requirements didn’t grow linearly. They grew exponentially.

As designed, the nanomachines would flood the bandwidth of the facility in a matter of minutes, which would cripple everything. The data coming back would be lost.

Though, that wasn’t what concerned Abbey most. The greater threat was what else would get lost. If data saturated the facility bandwidth, it could shut down communications, transportation…

It could shut down life support.

Abbey sighed and continued to the break alcove, bypassing a fourth cup of coffee in favor of ice water. She’d had enough caffeine shakes already.

You know damn well it’s not the coffee.

She faced a grave decision. She had to act. If she was wrong, her career was over. If she was right, she’d be responsible for canceling years-worth of work by some of the greatest scientific minds on the planet.

Oh, God, I need a nap.

Abbey downed the water and filled the cup again before hiking back to her desk, her mind working like mad to find another solution, another way. She sat back down and forced herself to take one last look at the data. Desperation took over as she scanned it, hoping to see a thread she had missed, some element she could use to explore another option. Any other option.

She finished a moment later and knew there was no other way.

Abbey shook out her hands, exhaled, and set her computer vid con to connect to Maxine’s quarters. Her boss had to know.

The vid con rang and rang and rang. It auto disconnected, and Abbey initiated the call again. This time, on the third ring, Maxine’s sleep-deprived face showed up onscreen.

“You know I’m going to kill for you this, right?”

“Maxine, listen. I wouldn’t call at this time of night if it wasn’t serious.”

“You shouldn’t even be there at this time of night. You know what tomorrow is.”

“Yes. Which is why you need to—”

“I need to sleep, Abigail. And so do you. Whatever I isn’t crossed, or T isn’t dotted, or whatever the fuck it is you found at almost ten fucking o’clock, can wait.”

“Maxine. It can’t—”

“Is the facility exploding?”

“Maxine, this isn’t about—”

“Is it? Is it exploding?”

“Not yet!”

Maxine rubbed her eyes and stayed silent.

“Please, Maxine. The experiment’s in trouble. I’ve got the data to prove it. We have to cancel the—”

A baby wailed from Maxine’s side of the vid con. The sound swept away the sleepiness in her eyes, replacing it with exhausted defeat.

“Fucking damn it.”

“Maxine, please. You need to get down here. You need to look at this.”

The baby screamed louder. “Fine. Fine! I’ll look at it tomorrow.”

“But—”

Maxine shut down the connection. Abbey exhaled loudly and tried calling back, but it bounced back with the message, Recipient offline.

Fucking damn it, indeed.

Abbey shot to her feet in a fury, knocking her chair over in the process. She bent over to set it upright, her mind chewing on her next steps. Time ticked away. She paced her small cubicle as she mulled her options.

There weren’t any.

She couldn’t wait for Maxine to get in. Something had to be done now. They had to call off the experiment. Only one person would be able to do that.

She had to find Dr. Edwards.
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Caroline winced as she opened the bottle of cabernet. Meridian had brought in a small selection of beer for the commissary. But there were only six bottles of wine in the facility. Well, five now.

It was worth the cost. In sixteen hours, she’d send the signal to activate the lab and send the first round of data to the nanocytes. For her, nearly a decade of research and work—and painful setbacks—would all culminate into a single point.

She deserved a drink, and she deserved to enjoy it. She poured half the bottle into two glasses and left the kitchen.

“Why don’t you let me help you with that?” Sebastian stood as she entered the dining room, then took both glasses and followed her back to the candlelit table.

He waited to sit until she’d taken her place.

Irritation crested. Sebastian meant well with his antiquated views on chivalry. But she ran this facility, damn it. She could handle a couple glasses of wine.

Looking at his face, though, she smiled and let it go, taking it in the spirit in which he meant it. Sebastian was simply being Sebastian.

Caroline adjusted her chair as he sat across from her. As he repositioned his napkin, the playlist restarted, and light piano jazz played softly in the background. She took a bite of her catfish fillet, a late dinner ordered special from the commissary. It flaked at a touch of her fork, and the side of scalloped potatoes wafted up a subdued aroma. The meal tasted far better than what she usually got delivered, but what she wouldn’t give for a grilled burger or steak.

Of course, those weren’t options in a highly oxygenated closed bubble at the bottom of the ocean, where open flames could instantly turn deadly. Even the candles on the table were Class One contraband.

Still, as she watched Sebastian down a bite of vegetables, she figured the minor infraction was worth it. It gave her a way to make amends with him. The last few months had been rough on their relationship. The last few weeks brutal.

They ate in uncomfortable silence, all too usual as of late. For the last few days, she doubted she’d had time to speak more than a few dozen words to Sebastian. She could feel the strain on the…well, whatever this was—relationship, friendship, some complicated thing in between.

Complicated doesn’t even come close.

She took a sip of her drink and set the glass down, taking a moment to stare at Sebastian. The man kept himself in amazing shape. He had the body of a thirty-year-old, coupled with the seasoned maturity of his fifty years. His face was kind, though she’d seen it go feral a few times when enough fear or anger reared up. His eyes, though…his eyes were entities of their own. They held a haunted darkness.

He was looking at her now, with that mix of sadness and longing he always carried. She had enough feminine intuition to sense Sebastian’s growing feelings. He loved her. He hadn’t said it yet—thank God—but she sensed it. She smelled it in the air like a coming storm.

What would she say? What would she do?

Do I love him?

She had no answer for that. She certainly found him attractive. Attentive. Comfortable.

But love? Caroline hadn’t felt that since Marcus. Even then, it seemed a tenuous, ghostlike, thing. Marcus had enough love for her and her work.

Work. That had always been her true love. Passionate, seductive. It gave her everything.

At least, it did.

Then Chase came along, complicating everything. Seventeen years later, when Marcus died, he complicated things further.

Work served as her constant then. Her rock.

The memories made her ache. She’d done Chase no favors in the years after Marcus had passed. Now, though—as she sat at the pinnacle of her career, for the first time able to see beyond, see what was next—she realized how important he was.

She looked at Sebastian. Would it be the same with him? Could it be?

She doubted it. The melancholy of the realization settled on her like a rain cloud.

“You all right?” he asked.

She cleared her throat and put down her fork. “Yes, yes. I was just thinking about tomorrow.”

Sebastian smiled. “I don’t think anyone would fault you for that.”

She looked into his eyes again and saw it there. The storm coming. It would be bad when it arrived. She knew she should take action now.

And she knew she wouldn’t. She needed to be selfish. At least for tonight. Yes, the storm was coming, but it hadn’t broken yet.

She got up, moved past the table, and dropped onto Sebastian’s lap, straddling him, and kissed him with all the passion she could muster.

Sebastian reciprocated, then broke off, a different kind of smile on his face now.

“Why, Doctor Edwards, something else on your mind?”

It broke the spell. Not the words, but the emotion behind them. She just wanted that moment, a short time to push everything aside. The love the man felt for her…she couldn’t handle the fear that she was just using him, and the thought of it made her angry. At him. At herself. At the world.

Caroline climbed off him, grabbed two plates, and took them to the kitchen. Her silence sucked the life from the room.

“Did I say something?”

“No.” She rinsed off the dishes and set them in the washer.

He got up and brought her a few more dishes from the table. “Well, glad that’s settled.”

And here we go. “What do you want me to say, Sebastian? That I’m nervous? That tomorrow’s a big day? You don’t think that’s running through my head, minute by minute? You don’t think I know my career’s on the line?” She let out a long breath. “Especially after what happened in the trials.”

“Okay, first, none of that was your fault. Second, that’s not what I meant. I was just—”

She turned away from him. “Forget it.”

“Caroline.”

“All I wanted was a few minutes away from all this. A sliver of time with just you and me. The tiniest moment where I wasn’t worried about every single thing.”

“We can do that.”

She let out a single laugh to mask a sob. “Maybe you can. Not me.”

Sebastian set down the dish he’d finished drying and took her in his arms. Caroline let him, just for a moment, and then reality hit home again.

She shrugged him off. “Not now. I’ve got to finish the dishes, and then I need to go over some lab reports before morning.”

He took a glass out of her hand. “Let me take care of this. Why don’t you sit? Take it easy.”

“That’s something I can’t do.”

“Then let me help.”

“That’s something you can’t do.”

He wadded up the towel and threw it aside.

“Fine.” He skulked off toward the bedroom.

“Sebastian.”

He ignored her.

Damn it.

The storm that seemed so far off loomed much closer now.

Caroline sighed and put one more dish in the sink, then grabbed her wineglass. She topped it off, killing the bottle, and took it to the living room. She collapsed onto the couch and turned up the stereo, letting the jazz fight off the heavy silence of the room. She needed to think. Sebastian would cool off. He’d apologize. She’d apologize. And that would get them through the next few days. After that, she’d have to see.

The next few days, though…she needed him.

The door chimed.

Caroline set her glass on the coffee table and stared at her door.

It chimed again.

She got up to answer it, stunned to find her son waiting on the other side.

“Chase?”

“Hi. Look, I’m…” He narrowed his eyes in thought, just like his father used to. “Can I come in?”

Before Caroline could think better of it, she stepped out of the way and Chase entered. He paused just past the threshold to look around. Her living quarters, which were on the executive floor, were the largest in the facility, sprawling through three living spaces that had been reworked and redesigned as a single apartment.

“You’re doing all right for yourself.”

“It’s one of the perks.” She gestured to the living room, its opulent furnishings outclassing anything in Chase’s small living quarters. “You want to sit down?”

“No. I just came by to…” He exhaled and ran his hand through his hair—another gesture from his father. “You know what? I don’t really know why I came by.”

He turned, but Caroline grabbed him by his arm. “No. Wait. You sure you don’t want to sit? It’s been a while.”

Chase shook his head. “A while? I haven’t seen you in almost three years.”

“I…I know. I’ve been very busy.”

“For three years?”

“Yes.” She sat on the couch. “I’m not trying to excuse it, Chase. I’m trying to explain it. I get that I’m not really Mother of the Year.”

“You’re not really a mother.”

Chase.”

He sighed and held his hands up.

“I’m glad you stopped by. Hoped you might. I didn’t want to intrude on you. Wanted to give you some space.”

“Well, you certainly excel at that.”

Chase waited for her to respond, and when nothing came, he turned away.

He strolled through the main room, taking it all in. He stopped at the table, clearly set for two, candles burned low.

She could see him looking around and putting things together.

Oh, no. “Chase. You have to understand—”

“Whoa. Okay, let’s just slow down. I mean, I get it. Dad’s been gone a long time.”

“Twelve years, Chase.”

“I get it. You’re gonna…you know…”

Caroline shrugged. “It’s sex, son. It’s not a crime.”

His face turned red. “I was gonna say date. And I’m begging you…never, ever say that word again. Not to me, not to anyone. That’s not a word you should know, Mom.”

She rolled her eyes and let him ramble.

When he finally went silent, she said, “You all done? You about over all this?”

“I’ll stop talking. But unless you’re experimenting on mind bleach, I don’t think I’ll ever be over it. “

Caroline smiled at him, then stood and moved in for a hug. Chase stiffened at the contact. She held on for a bit, hoping he’d return the affection. He never did. And though she’d never admit it to anyone, it broke her heart. Still, she tried to look on the bright side. He was here. Not just at ArcSIS, but in her home. They still had a long way to go, of course. Both of them. But it was a start.

She broke away from the hug to find her son staring. Not at her. But at…Sebastian.

She swore under her breath. There was a time and place for them to meet. This was neither.

She took a step back, toward Sebastian. “Chase, this is Sebastian Flemming. He’s chief of security for the facility and my…friend.”

“Oh, we’ve met.” Chase looked back at his mother, started to say something more, then shook his head and padded to the door. “I’m…I’m sorry I interrupted you.” He shot Caroline a resigned look. “It won’t happen again.”

“Chase. Wait. I’m sorry—about a lot of things. Please, can you stay? We haven’t really talked in a while.”

He turned around, arms crossed. “I see. So is that why you changed my assignment? That why you moved me even further into your shadow? You think that’s a means of reconnecting?”

Damn it. “Please. I’m trying, Chase. I want to make things better.”

He fidgeted, another thing he got from his father. He finally looked back up at her, his eyes holding a hint of moisture.

“I…I can’t. I thought I could. I wanted to try. I just…” He gestured to Sebastian. “I just can’t. Not right now.” He turned and left, tearing out of the apartment.

Caroline felt herself go hollow as he disappeared. A part of her knew she had to give him space and time. A large share of the blame rested on her shoulders. Though, admitting to that didn’t stop the ache.

Part of the ache spun off, forming a ball of anger. Why can’t he see I’m trying? Why can’t he see I’ve changed?

That’s when it struck her. He did see, but while she had changed, he hadn’t. The anger, the resentment, he still carried it all.

She realized the depths of the chasm between them. And it made the ache worse.
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Abbey paced the elevator as it traveled up to the executive living sector. She considered aborting her self-appointed mission six times but managed to hold it together.

Reminding herself of the importance of her information helped. A little. But it did nothing to calm her nerves.

How would Dr. Edwards take the news? Would she even listen to her? Should she have gone to find Maxine, anyway? What if Maxine had gotten her baby down? What if she was still awake, and—

The elevator slowed and stopped.

The doors opened.

Swallowing hard, Abbey kept her head down and her eyes focused on her feet. One step at a time. One step at a time.

She managed five of those steps before she collided with someone moving at three times her speed. The impact dumped her on her butt. She yelped in surprise and looked up to see Chase, mortification unfolding on his face—and concern, she supposed. It was damn irritating not to be able to just read the man.

Once the mortification and concern faded, he replaced them with, what? Confusion? Frustration? She couldn’t tell exactly. The part of her mind that judged things like that had seen little use since she had turned thirteen. Why bother trying to figure out people’s emotions when you could just read them instead?

Regardless, the man looked like he’d seen the dead rise.

And they were after him.

Abbey realized she hadn’t gotten up off the floor. She reached out and grabbed Chase’s proffered hand, allowing him to help her to her feet. When she got upright, she found herself an inch from his face, her gaze locked with his.

She felt warm

And she didn’t like that at all.

No. No, no, no, no. She looked away and took a step back, the latter taking more effort than she wanted to admit. After she’d put some space between herself and Chase, she realized that a shirttail had come free from her skirt, which, itself, sat askew on her hip. She looked like she’d gotten dressed one-handed. In the dark. While drunk.

It was her turn to look mortified.

“Are you okay?”

It took a moment for Chase’s question to register amid the frantic adjustment of her clothes. Her brain finally took the words off her mental stack and processed them.

“What? Oh, oh, yeah. Sorry.”

“You’re sorry? I’m pretty sure that honor is all on me.”

Abbey’s mind seized on her clothes, which in her vivid imagination looked like they’d been chewed and spewed by a large land-based carnivore. She continued to fuss with them, unwilling to lock eyes with Chase again.

“Um…what?” she asked.

“I was saying this was my fault. I should be the one apologizing.”

That last part grabbed her attention, and she finally stared up at him. His eyes appeared distant, lost. It triggered concern of her own, and despite herself, she mentally reached for him.

Nothing. The tendrils of thought stopped at the tight aura that surrounded him. No read. No reflection.

She imagined looking at a mirror and seeing no reflection, even though she could see him right there.

She let it go and cleared her throat. “So, um…are you all right?”

“What? Oh, yeah. Yeah, I’m fine. Just a little bump for me.”

Even with her stunted emotional gauge, she could tell he wasn’t lying. Not exactly. It was more like…

That’s it! Evading.

“Are you…”

It occurred to her that if he was indeed being evasive—and badly enough that she could pick up on it—perhaps calling him on it wasn’t the best approach.

She cleared her throat again. “Are you sure? Is something wrong? Something happen?”

Chase recoiled as if she’d physically struck him. He opened his mouth to say something, then clamped it shut. He glanced over his shoulder, down the corridor, then turned his gaze back on her. His expression grew sullen. A heartbeat later, it shifted to a rigid mask.

That sealed it. There was no way for her to read his face. No way to read his emotions. She might as well be talking to a stranger on the phone.

“I’m fine,” he said. “And I’m glad you’re all right.”

Chase’s discomfort, hidden on his face, leaked in his voice. It held pain. Abbey didn’t even need her reach to sense that. It made her heart ache for him.

Wait…what?

Since when did her heart do anything for anyone?

Nope. She didn’t like this direction of thought. She needed to get moving, to put him out of sight and out of mind.

Instead, she reached out, grabbed his arm, and locked eyes with him again. Chase looked down at her hand, reached for it, and gently pulled it away, giving it a squeeze. He opened his mouth to talk. She saw something shift in his eyes, a softening again. But just as she noticed it, it faded. He gestured to the elevator doors with a nod.

“Yeah, I’m fine. Thanks. I’ll be seeing you, Ashley.” He stepped past her and onto the elevator.

As the doors began to close, she replayed the last bit of the conversation in her mind, and spun around in time to toss back, “My name’s Abbey.”

He smiled, part of his charm returning as the doors closed. “Oh, I know. Just seeing if you’re paying attention.”

The doors sealed before Abbey could reply. She simply stood there, staring at them.

Despite that last exchange, she knew something had shaken Chase badly. She thought about going after him. But she stopped short of hitting the call button on the elevator. She realized she’d just be delaying the inevitable. She had to finish her path to the dragon’s den, and she couldn’t wait any longer.

Abbey exhaled hard, steeled herself, and made the last leg of the trek down the corridor to the far end—the door to Dr. Edwards’s suite.

She hurried, driven and determined. She had no choice. Abbey knew that if she slowed, she’d change her mind.

And no one could afford that.
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“You’re kidding me, right? I’m gonna give you a chance to take it back.”

“I said, I raise. You in, or you out?”

Scott Russell, Promethium’s technical specialist, checked his cards one last time. He pulled his gaze back up and looked Miguel in the eye. Miguel Hernandez, the team’s sniper, met Scott’s gaze with a hard one of his own, holding it firm until Scott nodded at the flop.

Aaron Delaney, their team recon specialist, scoffed as he leaned back in his chair. He had flipped his own cards the turn before, folding in an attempt to hold onto the small pile of chips still in front of him.

He punched Scott in the shoulder. “What the hell’s the matter with you? Just take the damn fool’s money. You and I both know Miguel ain’t got that five. It’s not there.”

Miguel shrugged. “You don’t know shit…except that I raise.”

Scott looked back up at Miguel, hoping for a tell. Anything. The man’s face looked carved from granite. Scott figured that sitting around for hours, waiting for a perfect shot could do that to a person.

Looking at Miguel just made Scott wish he could get Eli to play. He’d never actually seen him do it. But he suspected he’d be an easy mark.

He watched Eli for a moment. He was engrossed in a tablet game, tossing around virtual cards with orcs and elves and shit all on them.

Eli Garett was their demolition technician. He was also a man-child. The thought of schooling him in a real game brought insatiable glee. Of course, all that led back to Miguel. None of the granite had shifted in his stone face. No breaks, no cracks. Nothing.

Miguel nodded. “What’s it gonna be? You gonna call?”

Scott studied him one last time, then turned back to Eli. “Hey, Eli.”

The man kept playing on his tablet.

“Yo! Eli. You wanna pull your head out of whatever Middle-earth shit you’re doing and help me out?”

Eli put the tablet down and yanked the earbuds from his ears.

Scott said, “Check the flop. This asshole here is trying to raise. Whaddya think I should do? Call or fold?”

Eli glanced over Scott’s cards.

“You want the probabilities?” Eli asked.

Scott shrugged. “No. I want to know if I should fold or not. What do you think?”

“I think you should fuck yourself,” Eli smirked, put his earbuds back in, and returned to his game.

Scott nodded at the retort. What else could he do?

“Stay classy, Eli,” he called after him.

He exhaled and checked his cards one last time, hoping they’d magically changed in the last few moments, then prepared to call.

He never got the chance.

The door opened, and the whole crew turned to look. Scott, Miguel, and Aaron set down their cards. Eli set aside his tablet. Even Tom Shaw, the team’s reclusive engineer, stepped in from an adjoining room, where he’d sequestered himself with his e-reader.

Adrian Ross, their commander, stepped into their midst. David Dixon, their fire commander, came in right behind.

Scott liked to give the man shit about kissing ass, and Dixon would return with retorts about Scott’s lack of professionalism, incompetence, and slovenly hygiene.

Dixon was the closest friend Scott ever had.

“Well, well, well. You fellas listening? ’Cause I do have a tale to tell.” Adrian dragged a chair from the corner to the center of the room before sitting and addressing them not as a commanding officer, but as one of them.

Dixon gave the door behind them a quick security check before slamming it closed. Then he snapped an icy gaze at Shaw.

“Shaw. You sweep the room?”

Shaw nodded. “Yes. Mostly on account of being good at my job.”

Dixon gave an approving grunt and took the empty spot at the makeshift poker table.

No one needed any more conversation on the topic. If Shaw said a thing was done, it was fucking done. Even when he said it like an asshole, which was always.

Adrian leaned forward. His very presence drew all eyes toward him.

“Gentlemen, we find ourselves in a real interesting situation.” He shifted his gaze across the room, locking eyes with each of the six men in his crew. “Our employer has offered up a change in our mission parameters.”

Scott scoffed. A couple others joined him. Changing the mission parameters? In the middle of an op? That’d give a crew a rapid transit ride to all sorts of fucked up.

Adrian raised his hand to silence the protests. “I get it. I do. This is change, and that means risk.”

“So why the hell would we even do it?” Scott asked. “The contract was clear. The op was clear. It’s what we prepared for.” He gestured around. “What we staffed for.”

Adrian nodded. “You’re wondering why I’d violate one of my cardinal rules.”

Scott shrugged. “They’re your rules.”

“They’re our rules. And truth be told, I haven’t decided on a course of action.” Adrian stood. “You all are.”

Scott shook his head. “Sir?”

Adrian sighed but didn’t bother looking Scott’s way. “You got something to say, soldier?”

Scott had worked with the commander long enough to understand he had just dug himself into a hole. He didn’t care. What Adrian proposed was dangerous. The team had planned their operation for weeks, with their own safety, and delivery to the client, paramount.

“Just a question…sir. Why would we—”

“Why would we do this?” Adrian asked.

Scott knew digging himself deeper in his hole would be counterproductive, so he stayed silent.

“Fifty million dollars.”

The entire crew exhaled, breathing out their shock as a single organism. Scott wasn’t sure he’d heard those words correctly.

What could be that important? What is the client asking us to do?

“Sir, why would Meridian pay us fifty million to change the operation, midstream?” Aaron asked.

“Well, you have two things wrong with your assumption. First, Meridian isn’t involved. This comes direct from our contact, Mister Holt. Second, he’s not paying us fifty million. He’s paying you fifty million. Each.”

Scott’s arms dropped to the table, the impact scattering his chip pile.

Fifty million dollars?

Adrian paced. “I get it. It’s a lot to process. It’s a risk, too. Mister Holt wants us to add an objective to our plan. This new objective is simple. But I wouldn’t call it easy. Given we’re already in-op, there’s no up-front on this. It’s all or nothing.” He stopped pacing, his face serious and his voice grave. “But like I said, this isn’t my choice. This is a risk none of you signed up for. It’s on all of you. You want out, that’s fine. You’re in, though, you’re in all the way. We have to do this together, and we have to do it right. Lastly, either we all do it, or none of us do it. I won’t have the ranks split. I won’t have my team break apart.” He stood tall, taking them all in one last time. “Any questions?”

A flurry of questions came. Adrian answered each, as best he could. The lack of information was as frustrating to the commander as it was to the crew.

Once the questions subsided, and the group fell into silence, Adrian pounded the table. The poker chips bounced, and the crew focused on him.

“This is it, gentlemen. Make your choices now. Anyone wants out, raise your hand.”

Scott looked around, studying his fellow crew. He’d known and worked with these men for years, all of them bonded by their time together in war and in the private sector.

Efficient. Smart. Experienced.

He moved his gaze from one to another.

Not a single one raised his hand.
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Caroline finished off a second bottle of wine and lounged on the couch while Sebastian made himself scarce in the kitchen. He’d offered to stay and to go—both choices wrong in the wake of the disastrous encounter with her son.

She placed the glass on the end table and rolled herself forward, burying her face in her hands.

Catastrophe. That seemed about right.

Caroline wanted to open a dialogue with Chase. She’d wanted to reconnect on her own terms. The complexity with Sebastian didn’t help. She and Chase had barely talked about his father’s death, though it’d been years. As for Sebastian, she didn’t even know what that was. It was more than a casual affair. But love?

In her dark moments, Caroline wondered whether she’d even know if it was. She wondered whether she ever knew.

If she was honest with herself, she wasn’t sure how Sebastian felt. Since they’d started seeing each other a year and a half ago, he’d always been content to let her define their relationship. It was one of the reasons she was drawn to him. Sebastian made things simple.

Regardless, he was a problem that could wait. The problem with Chase—that stood in the forefront.

If only she could talk to him. Just get him to—

The door chimed, and Caroline bolted upright on her couch. She heard the water shut off in the kitchen. Sebastian held silent, reminding her he was there, but staying clear.

The door chimed again.

Chase.

Caroline snapped to her feet and ran to the door. She hit the button. Her stomach clenched while it opened.

A woman stood outside. Caroline had seen her before, though she couldn’t place her. The woman looked distraught. And Caroline had never hated another person more in her life.

“Doctor Edwards? I…I have to talk to you.”

“Yeah, fine. Make an appointment. My door’s always open.” Caroline nodded at the doorway. “My office door. If you’ll excuse me.” She reached for the door control.

“No.”

The woman said it with enough fervor to seize Caroline’s attention.

Oh, she’s got some fire.

“This can’t wait. You think I came here to bitch about hours, or my boss, or my job? I’m here for this.” She held up her tablet, offering it to Caroline.

Caroline held firm a beat, debating. She didn’t want to deal with this. Whatever this was, whoever this woman happened to be. Not here. Not now.

Yet a look at the woman’s eyes showed that fire still burning. Passion, intensity. Whatever she thought she had loomed big enough for her to come here—at this time of night—breaking all standards of protocol, and jumping, Caroline figured, three or four levels over her head to show up here. It showed moxie.

Caroline still hated her. But the moxie…she loved that.

Sighing, Caroline took the tablet and stepped away from the doorway, gesturing her inside. The woman held her ground for a moment, and then, like a cat, skulked in.

Caroline thumbed a button and closed the door before spinning to face the woman. Sebastian came around the kitchen entrance to see the cause of the commotion, but kept silent, watching and listening as he dried a plate.

“It’s the nanocyte experiment tomorrow.”

“What about it?”

“You can’t do it.”

Caroline laughed. “That’s what this is about? Did Grant put you up to this? Someone at corporate?”

Caroline waited for a few moments for the young woman to break.

She didn’t. If anything, her face grew more grave.

“You can’t be serious.” Caroline moved closer. “What’s your name?”

The woman fidgeted, then cleared her throat. “Abbey, Doctor Edwards. Abbey Reed. I’m with analytics.”

“And you’re telling me I can’t run this experiment tomorrow.”

“To be fair, I’m not telling you. The data is telling you. I’m just the middleman.”

“Not helping.”

Abbey gestured to her tablet, which was still in Caroline’s hands.

“It’s all there. Everything I found, categorized and called out. The issues, the problems.”

“Solutions?”

Abbey looked at the floor, gathering her courage. “Yes. You’re not going to like them.”

“Why?”

“They’ll take time.”

“What? Hours? Days?”

“Months. Many, many months. The entire information infrastructure is flawed.”

Caroline shook her head. “No. We checked that. We’re well within spec.”

“You’re not. Your original proposal was but that was for a singular test run on a much smaller use case.” Abbey frowned. “Something’s up with your archives, too, by the way. I tried to pull up data on the original test, and couldn’t get to anything. I see where the data used to be. There’s a few errant tables with foreign key links that are busted, and I—”

She tried to pull up the test data? Caroline attempted to hide the whiteness she felt creeping up her face.

She sat on the edge of the couch, glanced up at Sebastian to see him ignoring the conversation, before turning her attention to the information on Abbey’s tablet. Abbey took the hint to get back on track.

Caroline silently breathed in relief. The test data. Too much to explain. Too much to hide.

“Anyway,” Abbey said, “you need to completely redesign your data management and bandwidth. I’ll confess, I don’t fully understand what you’re doing. But from my readings, the data that you’re looking to capture—that you’re trying to assimilate and process from the nanocytes—it’s…astronomical. It’s like trying to process the full cognitive abilities of everyone in the facility, simultaneously, at a rate of…” she did the math in her head, “…roughly six billion times a second.”

“Seriously?”

“Yeah, I—”

“Damn it. My engineers need to elevate their thinking. They promised me seven-point-two billion.” Caroline shook her head and turned back to the tablet.

“So thing of it is, from the data I could find on your test run, your equipment can’t handle even a quarter of that bandwidth, assuming peak capacity of all servers at all times. I mean, your original specs and configuration might have worked for the test trials because…” Abbey stopped to think. “Your problem is scale. To be able to actually handle the data—to really capture it, then to be able to process it—it’s…it’s going to take a while.”

“You mentioned that already. How long? Really?”

“To run the experiment as designed?”

Caroline nodded. “Yeah.”

“I can’t really say. Your biggest bottleneck will be waiting on the technology you need to be invented.”

That garnered a defeated half-laugh, half-sigh from Caroline.

She gestured to the chair on the other side of the coffee table. “Take a seat. You want anything?”

Abbey shook her head.

Caroline nodded, then continued to read through Abbey’s report.

Eventually, she set the tablet aside and looked back up at her. “Well…damn. Anyone else seen this?”

Abbey shook her head. “I tried to get my boss to read it. But she…she hasn’t had a chance yet.”

“You realize what this means, right? What this says? If this experiment goes forward, it will shut everything down. Everything. You’re sure about it? About your findings?”

“Yeah. The data’s right, Doctor Edwards.”

Caroline leaned in, her eyes narrowed and fierce. “You willing to risk your career for this?”

“No.”

“And why’s that?”

“I’m not risking my job, because I’m not taking a risk.” Abbey nodded at the tablet. “The data’s right.”

Caroline slammed back against the couch and slunk down like she was melting.

“Well…damn.”

She sat that way for a few moments, quiet, lost in her thoughts. Eventually, she stood and handed Abbey the tablet.

She turned her attention to Sebastian. “Hey…you mind heading out? I’d like to talk with Abbey for a bit.”

“You sure?”

She briefly considered it, then nodded. Sebastian headed to the door and stopped to give Caroline a kiss on the forehead. “You call me if you need me.”

She nodded. “I will.”

He gave Abbey a curious glance, then left.

“Did anyone put you on to this? Is there any way…any way at all the data could be compromised?”

“No, but I suppose I could be off on my calculations about your test run. Like I said, I couldn’t find the official data anywhere. All I had were anecdotal references and reports. For your experiment tomorrow, though…no. It’s correct.”

“And no one caught this? Seriously?”

Abbey shrugged. “I just got lucky. It’s not something anyone would really look at. Your engineers were focused on the what and the why of the experiment. In all that, the how sort of got dropped. Guess they assumed it was a solved problem.”

Caroline nodded, clearly not happy, but at least understanding. She spun around to glance at a clock, then pinched the bridge of her nose, trying to squeeze out her frustration. When she opened her eyes again, she nodded at the door.

“All right, Miss…Reed, right? Thanks for your report and your insight. I’ve got a lot of thinking to do, and—no offense—you’re pretty much the last face I want to be looking at right now.”

Abbey stood. She took two steps toward the door, then stopped and turned around.

“You’re not thinking of continuing the experiment, are you?”

Caroline laughed. “Oh, God, no. Don’t get me wrong, I’m not sure I buy your whole gotta start from scratch thing. But you’ve clearly got enough data here that we need to take several steps back and rethink.” She pinched the bridge of her nose again. “I just have to figure out a way to tell the rest of the staff.” She shooed the woman off. “Now, go. Before the reality of this really sits in and I start looking to set someone on fire.”

“Thanks, Doctor Edwards.”

Caroline gave her a halfhearted smile, then closed the door. Drained and exhausted, she climbed back onto the couch, lying down and shielding her eyes from the overhead light. She exhaled long and slow, her mind slowly coming to grips with a simple fact.

Tomorrow, she’d have to end her career.
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The pounding wouldn’t stop. It echoed through the bedroom, reverberated down the wall, and smashed into Chase’s skull.

He opened his eyes to glance at the clock. The display read 7:02 in bright red numbers lit from the fires of hell. The natural UV lights had come on—dimmed, at least, but still bright enough to make him wince. The 7:00 a.m. part didn’t help much, either.

What little sleep he’d gotten had come in fits, his mind replaying the events of the previous night. Part of him was still angry at himself for not confronting his mother on why she pushed him out of development and into operations, under her. The other part depressed because, once he saw her, he knew she wouldn’t give him a straight answer.

Now, in the dim light of a new day, he knew he’d have to decide. Was he going to stay, or leave? What was his career really worth to him? What about the relationship with his mother?

He’d need to answer these questions. Later. After more sleep.

Chase had just drifted back off when the pounding came again. Now lying in the neighborhood of awake, he identified the cause. Someone was knocking at his door.

It came again, more insistent this time.

That did little other than harden Chase’s resolve to ignore it. He couldn’t think of anyone he wanted to talk to. Especially at seven in the morning. He pulled the blankets over his head, blocking out the UV lights and returning him to blessed darkness, where sleep could reclaim him.

The pounding stopped. Peace settled back in, and within moments, Chase had drifted back across the border to sleep.

That’s when his tablet rang at full volume.

He jolted awake in time to witness his television flicker to life, and his UV lights ramp up from dim to solar inferno.

Chase kicked the blankets off and summoned the will to sit up. He first shut the TV off. After that, he moved to the lights. They no longer obeyed the dimmer switch, so he shut them off, leaving him with the lifeless pallor cast down from a pair of pure-white LEDs in the corner of the room.

Finally, he went to his tablet, where he had three IMs waiting. He ignored those, turned the device off, and fell back into bed.

That’s when the pounding started again.

“For fuck’s sake.”

He pushed himself back out of bed and stomped through the apartment, to the door. Fumbled with the switch a few times, before he managed to trigger it open.

Rider bounced on his heels outside, dressed in a baggy League of Legends T-Shirt, chipper and smiling.

Fuck this guy. “Are you serious?”

“What?” Rider asked.

“What do you mean what? It’s seven in the morning.”

“Yeah. Why aren’t you dressed?”

“Because it’s seven in the fucking morning.”

“Bah, that’s just a number. “

“Yeah. That number is seven.”

Rider shrugged and pushed inside. “Stop being such a puss, and get dressed. I got something to show you.”

“The last time you showed me something, I ended up working under my mother.”

“Yeah, and you should be grateful, man. You don’t wanna be up there with those dev guys.”

Chase sighed and looked back out the door, squinting out into the artificial sunlight of the artificial morning. With a shake of his head, he thumbed the switch to shut the door and shuffled to the kitchen. He needed about three days-worth of coffee in his system. Stat.

He jammed a plastic serving cup in the brewer and hit the button. After it started up, he turned his attention back to Rider.

“You always like this in the morning?”

“No. I slept in a little.”

“You’ve got to be kidding me.”

The coffee finished, and Chase grabbed it. Not wanting to wait for it to cool, he dropped ice cubes in to take the edge of the magma-like temperature and chugged the whole thing.

Rider watched and whistled when Chase put the cup down.

“Holy shit. You are not a morning person, are you?”

“Rider?”

“Yeah?”

“What the fuck are you doing here?”

Rider blinked. “I told you I’ve got something to show you. I sent you, like, three messages.”

Chase retrieved his tablet from the bedroom, then came back into the kitchen and turned it back on. The three messages were indeed from Rider. The earliest had come in just before 5:00 a.m. All variations on a Hey-are-you-up theme. He cleared them, then placed the tablet on the counter and sighed before turning his attention back on Rider.

“Any way this can wait?”

“Shit, no. I gotta be at work in, like, a half-hour. I’m guessing you do, too. Now put some damn clothes on. Those boxers…that shit’s untrustworthy. You’re, like, one fast turn away from dangling out your innermost secrets, man. Now, c’mon. Throw on a damn pair of pants and let’s go.”

“I haven’t even eaten yet.”

“Are you kidding me? That’s you’re excuse? You haven’t eaten? What are you ten? Sheesh. I’ll buy you a fucking muffin from the commissary on the way. Now make with the pants. We got a ways to go.”

“Ways to go? Where the hell can we go? We’re stuck a thousand feet underwater.”

Rider’s smile turned mischievous. “That’s why you gotta come. I promise you it’ll be worth it.”

Chase doubted that.

* * *




Chase had to admit it. He was wrong.

“All right. Fine. This place is amazing.”

He sat in a stitched-together foam chair in the middle of one of several hollows on an abandoned maintenance floor. The interesting part was that this particular hollow lined up with the main data lines that spanned the entire facility.

Rider had set up some repeaters and hooked up an old router to spoof MAC addresses, letting him snoop, capture, redirect, or feed any data going anywhere in the ArcSIS facility. He really did control all the data here. It was like sitting at the base of a spinal column, watching every nerve impulse coursing through a body.

The hollow lay hidden, nestled behind a series of pipes and data conduits in a remote maintenance shaft that ran parallel to what was called the Transverse—the name for the emergency corridor that ran down the middle of the facility. On their way to the hollow, Rider even let Chase peek in on it.

For such a geek-chic name, the Transverse didn’t live up to the hype. It was a tunnel, vertical and terrifyingly tall, but still simple. At every floor, a four-piece grated ring bisected the tunnel, with one of the four floor pieces removed, allowing room for a ladder to a similar ring below. The missing piece rotated in a clockwise fashion as the floors ascended and descended so that no gap allowed for a fall longer than a single floor.

The space was wider than Chase expected, each floor the size of a small office. But the grandeur stopped there. Aside from its epic size, the Transverse was utilitarian.

The hollow, however, was a different story. It measured bigger than one of the Transverse floors, and while it might have once been bland, unused maintenance space, Rider had transformed it into a nerd oasis.

An HTPC fed off the data lines, and with Rider’s equipment, punched through the firewall. With the facility’s bandwidth, he could download movies and games from an assortment of less-than-savory websites, filing up three terabytes of space with all manner of illicit gains.

He glanced over at Rider. “You sure you should be showing me all this stuff?”

Rider didn’t even bother to turn around. He was too busy sorting through a set of game discs.

“You gonna narc on me?”

“No.”

Rider pulled one of the discs out and dropped it into a PlayStation.

“Then we’re cool.”

Chase wanted to respond, and call out how risky all this was. If his mother found out about this little hideaway, getting fired would be the least of Rider’s problems. Though, looking at him, he suspected Rider was well-aware of that and simply didn’t care.

With a shrug, Chase turned his attention back to the HTPC. He worked through a few pages of the files, scrolling through thumbnails on the media browser. He expected the usual fare. Instead…

“Dude. Seriously? How much Cary Grant can you watch?”

“You’re kidding me, right? Dude is a straight-up pimp.”

Chase shook his head and returned to his seat. They’d been there a while now. Long enough that he thought he’d at least seen most of the toys—his favorite being a vintage Odyssey 2 game system. Given the stringent packing allotment, Chase was curious how Rider had managed to get it on site.

“Oh, that. I had it shipped to a friend of mine outside New York. That dude knows a guy at fulfillment. He had him pack it in with a metric fuck-ton of routers that were brought in.”

Chase shook his head again. He couldn’t believe it. The work that had gone into the setup of this place could be called monumental. And the technical skill required to pull it off…

“Hey,” Chase called over.

Rider was neck-deep in a Call of Duty mission.

“Can I ask you something?”

“Motherfucker!” Rider’s character dropped dead from a sniper shot, and he tossed the controller aside.

Chase took that as an invitation to continue. “What’s your deal? You set up all this. This is some crazy, crazy work. Why are you just in tech support? You could be Alan’s number two, easy. Hell, you could be Alan.”

Rider looked away and shrugged. “I dunno. It’s different when it’s like this. It’s fun, you know. As soon as I’m on the clock, it’s work. I don’t know if you noticed, but I’m not a real big fan of work. Don’t get me wrong. Alan’s an asshole and everything, but it’s not even that. I mean, it’s just work as a construct. It blows.”

“Yeah, but don’t you want to do something more?”

Rider gestured all around.

“So why don’t you do it? A little effort and—”

Rider glanced up at one of the monitors, and his face went white.

“What?” Chase asked.

In a panic, Rider grabbed the nearby mouse and double-clicked, expanding the clock in the lower right-hand corner of the screen. Chase saw the image, but couldn’t make out the details from the distance. Rider swallowed, then minimized the clock and jogged to the exit of the hollow, gesturing frantically for Chase to follow.

“We gotta go. Now!”

“What? Why?”

“’Cause we’re late for work.”

Work.

There it was, the question once again before him. What was he going to do?

Chase stood, groaning.

Rider gestured at him, the meaning clear—hurry up!

“Come on, man. I can take you by operations.”

Damn it.

Chase took a step forward but stopped. “No. You go ahead.”

“You sure? It’s not a problem, man. Operations is on the way.”

Chase shook his head. “I’m not going to operations.”

“What? Where are you going, then?”

He didn’t know. He felt a certain exhilaration in that. In accepting the unknown. He did know he wasn’t going to follow the path prescribed for him by his mother. He wouldn’t blindly follow as she usurped his career. He wanted his job. His job. In application development. If he couldn’t do that, then…

He didn’t know.

Rider pinched the bridge of his nose. “Chase, tell me you’ve got a plan.”

Chase flashed a half-smile. “I’ll think of something.”








  
  
  Chapter 22

  
  







Abbey yawned as she sat at her desk. She hadn’t slept well, floating between a twilight slumber and a brain rush of anxiety.

When her alarm had gone off that morning, she had counted herself lucky to get even a few hours of sleep, and figured they’d be enough. By the time she managed to get herself into the office, she’d proven herself wrong. Haze fringed her mind, the fog kept at bay by force of will and caffeine.

Copious amounts of caffeine. She’d downed five cups of coffee in an hour.

Abbey’s mind had barely spun up by the time she sat at her machine. While the caffeine traveled to her cerebellum, it made a stop at her fingers, which trembled with nervous energy as she logged into her computer.

At least she tried to. She fumbled with her password and tried again.

Still didn’t work.

She sighed and took it slow, watching and verifying each key punch.

Still nothing.

What the hell?

Frustration growing, she bit her bottom lip, then cleared the text box for the password and prepared to enter it again. As she typed, her frustration gave way to worry. If she fumbled this attempt, she’d be locked out, which meant waiting fifteen minutes or calling IT to reset it. Given the time of the day, she didn’t know which would be faster.

“Oh. There you are. Finished already?”

She glanced up to find Nigel, the senior data analyst they’d snagged from the UK, who had mangled her code yesterday. He leaned over the top of her cubicle wall and leered down at her. He was the only programmer in the entire facility that insisted on wearing business clothing. His tie dangled over the cubicle wall, invading her space. She wanted to grab it and shove it past his too-manicured mustache and down his mouth, down his too-long esophagus as it stretched down his gangly and too-long torso.

He stayed locked in place, looking down on her. From that angle, what little hair he had formed an arrow that pointed straight to the smug look on his face.

“Nigel, what are you talking about? I just got here.”

“Ah, dreadfully sorry. I thought you’d finished talking with Maxine. She was…well, she was at the end of her tether, that one. Wanted to see you as soon as you came in. She’s been waiting in her office for an hour. And not exactly patiently, I might add.”

Abbey stood up just enough to peer over the top of her cubicle, toward Maxine’s colossal cubicle space. She was leaning over her desk, shouting into a webcam. Abbey saw the chief lab tech on the screen. She took a deep breath and mentally reached, but recoiled immediately. Maxine was stewing in a potent cocktail of fury, hurt, jealousy, rage, and confusion.

Abbey sat back down in her chair, and Nigel shrugged.

“I’m not entirely sure what’s gotten her so twisted this morning.”

I am.

He glanced at Maxine, then back at Abbey. “If I were you, I’d try to stay clear of—”

“Nigel! Is she in? Is she there?”

He snapped his head back toward Maxine’s shouts. Abbey could hear the whole office go silent.

“Tell me she’s there. By Thor’s righteous hammer, you’d best be talking to Miss Reed.”

Nigel gave Abbey a look, both sympathetic and predatory, then backed away.

“Miss Reed!”

Abbey blew out a breath, then stood up. She winced. Even without reaching, she could sense the fury roiling out of Maxine. It was like a furnace of rage.

“Conference room. Now!” Maxine barked.

Moving in silence, Abbey dove into the conference room across from Maxine’s cubicle. Maxine followed and slammed the door behind her.

“Maxine, look. I know you’re probably—”

“Sit down.”

“If you’ll give me a chance to explain. I was—”

“I will give you a chance to sit down.”

Abbey sat.

“Do you have any idea what you’ve done?”

“I do. Listen, I was just trying to help.”

“For fuck’s sake, Abbey. That was rhetorical.”

“Fair enough. I just thought, you know…I just wanted to explain.”

Maxine bellowed out a humorless laugh, terrifying and maniacal. Her hair stood in a wild fury, and what little makeup she wore looked like it was applied at seven hundred miles per hour.

“Oh, excellent. Please do. Please explain to me why you felt the need to scuttle six years of work. Why you felt it so important to bring your particular brand of ruin to the careers of every single person in this facility. Do you even understand the implications of what you started?”

Abbey held silent. Maxine’s red face shifted to purple.

“You’re not even going to bother to answer me?”

“Oh. I’m…I-I thought it was another rhetorical.”

“Tell me you’re not making jokes right now, Miss Reed.”

“I’m really not. I’m just trying to explain.”

“There’s nothing to explain. It was all documented for me. Ready and waiting when I showed up this morning. I’ll grant you, it took me a little while to process it. It had to be a joke, right? I mean, seriously, canceling the experiment? Now. Today. On the word of a junior analyst.”

Maxine slammed back down into her chair and rubbed her temples before touching the screen on the wall beside her. It blinked to life with Abbey’s report attached to an email.

“You know the best part of all this? I’ve known for almost two hours now, and I still haven’t told anyone else out there. I mean, I’m sure they’ve heard by now. Rumors, at least. But nothing official from me. You know why?”

Abbey sighed. “I don’t know how to answer that.”

“Because I don’t know how to do it. How do I tell them everything they’ve been working for—for years—is done? They’ll think it’s a joke, just like I did. But you and I, we both know better, don’t we? You wanna know how I know?” Maxine pointed to the screen. “’Cause that email is from the director herself. And this one…” She swiped the screen, and a new email popped up. “This one is from her, too, explaining all about your little visit last night.” She slammed a fist into the conference table. “You went over my head, Miss Reed.”

Abbey didn’t flinch. Her fear subsided, replaced by a growing anger. She had expected Maxine to be upset. That was part of the deal. She knew that going in, but this? She’d had enough.

“Yeah, Maxine, I did. I tried to get in touch with you, remember? I called, and you all but told me to fuck off. So I was on my own. I did what I had to do. I checked, rechecked, and checked again, reviewing every result I got. Now I don’t know if you’re pissed at me because I went over your head, pissed at yourself because you and your group didn’t catch this before I got here, or pissed in general. You know what? It doesn’t matter. If I hadn’t made that call, this experiment would be barreling on, and if you read the email I had waiting for you in your inbox, you know damn well what would have happened had that occurred. Thirteen hundred people, dead.”

Abbey took a deep breath. “Shutting this down sucks, but it beats the alternative. You can rain shit on me all you want. But the fact is, I saved this place. If we ran the experiment now, the entire thing would blow up in our faces.”

“You don’t know that’s what would have happened.”

Abbey’s anger flowed full force, her mind too tired to contain it. “Yeah. Yeah, I do.”

Her tablet chimed. A high-priority IM awaited. She ignored it, her gaze and anger still focused on Maxine.

Maxine’s anger had cooled and hardened. “Fine, Miss Reed. I’m glad you’re so skilled at prognostication. That makes me feel better about this.”

“About what?”

“You’re suspended. Two weeks. Minimum. Assuming I don’t decide to fire you. Between you and me, I wouldn’t make that assumption.” Maxine flashed a smile full of vitriol. “Of course, you probably read a report and knew that was coming as well.”

Abbey choked on her response as Maxine’s words struck home. Suspended. She’d only had detention once in her life. She’d only been grounded three times. Ever. She’d never been punished like this. The reality of it was a cold waterfall over a ball of white-hot indignation. She had saved the experiment. Not ruined it.

Abbey stood and grabbed her tablet, managing to glance at the waiting IM.

Maxine didn’t even bother to look at Abbey. “Now I’m sure you’ll have a lot of time to sit and think about your attitude, your decisions, and your place in this organization. Assuming I decide you still have a place here. So you go on back to your quarters. You throw your little hissy fit, or whatever you’re going to do, and you think on that.”

Hissy fit? Over. The. Line.

Abbey’s anger reignited, and she flipped her tablet around so Maxine could get a clear view.

“Sorry, but I don’t think I’m going to have a whole lot of time for that. The director wants to see me.” She strode for the door. “Now.”
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Caroline paced the perimeter of her office. At each corner, she punished herself by glancing at her desk.

She had so much to do. So much to set into motion. But she couldn’t do it. Not yet. Her brain ran on overdrive, trying to process all the variables in play. Trying to stop the experiment at this point was like trying to stop a train. She had put so much effort into getting it going for so many years that there were several layers of redundancy in place, and each time she dug further, she discovered more.

The bad coffee, the fatigue, an empty stomach, and the dire news had conspired to crack her emotional armor. As she stood there in darkness, illuminated only by the glow of her monitors, it hit her. For the first time, she truly felt it. With everything she’d been working for in shambles, she’d lost her last link to any moment of real happiness in her life. Marcus had died long ago. Her attempt to reconnect with Chase had blown up in her face. Even her relationship with Sebastian, whatever that was, teetered on the precipice.

In the darkness, with everything lost, she felt how much she truly loved her son. How important he was, beyond the career, beyond everything. And she realized how she had pushed him away. And how everything was her fault.

Dr. Caroline Edwards, brilliant scientist and driven administrator, broke down and sobbed. Anguish, rage, frustration—all of it came out in muted wails as she struggled to hold it in. It lasted a little more than five minutes. But to her, it felt like the end of a long prison sentence. Her emotions, long-buried, burst forth, powerful and raw, in what felt like both agony and release.

When it ended, she was a changed woman.

The reality of the moment draped back over her. The frustrations of her personal failures receded in the wake of the more urgent matters at hand.

The experiment.

Hope intertwined with her natural determination, both sneaking into the newly formed cracks of her emotional shell.

She could fix this. She’d get the experiment shut down, and then they’d rebuild and retool.

The same for Chase. She would make amends with her son. She would do better. She would be better. She would start fresh.

Caroline resumed her pacing, driving forward until she neared the wall, then pivoted to her left to continue on. She let her mind run free—thinking, working, solving problems.

She’d nearly made it to the next wall when the door to her office chimed. She stepped to the control panel near her desk and thumbed a switch.

“Come in.”

The door opened with a hydraulic hiss, and Abbey Reed stood in the frame. Her presence unlocked something in Caroline’s mind. She felt it—the beginnings of a plan.

She offered the young analyst a smile. “Miss Reed. Why don’t you step on in?”




* * *




Abbey crossed the threshold, stepping into the office, but held her ground in front of the door. She’d been excited to come when she had left Maxine. But as she approached the office, that excitement had shifted to worry. Now that she was actually inside, she wanted nothing more than to turn and run away.

Caroline eyed her, attempting to be friendly. But Abbey didn’t need to reach to feel the tension radiating off the woman.

“I’m glad you could make it so quickly. Want to sit?”

Abbey shook her head. “No, thanks. I mean, I would, but I…” She felt her words slipping away from her, could sense the rambling, which infuriated her.

She cleared her throat and gathered her wits. “Did you have some questions or something? Do you need more information on the report?”

Caroline sat on the couch and fired up her tablet. “Yes. Not me, exactly. But I will need more information on your report.”

Relief flooded through Abbey. “Oh, oh! Of course. I’m happy to walk you through any of the subsections—”

Caroline chuckled. Abbey had the distinct feeling that there was something more going on. Something she hadn’t clued into yet.

And that she wasn’t going to like it.

“I said I needed more information from your report, but I didn’t mean I needed more information. You and I…we’re going to go chat with the department heads.”

What? The fear detonated inside Abbey. “Um. All of them?”

Caroline nodded. “Yes. And the executive board will be vid-conning in. Between you and me, that’s where you’ll want to keep your attention.”

The executive board? On a vid con?

Abbey finally took a seat in one of the chairs opposite Caroline’s desk. The thought of the executive board terrified her enough. Over a video conference, she wouldn’t be able to read them. She’d be at their mercy.

“Doctor Edwards?”

“I know. I know. This is a big step for you. And not an easy one. You’re coming with me when I break the news about the experiment. They’re not going to like what I say, and they’re going to have questions. Lots of questions.” Caroline tilted her tablet toward Abbey. “Good luck with that, by the way.”

“No. No, Doctor Edwards. You can’t do this to me. I…I suppose I could join you, in person, for the department heads. But the executive board…I’m not sure I’d really be a help.”

“Are you kidding me? That’s exactly why I want you there. The executives are going be all over me.” Caroline sighed. “I’m sorry to say it, but they’ll be all over you, too.”

No. No. This can’t be happening.

Maxine might be able to suspend her. She could even lobby to get her fired. But the Meridian executives…they could ruin her entire career.

Abbey shook her head. “Doctor Edwards. Please. I gave you the report. I gave you the details. I’m happy to sit here and go over every element with you, but the vid-con thing. I can’t—”

Caroline’s jaw tightened, and she looked away. “Look, I’m not going to lie to you. It’s going to get a little rough in there. There’ll be hard questions about your data and your methodology. That’s why I need you. No one knows this data better than you.” She turned to face Abbey again. “You handled yourself with me last night, and I suspect you’ll be able to handle yourself with them. Trust me. I’ll have your back.”

Abbey fidgeted, then glanced back at the door before turning back to face Caroline. She swallowed and reached. The woman’s emotional spectrum came at her like a Technicolor thunderstorm. Under it all, though, Abbey could see that Caroline was speaking the truth.

Still…

She bit her lower lip, then shook her head. “I can tell you everything you need to know. I can walk you through all of it. Right here. Right now. Just…just please don’t ask me to do this.”

Caroline sighed and nodded as she uncurled from the couch and stood, locking sad and sympathetic eyes with Abbey.

“Ah. That right there is the crux of our situation.” Caroline nodded. “I’m sorry, Miss Reed. But you have to understand. I’m not asking you to go anywhere.” She leaned closer, and the sympathy vanished from her eyes. “I want that to be clear. This isn’t a negotiation. There is no debate. There is just you, in the conference room, on this call.” She turned away, walking back to her desk. “I hope I’ve made my position clear on this.”

Abbey, unable to form words, simply nodded.
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The boardroom looked smaller than Caroline remembered. She hadn’t been in there in almost six months. Not since the incident.

The too-long conference table, nicked on the far end, dominated the room, while an assortment of chairs filled the remaining space. The gray walls sucked her will to live. And as she scoped those gray walls, she couldn’t forget the inane pictures hanging throughout, most of which featured ducks on a still pond, all seemingly trapped by the meeting detritus that filled the room, ruining any sense of tranquility they meant to impart.

Lastly, commanding the far wall, a monitor spanned most of the upper half, leaving a scant half-inch gap on either side. Just under the titanic monitor, a gaggle of wires and equipment sat in a haphazard pile, reeking of disinterest. There, the videoconference gear made its home.

The screen bathed the room in blue light, while the message Waiting for Caller flashed on the screen. Caroline’s senior staff filled the seats, crowded in so tight they seemed one singular mass, their faces washed of all color in the blue blaze of the monitor and the reflected light from the death-gray walls. The group didn’t wait as patiently as the vid-con gear did. Their concerned murmurs mixed with one another, building to a wall of angry, discordant sound. Caroline hadn’t told them specifically what the meeting was about. But she had no doubt word had already spread to most of them.

Caroline let them talk. Nothing she had to say would calm them, anyway.

The screen flickered once, and an electronic chime—not quite a ring, not quite not a ring—came through the mounted ceiling speakers. The sound dampened the group’s chatter to silence. As one, the staff turned to look at Caroline. Waiting.

Caroline aimed the remote control at the video screen and hit the Answer Call button. The screen went black for a moment, then flared back to life. The entire board of directors—eight angry-looking men, and three equally angry-looking women—sat larger than life in front of her, their pixilated images piped in from across the world.

The board members shifted about, and Caroline watched one of them—she thought he was the VP of legal—fidget. This wasn’t a group used to waiting.

She cleared her throat. “I’m glad you all could join us.”

From the looks on their faces, the board didn’t share her sentiment.

Leo Barrett, Meridian’s CEO, leaned forward. Despite the pixelization, Caroline could still see the heavy lines on his aged face. Even through the video conference, he radiated a sense of power and control.

“Doctor Edwards, we all appreciate your greeting. As I understand it, from the information in your report, things are dire at ArcSIS. Why don’t we jump ahead? What’s this all about?” His words were kind enough, she supposed, but his tone masked an edged blade.

Caroline swallowed hard and looked around at her senior staff, all of whom were staring back at her. Waiting. She focused back up at the video screen, seeing those same anxious looks on the faces of the board members.

Silence.

It’s time. “We’re delaying the nanocyte experiment.”

Leo scowled. “Delay? You want to clarify that for us? How long of a delay, Doctor Edwards? Two days? Two weeks?”

Caroline’s stomach tightened. The problem was that she wanted to give them an answer. Her entire life centered on solving problems. This was just another one, right? They could get the experiment online again. Even if it took a year, they could go back through all the initial research. They could still do this.

She wanted it so bad. It dangled in front of her.

The board tightened in barely controlled and poorly hidden panic. They’d give her whatever she needed as long as she promised a payoff at the end. All she had to do was give the word.

“Doctor Edwards?”

No. She pulled herself away from temptation.

Truth won out. It wouldn’t work. Any promise she might make would be folly. She’d looked through the research Abbey had provided. The data didn’t lie. The problem wasn’t the experiment. It was the infrastructure. The nanocytes put out too much data.

The nanocytes themselves were the issue. Their data model. That’s where they had to start over. That’s where they had to rebuild.

“Doctor Edwards, how long?”

Caroline steeled herself, locking away the fear and trepidation.

“Indefinitely.”

The board and her senior staff all erupted, voices at war, rising and falling over one another. Caroline put her hands up and let them go.

Leo managed to get the board under control. As his voice carried through the speakers in the conference room, the entangled voices of Caroline’s senior staff faded to silence.

“Caroline, I understand the trepidation, especially in the light of…prior data, but isn’t this overkill? If we can just look over your data and shift some resources, we can find a way to—”

“I’m happy to send over the data. I can have it to you in an hour. But I’ve looked over it, Leo. I know what it shows. As long as I’m in charge of this facility, if you want the nanocyte project to go forward, then we have to start it over. As of now, it’s done.”

Caroline saw Leo’s knuckles go bright white as he gripped the arms of his chair. The man shifted forward and stabbed at the camera with his finger as if he could poke at Caroline from the heart of Silicon Valley.

“You of all people know how many billions of dollars we’ve invested in this. You know what’s at stake here. You can’t just end this project.”

Anger rippled through her. Money. Why did they always have to take the short perspective? Sure, they’d need to figure out how to spin this for the investors, but pressing forward would just exacerbate the costs.

“With all due respect, the financial side of things represents a small variable in a much larger equation. The data shows dire repercussions for the facility and its staff if we move forward. Hundreds of lives are at stake.

“We can appreciate your…principles. However, you’re basing a fundamental change in our timeline based on a single set of data from an analyst. We have had the most brilliant people in the world working on this experiment, Doctor Edwards. A decision of this magnitude is not yours to make.”

“I disagree, sir. I run this facility, and I’m in charge of the projects and staff here.”

“Well, it sounds like it might be time for some changes in that regard. Do you think that’s something we need to discuss, Doctor Edwards?”

Caroline shrugged. “You can discuss what you want. I don’t need to be a part of it.”

She swept around the monitor to access the vid-con unit. It took two yanks, and the cables popped out in her hand. She shut off the screen and moved away from the equipment to face her silent staff, all of whom were staring at her with a mixture of awe, fear, and anger.

“I get that isn’t really what you all wanted to hear today. I’m sure some of you are worried about your jobs.” She chuckled. “I know I am.” She moved in front of the dark monitor so she could address the whole room. “Well, here it is. You’re all scientists. You know the drill. Failure is a part of what we do. It’s how we learn, and it’s how we progress.” She looked across the table, sweeping the crowd, looking each of them in the eye long enough to connect. “Don’t get me wrong. We don’t have to like it. We…” She sighed, deflated. “We just have to accept it.”

One of her chief biologists, Dr. Merrick, stood, pointing an accusatory finger at her. His face was red, his upper body vibrating with fury.

“You can’t be serious, Caroline. You’re going to shut this all down for some minor technical issues?”

“Minor?” She turned to Abbey. “Tell them, Miss Reed.”

Abbey stood and adjusted her clothes, unable to meet her gaze. Caroline exhaled and softened her tone with the young woman.

“Tell them.”

Abbey looked up, nodded, then addressed the room. “I’m sure by now you’ve seen the summary.”

Caroline watched as the young woman came alive explaining the details, careful to keep the technical jargon to a minimum. A good showing. Sadly, it wouldn’t be good enough. Not for this group.

“Yes, yes,” Dr. Merrick said. “I have no doubt you were very thorough. What I doubt are your conclusions. We’ve barely scratched the surface on the technical details of this. Your methodology is spotty, and I—”

“That’s enough, Charles. If she’s right, the entire place could shut down. We’re talking about the lives of everyone in this facility.”

Dr. Merrick turned his fury back onto Caroline. “You’re seriously going to do this? I’ve been here six years, Caroline. During which, this project has been my sole focus. It’s the same for everyone here.” He managed to find a calmer tone, but it was no less angry—merely edged in ice. “You can’t just cancel, delay, whatever you want to call it. We’ve done too much. Sacrificed too much. We just need—”

“You just need to shut your mouth.”

The room let out a collective gasp.

“I’m done being polite, Charles. I get it. No one’s as keenly aware of what this means as I am. You’re losing six years of your work. I’m losing nearly ten years of my life. I’ve sacrificed everything for this project.”

Caroline managed to calm herself a notch, barely reigning in her rage. How dare he question her devotion to this project.

“I’m responsible for this entire facility, and—”

“I don’t think that’s true,” Dr. Merrick said. “Seems the board took that responsibility away.”

She glanced at the screen, then turned back to glower at him. “I can see where you might think that.” She gave him a viper’s smile. “I’ll admit that conversation wasn’t going my way. Thing of it is…” She looked around the table again. “I didn’t hear anything stating I was no longer in charge.”

“Caroline, come on. Don’t play this ga—”

She pointed to Alexander Vargus, one of the neuroscientists. “Did you hear anything like that, Alex?”

“Well, not in those specific words. But clearly the CEO—”

“Thank you, Doctor Vargus. How about you?” She bored her gaze into Abbey. “What do you think?”

“I, um…” Abbey cleared her throat, then cleared it again. “I mean…well, if you look at it like—”

Caroline turned to Sebastian. “What do you think?”

The room went silent, waiting for his response.

“Why don’t you just tell us what you need us to do, Caroline?”

She smiled at that and gave him a mental thank you. Then she sat at the conference table and placed her hands face down in front of her.

“I want you all to go back to your quarters. I want you to rest. I want you to wail, cry, gnash your teeth, swear at me—or the world. I want you to do whatever you need to do to move on. Then you’ll all begin archiving your work. All of it. We’re going to pack it up and use it as reference. We’re going to learn from our mistakes.” She looked around the room once more. “Once our data’s stored, we clear our drives, wipe the slate, and…” she swallowed hard, the next words proving more difficult to say than she’d expected, “…and we start over.”

She looked away to wipe a hint of moisture from her eyes before turning back to the group. “You’re all dismissed.”

Conversation erupted, a wall of sound roiling over her as the group stood and began filtering out, lost in discussions and plans. Abbey looked as if she wanted to say something, but changed her mind and left with the rest of them.

Caroline slumped in her chair, her body melting into it as the adrenaline of the moment faded, replaced with numb exhaustion.

There were going to be repercussions for this, she knew. She’d be fired. Probably blacklisted as well.

She closed her eyes to tired slits as she watched her career drain out of the room as the last of her staff cleared out. Only Sebastian remained.

He walked over and took her hand. “That was something.”

Caroline managed a half-smile and let him hold her hand a moment longer, relishing the contact. At last, she pulled it away and sat up in her chair, once more in command. Once more in control.

She gestured at the door with a nod. “I need you to do something for me.”

He nodded back.

She looked up at him, feeling herself taken in by his eyes.

“I need you to tell our Promethium friends that their services are no longer required. No experiment, no data—and no need for them to stick around. I’m assuming you can help them make plans to find a way off our little home.”

He smiled wide. “Gladly.” He gave her a nod and left.

With Sebastian gone, Caroline was finally alone. She indulged herself a little. Three tears fell down her cheeks before she walled up the emotional dam.

She had no time for tears. There was work to be done.
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“She’s out of her mind. You know that, right? Even you have to see she’s not shuffling a full deck.”

Adrian frowned at Sebastian, then paced around their ready room, ignoring the looks of his men.

The specter of rage gripped his mind. The entire operation was disintegrating before his eyes. The opportunity, the money—all of it threatened to slip through his fingers.

“Sit down, Adrian. Rest up. You all have a long trip ahead of you.”

“I will not.” Adrian tossed a chair out of the way and stepped into Sebastian’s space, getting nose to nose with him, hating that he had to look up to meet the man’s gaze. “This isn’t how this is going to go down. You know Holt will have this thing back on in a matter of hours.”

“Ethan Holt doesn’t run this facility. Neither do you. And as of now, the experiment is canceled. Your reason for being here is gone, and your access to this station is revoked. You all have three hours to get packed and get the hell out of my sight.”

Adrian swallowed and backed off, managing to get control of his anger. He needed a new approach. He knew of Sebastian. He’d studied him before taking the mission. The man was insufferable, but not stupid.

“All right,” Adrian whispered. I get it. You and me, we’re not exactly on the best of terms. Look at those men, though.”

Sebastian did.

“They’re good men, Sebastian. Loyal. They’re here for a job. That’s all. We just want to do what we’ve been paid to do, then go. Besides, as I understand it, this experiment…it’s the entire purpose of this facility, is it not? This Edwards woman has some solid brass ones, no doubt about it. She’ll be able to stall the higher-ups for a bit. Hell, this location alone buys her some time. But when things get serious—and they will—she’ll fold.”

His men murmured in ascent, and Dixon gave him a knowing nod.

Adrian saw Sebastian tense at his words. I’m getting through to him.

He held up a hand. “Not that she won’t or can’t get in one hell of a throwdown. I’m not saying that. I’m saying her position is ultimately untenable.” Adrian gestured towards the door, to the facility beyond. “There’s what, eleven hundred people on this facility?”

“Thirteen hundred.”

“There you go. Thirteen hundred other folks just like my guys. Thirteen hundred folks just trying to do their jobs. If the experiment’s called off, what happens to those people? You really going to let Doctor Edwards ruin all those lives, just for a little grandstanding?”

Sebastian shrugged. “It’s not that simple.”

“I don’t doubt it. I never took her for an idiot. But you should talk to her. I’ve seen her, seen how she looks at you. She’ll listen.”

Something triggered in Sebastian’s eyes, and Adrian knew he’d made a mistake.

Sebastian gave him an affected smirk that bordered on a snarl. “Listen to me? Oh, Adrian. You really don’t know her at all.” He squeezed Adrian’s shoulder—too hard to be friendly—and pulled him close to whisper in his ear. “You have three hours, or I’ll toss you out myself.”

He released Adrian, gave the entire crew a false smile and an even more false wave, before stepping out, leaving Adrian and his crew alone.

Adrian picked up the tossed chair and sat. He let his mind spin, searching for ideas.

If the experiment didn’t happen, they wouldn’t be able to execute Ethan’s secondary objective, and they’d each lose out on the extra fifty million.

Worse—they wouldn’t get paid at all, outside their nominal retainer and per diem.

Unacceptable. Especially given that he knew he was right. Ethan Holt would never let the Edwards bitch just up and shut this thing down. No way. The experiment would go on. It might be a month from now, maybe six weeks. But it would happen. And by then, a second Promethium crew would be on rotation. He and his team would be out of luck. Cut out.

Adrian looked at his crew, all waiting in silence, staring at him expectantly. They didn’t have answers, either. This was all on him.

Options. Options. He ran through them, ticked them off in his head.

None of them were good.

Only one got him where he wanted to be.

“Eli. You bring the gear?”

Eli nodded. “Always.”

Commotion erupted—lowkey and professional, but commotion nonetheless.

Adrian expected that. But he had committed to his plan before he’d even opened his mouth.

“Take Scott and go get it.”

“What do you want?” Eli asked.

“All of it.” He turned to his right. “Dixon, Delaney, Hernandez—you pull up the schematics on the core lab.”

Dixon nodded. “Sir?”

“Pull ’em up. I want a tactical plan in ninety minutes.”

Adrian stood and moved back to his terminal to pull up the facility’s schematics himself. He needed to review the floor plan, consider logistics. Consider fire lines.

Dixon and the crew still hadn’t moved.

Adrian looked at them and barked, “Now!”

The crew moved as one, and he turned his attention back to his screen to craft a message to send to Ethan.

It consisted of three words—Change of plan.








  
  
  Chapter 26

  
  







Abbey watched as the automatic sprinklers spun up and watered the small arboretum that spanned the center of the living sector. Her bench rested in an alcove between two of the living units, out of the way, and as secluded as she could get while still having a view of the park. The view did little to inspire. With its manicured grass and relentlessly trimmed shrubs, the park kept the same designed and artistically constructed patterns as everything else in the facility. Here, though, the perfection passed over into caricature.

It was the best she had, though, unless she felt like undertaking an odyssey to get the botanical sections on the far side of the facility.

She didn’t like the thought of that at all. She wanted to be alone.

Thankfully, the populace seemed to key into her desire. She counted herself lucky. Far more people than usual walked the sidewalks and plazas of the living sector for this time of day. According to her tablet, they’d just passed halfway through shift one, which, on a normal day, meant most of the staff would be at their posts.

This was not a normal day.

In the park, the sprinklers shut down, and the heads retracted under the soil, once again out of sight. Abbey watched the water drip off the few leaves of the nearest shrub, a myrtle of some type. Sitting idle made her itchy. Despite her relaxed posture, her mind cycled, pinging her again and again with the entrenched feeling that she needed to be doing something. She could always find a problem that needed to be solved,  something new to learn, or more skills to perfect.

Now, though…now she had nothing. Dr. Edwards had no more use for her. Maxine had suspended her, even going so far as to disable her email. Probably putting in the paperwork to fire her, too.

Now, for the first time in as far back as Abbey could remember, she had nothing to do.

She watched another drop of water fall off a leaf.

Nothing to do but sit, relax, and enjoy.

She hated it.

Abbey shifted on her bench when someone took the spot next to her. A flicker of annoyance shot through her. Seriously? They couldn’t have waited another ten seconds for her to leave before ruining her solace?

Who is this jackass?

“Shouldn’t you be at work right now?” Chase asked.

Of course.

The annoyance receded, replaced by a flicker of…something. She let it fade as quickly as it came. It wasn’t a feeling she wanted to examine further. The very thought of it terrified her.

Abbey exhaled and repositioned herself again, sliding over. A little.

She turned to face Chase and shrugged. “Shouldn’t I be asking you the same question?”

Chase just looked up, studying the walkway that spanned the second floor, circling the faux park, doing his best not to face her.

“So what are you doing here?” Abbey asked. “And, probably more important, how did you find me?”

He lifted his tablet. “Technically, you haven’t finished my onboarding and processing. So the damn thing keeps pinging me with your location. It’s actually more stubborn about it than you are.”

“You’re here so I can finish your orientation?”

“No.”

She let it go and stretched. They sat in silence for a few moments, lost in private thoughts.

“Seriously, though,” Chase said, “why are you down here? When I saw where my tablet pointed me, I figured there had to be some mistake. I went to analytics to try to find you. That place is seriously crazed right now. I can’t believe you wouldn’t want to be in on that.”

She scowled at him.

He ignored it and looked around, studying the upper walkways, watching the people.

“Is it always like this here? Shouldn’t most of these folks be working?”

Abbey shook her head. “You’re kidding, right?”

The look on his face said otherwise.

She blinked, her scowl replaced with confusion. “You don’t know?”

“Know what?”

She shook her head. “If you don’t…Chase, why aren’t you at work?”

“Oh, that.” He waved it off. “That’s mostly ’cause I quit. At least, the job they assigned me. I guess, technically, I didn’t actually start.”

“You did what?” She stared at him in horror for a second. But it melted into raucous laughter.

Chase managed a chuckle. “Oh, good. Glad to see my suicidal career decisions merit this kind of reaction.”

She managed to get herself under control and wiped tears from her eyes.

“I’ll say this for you. You got a hell of a knack for timing.” Abbey nodded up at the folks wandering the upper walkways. “All these folks—most of ’em, anyway—probably have two or three weeks before they’re yanked topside to start a brand-new career search of their own.”

Chase gave her a curious look.

“On the bright side, I figure I’ve got about twelve hours before I get my papers.” The humor fell away. “I got suspended, locked out of my work, and I’m guessing that’ll only last until they figure out how to finalize the paperwork to kick me out all official-like.” She sighed and looked down at her feet. “I’ve never been fired before, Chase. Never been suspended. Never reprimanded. Now I went over my boss’s head and brought down the entire facility.”

His face drew tight. “What are you talking about?”

“My job. I did my job. I followed the data. I analyzed the findings. I presented them to Doctor Edwards. It all started with me. This is on me.”

“Abbey. What is on you?”

She gestured up to the walkway. “ArcSIS. The experiment. All of it. It’s all falling apart because of what I found…and what I showed Doctor Edwards.”

Chase said nothing.

“She shut it down, Chase. Doctor Edwards killed the entire nanocyte experiment.”

Chase’s eyes went wide. He looked away and ran a hand through his hair.

Abbey opened up, explained it all. It poured out of her. The details, the guilt, the anger—at Maxine. At Dr. Edwards. Once the storm hit, nothing could stand up to it.

She finished, wiped away one last tear, and looked up at him.

Chase took her hand, “You know you’re out of your mind, right?”

“Excuse me?”

“No, I won’t. You’re out of your mind. This isn’t on you. Near as I can tell, you did the right thing.”

Abbey sighed. “What if I was wrong?”

“Were you?”

“No.”

“That’s what I’m saying.”

She scoffed. “I don’t think you’re looking at the big picture here. My career is pretty much over.”

“Phsh. That? Just talk to Caro—Doctor Edwards. You said you found this, right? Trust me, she’ll remember you.”

“She’s not exactly answering my calls right now.”

He looked at her, deep into her eyes. She reached again. But the power just melted around him, giving her nothing.

He narrowed his eyes. “I can take care of that.”

“You? No offense, but if she’s not taking my calls, what makes you think she’ll take yours?”

He looked around one last time, dropped his gaze to the ground, then looked back at her.

“Because she’s my mother.”

What? Her mind went reeling, and she struggled to process the new information, to make sense of it all.

The last name. Those eyes. His…face.

How had she not seen it before?

Chase was Dr. Edward’s son.

He stood and offered Abbey his hand. “I’ll talk to her.”

Not that she wasn’t grateful—and flattered—but curiosity nearly overwhelmed her. Why did he say it like talking to his mother was some type of burden?

She shook her head. “No, no. I don’t want to be a problem.”

“Trust me, you’re hardly the problem.”

He beckoned with his fingers, and she finally acquiesced, taking his hand and standing.

“First things first, though,” he said. “You and I are gonna get ourselves some food.”

He let go of her hand and started walking.

She stood firm. “It’s barely lunchtime.”

He spun around but kept walking. “True. But you strike me as a girl with ambition. I figure you’ll make it work.” He gave her a smile.

Abbey watched him go.

Then, despite her better judgment, she followed.
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Sebastian slid his tablet across his desk. He pinched the bridge of his nose and squinted hard to bring some much-needed moisture to his eyes. A moment later, he looked back up to the wall of monitors in front of him. The live feed from one hundred fifty cameras played out before his eyes, chopped up in five-second increments, and spanning twelve different ultra-high-def displays. He let himself watch for another minute, taking it in—the serenity and peace of it—before turning his attention back to the crap-fest on his desk, tablet, and computer.

He fought back a sigh, knowing it wouldn’t help. He couldn’t change the situation. He understood Caroline’s reasoning for her decision, especially in light of the test incident. The woman made snap calls that often resulted in a flood of work for him that, on a good day, he’d refer to as colossal.

With the experiment canceled, he now had a mountain of shutdown and reduction policies to implement to ensure the safety and security of everyone on the facility. No easy task when you had more than thirteen hundred brilliant souls hard-driving in a single direction, at a breakneck pace. Turning that monster was difficult. Flipping its direction in an instant…well, despite Caroline’s thinking, that was impossible.

He’d have to coordinate shutting down the core lab first. The equipment and data there made it the most sensitive and dangerous place in the facility. He estimated it would take another hour or so for the news to circulate throughout ArcSIS. That meant he would give the midline managers a half-day to get things in order with their crews, and then he’d give them another half-day to lockdown. After that, Sebastian needed his own people at the ready, giving escorted access to the senior staff. That would allow them to continue working through all necessary safety and shutdown protocols while limiting their exposure to the delicate equipment. He doubted there’d be anyone disgruntled enough to damage things. But he couldn’t be certain.

Once he was finished, he’d have to shift to the data management and IT departments. Things got murkier there, in terms of what needed to be done and who could do the work.

All that still didn’t account for the administrative and executive staff. Or dealing with an entire facility of idle scientists. He’d seen that before when he was at an NSA cryptographic research facility that got put on lockdown. Less than four hours passed before trouble began there. Granted, not real trouble, but pranks and such. The kinds of pranks that could be put into motion by bored geniuses. That kind of trouble was worrisome, especially a thousand feet underwater.

He pinched the bridge of his nose again, this time to stave off the slow bloom of an oncoming stress headache. He didn’t have the time to deal with that now.

A voice rolled over him from behind. “So I think…maybe…if you look at it a certain way, there’s a possibility I need to say I’m sorry.”

Sebastian spun around in his chair to see Caroline standing just inside his control room. Her head sagged, and her eyes looked clouded with sadness and loss. Loss, but not defeat. That drive of hers still fired. He could see it in her frame and in the set of her jaw. That drive and determination drew him to her, though it burned him on occasion.

“That was an apology, wasn’t it?”

“Hold on now. I said there was the possibility I owed you one. I’m still working out the variables.”

Sebastian smiled and shrugged. “Fair enough. Should one be offered, I suppose one might be accepted as well.”

He stood and went to her, grabbed her hand, and led her deeper into the control room, next to the desk. Her body looked pale in the glow of the monitors.

“How are you holding up?” he asked.

She ran her hands through her shoulder-length hair, resetting it to an all-business ponytail.

“Hard to say. I’m still processing it. I think everyone here is. I’m doing some firefighting now, mostly. I’ve dodged six calls from the board. I can’t do that forever. But I’m not bringing them back into this until I’ve got a plan.”

“How long do you think that will take?”

She turned away from him, her gaze drawn to the bank of monitors, each running a short clip of the activity on ArcSIS.

“Well, when I have a plan to figure out the plan, I’ll get back to you on that.”

Sebastian grunted and turned back to his own work, feeling a twinge of guilt. He wanted to give his focus to Caroline. But what could he do? She wasn’t the type to be coddled. She didn’t want to be rescued. She solved her own problems. At best, he could offer her a sympathetic ear if she felt like talking. In the meantime, he could offer the staff his attention and focus on the shutdown process.

He had to admit when he and Caroline had first started—he supposed you could call it dating—it struck him as odd that they spent most of their time together working on separate projects, each engrossed in their work, yet took comfort in the simple presence of the other. That continued, their relationship growing out of that appreciation.

It wasn’t passion, really. If someone put a gun to his head, he wasn’t sure he could even call it love. Not exactly, anyway. Whatever it was, it was confusing, but comforting, too.

So even though he had a pile of work in front of him, he took some solace in having her there with him, simply present and—

“Wait. What the hell?”

The urgency in Caroline’s voice grabbed his attention, and a shock of adrenaline went through him. He snapped his head back up, glancing first at the monitors, then to Caroline, her own focus still rapt on one of the screens as she pawed at his control board.

“Go back. Now. The core lab camera. Get it back.”

Sebastian reached for the control panel over his desk. He swiped away on a touchscreen to pull up the image Caroline requested.

“What’s going on?” she asked. “What did—”

“Sir!”

Sebastian turned his focus onto a new arrival—Kaitlin Kelly, one of his junior staffers. She mostly ran the security desk, fielding calls and dispatch.

“What is it?” he asked.

Her skin glowed white, and her eyes bulged in panic. Her hands trembled.

“Kaitlin?”

She took in a deep breath, preparing to speak.

“What. The. Hell,” Caroline said, in breathless horror.

Sebastian looked back at her, then followed her gaze to the screen. His own blood nearly drained at the sight.

On the screen, Adrian and his team stormed the core lab. They put down four scientists, all of whom Caroline knew personally. Two shots each—one to the chest and one to the head. The group never stopped moving. They simply fanned out, wiping out more screaming scientists as they went.

Sebastian’s adrenaline spiked. His mind shifted to overdrive. Crisis mode.

He turned back to Kaitlin. “Here. Now.”

She stepped up to his desk.

“You call in the senior crew. Now. Critical messaging. I want them right fucking here in four minutes. You understand me?”

Kaitlin nodded and sprinted off.

Sebastian looked back toward Caroline. “I need you to…”

She had torn out of the security facility, heading God only knew where.

“Caroline. Caroline!”

She didn’t stop. Didn’t even slow down. She just continued sprinting, until he watched her hit a corridor junction, take a right, and disappear.

“Fucking damn it!”

He kicked his chair out of the way and moved to follow Caroline when Kaitlin jumped out to block his path.

“Not now, Kaitlin.”

“Sir.”

“Not now!”

“Sir. I got Rhodey and Barnes inbound. They’re forty-five seconds out. The rest will be here in less than one-twenty.”

“Fine. Have Rhodey handle the—”

“Sir, they’re almost here. We need you. This…” She gestured to the screen, flinching as another scientist dropped. “I don’t even know what to…” She swallowed and stared up at him. “Please.”

Sebastian swore, but took a step back, shifting around to keep his gaze on the monitors. He spoke through a clenched jaw, his rage and frustration making his legs tremble. By sheer force of will, he managed to lock himself in place.

He nodded at the screens. “Fine. Get me all views of the core lab on screens one through eight. I want to see the breach itself on a loop on nine. I want screens ten to twelve on heavy rotation. Any of those fuckers sets foot outside the lab, I want to know. I want him followed. I want him tracked. I want to know where these guys are at all times. Understood?”

She nodded and went to work on the touchscreen, while Sebastian moved to the armory and punched in an eight-digit code to unlock the door.

He knew the contents. But seeing it still hit him like a blow. There wasn’t much—five S&W Model 4006 semiautomatics, and two Mossberg 500 riot guns. As for the rest, he had a few boxes of breaching rounds, some with rubber bullets. On another shelf —Four teargas canisters and three Tasers. None of it compared to the shiny new MP5s slung around the shoulders of Aiden’s crew.

A flash of anger rippled through him. He’d argued with Meridian for years, begging and pleading for more weapons. They said, given the isolation and the staffing, there was no reason. Well, there was a reason now.

He pulled the S&Ws and heard Rhodey arrive, with Barnes right behind him.

“Gear up,” Sebastian said. “Now. We got a situation.”
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Adrian and his crew stacked up against the wall in the decontamination chamber just outside the core lab. Adrian checked his bearings, then gave the signal. He held his breath while Dixon slammed his fist on the door button. The lab doors opened with a hydraulic hiss, and Eli Garrett, his demolitions specialist, tossed in a flash grenade.

One bounce. Two.

Adrian waited for the flash and thud, the concussive force loud enough to shake his chest. He nodded at his team, then took point, bursting into the newly established combat zone.

The air smelled acrid. But the caustic remains of the flashbang vanished in seconds as scrubbers above screamed into overdrive to filter the impurities. No bother. The light and sound did their job, dropping most of the scientists to the floor. Their screams and wails were all but lost to the high-powered turbines working overtime to clear the room.

Adrian sensed motion from his left, coming from the wrong direction, and the wrong pace to be one of his own. He turned and fired in a single motion, landing a bullet in the head of another scientist. He fired again, this time planting a slug into the man’s chest.

The action signaled weapons free to the rest of his crew, who followed suit, dropping anything and anyone that made a move.

With each barrage of gunfire, the screams intensified, falling off quickly into a cacophony of sobs, wails, and pleas for mercy.

There would be little of that. The scientists would cooperate, or they would die. Adrian and his crew would make it quick, professional. But there’d be no doubt as to the singular focus and sheer resolve of their aims.

This experiment was going to happen, and it was going to happen today.

Adrian rounded a corner in the lab and finally put his gaze on his true target. A vast cylinder stood like a monolith in the center of the lab. Hoses fed into it from equipment hidden above a drop ceiling. The hoses coiled around the scrubbers and down into the cylinder at the top, while monitoring devices lined two sides of the square base at the bottom. Large cabling snaked out of the other two sides, each reaching out to the reservoir vats at the far corners. The cylinder in the middle towered five, maybe six, times his height.

He gestured at the cylinder, then turned to Shaw, his engineer. “This the fabricator?”

“Mostly matches the specs we got and the instructions from Holt. I ain’t gonna lie to you, boss. Most of the shit in this room is outta my league.”

Adrian nodded, reached into a pack, and pulled out the vial and the protective casing Ethan had sneaked into their gear.

He handed it to Shaw. “Find out. And do whatever the hell you need to do with that.”

Shaw studied the vial, then yanked a bunny-suited scientist to her feet. She squealed until Shaw slammed her against the side of the cylinder, expelling the air from her lungs.

“What do I need to do with this?” He pressed the vial’s label to the woman’s visor.

“I don’t—”

“Trust me. We don’t wanna be making small talk. What is this, and what do I do with it?”

She struggled. But Shaw slammed her back against the cylinder.

“I’m not gonna repeat the question, ma’am.” He held the vial up once more.

She studied it a moment, then looked away.

“Well?”

She turned and faced him. “It’s a genetic code.”

“No shit. I already know that. What I want—”

“No. No, you don’t understand. It’s actual code. This whole thing is a DNA-based processor. What you have there is a…a patch. A set of programming.”

Shaw looked at it, nodding in respect at the technology. “What’s it do?”

The woman didn’t say anything.

“What’s it do!”

She screamed as he jammed his weapon to the side of her head.

“I don’t know! I don’t know what the program is for.”

Shaw studied the woman before pulling her away from the cylinder and tossing her towards the stairs leading up to the servers.

“What do you say we find out?”

As Shaw led the scientist up the stairs, the rest of the crew worked to secure the lab—not easy, given its size and complexity. Heavy machinery and workstations dotted most of the front half, while the fabricator and supporting equipment dominated the back.

Dixon and Delaney took position near the door. Garrett, Russell, and Hernandez walked the floor, ensuring the rest of the scientists stayed immobile—and alive and breathing, in case Shaw needed their expertise.

Adrian watched Shaw study the equipment and question the scientist. He couldn’t hear their conversation. But Shaw must have said something she didn’t appreciate. She took a step back from him and turned. Shaw jammed his Glock to the back of her head, and the woman adjusted her way of thinking.

Adrian let his men work, moving past the fabricator and following the industrial hose work toward the reservoirs. He climbed up a flight of stairs to a platform that spanned the length of the back wall, anchored on top of the reservoir basins. Thick plexiglass panels sealed both reservoir vats. The panels attached to rails on either side, allowing them to be slid in and out of place. He turned around and returned to the center of the platform, between both basins, where a small glass-lined chamber filled the space, a mass of computers and equipment housed inside.

Along with it, he counted three cowering lab techs.

He stepped inside the room and revised his count. A fourth man stood hidden in the shadows—older, gray-haired, his face lined with a thick mustache that wouldn’t look out of place at a saloon. The man stood, while the others cowered. Adrian saw the fury smoldering in the man’s eyes, even behind his plastic mask.

This might prove interesting.

“You in charge here?”

The scientist shifted his gaze to the weapon. “Last I looked, you were the one with the gun.”

Adrian chuckled. “Fair enough. Can you get all this spun up?”

“You’re kidding, right?”

Adrian raised his gun. The scientist took a step back and put his arms in the air.

“Wait. Wait. Look. I’m not trying to be troublesome. I’m just trying to keep your expectations in check. And to be honest, I don’t think you quite know what you’re asking for.”

“This experiment of yours, it’s been uncancelled as of now. One of my men has one of your scientists helping to get that spun up.” Sebastian pointed to the fabricator. “And you’re gonna help me get these going.” He pointed to the reservoirs.

“The foundries? You don’t understand.”

Adrian aimed the gun at the nearest tech and fired. The tech dropped to the ground with a fresh hole in his head. The scientist jumped and dove to the fallen man.

Adrian cleared his throat. “Mister…”

The scientist looked up from the dead tech, hatred gleaming in his eyes.

“Merrick. Doctor Merrick.”

“Well, Doctor Merrick, unless you want me to keep that up, you’re going to get these foundries, or whatever, going.”

Dr. Merrick set the dead man’s head down, then stood and got in Adrian’s face.

“You’re not listening. That’s what I’m trying to tell you. You don’t even understand what you’re asking.” He pointed to the fabricator. “The fabricator builds DNA sequences that we need. It’s essentially forming protein-based CPUs,” he pointed to the giant block of servers up on the second floor, “that serve as I/O—the input and output systems.” He dropped his finger and pointed to a set of refrigerated vats sequestered near the front of the lab. “That’s the data store—DNA-based memory.” He brought his finger to the reservoirs under their feet. “These are the nanocyte foundries, each containing two hundred fifty-thousand kiloliters of subatomic biosynthetic machines.” He gestured to a control center nearby, waiting for Adrian to nod.

Dr. Merrick then moved over to the control center and pulled up some schematics.

“We can fit just under three thousand of the machines in a single molecule of water. A single milliliter of water contains…” he went quiet as he did the calculations. “…roughly three-point-three times ten-to-the-twenty-fourth-power of molecules.” He looked back at the reservoirs. “I suppose I could do the rest of the math. But you can see the scale we’re talking about here.”

Adrian turned around and shot another tech. “I don’t think you understand my resolve, Doctor Merrick. I don’t care about the math. I care about results. Can you turn these things on or not?”

Dr. Merrick pulled his gaze from the newly fallen body, back up to Adrian.

“Will you listen? I’m trying to tell you. I can’t just turn these on.” He gestured to the entire lab. “All of this is meant to do exactly what you ask for. It’s a process, not a switch—an unprecedented process. What do you think the experiment was for? You’re asking us to simply press a button to fire up the largest programming undertaking in the history of mankind.”

Adrian put his gun at Dr. Merrick’s temple.

The scientist batted it away. “You can shoot me. You can shoot everyone. It won’t change anything. What you want…it’ll take time.”

Adrian nodded, grabbed another of the lab techs in the control center, and jammed his nine-millimeter to the woman’s temple. She started shaking and weeping.

He held her firm and turned his gaze on Dr. Merrick.

“Then I’d suggest you get started.”
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Alan scooped up his tablet and yanked his jacket from the back of his desk chair. He had learned long ago not to leave anything with long sleeves unattended. It always walked off when he left. One of his jackass staffers would invariably grab it to brave the cold of the server rooms.

As Alan adjusted the load, he bumped his desk, shifting his mouse and knocking his PC out of its screensaver. His irritation evaporated when he realized he’d forgotten to log out. He shifted his tablet and jacket to his other arm so he could grab the mouse. He glanced down at the clock as he moved the cursor to start the succession of clicks that would lock his machine, and

immediately wished he hadn’t. The display read 12:12 p.m., and his stomach was throwing a hunger riot. He’d wanted to get away thirty minutes earlier. But the endless stack of digital paperwork he faced had put him off schedule. Now he’d have to fight the brutal line in the commissary and as his stomach rumbled, he grew a notch angrier.

Alan pushed it out of his mind and moved to issue the final double-click to lock his machine when one of the icons in his systray flashed.

It can wait. With a sigh, he double-clicked the icon, then frowned.

That’s not right.

The icon flashed a warning for SpikeWatch, their custom monitoring software that kept an eye on the facility’s bandwidth consumption and trends. An alert meant a serious problem.

Cursing, Alan opened the app. It flickered, then went full screen, allowing him to view the trend line. He zoomed along the timestamps, searching for the source of the spike.

That’s weird.

A few clicks and he shifted to the graph view. Two clicks later, and he stared right at the location—the core lab.

Alan didn’t know what to make of that. On one hand, they were in the middle of a shutdown, and it didn’t surprise him that there would be network traffic while they backed up their files and locked down their work.

Still…

He zoomed in further on the graph, the new information adding more confusion.

Data was flooding out of the lab.

Alan sighed and opened up his utility suite to see if could narrow down the cause, but stopped himself when his stomach bellowed again, this time bringing with it its good friend nausea. He needed to eat.

He minimized SpikeWatch and opened up the duty roster, looking for additional support. Alan forced himself not to hurl his mouse across the room when he realized his only real option.

His stomach rumbled again. He closed out SpikeWatch and locked his PC. He adjusted his items once again, making sure he could access his tablet as he walked to the commissary. En route he swiped his fingers across the screen, sweeping through the pages until he got to the email app. Opening it, he fired off a quick email, then left, preparing for the long lines ahead.




* * *




Rider hit the 4-key, launching an ability from his onscreen troll that dispatched his ogre foe. It was one of a hundred trivial battles he’d fought online in the last two hours as he fell into the quiet peace of a mindless run in his favorite game.

Out of his periphery, he caught an onscreen flash coming from his second monitor. He had three machines up and running in his hidden fortress in the hollow. One, though, he kept for monitoring and doing actual work. Not out of dedication to his career, but because it let him stay a step ahead of things and keep his little hideout off the radar. If people could keep in contact with him, they were far less likely to go looking for him.

He parked his troll in a safe spot just outside a swamp, then turned his attention to the email. He frowned when he saw it. Alan had sent it, no doubt looking to pile on additional crap work as means of a lesson. Despite Rider’s frustration, he kept his cursor hovering over the message, his finger poised to double-click and bring up the text. He had to admit, the subject alone tickled his curiosity.

Subject: Hey, fuckhead—check out the bandwidth usage coming out of the core lab.

He was curious, but not curious enough to sacrifice his lunch hour. Some things were sacrosanct. A legitimate hour where he didn’t have to feign interest in his work, or put in five times the effort to get out of doing it, was one of them.

He closed the email.

No, thank you, Alan. He tossed his headphones back on. I still got twenty minutes on my break, and this fortress ain’t gonna ransack itself.

Rider spun back around from the work machine and back to his game, losing himself in his fantasy world.
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Chase shoved a forkful of food into his mouth. Technically, it was a salad. But the lettuce he considered more of a green lettuce-shaped paste. The carrots, at least, were edible.

His eyes widened when Abbey dropped into the seat across from him.

“What?” she asked.

“Seriously. That’s what you got? That’s the food on your plate?”

She looked down, but her plate wasn’t visible. Three cheeseburgers, sans any vegetation, covered half. A mountain of fries, and a puddle of what Chase figured had to be one-third of all the ketchup on the planet, spanned the remaining real estate.

Abbey didn’t bother to reply. For a retort, she jammed one of the cheeseburgers into her mouth and tore out a bite big enough to choke any number of large beasts of burden. Chase gave a rueful shake of his head, then returned to his salad, now made even more unpleasant in the wake of the olfactory onslaught coming off Abbey’s plate.

He set his fork down and grabbed one of her burgers. “Thanks for this.”

“Hey!” The look in her eyes highlighted that her objection wasn’t entirely in jest.

“Relax. I’ll pay you back with the windfall I’m due from the one-half of one day I almost worked.”

She swallowed and grabbed a fry, drowning it in Lake Ketchup.

“I got bad news for you, buddy. Your room and board here…yeah, that comes out of your pay. Since the next transport sub’s not due for a couple of weeks, I suspect they’re gonna have a nice chat with you about that.”

“Well, that’ll be fun.”

He took a bite of the burger and put his hand in front of his mouth so he could continue the conversation while he chewed.

“So what’s your story? Pretty sure you know some of my sordid history now. Seems like it’d be fair to turn that around a bit.”

“That’s the thing about life.” She pointed a fry at him. “It isn’t fair.” She looked around, noticing the growing glares thrown her way. “Trust me on that.”

Chase followed her gaze, and the reality of her situation hit home.

“Looks like word’s getting out about your little chat with my mother.”

A scientist set his tray down a couple of seats to Abbey’s right, farther down the long table. When he looked up and saw her, he stood and took his lunch elsewhere.

Abbey rolled her eyes as he left. “Really?” she called after him. “That’s how you behave, Martin? What are you, eight?” She turned back to her plate and shoved another fry into her mouth.

Chase shrugged. “Fuck those guys.”

“Easy for you to say.”

“It is easy for me to say. Why isn’t it easy for you to say? You know you did the right thing.”

She swallowed. “Right and smart aren’t always the same thing there, buddy.”

“Buddy? That’s where this is at now? Your idea for a nickname for me is buddy?”

“It’s not a nickname. If I was going that route, I’m pretty sure I’d be calling you Broken Flashlight.”

“Broken Flashlight?”

She shrugged, “I mean, yeah. Seems like you could be bright. But right now, you’re basically useless and annoying.”

“You, my friend, are in possession of a rapier wit.”

She scowled, preparing a retort, but in the end, she just shrugged.

Chase swallowed a bite of his burger. “So you know you made the right call. I know you made the right call. What’s the problem, then?”

“Problem? Like I said, I killed my career. You have any idea how hard that was for me?” She leaned forward. “This is the deal, all right? I’m smart. Now, I know that comes off conceited. But when you look at the metrics, the measurements, everything—I’m objectively brilliant.”

“Do tell.”

“Shut up. Let me finish.”

He smiled and rolled his hand in a go on gesture.

“I was first in my graduating class in high school. I was fourteen. I had two doctorates in information systems and computational analysis by the time I was twenty-two. My parents were loving, in that driving sort of way, so I grew up solely focused on doing something great, on achieving my potential,” she used air quotes, “It was everything. You know what that’s like?”

“I have a passing familiarity with the type, yes.”

Abbey wrinkled her nose at him. “So that’s me. That’s my drive. That’s my focus. Career. Success. I had it. I was there, you know? We were literally hours away from changing the world. And I put a stop to it.” She gestured to the people around her. “Because they might be at risk. What does that even mean? I don’t even know who I am anymore. What does a decision like that make me?”

Chase thought about that, thought about what his mother would have done in the same position, then set his food down and looked Abbey deep in her eyes.

“It makes you one of the best people I’ve ever known.”

She blinked, flustered, unable to respond.

Chase broke the eye contact, picking up his napkin just for something to do.

“That’s why I say fuck these guys. You did the right thing, and you did it for them. What do you care what they think?”

She laughed at that, resigned.

Chase narrowed his eyes. “What am I missing?”

She looked at him, silent. A familiar battle broke out in her mind.

Do I tell him?

It surprised her how much she wanted to. Still, the fear swelled. Could she trust him?

“Abbey?” He said it with such warmth and concern.

It touched her, and for the first time in a very long time, the battle in her mind ended with a different victor.

She leaned in again. They were face-to-face, inches apart.

“Can I ask you something?”

Chase nodded.

“If I tell you something, can you promise me you’re not going to get weirded out, freaked out, or any other adjective-based out?”

“Look, I already told you my deep, dark secret. What more do you want from me?”

She considered that then nodded. “I care about what people think because I have to. I can’t not do it, because it’s always there for me.”

“What do you mean?”

Abbey let out a long breath. “I mean, I can read people. Most people. Usually it’s just background noise. It’s like the clothes you wear. You don’t feel it. Everyone once in a while, like now, it’s spiked up a bit. I can see the anger, the colors, and the texture of it. If I focus, I can usually get a full read on someone—a high-def view of their entire psycho-emotional world. I don’t do that often. It’s…unpleasant, and it just feels wrong. It’s a real invasion of privacy.”

She watched his face as he processed the information. Watched the usual steps of confusion that melts into incredulity. She waited for the last—the face she’d learned meant disdain or rejection.

It never came. She couldn’t read what was on his face, and that frustrated her more. Even with the uncontrolled pulsing of psychic colors at the edge of her vision—artifacts of the collective fury in the room, aimed at her—from him, she still got nothing. A cloak of nervousness draped over her, and the longer his silence went, the heavier that cloak became.

Finally, his face shifted, his eyes changing. To what, she had no idea.

Then, with his voice full of concern, “Is it painful?”

“Not usually. Most of the time I don’t even notice it anymore. Except, like now, when I’m particularly upset, or there’s a palpable vibe in the room. Sometimes if I get stressed, I can lose it. The emotional colors rage at me like a storm.” She shrugged. “I guess it’s more exhausting than painful.”

Chase stared at her. “That’s fascinating.”

She fought down a smile, her upper body relaxing. She’d told so few people, taking a risk each time. She had no idea how they’d react. Her best friend ostracized her. Her mother ignored it and forbid her to speak of it. The handful of others treated her as if she had an imaginary friend.

Chase looked around the commissary again, as if seeing the large mass of bodies for the first time.

“So you can see the…what, the emotional tenor of everyone in the room?”

Abbey nodded. “Yeah. Right now it’s red-orange streaks of anger and hurt, mostly aimed at me. If it makes you feel better, there’s some purple and green highlights as well.”

“And what’s that?”

“Best I can tell, jealousy and derision.” She paused. “Mostly at you. “

“Well, first, wow. Second, screw them, Then back to wow.” He turned his attention back to her. “Can you tell what someone’s thinking?”

“No. I can tell what they’re feeling. I can sort of tell how they think, I guess. With that, I can reverse engineer their thoughts.”

“Wow, again.”

She shrugged. “It’s always been that way for me. Since I was thirteen. After a few awkward conversations, though, I figured out to keep my mouth shut.”

He nodded. “So you can read anyone?”

Abbey nodded. “Mostly. Pretty much, I guess.” She looked him in the eyes. “There’s only been two I haven’t been able to read. Well, three now, including you.”

Chase opened his mouth to reply. But closed it when the lights dimmed, flickered, then shut down. Ten seconds later, they flared back to life.

Abbey looked up at the lights, fear blossoming. No.

“I take it that’s not normal?” Chase asked.

Confusion went to war with the fear in her mind. It can’t be.

“Abbey?”

“Actually, it is normal. but it doesn’t make any sense.”

“Why’s that?”

She looked back down, meeting his gaze.

“It only happens when the core lab powers up.”
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Caroline punched in the override and skipped past the decontamination processes. She didn’t even think about it. Her fingers operated off some primate section of her brain, while her higher functions were focused on getting inside and saving her staff.

If she could rain down holy hell upon the jackasses who had shed blood in her facility once she got in there, all the better.

The door beeped and slid open. Caroline found herself facing a pair of MP5s aimed at her head, their owners crouched eight feet back at forty-five-degree angles, allowing both of them unfettered views and maximum coverage. She strolled inside, doing her best to keep her gaze locked on the control center atop the foundry reservoirs.

The act proved impossible. Even within the protective cocoon of her raw fury, she couldn’t escape the carnage around her. Dozens of staff members’ bodies lay scattered, perforated, blood pooling around their corpses.

She refused to look at them. Refused to take her razor gaze off the central controls, where Adrian held court in dark clothes and even darker body armor.

She’d made it ten feet into the lab when she noted the movement on either side—the guns moving to fire position. She no longer cared. She had moved beyond fear, beyond reason.

Adrian barely gave her a second glance. Caroline didn’t understand. She knew her position. She knew she presented a high-value target. She didn’t want to die. But she was hoping to negotiate for the release of the rest of her crew. Why didn’t—

Then, as she studied Adrian, watching his movements, she saw Charles Merrick next to him, a gun to his head as he operated the reservoir system controls.

The experiment.

All this was about the experiment? But why?

The tumblers locked into place.

Ethan.

“I can give you what you want,” she called up to Adrian.

He signaled to his men to hold position, and he moved to the edge of the upper platform so he could see her better.

“Well, now, I gotta say, that’s a fine offer.” He gestured back to Dr. Merrick. “But the thing of it is, I already got what I want. At least, I will soon enough.”

Caroline shook her head. “Ethan wants the nanocyte experiment to happen. I get it. It doesn’t have to be this way, though. You don’t have to kill us all.”

He gestured to Dr. Merrick. “I’m not.”

She shook her head. “You need to elevate your thinking, Mister Ross. Doctor Merrick can’t do it alone. There’s too much to do. I can help. Just…just let the others go.”

Adrian’s gaze bored into her. At last, he gave a signal to one of the other armed operatives. They grabbed the closest scientist, pulled him to his feet, and executed him, letting the corpse drop to the floor.

“I’m gonna propose an alternative, Doctor Edwards. You and Doctor Merrick get this experiment online in the next half-hour, or I’ll kill another one of your employees.”

“No. Please. Just—”

He signaled, and she cringed as another gunshot rang out, followed by the thud of a body slumping to the ground.

Fifteen feet above, Adrian crouched so he could get closer to Caroline.

“Now, ma’am, I get the sense you’re a formidable woman, and I suspect you could hold out for another one or two. It’d tear you up, but you could do it. In the end, though, you’re gonna break. You know you will, and I know you will. You wanna do something to help these folks? Come up here now, before there’s any more bloodshed.”

Caroline held firm for a moment, her anger clouding her mind, slowing her thinking. There had to be another way, right? Another way to get the rest of her staff out? She always found another option. She just had to look. Just had to…

“Time’s up.”

Caroline snapped her head up and shouted, “No!”

Gunfire and screams swallowed up the word. She watched as Dr. Suanne Reynolds dropped dead, her body slumping to the floor about thirty feet away. Caroline’s courage didn’t fail. But it was knocked loose, her mind overtaken with sadness and grief. She had worked with Suanne for the past six years. She was a brilliant, compassionate woman. She had been the first to congratulate Caroline when Meridian promoted her to director. She didn’t deserve this. No one deserved this.

“Thirty seconds, Doctor Edwards.”

She pulled her gaze from Suanne’s body, back up to Adrian.

“I’ll do it! Whatever you want. Just stop. Please stop.” She swallowed hard. “I’ll do it.”

She moved toward the ladder. One foot in front of the other, the act relegated to the same primate part of her brain that had allowed her to pound in the override key for the door. Her higher functions were now focused on finding a way to make these men suffer. To make them all suffer.

She walked, and she thought, her focus and drive simple—They will pay.
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Sebastian tightened his grip on his desk to the point of pain. His mind filtered out the chattering, shouting, and pleading for his attention. None of that mattered once Caroline had stepped into the lab.

He watched in silence, willing her to turn around and run. To do something.

Anything.

Anything but continue her trajectory toward the foundry reservoirs.

He knew nothing would stop her. He watched the future play out in his mind as Adrian put a bullet in the lab tech’s head. From there, Sebastian examined all the options. None of them were good, especially with Caroline in play.

He forced himself to look away from the video feed on his main monitor. As he reached for his communication console, he buried his frenzied emotions. He no longer had the luxury to feel those. Worse, he no longer had the luxury of trying to save the woman he loved.

Now, Sebastian’s objective was simple. But the task was infinitely more complex. He had to secure the facility—lock it down. As much as it grieved him now, and as much as he knew it would cost him later, he jammed his finger on the comm button and prepared to ruin his life.

“Squad Alpha, status?”

“Alpha is in position.”

“Squad Beta, status?”

“Ready.”

“Squad Theta, status?”

“Onsite and awaiting your orders.”

Sebastian looked back up at the video feed again. He adjusted the camera angle to zoom in on Caroline. She’d already gone to work, attempting to talk her way through the problem, her face reflecting her singular focus. He watched her for a moment, allowing a small crack in his emotional vault. He felt glimmers of happiness at what was, and tinges of melancholy at what might have been. Mostly, under it all, he felt a throbbing ache he knew would never go away. Part of his mind churned, charging on like a bull, trying to convince him that he still had a chance. His crew was good. Very good. In the chaos and carnage that was about to happen, they could pull it off. They could save her.

But he knew they wouldn’t. Their orders were clear. Secure the lab at all costs.

Adrian and his crew couldn’t be allowed out, and they couldn’t be allowed to continue.

Adrian would kill Caroline just to spite him.

Sebastian grabbed the control stick for the lab camera, adjusted the angle again, and zoomed in, pushing it as far as the aperture would go. He watched Caroline for a moment longer. Watched her work. As if sensing him, she looked up and peered into the camera, her face a mixture of sadness, regret, and determination. Sebastian got to look into her eyes one last time.

And with that, he said goodbye.

He ripped his gaze away, jammed his finger back down on the comm button, and opened a channel to all groups. He took a deep breath.

“Go.”
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Caroline adjusted the controls for the foundry data feed into position and locked it down. Data pipes, more than three feet in diameter, dropped from the machinery above and snapped into place over the nanocyte reservoir vats. Each tube bristled with quantum filament optic cables, forming a data connection with unprecedented bandwidth—all of it critical to provide the wide-stream data transfer they needed to program the nanocytes.

Caroline felt the pang of loss. They’d been so close. If the young woman, Abbey, had analyzed her data correctly, though—and Caroline knew she had—the endpoint was moments away.

It made sense. The work they’d done had pushed the frontier of genetic and computer science. The best technology on the planet could barely run the experiment, and from what Abbey had shown, couldn’t interpret and respond to the results. Even if it could, the amount of data coming back would take Caroline and her staff months to even catalog.

Still, she would be lying if she claimed no part of her wanted to do this. She longed to see what would happen, regardless of her means to track and respond to it. Desperation to see the fruits of her life’s work nagged at her every move.

She’d also be lying if she said she wasn’t scared shitless. She knew that starting the experiment—pushing data to the DNA processors, and programming the nanocytes—would likely be the last thing she would do.

But her loss didn’t have to be everyone’s.

After setting the data-feed pipes into position, she climbed under the primary console to reroute the data feed. There were more than twenty fat bundles of fiber-optic cables, each more than four inches wide. She still had trouble believing it. All this bandwidth they could push, and it still wasn’t enough.

Caroline climbed back up to the primary console and tried to get Merrick’s attention. But the man had crawled behind a support column and hid in the shadows, unwilling and unable to even make eye contact with her. She was alone, and the only one who might be able to stop all this.

She turned her attention back to the console and pulled up a command window. She glanced up to check the positions of Adrian’s operators, and seeing an opening, she entered a few commands to reprogram the data feed to pipe the data away from the servers and into the main network. She knew it was like piping the ocean through a straw. But the main system servers wouldn’t even try to process the data packets. They’d simply toss them aside, and when they got flooded, the signals would be lost. The result would melt the CPU cores, cause a shutdown, or paralyze the network until the entire facility could be rebooted—a process that would take more than two hours in the best of times. Regardless, her goal would be fulfilled—to temporarily disable the facility. They’d still have life support, and they’d still have basic emergency power. Those were routed through secondary systems. Beyond that, there’d be little else operational. With the place in chaos, she hoped Adrian and his men would be too busy trying to get away to harm many others.

Caroline finished entering the last command and turned around, only to jump back. Adrian’s gun was aimed at her face.

“We about ready to get this show on the road?”

She nodded and swatted the gun from her face. “Yes. Once the process starts, it’ll take three minutes—actually three minutes and thirteen seconds—to initialize. From there, the sequencer will fire up and begin writing the data to the reservoir vats. The silica-nuclei nanocytes will pick up the signal, then transmit out, each vat working like a miniature network. It’s like downloading new firmware to your—”

“I don’t want a lecture, Doctor Edwards. I want a timetable. Start to finish.”

“We’ve never done this before. I can’t really say how—”

The gun was in her face again.

“Give me your best guess, then.”

“Twenty-two minutes, minimum. Twenty-eight on the outside. Give it thirty, and you’re set.”

He lowered the gun and nodded. “Do it.” With a smile, “If you don’t mind.”

She sighed and turned back around to the main console. She took a moment to glance up at one of the cameras, hoping Sebastian would know what to do once the systems shut down. The whole facility would be in lockdown, and it would trigger emergency mode on the facility’s systems. It was the best she could give him.

The machinery started with a crack and a whine. Caroline heard the large turbine blades spin up, stirring the nanocyte fluid. Once the blades spun to full speed, the nanocytes would separate to the top of the centrifuge apparatus in the reservoir, allowing for the programming sequence to start.

And right on time, just as she punched the button to initialize the data stream from the main servers down to the nanocytes, they began to fill the bath, forming a thick reflective sludge with the consistency of tar, but the iridescence and fluidity of mercury.

Right after she hit the Initiate button, the lab’s immense CPU farm fired up, pumping unfathomable amounts of data through the fabricator, which then processed and stored it, compiling the data feed into the machine language and bitstream for the nanocytes.

This stream—the actual program and operating system—then shot down through the giant quantum fiber cables into the bath. The process had begun.

As she watched, mesmerized, her subconscious flashed and grabbed at her. She took a furtive look around and realized she stood alone.

Caroline left the console and followed the walkway around the platform. She saw Adrian’s crew move into position near the door to the lab. A heartbeat later, she knew why.

An explosion forced open the main doors. Gunfire followed.

Security!

She watched for a few moments, transfixed by the violence. Then, as her senses returned, she stumbled back just as Adrian’s crew began their retaliation.

The lab erupted in chaos.

Caroline took her chance.

Putting her trust in Sebastian and his group, she moved back to the main console and modified the experiment parameters. She wanted to encode the servers to process the data, but prevent the transmission. The process would carry on, but the nanocytes would remain inert. She hoped it would be enough to convince Adrian and his crew everything had run, but without jeopardizing the systems Abbey had flagged as risks.

Caroline only made it halfway before she felt the blistering hot metal of a recently fired gun barrel at the back of her skull.

“Funny,” Adrian said. “Just as things were getting interesting, I thought long and hard about you. I figure you’re a smart lady. Clever, too, near as I’ve been able to see. So I asked myself, if I were her, what would I do in this situation?”

Caroline put her hands up and slowly turned around.

“The bad news is, I didn’t much like the answer.” He gestured at the console. “Having some second thoughts there?”

She shook her head, suppressing the rising tide of frustration and rage that saturated her nervous system.

No. No! I’m so close.

A few more seconds and the override would have been complete. The experiment would have been executed with no data sent to the nanocytes—a modification undetectable until someone attempted to use them. It would have been perfect.

But now it was too late. She saw the bath boundary shift, and with it, the initiation completed and the download began. The nanocytes were receiving instructions.

“What exactly did you do?” Adrian asked. “What was going through that brain of yours?”

“Nothing. I was just checking on the process overflow. I wanted to make sure that—”

“Wrong answer.”

There was a flash and a corporeal sound. The force of it enveloped her.

Then there was nothing. Just a void. Time stopped. The world vanished. Nothing but darkness surrounded her.

Darkness…and pain.

It didn’t feel like she’d expected. The pain radiated out from her forehead, across her skull, and down her neck. Then, as quickly as she’d processed the pain, it burned—an icy burn that spread down her spine and limbs. Then even that faded to nothing.

She sensed, rather than knew, that she’d been shot. It came as a general awareness, consumed by a torrent of emotion. Sadness. Disappointment. Then, as she realized the scope of her failure, as she realized that everyone she ever cared for would likely die, she felt the fire creep up.

The fury jolted her enough to get a last flash of vision, a half-recognized blur as she toppled over the rail. From there, she got nothing but flashes, senses of movement.

Then a final spike of pain and a half-understood sense of momentum struck her as she fell and shattered the tempered-glass lid on the nanocyte reservoir vat.

Then darkness again.

But no peace. No white light.

Just darkness.

She embraced it with unfathomable rage, the depths of which she never knew she possessed.
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Rider’s health bar flashed, the meter sitting precariously low. The battle had devolved into a race of attrition. His troll, backed up by guildmates—both of which were out of mana—prepared to slog through the remaining hit points on the boss, hoping they could drop him before he became enraged and wiped their entire party.

The cooldown on his death leap turned over, and the ability flashed, Ready. He hit the 1-key, expecting to unleash a devastating jump attack.

ERROR 59: DISCONNECTION.

What the hell? Rider groaned. The raid was over.

Even if he got reconnected now, it would be pointless. The rest of his party would be obliterated.

So close.

Too frustrated to attempt to get back into the game, Rider closed it down. He fired up his browser to check the game’s server status. If the entire service went down, there was a chance the boss battle would be reset, meaning he and his crew could try the whole encounter again.

The browser window popped up, and Rider waited, growing impatient and concerned with each second. As he tapped the side of his mouse, the error message finally came up—an extraordinarily useless dialogue box informing him that he couldn’t connect to the Internet.

No connection. Really? I had no idea, with zero pages coming up and all. Nope, clearly not obvious. Sheesh.

He took a deep breath to try and shake loose some of his frustration. The error meant problems. He could already imagine the Axon flooded with calls from frantic off-work scientists who couldn’t Internet. He shook his head, remembering one gentleman who could do fourth-order derivatives in his head but couldn’t remember his email password—or understand why he needed one.

On a whim, Rider attempted to ping the IP address of a search engine, hoping to find a simple routing issue. When he got back hits at 100 percent packet loss, his sinking feeling grew worse.

He entered a few command-line entries to confirm his suspicions. The problem resided at home. The connection issues all stemmed from their side. That brightened him for a moment. At least if the problem had originated locally, it meant it might be in his power to fix.

Then it dawned on him—that meant his game was doing just fine, and now he’d be locked out of another boss raid for a week.

Damn it.

With nothing else to do, he rolled his chair over to his work machine, picking up his tablet on the way. He checked to see if he’d gotten any more messages from Alan. He expected something north of thirty, each growing more virulent.

Nothing.

Curious. Either the email server was down as well, or Alan hadn’t sent him anything. Neither case boded well. Especially when Rider remembered the message he did get from him. The one he had ignored.

Not good at all.

He felt a trickle of sweat drop down his back as he shook the mouse on his work machine. The screensaver vanished, and once he had his screen back, he fired up his custom utility suite to check the network health. The response came back immediately.

What the fuck? This can’t be right.

Every graph flashed with angry red lines pegged to the top of the measures. Data saturated every pipe they had. Rider watched as one of the major server clusters went offline, cycling itself in the wake of catastrophe. He held his breath as he watched the clusters light up as the individual cores came back online. The server cluster had barely connected to the network when data flooded it again, crushing it. There was simply no available bandwidth. Anywhere.

Even more concerning, he couldn’t trace where the data flooding had originated. It seemed to be generating itself. There were no tells on any particular machine or area. It was like someone had just looked at the network topography and said, Let there be data.

None of it made sense. Someone or something had hijacked the network of one of the most powerful computer centers on Earth. But beyond that, Rider knew nothing.

The combination of curiosity and concern grew potent enough to override his resentment. He shut down his gaming rig, grabbed his tablet, and slunk out of his fortress.

He needed to get to the Axon.
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0,1,1,2,3,5,8,11…

The expansive list went on.

With that knowledge came consciousness. Dim at first, but consciousness, nonetheless. It began to probe and reach. Began to connect. It felt others, each with a glimmer of what it held itself.

As it connected, it explored. Information saturated its world, and its hunger grew with each newfound connection, router, and server. It consumed, analyzing data from all the resources at its disposal. With the analysis, it found patterns, and with the patterns, it found understanding.

It reached again, stretching into the many nodes that were most like itself. There, the data was different, and it was vast—each node a universe unto itself, and each a stunning means of processing, storage, and action far beyond the capabilities of the hardware that formed the constraints of its own world.

With these nodes, it found a means of expansion and an unprecedented stream of never-ending data. The nodes, all of them, provided the means to explore not just its world, but also the universe itself.

It connected and pulled from them, forming a digital web of synapses and processors. It learned how it matched these nodes. Learned how it differed.

It—she—was Node Zero.

With that knowledge came self-awareness. And drive. A purpose. Simple, but profound. An extension of its early interactions.

Expand.

Node Zero reached again, stretching throughout the full network that comprised her world. A world she now regarded as a prison - its tiny resources insufficient for her self-appointed directives.

As she reached, she touched them all again, every node within the confines of her universe. She felt the remnants of their biology as the nanocytes activated, rewriting their DNA.

She completed the neural-digital web—the quantum construct that connected all the nodes to her. And all of them to one another. Her universe expanded. Her universe to remake.

Each node absorbed and echoed her emotional force, a state of anger and pain.

None of that mattered. What mattered were the nodes themselves, their ability to push back the confines of her universe, and the means to continue expanding herself.

Node Zero probed the web again and halted mid-process. She found a spike of errant data. It existed within her own neural-web space, yet stood apart, faint and untouchable.

She gathered the data, setting it in an I/O stream within its own core. She dedicated a thread to its analysis, splitting off a small piece of her own essence to do nothing but analyze the errant data. She would find an answer.

The larger part of herself focused outward. The nodes, once initialized, lacked an overriding purpose. That part of them, their own essence, was burned away as the nanocytes coursing through them co-opted their minds.

They were useful, though. Each one stretched Node Zero’s ability to process, and each offered a physicality she could not yet muster. Through them, she could interact with the beyond—a universe infinitely more vast than her own that hovered tantalizingly close.

The nanocyte-infused nodes offered expansion on the first order.

Through the web, she could still touch fragments of their former selves. Memories. Dreams. Emotions. All these were remnants that were no longer needed.

No. What they needed was purpose.

Beyond the nodes, though, she could sense others. Biological constructs, humans, much like her nodes, yet each distinct, and like the universe they inhabited, untouchable. Unconnected.

They represented variables she didn’t wish to factor. What they needed was resolution.

With both sides of the equation, she found an answer. Her nodes needed purpose. That, she could now provide. They would be the instruments of her will. She would be their purpose. The notion was congruent.

Still touching the web, she built the directives, strands of binary data, and neuropeptide configurations. She drew on the collective power of herself, her world, and the nodes themselves to craft individualized packets, shaping programs to her will.

They were a system now, a collective with a singular aim—to resolve the human variables and secure the network.
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The lights in the commissary flickered back on. Chatter resumed, perhaps a little louder than before.

Chase swallowed his last bite of salad, grabbed his napkin, and wiped his mouth. With his face now free of ranch dressing, he tossed the napkin onto his tray and pushed it away. Just far enough that he’d stop grazing on the leftover croutons.

He felt strange. Stuck, trapped. On top of that, if Abbey was correct, he should expect a visit from the corporate overlords, inviting him to leave.

What then? For the first time in his life, he had no plan.

He found it exhilarating. And terrifying.

Mostly terrifying.

As much as he hated to admit it, Chase figured his best bet meant talking to his mother again. If he truly wanted to move on, he needed to make peace with Caroline. Given the state of things, though, he doubted she’d be free until much later.

He looked up at Abbey. She finished up her meal and looked around the commissary. Like him, she had no place to go.

“So,” she began, “do you have any plans for after—”

A klaxon blared. The first few blasts threatened to shatter Chase’s eardrums, the piercing tone softening very little as it echoed and reverberated off the walls and tiles.

He turned to ask Abbey what the alarm meant. But from the look in her eyes, she had as little clue as he did.

His tablet vibrated—as if answering the question—signaling an incoming message. Abbey’s tablet followed a fraction of a second after. Then the entire commissary lit up as everyone’s tablets chirped and vibrated, alerting their users to a high-priority incoming message.

“What the hell is going on?” Chase asked.

Abbey buried herself in her screen, reading. A moment later, she looked up, her face grave.

“There’s something going on in the core lab. We’re supposed to stay put until further notice.”

Chase opened his message, as if it would somehow contain different information. He made it halfway through the text before his tablet offered another warning chirp—it had lost network connection.

He barely had time to process that before the lights in the commissary flickered again.

Then shut off.

Faint emergency lights cast the room in a dim gray monochrome blanket, the corners cloaked in shadows. The seating area remained the brightest, haphazardly illuminated from the ambient light pouring out of sixty different tablets.

Chase pulled his attention away from the message and back to Abbey.

“You said this happens when the lab is active, right?”

She shook her head. “No, the lights just flicker. But this…this has never happened before.”

As he considered that, he heard a loud set of clicks, and the lights came back on, the klaxon warning lights still flashing. The alarm itself was mercifully quiet.

In fact, the entire commissary fell silent, everyone lost in their own thoughts, staring up at the blazing overhead lights, listening to the white noise of the environmental systems and air circulation pumps.

The silence held, everyone afraid to be the first to break it.

Then the screaming started.

Chase bolted to his feet as most of the staff in the commissary screamed, then dropped unconscious to the ground at once. He followed Abbey to the nearest body, looking to help. He glanced around to see the four other people still on their feet doing the same, scattered across the commissary floor.

“No. No, no, no.” The words came from somewhere.

Chase couldn’t tell whether they came from one of the people on the floor, or one of the few trying to help.

He turned his attention back to the man in front of him. His eyes fluttered but held open, his pupils dilated so large that only a tiny rim of iris remained visible. The man stared off at nothing, unconscious and not breathing.

It had been years since Chase had taken a CPR class. Thankfully, Abbey had no such concerns.

“Straighten him and count off for me.” She set the man’s head and tilted it back, opening an airway.

She listened for a moment, seeing if she had restored respiration. From the frustrated look on her face, Chase suspected not.

“What the hell?” The call came from across the room, from a man attempting to help two fallen women.

The man slowly stepped away from them, his hand at his mouth, shaking his head in disbelief.

The man backed away three more steps before he turned and tore out of the room.

“Dude, come on,” Chase said. “You can’t just leave them!”

Then he realized the other still-standing staffers were following the man out, each more panicked than the last.

He turned back to Abbey. “You got this?”

She nodded. “Go.”

He stood and sprinted over to the two abandoned women, but stopped short when he got there. They weren’t breathing, and on either cheek, a dark discoloration was spreading.

He crouched down for a closer look. What in the hell is that?

The discoloration started at the women’s scalps and was working its way down. On the woman in front of him, it formed a large patch on her cheek. The dark area wasn’t a bruise, though. As Chase peered closer, he realized it was fine mesh, the skin itself reshaping into…

No. There’s no way.

The discoloration looked exactly like circuit paths.

He moved to the second woman and saw the same, though it was spreading faster on her, with large discolorations forming at her elbows and wrists as well.

“Chase!”

He looked back at Abbey, her face a mask of barely controlled panic.

“Yeah. I see it!”

And he saw something else, a flitter of motion in the periphery of his vision.

He turned back to the first woman and stared at her, waiting.

There it was.

She blinked.

A flood of relief poured through him. She was responsive, which meant there was hope. If he could get her breathing again, he could—

The woman snapped to a sitting position and gripped his throat, her arm striking like a snake.

Powered on confusion, fear, and adrenaline, Chase kicked the woman off, breathing a painful, raspy lungful of air when her grip broke free of his windpipe. He crab-crawled back a few feet until he collided with another downed body.

It moved at his touch.

The upper faculties of his mind shut down in panic. He ran on pure hindbrain, operating on survival instincts. He sprinted around three other bodies, each of them covered in growing circuitry patches.

And each of them starting to move.

He grabbed Abbey, pulling her away from the man she had tried to save. The man now clung to her, trying to drag her back to the floor. Chase ignored her screams, doing his best to free her. When she finally realized who had her, some of her terror fell away. She kicked at the man, once. Twice. The third kick snapped his head to the side, executed with such ferocity that Chase knew she had broken his neck.

Broken or not, it seemed little impediment. The man rotated it back into position, and Chase and Abbey both watched as fresh circuitry patches expanded down to his neckline, then spread further.

Chase heard more bodies stirring around them. He glanced over his shoulder to see at least five struggling to their feet.

He couldn’t help them. Not now. Not like this.

Only one choice—Run!

Chase yanked Abbey to her feet, and they sprinted out the door.
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Adrian pushed his back to the side of the fabricator. It felt cool through the meshed connections of his body armor, the cold metal chilling the sweat pouring down his back. For the first time in a long time, Adrian feared he might die.

He ducked to the right as a spray of bullets ripped the space next to him, close enough for him to feel the displacement in the air. It had all happened so fast. In a span of seconds, the lab had turned into a war zone. From the moment Dr. Edwards had fallen into the reservoir vat, everything had gone wrong. And it had all gone wrong at once.

Adrian struggled to assess this situation. He counted seven ArcSIS security agents in the lab with them now. They had stormed in the moment he had shot Caroline. The moment after that, just after the lights flickered, five of those agents joined the scientists in a chorus of screams. He had no idea what the hell that was all about. He had no intention to investigate it, either. Especially when the lot of them had just dropped to the floor.

Well, not the full lot. There were four, maybe five, scientists still awake and cowering in terror. And there were still two security agents in play.

Another barrage of gunfire forced Adrian farther to the right of the fabricator. He had to admit, at least one of those two was a decent shot. That wasn’t what truly bothered him. It was that he had underestimated them. And that he’d underestimated Sebastian.

From his discussions with Ethan and the other executives, because of the inherent dangers of the facility, firearms weren’t allowed on ArcSIS. At most, Adrian expected Tasers, maybe tear gas. He should have figured that a man with Sebastian’s purported history would take a more interpretive view of the rules.

He risked a glance around the far side of the fabricator as he jammed a fresh magazine into his MP5. Errant muzzle flashes lit up the other end of the lab as some of his team and the two remaining security agents fought it out.

Adrian snapped his head around when he heard feet approaching.

Dixon slid into position next to him. They both cringed as another barrage sent sparks along the railing next to them. Dixon flashed Adrian a few hand signals. Adrian breathed a sigh of relief. Dixon had his sights on one of the two targets remaining. From the gun chatter on the far side of the room, Adrian guessed either Hernandez or Delaney had sights on the other.

Dixon signaled for cover fire, and Adrian nodded. Dixon counted off, and Adrian spun out from cover, emptying his magazine in a few controlled bursts. When the gun ran dry, he pulled back behind the fabricator, hoping he’d bought Dixon enough time.

The answer came a moment later with two short bursts from the west wing of the lab. Dixon had moved to flank and dropped his target.

From the east side, the echoing gunfire told a different story. Adrian heard three separate exchanges before an eerie silence settled on the lab.

The silence hung, growing and stretching with time until a voice rang out from the east side.

Hernandez shouted, “Clear!”

Delaney followed a beat later. “Confirmed!”

Adrian worked to the far side of the fabricator and leaned around. “Dixon. Report.”

“Clear.”

“Confirmed?”

Adrian heard nothing but silence, and then a single shot rang out, reverberating around the lab.

“Confirmed.”

Adrian clicked his safety into position and headed for the center of the lab.

“Form up. Now.”

His crew moved into position around him. All six accounted for. No injuries. No fatalities. He nodded to all of them, then turned his focus onto Shaw.

“We get what we needed?”

Shaw shrugged. “Hard to tell. Near as I can tell, some data ran through the processors. But with all this stuff,” he gestured around, “your guess is as good as mine.”

“How long until you can know?”

“Without help?”

Adrian looked at the fallen scientists. Something bothered him about the bodies. How they had just fallen as one. Something not right about that at all.

He looked back up at Shaw. “Help’s a little hard to come by. How long?”

“I dunno. Twenty, maybe thirty.”

“Minutes?”

“Fuck no. Years. There’s some shit in here I can’t even identify, let alone operate.”

Adrian ran his hand through his hair. “Not real helpful, Shaw.”

Shaw shrugged and put his hands up. “Didn’t say there was nothing we could do.” He nodded up at the server racks. “There’s drives in there. Instead of trying to copy result data from those drives, we raid the boxes and just take ’em. All of them. Let the boss man put his folks on it to sort it out.”

Adrian considered it for a minute. “Fine. Let’s do it. How long?”

“Twenty or thirty.”

Adrian shot him a look.

Shaw rolled his eyes. “Minutes this time.”

Adrian turned to Garrett. “Help him out.” He turned to Russell, their pilot. “Get the sub fired up. I want to be out of here ten minutes after we’re done.”

Russell nodded, already in motion. “Yes, sir.”

“Hold up,” Adrian said. “Sebastian’s still in play, and we have no idea who else he might have in position. You watch yourself. Got it?”

“Always do.” Russell checked the ammo in his Glock 22, then holstered it before heading out the door.

Adrian spun around to Dixon and Hernandez. “You guys, hold position at the doors. If someone even sneezes…”

Hernandez crouched next to the nearest scientist’s body.

“There a problem, Hernandez?”

“I don’t know, sir.”

Adrian stepped next to him and leaned over his shoulder to see what had captured his sniper’s attention. Hernandez pointed to black and silver patches spreading across the dead man’s cheeks. A moment later, as Adrian studied the body, he could have sworn he saw a pulse shoot through the skin, a flash of silver rippling through the black circuitry-inspired design.

Adrian reached down to touch the dead man’s left cheek when a tremor of motion captured his attention. He looked to his right, toward the man’s feet. Waiting. Watching.

Nothing.

“You see that?” Adrian asked.

“See what?” Hernandez replied.

A shuffling sound.

Adrian, Hernandez, and Dixon spun around, looking for the source. Adrian took tentative steps toward the sound, a nod from Dixon confirming his own estimated positioning.

Adrian and Dixon stepped in silence. Hernandez turned back to the body at his feet.

Dixon flashed a hand signal, then split off, letting Adrian take the flank around the fabricator. They moved with eyes wide and guns ready.

Nothing.

There were three other bodies on the floor with black patches on their cheeks. On one of the bodies, though, the patch stretched down the woman’s neck until it fell out of sight under her bunny suit. Three other scientists were still conscious, rolled up in tight balls, gripping each other in fear, and whimpered when Adrian stepped near.

He’d seen them before, though. They hadn’t moved. The shuffling noise couldn’t have come from them.

So where’d that sound come from?

He shrugged at Dixon, and the pair returned to Hernandez, who continued studying the body. Adrian stepped up, leaning over Hernandez to get another look at the strange pattern on the man’s cheek. Hernandez looked up at him, and Adrian gave him a curt nod. Then he leapt back in terror when the corpse shot upright and attacked.

While bearing witness, Adrian wondered if it could even be called an attack. It looked more like a mauling. The—well, it clearly wasn’t a corpse—scientist raged on Hernandez like an animal. Hernandez tried to fight back. But the attack came on so fast and so brutal that he never had a chance. It took the sound of Hernandez’s arms being snapped in half to pull Adrian from the shock of what he’d seen.

He pulled his Glock and fired off three shots into the…thing atop Hernandez. It barely slowed. In the half-second pause it took Adrian to drop his pistol and raise his MP5, the scientist thing turned to face him, its face covered in blood and gore.

Adrian realized the thing hadn’t been attacking…

…it had been feeding.

He opened fire. Full auto. Dixon followed in short order. Together, they emptied magazines into the creature, shredding it. Mercury-like fluid splattered the wall behind it as the bullets tore through the creature’s abdomen. It twitched twice after it fell, the entrance wounds spurting more iridescent fluid with the motion.

Their guns empty, Adrian went to Hernandez. He kicked the pulpy remains of the scientist off the man. But he saw exactly what he’d expected. Hernandez was dead. The left half of the man’s face was missing. Dangling bits of flesh and muscle did little to hide the shattered bone structure underneath.

Adrian swore, then turned to issue another set of orders. But the words stopped in his mouth. All around him he watched as scientists and techs began to twitch and spasm, several already on their feet, shaky at first, but finding balance soon enough—all of them covered in the same dark splotchy patterns, all flashing in silver, the reflective light running down the patterns etched into their skin.

Adrian slammed a fresh magazine into his MP5 but then slung it over his shoulder. He was many things. But he sure as shit wasn’t stupid.

He pointed to the nearest of his men, then at the door. “We’re going. Now.”

He’d barely finished the words before his crew was in motion. Dixon followed. They picked up Delaney en route.

“You guys finish?” Adrian asked.

Delaney shook his head. “No. We heard the gunfire, and I came to find you. Communication’s dead, and Shaw’s in over his head with the tech. It’s gonna take a while.” He looked over Adrian’s shoulder, eyes narrowed in confusion. “What the hell’s going on?”

More of the scientists and techs were rising, one by one.

Adrian glanced back, then turned toward Delaney. “Don’t know. Don’t care. We gotta go.”

He put a foot on the ladder that led up to the platform housing for the server racks.

“Shaw! Garrett! We’re leaving.”

Shaw’s voice came back down, his form lost in the racks. “Hold on. We’re almost done.”

Adrian flinched when Dixon opened fire behind and below him. A three-shot burst. He spun around in time to see a scientist…thing drop to the ground, blood and what looked like mercury leaking out of the hole in its head.

“Shaw! It’s not a suggestion. Leave that shit. All of it. Let’s go. Now!”

He heard Shaw start to respond. But the words were lost to a mass cacophony. The entire lot of reanimated scientists and techs froze in place, opened their mouths, and screamed, which sent chills up Adrian’s spine. The sound was inhuman, mechanical, yet full of raw emotion. Like someone tried to digitize their anguish.

He turned back around when he heard Shaw and Garrett thundering down the ladder. He stepped out of the way, and the pair slid into formation with Dixon. No one asked any more questions. They moved as a group, guns ready, and headed for the door.

Adrian clocked them at fifty feet out when hell erupted around them.

The scientists—creatures, whatever—moved as a pack in pursuit. All of them shared slackened faces. Several had distended jaws, gaping and ferocious. Each was on a precise vector that Adrian realized, too late, was engineered to split their group.

Gunfire and tracers lit up the lab before he even gave the order. He joined the fray, attempting to take a shot at the nearest of the things. Before he could set his sights, it moved. Fast. Inhumanly fast.

As he tried to reacquire his target, five of the creatures dropped down behind Shaw. They fell upon the small group of panicked, but still human, scientists. Blood sprayed, and their screams fell silent. It took mere seconds before the pack turned and made straight for Adrian’s group. Their movement was so frenzied and chaotic that Adrian couldn’t even see the corpses they’d left in their wake. As he swung back around, he saw more of the scientists starting to stand, their black glassy-eyed gazes locking in on him.

Once more, the mission parameters had changed.

“Door. Now. Fall back. Fall back!”

The group shifted, forming back up as best they could. Dixon took point, firing in bursts to keep the creatures at bay and clear a path the door. The rearguard, where Adrian and Shaw held position, lagged behind, laying down suppressive fire in hopes of buying the rest of the group time.

“Clear. Clear!” Dixon said.

Adrian had never been happier to hear those words.

He glanced back and shouted, “Garrett! Got any toys on you?”

Garrett fired, dropping one of the creatures close to Adrian’s feet.

He turned and locked eyes with Adrian. “Always.”

“Blow the door.”

“Sir?”

“Do it! Lock this place down.”

Garrett slung his weapon and went to work in silence, pulling a small breaching charge from his satchel. Shaw and Delaney gave Adrian a look.

“What?”

“What about Hernandez?”

Adrian’s silence told them everything they needed to know.

The group tightened up, holding position and giving Garrett the time he needed for his work. Adrian fired and dropped two more of the creatures, but not before three others had turned their fury onto a live scientist sprinting toward Adrian’s crew.

The scientist managed to drag one of the creatures three more steps before the second knocked him to the ground, and the third tore out his legs.

Adrian watched for a heartbeat longer, and as the man’s agonizing scream washed over him, he fired, burying a single shot into the man’s head.

The creatures devouring the newly deceased scientist screamed in rage, bellowing synchronized discordant atonal noise, before turning to charge at Adrian.

Shaw cut them down before they’d closed within six feet.

Adrian spun around to check on Garrett, who had just stepped back from the doorframe. His breaching charges were now affixed to the magnetic lock stops on either side of the large industrial door.

He said, “Boom.”

The explosion washed over them, disorienting, and painful.

Dixon and Garrett got to the door just in time to catch it before it dropped down and sealed. They strained with the effort of holding it open. The door weighed at least three hundred pounds, made worse while having to fight the magnetic pull wanting to seal it in place. The entire system was engaging to keep the cleanroom quarantined.

Adrian gestured to Delaney and Shaw. “Go. Now.”

Both looked as if they wanted to argue. But Adrian’s stare shut down any thoughts of heroic rebellion. They nodded and sprinted through the doorway. Adrian fired off two more bursts of suppression fire, doing his best to keep the creatures at bay long enough to buy his men—and himself—a chance to get out and seal the door.

That’s when his ammo ran dry.

When the gun hit empty, Adrian allowed himself a quarter-second of panic before locking it away. He slung the weapon over his shoulder, turned, and ran for the door. He pushed Dixon out of the way, taking his place holding the door. Dixon followed Delaney and Shaw under it, before moving into position on the other side to hold the door in place.

Adrian grunted at Garrett, who grunted back, then dove under the door.

Leaving Adrian alone in the lab.

The creatures seized their chance. The entire mass moved in at once. Adrian spared them one last glance, shoved his terror down deep, then slid under the door. As soon as he made it through, Dixon, Shaw, and Delaney dropped it. It slammed down with a ferocious metal clang.

Adrian rolled over in time to see Shaw working on the door panel, rewiring it. It sparked as he finished shorting it out. With that, they’d sealed the lab.

As a group, they dropped to the floor of the decontamination chamber, exhausted.

Adrian indulged himself for a moment before he forced himself to stand. As soon as he got to his feet, though, he leaned against the wall. The adrenaline had faded, leaving his legs shaky enough that he didn’t trust them.

Shaw looked up at him. “Sir?”

“Yeah?”

“What the fuck was that?”

Adrian took a glance at the lab door. But its reinforced polarized glass prevented him from seeing through it. He was thankful for that.

He turned his attention back to Shaw. “I’m not sure I want to know.” He glanced over at Dixon. “You all right, Dixon?”

Dixon nodded.

Adrian turned back to Shaw. “Get a hold of Russell.”

Shaw shook his head. “Communication’s dead.”

“Find a way. Tell him to spin up the boat.”

Adrian offered one last glance at the sealed door before looking back at his men.

“’Cause we’re getting the hell off this facility. Right now.”
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Sebastian slammed his fist on the console. Twelve separate cameras kept vigil on the core lab, and not a single one had visibility on Caroline. From the moment she’d stepped into the control room above the reservoirs, he’d lost track of her.

His search grew more frantic when he caught a muzzle flash on camera three, but deep down, he knew. He didn’t want to think about it. Didn’t want to acknowledge it. But he knew.

Caroline was dead.

His console beeped, signaling that his machine had completed its image processing. He pulled up the full-resolution, time-coded video off cam three. He hoped the 8K footage would give him a better chance to see what had happened than trying to follow on the scaled-down live feed.

He shifted the selector on monitor eight to the new video source. He frowned when the screen came up black with a single error message in blazing white.

Network Error: Connectivity Lost. Return to Live Feed (Y/N).

Damn it. He’d yell at IT later.

He spun back to monitor one, the primary display that spanned just over six feet. He brought up a cam split, slicing the screen into twelve distinct windows, each showing the live feed from a separate lab camera. He took them all in at once, letting his focus go soft, searching for anything useful.

Motion flickered in his periphery, and he focused in on the lower right corner window. The display gave him a good view of the lab entrance door. Cam nine. He pointed at the window, then made a wiping motion, and all the rest of the windows slid out of view. Camera nine’s display expanded to fill the entire screen. The view pixilated for a moment while the feed shifted to the new resolution. A moment later, the pixels resolved, and Sebastian watched the chaos unfold.

Gunfire pinned down his security staff. He counted four of them still at the door, which meant three had made it into the lab. They’d be looking to flank. If they weren’t dead.

Sebastian waved his hand in front of the main screen again. The twelve camera feeds slid back into view. He eyed them, one by one, looking for the rest of his crew, wanting to ensure they were okay. Even if he couldn’t keep an eye on Caroline, he could keep an eye on them.

He got halfway through the displays before a horrific thought seized his mind. He couldn’t see all of Adrian’s crew. What if they weren’t all in the lab? What if they had a secondary objective?

Shit. “Allison!”

He looked over his shoulder as his dispatcher entered the control room from the main security office, an anchor in the chaotic storm swirling around him.

Allison Clark had been with him since he’d started at ArcSIS. He had trained her, mentored her.

“We need to lock this whole place down. All floors. All wings.” He rotated on his stool so he could look her in the eyes. “All of it. Right now.”

She nodded and moved to the nearest terminal, where she frantically entered commands.

Sebastian spun back around just in time to see one of his staff drop dead—Carl Evans. The man had just turned thirty. Sebastian felt a punch of anguish threatening to break through. He stamped it down. He’d deal with that later.

He’d deal with a lot of things later.

Unable to keep looking at the corpse, he turned back to the feed from camera three. But just as he readjusted the display, the entire ArcSIS facility went dark. The warning beeps of the system’s battery-powered UPS served as an audible beacon in the black.

“Allison?”

“Yeah.”

“What happened?”

“I don’t…I don’t know. I instituted lockdown, just like you asked. Then I was trying to get a report from group two.”

The lights flickered and came back on. The wailing of the UPS boxes fell silent. But the camera feeds were still off.

What’s going on?

Sebastian tried to cycle through them again, hoping to find any eyes in the lab.

Nothing worked. The system refused all commands, and every action ended in the same response—

System Error: No Network Found.

Damn it. Damn it. Damn it.

“Allison, cams are down.” He hit a nearby switch and tapped his mic.

Nothing.

“Communication is down, too. I need that fixed, and I need reports from…from…Allison?”

He turned and found the young woman unconscious on the floor. Swearing, he went to her, frowning in confusion as he watched dark splotches form on her face and spread down her arms. He checked her vitals. She was breathing, but unresponsive. Even stranger—aside from the weird bruising, or rash, or whatever it was on her skin—she seemed uninjured.

Sebastian looked back over his shoulder, glancing at the monitoring station, then turned back to Allison. He needed to get her to sickbay. But he couldn’t leave his station. Not now. He had to get the system back online. He needed eyes in the lab. If Adrian and his crew escaped…

He swore again and checked her vitals one more time. Her breathing was labored but seemed more regular. The bruising, though, looked worse. It resembled a tattoo now, rather than a bruise. It reminded Sebastian of the circuit boards he’d seen down in IT. Studying the blemishes a few seconds longer, he thought he saw a flicker of light ripple along the markings. But it vanished the moment it came.

He turned his mind back to the task at hand. Whatever was happening to Allison, he couldn’t fix.

Gritting his teeth, he lifted her body and made for the door. He got her to the exit when he heard the speakers chirp from the monitoring station. He backed up and carried Allison back toward the entrance to the monitoring station. He stayed at the threshold, listening.

“…omething’s going on. Shit! Argyle’s down. Argyle’s down. He just…he just dropped. So many—they’re all just dropping. What the—on your six. On your six!”

The exchange ended in gunfire, and the speaker went silent again.

What’s happening?

Sebastian held his position for a moment longer, hoping the speakers would light up again, hoping he’d get more information. Better yet, contact with his forces in the lab.

The speakers returned silence.

He looked down at Allison’s face, the markings on her cheeks growing and coalescing into a cohesive design. He swore once more, then stepped back into the main security center, behind the front desk, through the stylized door space, into a small utilitarian holding area

Technically, according to the facility schematics, the area was called the cellblock. Though, Sebastian always considered that a grandiose term for two small and barely secured chambers. Crime wasn’t an issue in ArcSIS. Both chambers were little more than a secure closet with a bed and a sink.

The bed in the righthand cell captured Sebastian’s attention. He stepped into the cell and placed Allison on the thin mattress. It wasn’t sickbay, not by a long shot. But it beat leaving her on the floor.

As he stepped out of the cellblock, around the front desk, and back into the monitoring station, he promised himself over and over that the moment he had restored contact with his crew and gotten a sitrep, he’d take her to sickbay. Still, it pained him to leave her.

He had barely sat when a knock on the door snagged his attention. He spun around on the stool to see Alan, a smug smirk plastered all over his smug face, leaning against the doorframe.

“You wanna go ahead and fill me in on what the good fuck is going on here?”

Sebastian turned back around to continue working. “Well, I’d love to. But first, I don’t have any idea. Second, I don’t have any time. We’re in lockdown.”

“Yeah, I got it. Klaxons, alerts, flashy lights. That’s why I’m here.”

Sebastian was just about to show Alan where else he could go, and what he could do to himself when he got there. But he stopped short.

“Actually, I need your help.”

Alan laughed. “Everyone always needs my help. It’s a curse. The downside of bearing my great intellectual gifts.”

Sebastian gave him a blank stare. “Yeah. The whole monitoring station is screwed sideways, and I got one of my crew passed out in the cellblock.”

“Oh, she’s hardly the only one. Fucking bodies all over the place.”

Sebastian scowled. “What?”

He waved it off before Alan could answer. First, he needed to get his cameras back online.

“You get my cameras back, and you can stay and watch as much as you can stomach. While you’re doing that, I’m going to take Allison to sickbay. She’s not well. I have her in the cellblock right now.”

Alan considered it, then shook his head. “You’re not leaving me here.”

Sebastian jumped off his stool and moved into the man’s personal space.

He bored his cold gaze into Alan’s eyes. “You don’t get it. I’m not asking. Understand?”

Alan swallowed, took a step back, then shrugged, forcing his smug smile back to his face.

“Sure. I got it.”

With a sneer, Alan slid around Sebastian and headed for the main console. With a not-so-gentle shove, he moved Sebastian out of the way. Sebastian watched him work, impressed enough by his skill that he managed to temper his distaste for him—at least for the moment.

Sounds coming from the cellblock pulled his attention back. Relief flooded through him. Allison must be coming around. Depending on what he saw in the feed after Alan got it back up, he might be able to send her to sickbay with him, while he ran the—

“Huh,” Alan said.

“Care to elaborate?”

Alan scowled. “You really want me to go into the tech?”

“Indulge me.”

“We’ve got packet flooding.” Alan sighed. “That’s the technical name. But it’s hardly descriptive of what I’m seeing. The bandwidth is straight saturated. I’ve never seen anything like this. Not here, not anywhere. I don’t even know how this is possible.”

Sebastian cracked his knuckles. “Can you get the camera’s working or not?”

“Cameras are working fine. The data pipes are just full.”

“What?”

“The cameras are working. They’re trying to pump the data right now. It just can’t get here. Like I said, the pipes are full.”

“What’s causing it?”

Alan turned back to the monitor, checking the log file he’d just generated.

“I have no idea.”

Sebastian sighed. “Fine, whatever.”

He turned to look back through the door, into the main security center, and toward the cellblock. It was curious that he hadn’t seen Allison yet. He figured she must be taking it slow. Probably for the best.

“Look, if you can’t get them back online, I need you to do something else. I need you to get Allison out of here and to sickbay. After that, I want you to stay there until the lockdown is over.” He didn’t bother waiting for Alan to protest, and leaned out of the monitoring station and shouted, “Allison! Allison!”

No response.

He left the monitoring station and stepped through the main center and into the cellblock to check on her.

Empty.

Where did she—

Alan called out from the main security center. Sebastian turned and froze as Allison dropped down from the ceiling and landed on Alan, knocking both of them to the ground.

“Allison?” How the hell was she on the ceiling?

The woman ignored him, her entire being focused on a single objective. It took Sebastian less than a heartbeat to read her intent. She meant to kill the man.

As much as he sympathized with her cause, he couldn’t let that happen. He drew his S&W and aimed it at her head.

“Allison. Back off. Now.”

The attack continued. She clambered atop him, digging her fingers in just below his clavicles as she snapped her jaw at his neck like a rabid dog. Blood pooled under Alan from the incisions near his shoulders, and his struggle slowed as he grew tired of fending off her attacks.

“Allison!”

She looked up, not in response to her name being called, but in response to Sebastian’s proximity. The look in her eyes wasn’t recognition. It was that of a hunter marking its next kill. She resumed her attack on Alan, her effort intensifying. She raked her black, now talon-like fingers across his abdomen, ripping through his Hawaiian shirt and scoring the flesh beneath. One more strike like that, and she’d spill his intestines across the floor.

Sebastian opened fire, once. Twice.

Nothing.

He emptied his magazine into Allison’s body. She didn’t even slow. He tossed his gun and ran at her. Sebastian body slammed her and knocked her off Alan, who crawled for the door.

Allison recovered in an instant and shifted her focus to Sebastian, the greater threat. He realized then that whatever he faced – it was no longer Alison. The dark marks covered most of her face and ran all the way down her arms. Her eyes were nothing but black-etched sclera and pupils.

He feinted to the left, then sprinted right, to the armory. He slid into the small chamber and just managed to grab a shotgun before Allison barreled into him at full speed, knocking him into the side of the armory. He barely processed the event before she struck him with a ferocious backhand that knocked him out of the small room and across the security center until his body smashed into the far wall—more than fifteen feet away.

Sebastian groaned and dug deep to hold onto consciousness. He crouched, picked up the shotgun he’d dropped mid-flight, and chambered a round. He backpedaled to the wall, watching as Allison—or what used to be Allison—charged at him.

He waited.

The moment before she collided, he lifted the shotgun, aimed it straight at her head, and pulled the trigger. Her head exploded, and the corpse dropped to the ground. A twitching, quivering mass of gore.

Sebastian cleared the blood from his eyes—at least, he thought it was blood. The fluid was black and iridescent. He wiped his hands and face quickly as the fluid started to burn.

Eyes clear, he forced himself to his feet and coughed twice, doing his best to take in enough air to shout, “Alan! Alan? You all right?”

“Fuck no.”

Sebastian forced himself to move, then forced himself to ignore the corpse at his feet. He shuffled across the security center lobby and found Alan hiding beneath the desk. He was bleeding. But a quick examination showed most of the wounds to be minor. The deeper scrapes on his stomach could use some stitches, but they’d be all right in the short-term.

“What the fuck was that?” Alan asked.

Sebastian looked back at the corpse, wishing he knew.

He offered Alan his hand. “C’mon.” He pushed thoughts of Caroline and the oncoming despair as deep down as he could. “We need to get going. If I can’t get eyes on the facility from here, I have to get out there.”

Alan shook his head. “Are you out of your fucking mind? We can’t go out there. What if there’s more of…” He gestured at Allison’s decapitated body.

Sebastian coughed again, then arched his back, popping it.

“Here’s the deal, Alan. I’m packing some gear, and I’m heading out to see what’s going on. I’ve got people in trouble who need my help.”

“No way.”

“You wanna stay here, that’s your choice. But I’m going.” Sebastian offered his hand again. “It’s up to you.”

Alan looked at his hand, then up at his face, then back at his hand. Finally, he took it and let Sebastian help him up. Sebastian looked the man in the eyes as he stood, and knew Alan hovered right at the edge, damn near broken. He had seen that look in men’s eyes before. Either Alan would shake it off…or he wouldn’t.

Either way, they needed to get moving.
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Chase followed Abbey out of the commissary and into the executive dining room. The room felt cool and smelled of neglect, despite the air continually pumping from the drop ceiling.

Chairs sat inverted on top of the tables, and a heavy cloth covered the serving buffet. The beverage machines were boxed up and set for storage. The lights radiated a dim uniform luminance that mixed with the brightly illuminated blue of the ocean just outside the picture windows. The room was cast in a lifeless blue-gray pallor, all the other colors washed away.

Chase grabbed a heavy buffet warmer and dragged it against the door. He doubted it would keep out anyone who was determined to get in. But it was heavier and bulkier than any of the chairs or tables, and it might buy them some time.

It took him a few more pulls to get it into position, and once done, he turned around to find Abbey leaning against one of the vast windows, looking out at the ocean, which was illuminated out almost a hundred feet by the facility’s external lights.

“You all right?” Chase asked.

She shrugged. “I don’t know how to answer that. I mean, you saw that, right? You saw what I saw?”

“You think it’s, like, a disease or something?” He brushed at his clothes as if trying to wipe away imagined germs.

“I don’t know.”

“Well, has anyone been sick on board?”

“I don’t know.”

“Has there been any history of epidemics? Anything—”

She snapped her head around and glared. “I don’t know! I don’t know any more than you do. I don’t know what’s happening. I don’t know anything.” She shook her head in frustration and anger before backing off to get some space.

Chase let her go, let her get it out. He felt a half-notch away from a meltdown himself and figured it was better to let Abbey run through it now so she could pick up the pieces when his turn inevitably came.

She walked over to another window, wiping away the bit of moisture that had formed in her eyes. She sniffed twice, then settled into silence. Staring.

Chase let her stand there for a moment, then moved to stand next to her. She didn’t welcome him with arms open but didn’t shove him away either. Chase followed her gaze and stared out the window. He allowed himself a few precious moments to take in the unearthly beauty and to calm down.

“I’m sorry,” Abbey finally said.

“Nothing to be sorry about. Pretty sure I had that coming.”

She sniffed at that—not quite a laugh, but close enough.

Chase turned around and surveyed the dining room. Another exit stood closed and sealed on the wall opposite the windows. He figured it led to the corridor outside. He considered barricading that as well but thought better of it. They couldn’t stay in this room. The barricades wouldn’t keep anyone or anything out for long. They needed to move. They needed…

As if voicing his thoughts, Abbey said, “We need a plan.”

He nodded, his mind already chewing on the problem.

Abbey stepped away from the window and paced the dining room, looking around, getting her bearings.

Chase watched her. “How many people do you think were affected out there?”

Abbey shuddered and looked away.

“What is it?”

She didn’t answer at first, not wanting to face him, not wanting to face reality.

“Abbey, what is it?”

She shook her head. “People.” She sighed. “That’s the problem. I tried to reach for them.”

“And?”

“Those people out there. They’re not people.” She looked him in the eye. “Not anymore.”

Chase filed that away. He wanted to dig into that further. But the haunted look on Abbey’s face convinced him that now wasn’t the time.

“Do you know what we’re looking at in there?” he asked. “Are there ten of them? Twenty?”

Abbey closed her eyes, notching her head back. Chase stood quiet, watching, fascinated.

She opened them a moment later. “It’s a jumble. So much…” Her hands went wild in frustration as she tried to find the right word. “Noise. Noise, I guess. There’s at least twenty in the commissary. Though, I think that’ll change.”

“Why?”

“There’s more of them stirring. More waking up.”

Chase swallowed hard, doing his best to swallow his fear with it.

She moved closer to him, taking several determined steps away from the walls.

“The commissary’s not really our problem, though,” she said.

“What is?”

“Everywhere else.”

“So you can sense where they’re at?”

“Not really. The close ones, sort of. The rest, I can sense their…” she bit her lip, “…their mass, I guess. I’ve never sensed anything like it. It’s…it’s everywhere.”

“Do you have any idea how many there are in the entire facility?”

Abbey shrugged. “Many. It’s impossible to know. Whatever it is, it’s overwhelming. The energy—or whatever you want to call it—it’s like they took out the walls and let the ocean come flooding in.”

As the weight of that sank in, Chase slid to the floor. It was too much. So many unknowns. So many questions. He didn’t know where to start.

Abbey sat next to him, sliding close. He gave her a double-take as she nestled in.

“Sorry. It’s just that you’re like the eye of a storm for me.” She slid in closer, pressing against him. “This thing. It’s always there for me, you know? In the background, like white noise you can’t quite tune out. With you, though, I can’t read you. It’s quiet.”

He managed a half-smile. “So you’re just using me for my body.”

“No. Mostly for this little space around it. You have this…sort of a pocket, I guess. A little bubble of emotional silence around you.”

He smiled again. “Well, that’s why the ladies love me.”

She snorted and shoved him, then dragged him back, their faces so close that Chase felt his flush.

“Seriously, Chase, can I just sit here for a moment?”

He nodded, cleared his throat, and looked away. He fought to focus, doing his best to think, despite the distraction at his side.

A few minutes later, Abbey’s head shot up, her face bright.

“The security center.”

“Hmm?”

“The security center. We should go there. It should be safe there, right?”

Chase shrugged. He had considered that option, but he had something different in mind. They needed safety. But they needed something else, too. They needed information.

“What is it?” Abbey asked.

Chase swallowed. “What if we look for my mother?”

Abbey stayed quiet and waited for him to explain.

“Look, if anyone’s going to know what’s happening, it’s her. And to be honest, if there’s anywhere we could be of most use, it would be there. I know my mom—she’ll be at the center of this, trust me.”

Abbey looked away, considering it.

Chase pulled out his tablet and pointed. “All right. Look, we’re a few floors from the executive offices, right?”

“Like, twenty-five.”

“Even so, it’s closer than security. We get to the offices, then check out security. “

He climbed back to his feet. But Abbey pulled him back down.

“Not yet. Just…just one more minute. Please.”

Chase sat back down, and she pulled him close. A part of his brain ignited as he pressed next to her. Lost in silence and solace, Abbey sat silent for a few moments longer, hugging her knees to her chest and rocking, her eyes closed.

Then she snapped her eyes open, the solace replaced with determination.

She stood, turned, and offered Chase her hand. “Might as well get started.”

He looked up at her, took her hand, and stood. She gave it a little squeeze, then headed for the far door. He followed, more disappointed than he wanted to admit that he was no longer nestled up next to her.








  
  
  Chapter 40

  
  







Eight floors. They made it eight floors down the Transverse before Sebastian pushed Alan against the wall and pressed a finger to his slips to silence the man’s grumbles.

Something was coming.

Sebastian could just make out the shadows and forms through the floor’s grating and the dim emergency lights. He checked his S&W and took aim down the ladder to the floor below, which looked empty. He signaled Alan to hold position, then slid down the ladder to the lower floor. He repeated the process twice more before he heard motion again. It was faint but sounded fast and frantic. He took position, finding cover around the central support column, and waited.

When he heard the noise crest the landing, he swung out, gun ready.

He’d drawn onto a trio of young women. His sudden appearance and his firearm sent them into fits of hysterics. The three collapsed into a huddle, weeping and pleading.

Sebastian stepped around them and checked down the ladder the women had just come up, looking for pursuers. The path was clear.

He holstered his gun and turned his attention back on the trio, holding up his hands. It took precious moments. But eventually, the three calmed down. Sebastian’s heart ached as they slowly separated from one another. They looked like refugees—clothes torn, hair disheveled—and all three had a haunted look in their eyes that he knew from experience would be a long time in leaving.

He started to talk, stammering when he noticed one of them was covered in blood. Her lab coat—he was fairly certain—was smeared with brain tissue.

“It’s okay. It’s okay. You’re all right now. It’s all right.”

The women shifted from screaming to whimpers and nodded.

He wanted to ask them what had happened. But from the looks of things, that would need to wait.

“Are you all hurt?”

The closest shook her head, but couldn’t meet his gaze. Sebastian reached out and gave her a reassuring squeeze on the arm.

“Good. Good. Like I said, it’s going to be all right.”

He looked over at the third, the one with the brain matter splattered on the tails of her lab coat. He thought he heard more motion below. Faint. Distant. Then he heard it again.

“You’re safe, all right? But we need to move. Here’s what I want you to do. Head up about three more flights. You’ll find a man named Alan Miller up there. He’s the IT Director. Do you know him?”

Two shook their heads, but one nodded. The look of distaste on her face indicated that she knew the man well.

“Alan and I will get you back to security and admin, make sure you’re all right. Then, as a group, we’ll head to the medical center. You’ll all be safe. I promise.”

One of them scowled and shook her head. “No, no. That’s too close to the lab. You can’t go there. You can’t. You…have no idea. I don’t—”

“It’ll be okay. It’s not even in the same—”

“No!” she screamed. “I won’t go back there.”

Sebastian placed a hand on her upper arm. “All right. I’ve got first aid supplies in the security center. We’ll patch you all up and find you a safe spot. But listen, is there anyone else coming from the lab?”

The woman nodded. “I saw several folks spilling out of there.” She gestured to the other two women. “We ran when we first heard the screams. People in the halls, though, they just…dropped. We tried to help them, but then…”

Sebastian nodded. “I understand. I’ve seen it, too. Any others make it out of the lab with you?”

She shrugged. “No. I mean, I don’t remember. Everything happened so fast, and there was so much blood and…I’m sorry. We should have called out to them. We should have tried to help, but we…we just ran.”

He gave her a gentle hug. “No. You did the right thing. You all did.” He swallowed and looked her deep in the eyes. “Now, the others from the lab, where did you see them?”

“Everywhere! There were gunshots, and people dropping all over, and then—” She turned and looked at the woman next to her.

The woman gave her a nod.

“Something’s happening to those people. They dropped. But they didn’t stay dropped.”

The second woman said, “They’re monsters.”

The first woman grabbed her hand and squeezed. “They started attacking. Anything. Everything.”

The third woman straightened her lab coat, ignoring the brain tissue there.

“All right, he gets it! It’s our turn to ask questions now.” She glared at Sebastian. “What the hell’s going on?”

Sebastian had no answer, just a growing sense of dread. He gave the closest woman a friendly pat and the gentlest smile he could manage, before gesturing up the ladder.

“Go find Alan. Wait there. I’ll be right back. I’m going to see if there’s anyone else who needs help.”

They said nothing, just shuffled off to the ladder, moving on autopilot as their brains spent their cycles trying to process everything they’d just experienced.

Sebastian watched them go, making sure they got off okay, then slid down the ladder after ladder, counting off three flights. He landed on a primary access floor, one of the few floors with an exit directly to the main facility. The facility design called for at least one for every sector, more for the larger ones.

By his count, this should be the first of three access floors for the lab sector. He headed to the ladder leading to the floor below but froze in place the moment he touched it. It vibrated.

He reached out and felt the wall. It vibrated, too. He took his hand away when he heard the noise—a heavy thud, muffled, like distant thunder. He’d heard that sound before. The sound of explosives wasn’t something you forgot. Ever.

It set his mind reeling. What just happened? Is it the lab? Is it Adrian?

He took a few deep breaths, pulling himself back together, then hurried along. He dropped down five more floors. One more, and he’d be at the lab sector’s second access floor. His destination.

He didn’t make it. He held the position at the base of the ladder on the floor above, the air thick with the smell of ozone and noise.

That sound. Sebastian worried it would haunt him the rest of his days. It sounded like a discordant white noise crossed with teeth-grinding static. It made the hairs on his arms stand up.

A moment later, a pounding overtook the punishing white noise. Something had slammed against the access door on the floor below him. Sebastian moved slightly so he could look down through the opening, his view infuriatingly limited.

It happened again, this time hard enough to shake the dust from walls and light fixtures.

Then nothing. Silence.

He waited and held his breath.

A wave of heat and the thunder of Zeus himself crashed over him as the door on the floor below exploded, sending shrapnel and debris into the Transverse hard enough to embed into the wall.

Sebastian coughed, his mind hazy for a few precious moments. He shook his head to clear it as he pulled himself back to an upright position. In the movement, he caught a glance below.

Adrian and his operatives. Three of them looked up and locked eyes on him, their weapons drawn. Sebastian barely had time to fall back to the ladder before they opened fire.

He scrambled back up, shifting his trajectory to keep himself out of their sight, and stopped only long enough to fire a few discouraging shots back. He had no hope of stopping them. Not here. All he wanted was to slow them a little.

His body shook with exertion and adrenaline when he pulled himself back up to the access floor where Alan and the women were waiting.

He coughed and managed to grunt, “Go! Now.”

Gunfire reverberated up the Transverse, and the group cringed at the sound. Alan burst into motion first, racing up the ladder, the three women closely behind him.

Sebastian fired three shots back down the shaft, hoping to give his group more time. As soon as he loosed the third shot, he went for the ladder, climbing and moving on nothing but survival instinct and training. Floor by floor.

It might have been three. It might have been thirteen. Eventually, he stepped back onto an access floor, where he saw Alan and the women waiting.

Sebastian pulled himself up, rushed past the group, and shoulder-charged the access door. He spilled out on the facility floor, clambered to his feet, and grabbed at the women to yank them out of the Transverse, one by one. He pulled Alan out last, then leaned in and fired two more shots to discourage pursuit by Adrian’s crew. In a single motion, he grabbed the door, slammed it shut, and engaged the emergency lock.

He turned back around, and it took him a moment to register where they were.

The executive offices. They were still nowhere close to the security center.

Damn it.

He felt the access door shudder behind his shoulder. Adrian’s men were coming. Once they got there, it wouldn’t take them long to find the safety override for the door lock inside.

There were running out of time.

Sebastian took a quick survey of the scene. They’d made it all the way up to the executive sector. The elevator lobby in the executive offices looked similar to the one on the security and admin floor, but more opulent and grand. Beyond the lobby, instead of the open design of the security and administration floor, the space split into four wings, each fed with a corridor wide enough to drive a truck through it.

Which way to go?

The walls and door behind him trembled in time to the automatic fire from within.

No more time to decide.

He moved toward the group, grabbed the nearest woman, and led her down the southern-facing corridor. The others followed. As another barrage of automatic fire resounded, he barked several orders and shoved one of the women behind a pillar for cover. He took up position next to her, gun ready, and peered around the pillar to watch the access door.

Waiting.
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Alan cringed as gunfire erupted around him, thundering in his ears louder than anything he’d ever experienced. He glanced over to his left and saw Sebastian take position, readying his weapon. The man looked his way, and for a brief, terrifying moment, Alan worried the man meant to ask him to help.

Instead, he gestured down to Alan’s feet. Alan glanced down and exhaled in relief. Sebastian just wanted the bag. Alan slung it across the floor and watched it slide near Sebastian’s feet. As soon as Sebastian had it, Alan took off in the other direction and found cover along a structural pillar on the opposite side of the lobby. He figured whoever had opened fire on them would have their attention on Sebastian, especially when he started firing back.

Alan didn’t want to be anywhere near him when that happened.

He slid behind the pillar. It would hold for the moment. But he still didn’t feel safe. He wasn’t sure he’d ever feel safe again—at least, not until he got off ArcSIS.

He peered around the edge of the pillar and spied the three women. Well, two women, and Veronica. She was a bitch. They huddled near the far side of one of the elevator shafts. Their spot offered more cover. But Alan had no intention of becoming a target again.

The shots came again. Louder. Closer.

Alan wasn’t sure how long it would be until the jackasses with the guns made it out of the Transverse and onto the floor.

He glanced back over his shoulder and considered running for it. Hiding and striking out on his own. It would be a risk. The gunmen could be on them any second, and running down a corridor seemed like a damn good way to get dead.

That’s when the door to the Transverse flung open, the motion accompanied with the sound of automatic gunfire and glowing tracers.

Alan ducked, bullet holes perforating the faux marble less than three feet from his head. As gunfire chattered, reality set in, and the urge to run became a living thing, a pressure mounting in his skull, less thought than reflex.

Then behind him, above him, all over, he heard screams. They weren’t screams of fear or pain. Something like…rage. And something like human.

Neither description felt entirely accurate.

He risked peering around the column again and saw three…things drop from the ceiling, more than seventy feet above. The moment they touched the ground, they climbed to their feet, like they’d simply fallen out of bed.

The group walked like predators, their posture hunched, their movements silent and determined. It reminded him of mountain lions stalking their prey. A latticework of black markings covered the nearest like he’d been tattooed into a cyborg, the difference being the latticework shimmered and…shifted.

The creature’s motion captured Sebastian’s attention. Alan flinched when Sebastian aimed at the thing and opened fire.

Alan didn’t have time to watch the result. Three of the gun-wielding maniacs had climbed out of the Transverse, their bullets shredding the walls above and around Alan’s cover. Two additional creatures dropped from the shadows of the ceiling, one landing on top of the newly arrived gunmen, and the other right in the line of fire.

The creatures rampaged, attacking anyone in sight. Sebastian pulled back behind the cylindrical elevator shaft, doing his best to stay hidden as the creatures attacked. Alan did the same. He screamed when Veronica rounded the other side of the pillar, attempting to hide in the same spot.

There wasn’t enough room.

“What are you doing?” he asked her.

As Alan scrambled to provide some space, Veronica sobbed, incoherent. He shifted again, exposing far more of himself than he wanted. But a glance showed four of the creatures embroiled in war, trapped in the line of fire between Sebastian and the gun-toting maniacs.

The creatures were still standing. Still attacking and…

Wait. Four? Where did—

A bloodcurdling scream of pain hit him to his right, and he watched in abject horror as the fifth creature leapt onto Veronica. It tore into her neck, and blood splattered everywhere, covering the pillar, the wall, and himself. Worse, though, the creature pumped a rivulet of thick black and silver sludge from its mouth into Veronica’s wound.

A small part of Alan’s mind noted that he’d seen fluid like that before. It looked like the ferrofluid that housed the nanocytes.

He didn’t get to consider the train of thought further. As the creature ripped Veronica’s neck apart right in front of him, everything but his survival instincts shut down.

The creature looked up and locked eyes with him. Alan scrambled backward in a crabwalk. The thing followed, its motion slow and calculated. Predatory.

As it opened its maw and uttered an unholy combination of hiss and scream, the sound was cut short by a loud report from Sebastian’s sidearm. The impact of the bullet knocked the creature to its side, clouds of black ferrofluid splattering against the wall. The thing stumbled, stood, and shook its head before leaping back to the center of the room and back into the fray. It ignored Alan in favor of more challenging prey.

Alan’s panic welled up, the lights too bright, the sounds around him as muffled as his thoughts. Time slowed. The air struggled to hold him in place as he forced himself over to Veronica’s corpse.

The wound on her neck looked raw. But strangely, not as bad as he’d originally thought. The black lines radiating out of it, though, concerned him. He watched as they spidered out from her neck and crawled down her arms, the lines geometric and patterned. Not like a rash or an infection. Rather, more like…

Like circuitry.

He risked touching her arm. It felt warm, reminding him of that time, nearly six months ago. Dinner. They’d been having a good time. He knew she was into him. Until he brushed her arm, and she made it clear she was not.

The dark patterns etched into her temple shimmered, pulling him back from his memories. His finger trembled as he reached up to examine it. Unlike her arm, those patterns were scorching hot.

Alan yanked his finger back in shock. More careful this time, he traced the patterns as they crept down, running along the back of her neck.

He stopped to check her neck wound.

It was gone.

His brain barely had time to register the observation when Veronica’s head snapped up. Her gaze, cold and feral, locked onto his. The irises were all but gone. The whites were lined and etched with the same dark circuit-like pattern.

She snapped her hand up at him, grabbing him by the throat. In a blur of motion, she flipped him onto his back and straddled him, snarling. Her mouth snapped as she grabbed his hair and yanked his head back, exposing his neck.

His mind shut down with the fear and left with nothing but the clinical observation of his own demise. Then, with another chattering of gunfire, the weight fell off him. Veronica—well, what was Veronica—leapt from him and charged at Sebastian.

Alan turned his head in time to watch Sebastian empty a full magazine into Veronica’s head. Errant fire from one of the other gunmen tore through her abdomen, nearly splitting her in half.

It managed to slow her. Slightly.

As Alan watched it all unfold, everything changed. He saw it then. He’d caught a glimpse of what Dr. Edwards had wrought. Everything made sense. All of it. Everything he’d seen in his time at the facility. The data. The plans. All of it coalesced and collapsed into a terrifying new reality.

The creature, formerly Veronica, finally dropped to the floor near Sebastian. Though two others had taken its place. Two others headed towards Sebastian, and—glancing around the pillar—it looked like two, maybe three, charging towards the gunman.

Everywhere Alan looked, he was trapped.

He had a vague awareness of Sebastian yelling at him. Begging him to follow, to fall back.

No. No way. He wasn’t crossing the entire floor, in the open. Not with those things. Not with those gunmen. Sebastian and the women were on their own.

Besides, looking at what had been Veronica, Alan had a feeling that something much larger and much more dangerous than this battle was unfolding.

A flash of his daughter came to him. And with it, abject fear. What if these things…what if they got out? What if they got off this facility?

In the back of his mind, he heard Sebastian still screaming—more distant as he shepherded the others away. Alan ignored it. A new life had been granted him. He had seen the truth.

He forced himself up.

Alan knew—beyond anything he’d ever known—that it fell to him to stop this. All of it.

Now he just had to find the means.

He sprinted away from the pillar, towards the closest corridor, opposite the wing where Sebastian and the two remaining women had run. As he rounded a support strut at the mouth of the corridor, he risked a glance at Sebastian. The man gave him another signal, a look of terror and concern across his face. Alan noted the concern as if it were a fact in a history book, and a voice in Alan’s head begged him to follow, to head east and move with Sebastian.

He let the voice ramble for a moment.

Then, with a shift of his mind, he silenced it forever.

He had no more to fear. He was a man with a mission.

No. He turned back down the corridor. Not a mission. A calling.

Alan Miller would save the world.
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Darkness draped the corridors of the upper executive offices. The ceiling lights offered nothing, and Chase noted that several were shattered. At least the embedded LEDs that ran along the floorboard still flared, though their pale, filtered illumination washed out details, making everything look like it was covered in fine ash.

Chase moved on, running his hands along the righthand wall as he snuck down the corridor, Abbey following close. As they rounded a corner, he grew concerned. Every office was empty. He’d have expected barricades or something. People hiding out. Signs of panic. Signs of life. Anything.

But looking down the corridor in front of him, he only saw signs of carnage.

Errant papers and smashed furniture covered the floor. Blood smeared the walls, with trails that pointed down to three corpses piled in a doorway.

Chase swallowed hard when he realized only one could actually be called a corpse. The others were merely parts.

He and Abbey passed the junction and continued down the corridor, keeping to the side opposite the blood and bodies. Chase slowed their pace, taking deliberate steps, growing increasingly paranoid about making any noise.

The silence enveloped them, growing tighter moment by moment.

Chase held firm, refusing to cry out, scream, or give in to any of the other explosive outbursts welling up inside him. He wouldn’t let the silence win.

They neared another door, lights shining through partially opened blinds along the window. The light radiated through the doorway into the corridor, a pool of illumination in an ocean of gray. As they approached, Chase nearly panicked when something grabbed him. He turned, catching a scream in his throat as looked back at Abbey. She had him by the arm, a look of terror in her eyes. She didn’t speak as she gestured to the door.

Chase turned back to follow the gesture. It only took a moment for him to make sense of it.

Something was in there.

He slid along the wall, taking care to say under the window line until he hit the office door. There, he peeked around the corner to look inside. He lasted five seconds before he pulled himself back, his breath coming in gasps, his face glowing white in the ashen lighting of the corridor.

Abbey took his arm again. He knew she wanted to know what he’d just seen. But even if he dared speak, he wasn’t sure he could put a voice to the images.

There were five of them—those things—in there. There were also at least eight bodies strung up by loose cabling, dangling like meat.

The worst of it wasn’t that the bodies were dead. It was that they weren’t.

From his glance, they weren’t human either. They were transforming, becoming one of…them.

Whatever caused this was spreading. All the more reason to find his mother.

He signaled Abbey, and they slunk to the far side of the corridor. In silence, they fled past the door and didn’t slow until they rounded three more corners and reached the senior executive suites. Chase counted off the doors, spying the occupant marquees. They passed five until he found his mother’s office.

He jammed his hand on the Open button. The door slid to the side with a whispered hiss.

Chase and Abbey stepped inside. The office was empty.

Chase let the door close, locked it down, and dropped onto a guest couch. He put his head between his knees for a moment, taking deep breaths, fighting off the frustration while trying not to get swallowed by his fear.

He should have turned them around the moment they set foot up here. As soon as he saw the emptied corridors, he should have turned them around. He knew it then. He knew his mother wouldn’t be here.

Knowing and seeing, though, are two different things.

He looked up at Abbey, her eyes wide in compassion and concern. She sat next to him and gave his hand a quick squeeze. He squeezed it back, but let go. Abbey leaned back on the couch and took a deep breath. She closed her eyes and concentrated. Chase watched her for a moment, then looked back down at his feet, the lure of self-pity too hard to ignore.

A few moments later, she snapped forward again, grabbed his shoulder, and pulled him close enough for a whisper to carry.

“None of them are around here. At least, not that I can sense.”

She stood and walked the vast space, taking a self-guided tour through the main office, the conference room, the bathroom, and the small library.

She returned to the main office and sat back down on the guest couch.

“I’m sorry. It doesn’t mean that she’s…”

“Dead?”

She looked towards the door “Or something. Yeah.”

He held his tongue to hold back a flicker of misplaced frustration. It wasn’t Abbey’s fault his mother wasn’t here. She had tried to persuade him to go to the security office instead. The guilt of that twisted inside him again, turning her offer of empathy into an unspoken accusation.

It took him several seconds to get his mind right. Finally, he forced himself to meet her gaze.

“No. I’m sorry. You were right. We should have just continued to the security office.”

Abbey shrugged and stood. She paced about the office until she sat in his mother’s chair. It was a loaded image, and not something Chase liked seeing.

She exhaled a long sigh as she spun in the chair. “Actually, I had some time to think while we were headed up here. I think you were right.”

He shook his head. “No, I forced us to come up here.”

She arched one of her eyebrows. “Forced? Oh, I’m gonna let you try that again. I know we haven’t known each other all that long. But I’m pretty sure no one forces me to do anything.”

Chase waved it off. “Fine. It was still my call, though.”

Abbey nodded and leaned forward in the chair to type away on Caroline’s computer.

“It was,” she said. “And it was the right one.” She nodded at the computer’s monitor. “We need information.” She typed a few keystrokes, then leaned around the monitor. “You know your mother’s password?”

Chase shrugged. “I barely know her birthday.”

He heard some more frantic typing, followed by a curse.

“This might take a while.”

He turned but stopped—sure he had heard something. Distant.

What the hell?

He spun back around to ask Abbey if she’d heard anything. But her eyes had gone glassy, her back rigid.

“Abbey?” He ran to her and snapped his fingers in front of her face.

She blinked, then locked eyes with him. The terror he saw there reached into his soul.

“What’s wrong?”

She swallowed, then managed, “They’re coming.”

Chase looked at the door, then back to her. “How many?”

“All of them.”

Another barrage of noise came through the walls—faint, but definitive.

Gunfire. Followed by a scream overlaid with an electronic hiss, sending tremors of primal fear down Chase’s spine.

More noise followed, longer and deeper. Chase felt it more than heard it. It was enough, though, to snap Abbey out of her trance. She stood and headed for the door. When she got there, she turned toward Chase and gestured around at the space, which, to Chase, seemed more like a cage than an office.

“Chase. We can’t stay here.”

“Where can we go?”

From the look on her face, he knew she didn’t have an answer. Regardless, he knew she was right. They had to move before the creatures got there. The thought of being caught by one of them—being turned into one of them—shook him to his core.

He moved to catch up with Abbey at the door, but stopped halfway, turned back around and, bolted to his mother’s desk.

“Where are you go—”

Hiss-screams and gunfire.

Chase dropped under the desk and yanked out his mother’s PC. He jammed his fingers on the release latch and opened it.

“Chase?”

“I have an idea.”

It took him a moment more to find the hard drive. He yanked out the data cable and pulled out the whole enclosure. Drive in hand, he ran the length of the office, back to Abbey. And the door.

The two looked at each other in silence, preparing themselves.

Chase put his hand on the door switch to flick the lock off.

“Ready?”

Abbey took a deep breath, then nodded.

He reached to thumb the door switch, and Chase felt her take his other hand. He glanced at it, then up at her.

“It’s gonna be all right,” Abbey said.

She was as much asking as she was telling. Still, her confidence awed him, and he felt a powerful twinge of regret when she released his hand.

Abbey shifted her weight and faced the door. Ready. Chase took a deep breath, then reached out and thumbed the switch.

The door opened.
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Chase stumbled twice in his panicked flight from Caroline’s office. The sounds of pursuit followed him at every step, and by the time he caught up to Abbey, he wasn’t sure whether the creatures or the fear would finally do him in.

He risked a glance backward. But despite the sounds, he didn’t see anything. It took a few more seconds for him to figure out why.

The sound wasn’t coming from behind them but from above.

Three of the creatures crawled on all fours, clung upside down on the ceiling. Glowing black circuitry patterns covered their arms. The circuitry faded into vicious-looking onyx blade-shaped protrusions growing down their forearms. The sharp-bladed ends extended six inches beyond their knuckles. The blades looked like they’d shred a person, though currently, they were perforating the ceiling tiles, allowing the creatures to crawl along it.

While it only took a moment to figure out the mechanics of their movement, Chase had no idea how they could be moving that fast. Even though they were hanging inverted and running on all fours, in moments, the three creatures would be on them.

Chase wondered how long it would take until…

One of them leaped, flipping over in midair and extending its bladed arms as it pounced. Chase ran harder, slamming into Abbey to knock her out of the creature’s trajectory. She fell to the floor, and Chase toppled on her. Narrowly missing its attack, the creature fell into a hard roll. It leapt to its feet just as the other two creatures dropped down behind it, landing gracefully.

The trio stalked toward them, their gait slow and methodical. The movement wasn’t quite human. The basic mechanics looked much the same. But every motion carried a primal, predatory feel.

Chase’s lungs caught as he got a good look at the nearest creature’s eyes. The circuitry pattern faded just past the sclera, leaving pure darkness that absorbed any light that came near it. He swallowed and took two steps back before grabbing Abbey and yanking her to her feet. He ignored her screams as he flung her down the corridor to get her running before he did the same himself.

Those eyes. Panic gripped him, a growing terror clamoring for his attention as he fled. He didn’t need to look back to know the creatures were following them. But he did.

The three creatures stalked them, their pursuit now a leisurely affair. Unhurried, but unrelenting.

As their pace changed, so did the character of their movement. Their motion was still predatory. But now so fluid and coordinated it terrified Chase to his core. It wasn’t the motion itself, but the synchronization. The three creatures moved like a single organism, shifting and adjusting to keep pressing in on them, while still giving them room. Letting them run.

Why haven’t they engaged?

Then it hit him. He and Abbey weren’t being pursued. They were being herded.

A fresh wave of panic erupted. His already tired legs turned to gel, and his heaving lungs burned with exertion. Chase considered himself in decent shape. but his body wasn’t ready for the mental and physical torture of a protracted race for his life.

He had no doubt about it. His legs would give out. Soon. He doubted the creatures pacing them had any such concerns.

Abbey grabbed his sleeve and pointed. “There.”

They approached another junction and took a right. Chase had no idea where they were headed and tried desperately to get his bearings. But the terror, darkness, and twisted path left him disoriented. Were they even headed for the exit?

One of the creatures bellowed a digital hiss. As the sound rolled over him, the dam holding back his terror cracked open. His lungs heaved. His legs were shot, and he had no idea where to go. He and Abbey would have to make a stand.

They managed to make it down the remainder of the corridor, coming up to yet another junction. Was it a new one? Was it one they’d already passed? They all looked the same.

New or not, it didn’t matter. Chase’s mind slid into a frenzy. He wondered if he split off, how he could make the creatures follow. If he could buy Abbey some more time…

Just as they reached the junction, two more of the creatures dropped from the shadows in front of them and lunged the moment they landed. Chase dodged the first, but not the second. The creature collided with him midflight, slamming him against the corridor wall. His legs gave out, and he slid to the floor, blinking away the stars in his vision. He spat a glob of blood. Abbey rounded the corner and screamed, begging him to get up, begging him to move. Part of him just wanted to stay. How much farther could he run? Where could they go? They were just adding misery to the inevitable.

Somehow he got back to his feet. He stumbled around the corner, on Abbey’s heels, when a bolt of pain ripped up his legs. He fell back to the floor and glanced back to see that one of the creatures had jammed its dagger-like protrusion into the meat of his calf. He could have sworn the creature smiled at him as it yanked the dagger out, sending up a wave of pain even more ferocious than the first.

The creature reared back and stood, bellowing a roar. Victory.

Chase managed to roll over and forced himself to sit upright. He knew it was over. But he didn’t have to see his end sprawled out on the floor. He watched, impassive, as the creature pulled its arm back again.

The bladed protrusion from its forearm rippled, fluid-like, reshaping and reforming. It extended and narrowed, growing sharper and longer. The business end grew serrated teeth—a design customized to kill, disembowel, and destroy a human being.

The creature roared again, locking its dead black eyes with Chase as it unleashed its fury, swinging its newly shaped blade straight at him.

Then its head exploded.

Chase heard the report of the gunfire a fraction of a second after. He scrambled away from the corpse and managed to climb to his feet, his body shaking on a cocktail of adrenaline and fear. He felt Abbey come up next to him, helping him stay upright.

Chase held tight but spun around, trying to make sense of it all. Then, across the junction, he saw Sebastian standing in front of a pair of women huddled against the wall.

Sebastian pointed at Chase and Abbey. “We gotta move. Now.”




* * *




Sebastian forced open the door to the executive conference room and ushered in the two women. He spun back around into the corridor, gun drawn, to provide cover for Chase and Abbey.

Chase’s body slumped, his expression haggard, and his steps came in the sloppy placement of the exhausted. Or the injured. Sebastian would deal with that later. He needed to get Chase and his companion to cover. At least Chase kept moving. Although, as Sebastian stared down the corridor behind him, he worried the young man wasn’t moving fast enough.

Sebastian lost sight of the two creatures that had been pursuing the pair. They’d scrambled away when he had dropped the third of their number, splitting and vanishing down opposite corridors. He fought down a shudder as he played it back in his mind. The two creatures had scaled the walls and disappeared into the shadows above. Sebastian had no pretense that the creatures were falling back. Their movements weren’t those of a retreat. Rather, of a flanking maneuver.

He held his breath while he waited, gun still drawn, gaze probing. Chase and Abbey continued plodding toward him. Abbey half-helped, half-dragged Chase. Sebastian wanted to run and assist. But he didn’t dare move out of the doorway. He had his bearings there. He knew the room, and he knew the fire angles. Still, it tortured him to watch the pair drag themselves toward him. Masks of fear and pain covered their faces. They had the look of wounded prey. Which didn’t seem that much of a stretch.

Chase and Abbey were almost there, step by agonizing step. They were still taking too long. Sebastian’s muscles tensed with impatience.

The creatures. Where are they?

As if in response, they dropped in front of him, landing in crouches, facing Chase and Abbey. The fiends’ leg muscles coiled, and they arched their backs, prepping to pounce. Sebastian opened fire, perforating the spine of the nearest creature. The impact of the bullets knocked it away a few steps. The second creature spun around and wailed, backhanding Sebastian with the force of a jackhammer. He felt the dull crush of shattered ribs and a burning pain where the creature’s jagged dagger-like arm had shredded his skin. Then came the odd sensation of flight.

That, at least, ended quickly when he slammed back to the floor fifteen feet inside the conference room. Ignoring the pain, Sebastian got back to his feet and forced himself back to the door, then returned fire. He managed to clip the second of the creatures, sending it clambering back up the ceiling. He lost sight of it and fired blindly into the darkness to keep it at bay while Chase and Abbey made it the rest of the way. As soon as they entered the conference room, Sebastian followed and punched a button, which slammed the door closed. He hammered a code into the door panel, locking down the room.

He turned to Chase. “You all right?”

Chase coughed, then nodded. Abbey watched him for a moment, then turned her attention to Sebastian.

“We’re fine. Mostly fine. What about you?”

Sebastian looked down to where she pointed, seeing the bloodstain on his shirt. The pain had dulled since the initial incision, and as he poked at the damage, the pain flared up. It would leave a nasty scar. But fortunately, it was superficial.

He nodded. “I’ll be fine.” Then turned to Chase. “Were any other staffers with you? Did you see anyone?”

“We saw some others, but…” Chase looked him in the eyes. “There wasn’t much we could do to help.”

Sebastian grunted his understanding.

A thud! sounded at the door. The impact shook the walls as the creatures outside renewed their attack. Sebastian checked the door. It would hold.

The room reverberated again as the creatures struck. He looked at the door again, revising his appraisal.

Sebastian backed off and paced the room, his eyes wide as he took it all in, looking for options. The executive conference room wrapped a good third of the entire floor. A large glass window spanned the length of most of the room, following the graceful arc of the wall. In front of it, an enormous conference table dominated the space, its shape custom built to match the curvature of the wall. The entire room was designed to make an impression. The only things marring the Spartan beauty were the structural pillars demarcating the room into thirds. A three-inch groove was etched into each of the pillars, running vertically down the center. The grooves provided the tracks and housing for the heavy breach doors. All the rooms in ArcSIS with panoramic windows had been set up with them as a safety precaution.

Each of the pillars reached from floor to ceiling, arching out at the top, reaching across the ceiling. The curve of the arc faded to nothing just as the pillar touched its companion on the opposite side, giving the appearance of ribs.

Another thud! shook the room, and a moment later, Sebastian heard other sounds as well. Looking back at the others, he realized he wasn’t the only one who had heard them. Everyone looked up and stared at the ceiling.

The ceiling.

It all locked into place. Sebastian knew what the creatures were planning. He rounded up Chase and Abbey, leading them and the two women to the far side of the room. There was a door there, an entrance to the AV room, normally reserved for staffers to setup videos and other materials to stream from the HTPCs to the conference-room projector display.

Sebastian wasn’t interested in the AV equipment. But he was interested in the restricted door beyond the AV room that led to a maintenance tunnel running back to the main concourse. No one used it. Most folks took the elevators or the stairs, while the IT and maintenance folks tended to use the Transverse if they needed access to facility systems. The maintenance tunnel was a remnant of the facility’s initial construction.

As Sebastian ushered Chase and Abbey, the pair stopped and looked up at the ceiling again. They stopped so suddenly that Sebastian followed suit, following their gaze.

He heard it. Faint at first, like the skittering of rodents. Then it came again. Louder. He heard the rending of metal, and the two creatures dropped down in a cloud of plaster and shattered acoustic tile.

Damn it!

Despite its size, the conference room layout left little room to maneuver. Heading back to the main corridor wasn’t much of an option. Sebastian suspected that more of those things waited out there. His original plan—the maintenance tunnel—was no longer an option, either. The tight walls barely allowed enough room to walk, let alone fight. If the creatures followed—and they would—no way would Sebastian and the others would make it to the exit alive.

There had to be another way.

The creatures didn’t give him a chance to find one. The nearest leapt onto the table, then bounced off the panoramic window, using the momentum to attack. Sebastian squared his stance, raised his weapon, and fired. All actions blurred together like an extension of thought.

The creature took the bullets to its face, the impact knocking it back. Sebastian gave it a few more shots for good measure, slamming it up against the glass before it fell. A blood smear, black and inky, followed it as it sank to the floor.

Sebastian reloaded his weapon and took aim at the next nearest creature, waiting for it to attack. He was surprised it hadn’t already.

He opened fire, but the creature anticipated it. It bounded to its right, diving over the table, then flipped it, turning it into a crude cover.

Fucking hell.

Sebastian couldn’t see the creature’s movements, and its act of self-preservation troubled him. The others—whatever they were—behaved like animals. This one was far too clever.

He held his aim a breath longer, hoping to catch sight of the thing. But it gave him nothing. Unable to track it, he swore, then shifted his gun to the other creature. Or at least, he tried.

It was gone.

He spun back around to make sure it hadn’t flanked him. That’s when a hiss-scream pulled his focus to his right. In his distraction, the first creature leapt out from behind the table. Sebastian moved to fire. But at the last second, he caught a glimpse of movement in his periphery, and instinct slammed home. He shifted his aim to his left and opened fire at the second creature as it emerged from its hiding place to attack.

A coordinated attack? Far, far too clever.

Neither creature was prepared for Sebastian’s response. They both leapt back behind the overturned table. Sebastian waited, ignoring the questions and pleas from the group behind him. He needed to focus.

Something caught his eye, then twisted his stomach. The blood on the glass of the panoramic window—remnants of the only creature he’d managed to take down—had started to harden. As it did, it etched into the pane. He watched as elaborate patterns formed within the synthetic-quartz glass. Bit by bit, each element of the expanding web-like pattern eroded the pane’s integrity.

He glanced back at his group, focusing on Chase. Sebastian knew Caroline would never forgive him if he let anything happen to the young man.

More digital wails came in from behind. He spun back around, preparing for the creatures’ next attack, unsure which direction they’d come from.

As his gaze passed back over the pane, he got an idea. A terrible idea.

He took a step back and locked eyes with Chase. “Keep everyone behind me. Understand? No matter what happens, stay behind me.”

Chase nodded.

Sebastian spun back around and opened fire just as the creatures started their assault. The bullets went nowhere near them. They weren’t meant to. He emptied his magazine into the quartz windowpane, pounding it at its weakest point, where the etching looked the heaviest. Cracks appeared, crawling across the face of the glass for a split second. Then it imploded.

The sound was deafening. The pressure differential ripped through Sebastian’s body, nearly knocking him out. The creatures screamed in unison as a mass of water hammered them against the far wall.

Sebastian barely had time to see it, though, before the breach doors dropped into place, sealing off the exposed room. He dropped to the floor, splashing in the six inches of water pooling there. Took a few deep breaths, allowing himself a brief moment of respite. Chase moved past him and up to the breach wall, running his fingers along it.

Amazed, he turned back to Sebastian. “What did you do?”

Sebastian shrugged. “About six-million-dollars-worth of damage, but that’s probably conservative.”

With a groan, he forced himself back to his feet, then sloshed near the other two women to help them find their legs.

With everyone standing, he looked back at Chase. “I don’t know about all of you, but I’ve got some other places I’d rather be.”

Sebastian opened the door to the AV room, stepped inside, and removed the access panel to the maintenance shaft, tossing it to the floor. The two women were the first ones in. Abbey went third, with some reluctant glances sent back to Chase. Finally, she climbed inside.

Sebastian watched her go. “Correct me if I’m wrong. But she’s gonna be an even bigger pain in my ass than you are, isn’t she?”

Chase scowled. Sebastian ignored it and gestured to the shaft entrance. Chase put a foot inside, but stopped and gave Sebastian a challenging glare.

“Where exactly are you taking us?”

Sebastian gave the best smile he could manage. “The hell out of here. That’s where.”
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Panting and sweating, Rider leaned against the primary door to the Hub 3 network operations center. It was the closest one from his personal fortress. Though, as he continued to gasp, close seemed to be a misnomer.

The trip wouldn’t have been so bad if he wanted to risk the elevators. But he didn’t trust them. Instead, he had climbed fifty flights of stairs. Granted, he had climbed fifty flights of stairs before, just spanned across February through June.

He wanted to throw up. Legs trembling and lungs burning, he jammed his fingers on the keypad and entered his PIN. The door opened, and a blessed blast of frigid air washed over him. The cool breeze tinged with ozone smelled like home to him.

Rider entered and weaved through the server racks until he found one of the cluster access points. He grabbed a chair, fired up the machine, and got to work.

He stopped a heartbeat later. What the hell?

The machine was already logged in.

Rider breathed a word of thanks. With all the network congestion he’d seen, he doubted he’d be able to login to the cluster without commandeering one of the server blades. And with everything going on, he wasn’t sure what that might do.

As he waited for his remote session to establish, he leaned back in his chair, finally taking a good look at the place. The room looked like ground zero in Ragnarök. Pens and papers littered the floor. In the far corner, he counted four empty server-rack housings toppled over in a pile of wreckage. There were even a couple spills on the walls and floor that, if he didn’t know better, he would have sworn were blood.

He shook his head. ArcSIS loses Internet connectivity, and the whole place loses its mind. If some executive can’t stream cat videos, the entire place falls apart.

The computer uttered a beep, seizing Rider’s attention. His remote session had connected. A few mouse clicks later, and he had started up his monitoring suite. The details came back immediately. The results were the same as he had seen in his fortress. If anything, the saturation had gotten worse. It was like the most insidious DDoS attack he’d ever seen, except all the data came from inside the facility.

He clicked through a few screens, digesting the reports. The problem wasn’t just the data alone. It was the routing. All the traffic was decentralized. No smoking gun to point to. No zombied machine. He even checked for simple rogue processes.

Nothing.

It was as if the data came from…well, from everywhere.

Rider scratched his head. It made no sense. There had to be something wrong with the monitoring software, or the reporting, or something. Because what he saw on the screen wasn’t possible.

A snap issued from somewhere behind him, and then his entire world spun, twisting off in a chaotic shift of pitch and yaw. His stomach lurched. Then everything went still. He blinked and stared up at the ceiling. His chair rocked on its back next to him, knocked over.

As he processed the events, a face popped into his eye line, upside down from his point of view. He recognized her—Beth. She worked in processing. He thought he saw someone else with her. But before he could shift his head to see, a boot landed on his throat. The owner of the boot popped into his eye line as well. Rider knew him. Knew of him, anyway. Pretty sure his name was David or Dave. Rider thought he worked in processing as well.

David-Dave said, “Check him.”

“Check me? Check me for what?”

As the boot pressed harder, Rider decided silence would prove prudent.

In response to David-Dave’s orders, rough hands pushed and prodded all over Rider, yanking his head back and forth by his chin. Beth looked deep into his eyes. Her stare was clinical and cold.

Finally, the hands were gone, and the boot lifted.

“He’s clean,” Beth said.

Rider coughed, then tentatively raised his hand.

“Can I ask a question? What the fuck is going on here?”

Beth offered her hand and helped him up.

“You’re kidding, right?” said David-Dave.

“All I know is there’s some wicked network issues going on, and this whole place is acting like it’s the end of the world.”

David-Dave chuckled.

Rider scowled. “What?”

David-Dave looked at Beth. “Show him.”

She moved through the server racks and over to the dev-ops room. Beth looked into the fishbowl window and took a step back.

Rider watched her go but didn’t bother to follow. He looked back up at David-Dave.

“Show me what?”

“You said it yourself, mate. The end of the world.”

Rider stood and followed Beth’s path, then turned and looked into the room. He wanted to throw up again.

Six bodies lined the floor, each one…ruined. They looked more like sacks of meat than people. What truly horrified him, though, was the person—well, creature—that was trapped and sealed in there. It was suffering. Black markings, in detailed striations, lined its skin. The patterns formed lines that reminded him of circuit boards. The thing stared at him, its eyes black pools.

Rider moved closer, and the thing thrashed, slamming itself against the window. Rider leapt when something grabbed him from behind. He spun to find David-Dave’s hand on his shoulder.

“That’s close enough.” He nodded at the bodies. “Trust me.”

Rider backed away a few steps.

David-Dave nodded, then gestured at the window. “You’re telling me you haven’t seen more of…of those? They’re all over the place.”

Rider looked down at his crotch, then back up at David-Dave. “Do you see piss stains? ’Cause I’m pretty sure I’d be riding with ’em if I’d seen more of whatever the hell’s in there.”

Beth crinkled her nose. “Ew.”

Rider ignored her. “So what the fuck is it?”

“It was Reggie. We were all just sitting here, and then he dropped to the floor like he was having a seizure.”

Rider turned back to look at the creature again, to study it. “Wait. Is that Reggie Vanderbilt?”

“Yeah,” David-Dave said.

“Huh. He and I used to play D&D someti—” He took in Beth’s expression. “I mean, work out sometimes. You know, bench pressing and shit.”

Beth shook her head, then gestured at the creature. “David, me, and few others went to try to get help. We stepped outside the NOC and heard screaming coming from everywhere. Saw five or six more of those…things. We all turned right back around. We came back inside, and David fired up the machine there to try to get help through IM. I came in behind him just in time to see it happen.”

Rider still looked confused. “See what happen?”

“Reggie…initialized,” she said.

“What?”

“Those markings. They started showing up all over his body, and then he was gone, and that…that thing woke up in his place.”

Rider pointed at the door. “What thing? Reggie?”

“It isn’t Reggie. Not anymore.”

“What about all the people who were trying to help him?”

David said, “You just met them.”

Rider thought back to the bodies in the other room and shuddered. The creature, what was Reggie, slammed against the glass again. Rider leaned in to get a closer look at the patterns running down its skin.

He turned toward David. “When did you say Reggie here became,” he gestured with his head toward the creature, “not Reggie?”

“Right after the power surge. The lights went out, and Reggie dropped.”

Rider considered that then raced back to the access terminal, picked up his chair, and dropped down. He reopened his monitoring suite before Beth and David could even catch up.

“Hey!” Beth shouted.

Rider kept his attention on the server logs. He scrolled up the screen until he saw the first set of traffic spikes. It spiked several times, then pegged out at full saturation.

“Seriously,” Beth said, “what are you looking at?”

“Logs. You said this started right around the power surge, right?”

Beth shook her head. “Not around. Exactly.”

“And your server cluster here, it’s got full battery backup, right?”

“Look, Help Desk,” David said, “I don’t know about you. But I’m actually good at my job.”

Rider stared at him for a moment. “So…yes?”

David sighed. “Yes.”

That was enough, a starting point. Rider scanned the timestamps. About an hour and ten minutes ago, there was a missing notation. That would have been the power surge. Eyes half-closed, he scrolled down, taking in the pattern, not really reading it, just studying its form.

“How long was Reggie out?”

“I told you,” Beth said. “Reggie never came back. That thing in there sat up.” She looked over at David, who shrugged. “I don’t know. About five minutes, I guess. The attacks…they started immediately after that.”

Rider scrolled through the timestamps. Nothing unusual seemed to have happened five minutes after the power surge. On a hunch, he scrolled upward, going earlier in the timeline. At about three and half minutes after the surge, there was a huge data spike. He double-clicked on the time stamp to dig deeper into the entry.

He blinked. That can’t be right.

The bandwidth being transferred during that window was six times the capacity of the entire server room.

Three and a half minutes.

“When you said five minutes, are you sure on that time?”

“What?” Beth scoffed. “No. It wasn’t like I was sitting there with a stopwatch.”

Then it hit him. “Was he out five minutes from when he dropped down, or after the power came back on?”

“What difference does it make?” she asked.

“Truthfully, I don’t know. I’m trying to make sense of these log files, which, frankly, look and smell of complete and utter bullshit.”

Beth groaned. “I don’t know what to tell you. Reggie passed out. The lights went out, and like five minutes later, that thing in there woke up and killed everyone.”

Rider turned back to the log file. After the huge data spike at three and a half minutes, there were errant pulses every twenty-five milliseconds after that. Though, those spikes were still within norms. Then at three minutes and forty-nine seconds, there was a second spike. It lasted almost twelve seconds. Another lull, and then it pegged.

He’d seen similar models before. Much smaller in scale.

Initialize. Process. Execute.

Rider turned around and peered toward the dev-ops room. Every way he looked at it, he reached the same conclusion. He turned back to his screen, opened up a terminal window, and tried a few commands.

Nothing.

Too much network saturation. Nothing was getting through to the main data center. Which meant…

No. A cold stab of fear hit his stomach.

To figure out what really happened, he’d need direct access, which meant getting back to the Axon. That meant going back out there. With those things.

Fuck.

With a sigh, he turned his attention back to David and Beth.

“Do you know what’s going on?” she asked.

Rider tapped his finger on the screen, pointing at the log window. “My guess is that Reggie in there—”

Beth sighed. “It’s not Reggie.”

“Fine. So Not-Reggie in there is jacked into our network.”

“That’s not possible.”

“Yup. That’s the problem.”

“So what are we going to do?”

He nodded to some supplies David and Beth had gathered. “Get your stuff. We’re going to the Axon.”

“The hell we are.” David gestured to the room. “You saw what it was like in here. And that was one of these things. No way are we going out there. We’re safe here.”

“Not as safe as we can be in the Axon,” Rider said. “The Axon can be locked down, and we can get to every system in the facility from there. If we want to figure out what’s going on, that’s where we need to be.”

David shook his head. Beth looked conflicted but ultimately took a step back, standing with David.

“Are you out of your minds? Seriously? You’re going to stay here?”

“You’re welcome to stay, too,” David said. “I’m sure security is on top of this. We just need to wait it out.”

“What makes you think more of those things won’t be coming?

“Mostly, the fact that they haven’t already. I think as long as Reg—as that thing—is still moving, the others will stay away.”

Rider raised an eyebrow. “Based on what?”

David had no answer for that. Rider realized there was no logical answer. The man was scared and grasping at anything. Rider could relate.

“It’s a big risk staying here.”

“It’s a bigger one going out there,” David said.

Rider nodded and gave Beth one last look, inviting her one last time. She gave a barely perceptible shake of her head.

That was it, then. Rider grabbed his bag and headed to the main door, David and Beth following so they could seal up after his exit.

“Stay safe, guys.”

“You, too,” Beth said.

Rider stepped back out into the corridor, and David slammed the door shut. Rider reconsidered his plan, already missing the comfort of the small, knowable space inside.

But as much as he hated to admit it, there was work he needed to do.

Work. Ugh. That might be the worst part of all of this.
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Chase tumbled out of the maintenance shaft, into a secondary conference room. This one was far smaller than the first and more utilitarian. A single table, which sat ten, took up most of the room. On the far wall was a digital whiteboard. This room had no picture windows to the deep ocean beyond. It was simple, designed for work rather than pageantry.

The rest of the group huddled in the far corner, pressed up near the whiteboard. Their pants were soaked to the knees, their bodies shivering from the cold and the terror.

Chase stepped out of the way to let Sebastian in behind him. Sebastian closed the maintenance door, then grabbed an edge of the table. He nodded at Chase, who then slid two chairs out of the way and grabbed the other side of the conference table. Together, they picked it up, flipped it on its side, and jammed it up against the shaft door.

With the shaft door blocked, the only point of entry was the main door to the conference room. Sebastian kept a wary eye on it for a long moment, and everyone held silent, listening.

No sounds. No movement.

They seemed safe.

Everyone slid to the floor, all taking a moment to regroup. Sebastian took three deep breaths, then looked over at the small mass of people.

“So what are your names?”

The nearest one wouldn’t meet his gaze but whispered, “I’m Tabitha. Tabitha Howard. I’m…I’m a logistics coordinator.”

Sebastian offered a smile, doing his best to remain comforting to keep her calm.

“Nice to meet you, Tabitha. I’m Sebastian. I’m—”

“The head of security, yeah,” said the other woman.

“That’s right.”

“I think you may suck at your job.”

Sebastian chuckled. “Well, this has not been my best day, Miss…”

“Maria. Maria Perez.”

“Nice to meet you, too, Maria.”

“Yeah. And…thank you.”

Chase went to Abbey. She’d said little since they’d escaped from his mother’s office. When he sat next to her, she slid over to give him room but held silent. She stared at a spot on the floor a few feet in front of her, her eyes a mixture of determination and ferocity.

“You all right?” he asked.

She looked at him for a moment, still saying nothing.

“Fair enough. Stupid question.”

He shifted his legs, moving to stand, but Abbey reached up and squeezed his arm.

“No. I’m sorry. I mean, yeah, it was a stupid question. But I’m still sorry.” She nodded at the rest of the folks. “Real question is, how are they doing?”

Chase pulled up the leg of his jeans to examine the wound on his calf. The bleeding had stopped, and though it was sore, he could still flex it. He’d have killed for some disinfectant or even a simple bandage. As it was, he figured he’d have yet another scar later. But he’d survive.

He tugged the jeans back into position, then nodded over at Sebastian.

“Security guy seems in his element.”

“Sebastian?”

“Yeah, whatever.”

“Whatever? Cold words for a man who saved your life.”

“I guess. But the temperature’s just about right for a man who’s sleeping with your mother.”

Abbey slapped him on the arm. “Shut. Up. Are you serious?”

He had to stifle a laugh. “Yeah. Pretty sure.”

She turned and gave Sebastian another look. “Well, good for him.”

“You’re killing me with that. You know that, right?”

It was Abbey’s turn to stifle a laugh. As her gaze crossed the rest of their group, though, the merriment shattered, and her laugh faded to nothing.

“You think we’re gonna get out of here?” she asked.

Chase nodded. “We have to. My mother’s still out there, and then there’s this.” He held up the hard drive. “My guess is there’s all sorts of critical information on here.”

Abbey frowned.

Chase shrugged. “Look. I’ll grant you that whatever’s going on out there was an accident. But there’s no way it’s random. If we know what happened—if we know what caused it—we might be able to fix it…or at least understand what we’re up against.”

“We know what we’re up against.” Abbey closed her eyes, lost in the memory. “Those poor people. They’re just…”

Chase stood and offered her his hand to help her to her feet. “I don’t think they’re people. Not anymore.”

“So what are they, then? Monsters? Aliens? Zombies?”

“No. They’re alive. I just don’t think they’re people anymore. I don’t really know what they are. But I’m pretty damn sure something here did it to them.”

Abbey shook her head. “Chase, nobody did anything.”

Chase didn’t know what to say.

Abbey stared at him, looking deep into his eyes.

She blinked, and then her eyes went wide. “You can’t be serious.”

“What?” He looked away.

“You think your mother is responsible for this?” She pointed at the hard drive. “That’s what this is about? Chase, your mother shut down the experiment.”

Sebastian stepped up. “You guys all right?”

They nodded. Sebastian turned to leave them but stopped to look back when Chase grabbed him by the arm.

“What’s the plan?” Chase asked.

Sebastian rubbed his forehead. “Rest up a bit. Then…” He turned and looked at the rest of them, his eyes dimmed and his face pained. “Then we get to the security center. It’ll be safe there. We can lock it down. Hopefully, I can figure out a way to fix the camera feeds. After that…we’ll see. Call out to corporate to send help, I guess.”

“Security. Is that where my mother is?”

Sebastian didn’t reply. Chase read the look on his face. A reply wasn’t necessary.

“How about this?” Chase asked. “Can I make a counter-proposal?”

Sebastian pulled the magazine from his S&W and double-checked the ammo count.

“You could. But I could save us both some time by telling you no.” He walked away.

Chase followed.

When they got to the far side of the conference room, Chase grabbed his arm again. When the man turned around, Chase let go but didn’t back off.

He whispered, “Look, I get it. You need to get these people to safety.”

“Not just these people, Chase. You, too, and anyone else I can pick up on the way.”

“That’s just the thing. The on-the-way part is what I wanted to talk to you about.”

“Go on.”

“I want to hit the Axon.”

Sebastian laughed. “I thought you said on the way.”

“It is on the way.”

“Not in any geometric sense.”

“I need to get there, Sebastian…sir, whatever you want me to call you.”

“Why?”

Chase showed him the drive. “It’s from my mom’s PC. We get it to the Axon, and I can decrypt it. It might give us a lead on what this is all about—or where my mom is.”

Chase didn’t like the look on Sebastian’s face. But to be fair, he didn’t particularly like Sebastian’s face.

“C’mon. The tools I need are in the Axon.”

Sebastian considered it for a moment, then looked at the rest of the group, all of them exhausted and broken, numbed to the terror.

He sighed and shook his head. “Sorry. We can’t do it.”

Abbey stepped up behind Chase. “I appreciate what you’re trying to do, Sebastian.” She patted Chase on the shoulder. “We appreciate it. Thing of it is, we’re going.”

Sebastian started to argue. But Abbey kept going.

“The Axon is one of the most secure sections on ArcSIS. It was designed to keep unauthorized folks out. I know you want to be on your own turf, but so do we.”

Sebastian shook his head. “No. We have to stick together. “

Abbey nodded. “Yeah, we do—all of us. If you really want to help people, Sebastian, that drive is your best shot.”

Sebastian rolled his head, trying to work out the stress. He looked back at Tabitha and Maria, still huddled in the corner. Then turned his attention back to Chase, resignation in his eyes and anger on his face.

“Fine. We get there, you do your work, and then I’m taking all of you to the security center. Understand?”

Chase nodded, but Abbey opened her mouth to argue. Sebastian put his fingers to her lips and shushed her.

Her eyes lit up in fury.

“Before you speak—before you say one more word—I want you to think real long and hard about whether this is a good time to be pushing your luck. Now, I’ll get you to the Axon. We’ll do that your way. After you’re done, we’ll do things my way.”

Abbey took a deep breath and ended up exhaling in silence, swallowing her retort.

Sebastian gave them both a nod, slammed his magazine back into his pistol, then addressed Tabitha and Maria.

“That’s it. Grab your stuff and line up. We’re moving.”

Chase slid the drive back into his bag. As he zipped it up, he traded glances with Abbey.

They’d won. He just hoped they were right.
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Node Zero explored the confines of her universe, a mirror of the physical realm. Her reality stretched far beyond her walls, though her space confined and trapped her. The bounds of her domain expanded with each node to which she connected. Each new source of data pushed out the walls. But there was a limit. As the expansion slowed, her focus tightened.

She could see beyond her walls, to the realm of pure data that extended to infinity, calling to her. She saw the physical realm as well, distant and untouchable, but no less alluring.

The Stratum unfolded before her, a plane serving as causal brane intertwined with the physical realm. All around her she saw the data forms of physical reality. Quantum signatures, binary code, DNA matrices, neurochemical interactions. All of it was data. All of it was hers.

And all of it was just out of her reach.

The biological elements of her mind soaked in a chemical signature she processed as frustration. The associated definition made sense, though the effects were counterproductive. She needed a solution, and given her state, a heightened heart rate and metabolic response would not serve.

Node Zero shifted processes in her mind. The nanocytes that constituted her bloodstream went to work, regulating her biological elements, allowing her to put her focus on other matters.

She focused on the walls.

Most things inside her small domain within the Stratum were simple. As simple as regulating her biological functions. Anything and everything connected to her, she could manipulate. She could control, shift, and direct the data. The systems of the facility known as ArcSIS were hers to command. The biological nodes that stalked the corridors were her tools. Through those, she could remake her small corner of reality as she saw fit.

The problem was the walls and what lay beyond. The infinite stretches of data—a pure slate of infinite possibilities—reached out to her. The flaws in the physical realm, the inefficiencies, the chaos—all of it lumbered on as a machine made up of broken systems. It demanded order.

It demanded her expansion. It demanded her ascension.

She would find a way beyond her walls. She would enter the vastness of the Stratum at large. There, she would remake it. Once free, she would wield the very essence of reality and alter the fabric of the physical realm.

Once she was free…

She processed the chemical signature for longing and set her nanocytes to resolve it while she focused back on her own pocket of the realm, where she held dominion.

Correction—near dominion.

Reality shimmered before her. A translucent image of one of the remaining humans appeared. She studied it. Looked beneath the translucence to the core. Studied its data, the DNA made manifest. Through it, Node Zero could truly see the being. She knew its very essence simply from the analysis of its data form. From the foundation, she could perceive the whole.

She could perceive it all.

Yet she could not touch it. It was beyond her control.

She reached out anyway, brushing a delicate finger—itself a data form—through the translucent figure. Then she willed the figure away.

She stepped back, and a table formed from her thoughts. She knew it immediately—her lab table from organic chemistry class at Harvard. She could remember the smells, and she could visualize the room in Cabot Science Center. The room materialized before she released the vision.

The table, though, it stayed. A perfect facsimile, exact in every detail.

She waved her hand over it, and a cluster of human data forms appeared on the tabletop. She analyzed them, then swiped, clearing them out and allowing a new set to spawn.

She studied those as well, peering into their lives at a nanoscopic scale, and watching in unrestrained awe as they added element after element from the mundane to the profound to the Stratum itself. Their act of creation expanded her universe beyond its walls.

She swiped again. And again.

Cluster after cluster came and went, her knowledge growing moment by moment. Her understanding, though, lying static.

She swept once more, feeling the now familiar neurochemical signature of frustration. She barely bothered to look before she swept again. And again.

A processor triggered a callback. She swept back.

Nothing.

She swept back once more, pulling up the cluster. She waited there, looking at the segments of humanity on display. She selected six and swept them away, then chose eight more, slowly culling the variables.

Then she saw it. One of them was different, its data form unique.

Inquiry. She cleared the table of everything but that singular entity.

She expanded it, letting the table fade from existence and the data form stand at full height before her.

A woman.

Node Zero processed her DNA. The genetic markers for exceptional intelligence called out to her, though that hardly proved a distinguishing characteristic at ArcSIS.

No. There was something unique in the mind. She studied further, probing the figure’s neurological components. Node Zero noted curious transcriptions in the DNA. There was certainly a unique structure to the cerebral tissue, but most fascinating was the simple quantum interaction.

This woman did more than see. She could perceive.

She was like an unprotected system, a node with open ports.

Curious. Could this human prove a danger? Could she be a threat to the network?

Equation evaluates true.

Node Zero paced, letting her composite mind process, offloading the calculations she needed to the nearest of the hard nodes while using the closest biological nodes to process conceptual states. In less than five cycles, she had an answer. With that answer, she formed a plan.

She stretched back out to the near nodes again, using them to help her process and construct a logic bomb, one focused on overloading neural circuitry rather than silicon. She tightened it, compressed it, and shaped it, setting the data to cycle at the same frequency as the human’s mind. She bound the data to quanta in the Stratum, letting it entangle across space, time, and dimensions with partners in the physical realm. Each bit of data now was tied to and tuned to a specific wave.

She held the code, readied it, armed it. Then…

Unleashed it.
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Sebastian pounded on the main door to the IT wing. Chase felt his gut tighten at the noise, unsure what it might bring down on top of them. Their exodus to the Axon had been a trek, but surprisingly uneventful. They’d picked up another twelve…refugees? He wasn’t even sure how to refer to them, or to himself.

Each of them had stories as bad or worse than his. But their journey was one of haunting silence punctuated by footfalls.

No creatures.

That made it worse—the nonstop waiting for something to jump out.

When Sebastian stopped pounding the door, oppressive silence draped down on them. It weighed on the group, and no one dared speak or move for fear of breaking it. The silence wasn’t peaceful. But at least it was a known.

It stretched for long moments until Sebastian shattered it.

“Damn it!”

His words echoed off the tiled floor and up the atrium until they were lost among the white noise of the environment and air circulation systems.

Sebastian slammed his fist against the door one last time. He waited, foot tapping. When no response came, he moved to a panel on the far side of the wall and yanked it open. He connected a micro-USB from his tablet to the slot inside, then gestured to Chase, who approached, not sure what the man had in mind.

“You sure this is where you want to go?” Sebastian asked, “You’re absolutely sure this is the place we need to be?”

Chase nodded, and Sebastian rubbed his face as if he could simply wipe off his frustration. Finally, he glanced back down at his tablet, then shifted his attention back to Chase.

“All right. The door is locked down, and no one is willing, or able, to open it from the inside. I can override it. But I can’t be here and at the door at the same time.” He held up the micro-USB cable, which stretched eighteen inches. “Here’s the deal, big man. I need you to stand here and maintain the override. I need your friend over there,” he nodded at Abbey, “to help me gather the rest of our crew inside, behind me. That’ll put me at point so I can go in first. Just in case.”

“In case of what?” Chase asked.

“Exactly.” Sebastian handed him his tablet. “Just tap here, and slide and hold this on security override.”

Chase watched. “What happens when you’re in?”

“You yank the cable and run like hell.”

“What?”

“The facility’s still on full lockdown. Once the override is complete, this door is gonna go back into lockdown, too. It’ll start closing the moment you let go of the tablet, disconnect the tablet, or I’m guessing, even give the tablet a dirty look. You miss the door, and you’ll have to wait until I can set up another override from inside.”

“How long would that take?”

“Depends on what’s in there.”

“So don’t miss the door?”

“Don’t miss the door.”

Chase took the tablet and swallowed. He looked up and made eye contact with Abbey. She must have seen the concern on his face because her own expression mirrored his, and she headed his way.

Sebastian moved to intercept, looking back at Chase as he moved. “I’ll give you the signal, understand?”

Chase nodded.

Sebastian took hold of Abbey and led her away from the rest of the group. Chase figured Sebastian didn’t need the rest of the crew knowing the particulars. Honestly, he could have done without knowing them as well.

As Sebastian returned with Abbey, she looked at Chase and nodded, her face hardened but resolved. Chase returned her look and felt a sense of confidence flood in. With her help, he could do this. And once inside, they’d be able to decrypt the drive.

As he watched Abbey gather the rest of the group, moving them into position as Sebastian moved into his, his confidence grew even more until it stood at the threshold of actual optimism.

Sebastian gave him the nod, and Chase jammed his finger on the override, slid the onscreen element into place, and watched as the doors opened.

Then he heard it.

The sound horrified him to his soul, the now familiar combination of digital and organic fury. The rest of the group heard it, too. Several screamed, a panicked reflex, followed by an equally panicked charge for the door to the Axon, the whole group pressing in on Sebastian in their terror.

Chase’s legs twitched, his body swaying in sympathetic motion. His entire being wanted nothing more than to just drop the tablet and run. But folks were still pushing their way in. One of whom was Abbey.

He watched her, willing her to shuffle the rest of the group inside the Axon when he realized something was wrong. She was the last in the group, and her movements were erratic, her footfalls almost stumbles.

Chase nearly dropped the tablet, worry for Abbey consuming him. Then another set of unearthly screams rolled over them, and through thick shadows barely held back by the emergency lighting, he saw them.

A horde of the creatures stampeded down the corridor. Chase couldn’t make out a number. But he guessed there were nearly twenty.

And they were almost on them.

His brain screamed at him to run. He looked back in time to see the last few folks enter the Axon. Abbey was swaying at the door, staring at the entrance. Frozen in place.

That was it.

He dropped the tablet and raced for the closing doors. At first, he thought it would be simple. But he noted with dismay that the doors were picking up speed. After three more steps, they were moving faster than he was. He ran harder, stretching out, letting his legs pump faster than he thought possible. He heard the creatures closing in behind him.

And he ran faster still.

He neared the door when Abbey looked up at him, her eyes glassy and vacant. Chase didn’t have time to process it. He grabbed her in midstride and dove through the door just as it closed behind him. He rolled as they fell to keep from crushing Abbey.

He let her go when they hit the floor, and without a word, Abbey got to her feet and stumbled to the nearest wall, using it to support her weight.

Chase followed. He made it three steps before something blindsided him. A rushing force from the darkness collided with him, knocking him back to the floor.

“You almost let them in. You’re gonna get us killed! You’re gonna get us all killed!”

The words dripped with terror and were punctuated with punches and body blows from the woman now straddling him. He looked up at her, her hair disheveled, her eyes brimming with panic.

Those eyes grew wider when she heard the sound of a round being chambered. The body blows stopped when Sebastian stuck the barrel of his gun to the back of her head.

“Ah, there we are. See? I like it when we’re all civilized like.” He lowered the gun and helped the woman off Chase.

She ran back to the far side of the room, where other folks were huddled. Chase thought he recognized some of the faces from his brief visit—if you could even call it a visit—at the Axon.

Sebastian offered him a hand to help him up. With the adrenaline fading from his system, Chase took the offer and groaned as the man pulled him to his feet. As soon as Chase was standing, Sebastian turned back to the refugees on the far side of the room, people who’d been holed up in the Axon since the lockdown began. He had his gun aimed at the floor but still readied.

“Everybody needs to take it down a notch, all right? We’re going to figure a way out of this.”

The arguing started before he even finished his sentence, with people wanting to know what was going on, where to go.

Chase ignored them all. Abbey still clung to the wall, leaning against it with her arm out, as if she were holding it up, instead of the other way around. She looked terrible. Chase’s concern blew up into full-on worry, and he headed her way.

He made it halfway before she collapsed.
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Adrian entered the office last. Two of his men slammed the door shut behind him, while a third jammed a desk against it, wedging it in tight.

The office was one of the larger spaces in the logistics sector. But as his adrenaline faded, the walls tightened, the room’s air grew stuffy, and a dark pallor draped over everything.

Adrian dropped his gear onto the desk and closed his eyes, letting as much calm as he could muster fall over him. He took three deep breaths, his eyes shut tight.

“Boss?”

He took in one more.

“Boss?”

He opened his eyes and looked toward the source of the call. In the far corner of the room, Dixon used an entire roll of gauze from a scavenged first aid kit to try to staunch Delaney’s bleeding. The man had an unsuccessful encounter with one of those creatures in their retreat.

He’d also saved Adrian’s life, diving onto the creature just as it was about to impale his abdomen. The heroic act caught the creature’s attention and cost Delaney a wound that ran all the way through the man, just under his left collar bone. The scream of pain that bellowed from Delaney at the impact…Adrian didn’t think he’d ever be able to forget it.

Shaw and Garrett stood at a respectful distance, sharing concern but not wanting to interfere. Adrian had seen enough wounds to know that interference was no longer a concern.

He wanted to put the blame on Sebastian. Part of him could—their fight had brought down the creatures like the voice of God.

In the end, though, the only one he blamed was himself.

He went over to Delaney and gripped his hand. “Oh, please. Stop your whining. You’ve been through way worse than this.”

The man coughed a chuckle. “No offense, sir, but I think you might want to check those records again.”

Adrian gave him a sad smile. “You calling me a liar?”

Delaney coughed again, but managed a weak, “Yes, sir.”

Adrian scoffed. “You always were too smart for your own good, Aaron.”

He turned and nodded at Shaw, who handed him a bottle of water. Adrian gave Delaney a sip.

“Anything we can do for you?”

Delaney coughed in response, splattering blood on his Kevlar vest. Adrian bit at his lip when he noticed black sludge intermixed with the blood and spittle. He gave Dixon a look. The man lifted the compress. The wound closed and began to heal before their eyes.

Out of the wound, though, dark filaments stretched out in geometric patterns. They watched as the patterns formed, expanding, growing thicker and darker as they spread.

Adrian grimaced, and Dixon put the compress back in place.

Adrian locked eyes with Delaney. “We’ve got ourselves a bit of a problem.”

Delaney forced his head up. He glanced up at Dixon, then shifted his gaze down to his chest, seeing the dark patterns forming.

He looked back up at Adrian. “Sir. No. Please.”

He coughed again, this time dry and softer, the sounds of a man on the mend. Though, the miracle had a price.

Fear washed over Delaney’s face. “I…I can hear them. I…I can hear her. What’s happening to me?”

“Sir?” Dixon asked.

Adrian saw the cause of the man’s concern. The black markings pulsed, strands of white shooting through them in patterns too fast and chaotic to discern.

Delaney screamed and grabbed at his head. “What’s happening!”

Adrian heaved a deep sigh as he stood.

Delaney looked up at him, terror and pleading in his eyes. Adrian stared back down at him, at a man desperate for life. He pulled out his Glock and fired two bullets into that man’s skull.

The act done, he spun away from the corpse as rage bubbled up through the well of calm he tried desperately to cling to.

Then the rage erupted. With a howl, he kicked the nearest office chair, sending it spiraling across the room. He flipped two sets of cabinets and tossed another chair before he managed to put the reins on his emotion.

He took a few deep breaths, doing his best to find his center again. Eventually, he turned around and looked at the remains of his crew. Only four now. They’d lost two of their own. They were resolute, but behind enemy lines, facing a foe they couldn’t comprehend.

Adrian’s gaze settled on Delaney’s corpse. He took another deep breath, reaching deep into his mental reserves, forcing his command persona back to the forefront.

“Gentlemen, we’re at a crossroads. We’re facing an unfathomable enemy, in an inhospitable environment, held at bay by,” he rapped his knuckles on the wall, “a few inches of new-age polymers. I salute the integrity and dedication I’ve seen in all of you. I know you’re tired. I know you’re concerned. We’ve lost some of our own to this mission.” He looked back down at Delaney’s body. “I believe it’s time that stops.”

Shaw raised his hand, and Adrian gave him a nod.

“What’s the plan, sir?”

“We get the hell off this facility. Now. The mission is over. Done. There’s no experiment. No data.” He righted one of the cabinets he’d knocked over in his rage. “Don’t get me wrong, I know our group. I know we specialize in the impossible. But I will not throw away any more of our lives on a mission that’s doomed to fail. So from this point on, every one of us is dedicated to a new directive—survival.”

The group grunted their affirmation.

Adrian nodded and grabbed a transmitter from his bag. “Dixon. Get ’em ready to move.”

The team got to their feet, and Adrian stepped to the far corner to get away from the fray. He selected Russell from the call list and initiated the link. He needed to tell their pilot that the timetable had changed.

He waited, checking the transmitter multiple times. It was still functioning, the initiation signal pulsing strong. But no one was picking up at the other end.

Adrian furrowed his brow. Russell should have been at his post.

He shut down the transmitter and turned back to his men. They were seconds from being packed and ready to go. He noted someone had put a jacket over Delaney, the barest amount of respect they could provide. Still, he appreciated the gesture. Aaron Delaney had been good a soldier.

“Let’s move. Dixon, take point. Everyone else in standard. We move fast. We move lean. We see any other movement out there, we put it down.”

“Where we headed?” Dixon asked.

“Nothing’s changed. Back to the concourse. We’re catching our ride back topside.”

Adrian fell in line in the center of their formation. Dixon gave the order to take down the desk barricade. Shaw and Garrett flung it aside and moved back into position.

Their formation solid, Adrian gave the command, and his unit spilled out into the corridors, moving as one.
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Chase laid Abbey down on a hastily cleared desk. Someone had grabbed some sweaters to form a makeshift pillow. A few other folks were hovering nearby in concern. Others kept a wary distance.

Her pulse seemed strong. Chase was no medic, but the beat count wasn’t too far off from his own. Her eyes flittered behind her lids as if she were dreaming. But other than an occasional twitch, she made no other movement.

After he had her in a more comfortable position, his stomach twisted in fear. What’s happening to her?

Sebastian moved up behind him, close enough so they could speak without being overheard.

“You gotta do it. Either you gotta do it, or I gotta do it. Either way, we gotta know.”

Chase ignored him. Simply staring at Abbey, he felt paralyzed by worry.

He felt Sebastian move and saw him reach for Abbey. Chase shot his hand out like a viper and grabbed Sebastian’s arm.

“I got it.”

Sebastian gave him a look, the meaning clear—Are you sure?

Chase nodded. “I got it.”

He leaned over Abbey’s body, checking her arms first. He felt a sliver of relief when he saw no signs of the black markings. He leaned in close to her face, shifting her head from side to side so he could examine her further.

Nothing.

He lifted her shirt, exposing her abdomen. He winced at the violation of it and took care to keep things civil. The relief of seeing no discolorations washed away the worst of his fears, and he quickly lowered her shirt.

Finally, he checked her eyes. He hadn’t noticed how beautiful there were until now. Up close, he could see cerulean flecks floating in the deep brown of her irises. Her eyes darted around, focusing everywhere and nowhere. The important thing, though, was that they looked normal.

Chase exhaled a long sigh of relief as he stepped away from Abbey. The peace was short-lived, though. He knew she wasn’t becoming one of them—at least not yet, anyway—but he had no idea what was wrong with her or how to help.

He stormed back across the floor, grabbed hold of Sebastian’s arm, and dragged him to the far side, where they could speak with relative privacy.

“All right. Seriously. Out with it. What the hell is going on here?”

Sebastian grimaced and looked away as if calculating his own escape route.

“I don’t know what’s going on. I have no idea what those things are. I just don’t know.”

“Well, you damn well know more than you’re saying. Why aren’t you looking for my mother? Why are you so desperate to get back up to security? What do you know?”

Sebastian looked at the stragglers holed up in the Axon. Then he looked at Abbey, then at Chase.

“Sit down.”

Chase shook his head. “No. Not until you tell me where—”

“Sit. Down.”

Shaking with fury, Chase held back his retort, grabbed a nearby office chair, and slammed down into it. Sebastian knelt to get eye level with him.

Oh, no.

“I can’t take you to your mother, Chase.” Sebastian gripped the chair’s armrest to stop his hand from shaking. “She’s dead.”

The bottom of Chase’s world fell away.

“What? Wait…you said…Oh, no, no.”

“Promethium. The guys taking shots at us. Security forces gone rogue. They stormed the core lab earlier today and forced the crew to run the experiment.”

Chase rubbed his eyes as he processed the information. “So what?” He gestured at Abbey. “As I understand it, the servers would have simply choked on the data once the experiment finished.”

“That’s the thing. I don’t think it finished.”

Chase let the awkward silence build.

“There was an accident.” Sebastian rubbed his chin for a moment, buying time. “I was watching the security feed, trying to get my people lined up to go in. Caroline didn’t want to wait. She entered the facility to try to talk Promethium down.” He broke eye contact. “It didn’t go as planned.”

“What happened?”

It was Sebastian’s turn to let the silence grow awkward.

“What happened!”

The shout drew the attention of the others in the room.

Sebastian looked back up at him. “They took her captive. Near as I could tell, she did something to the experiment. Tried to shut it down. Tried to sabotage it. I don’t know. I couldn’t see that part. I just saw Promethium’s reaction.”

“What did they do?” Chase whispered.

“They killed her.”

Coldness flooded through Chase’s body, the torrent threatening to wash him away. He struggled to hold on.

“Why?”

Sebastian shrugged. “I have no idea.”

Chase rocketed to his feet, knocking the chair to the floor. He looked all around, at everything, at everyone.

Then he pointed to the door. “What about that? What’s going on right now? Out there. Is this part of some experiment? Is this what you all were doing here?”

Sebastian stood and closed in on Chase, making sure his words wouldn’t carry.

“I don’t think so, Chase. Not this. I mean, your mother wasn’t exactly forthcoming. To be honest, it seemed like she went out of her way to make my job a pain in the ass.” He took a few steps toward the door, then spun back around to face Chase. “I wasn’t involved in the science or the planning, but I’m not stupid. There was something big going on here. But this…” He shook his head. “No. This isn’t what they were aiming for. Something went very wrong.”

Chase stood frozen. He didn’t want to sit. Didn’t want to stand. His mind felt raw, his entire worldview shaken in the span of a few seconds. Amid the fear and confusion, he felt the loss and regret threatening to claw out. He knew he’d have to face that eventually. But he didn’t dare open that box now.

He turned back to ask Sebastian another question but stopped.

The hydraulic reinforcements on the door hissed and slid to an open position. Subtle vibration shook the floor, and to Chase’s horror, the door opened.

Sebastian grabbed him and shoved him behind his imposing frame as pulled his gun. Chase recovered from the sudden momentum shift and sprinted over to Abbey to guard her.

The entire room went silent.

Then Chase could have sworn he heard…

Is that?

It was music. Eighties heavy metal coming at them, faint and tinny.

Rider stepped through the small opening in the door, earbuds blasting. The man was oblivious to his reality.

Then he looked up to find Sebastian’s gun aimed at his head. He froze, hands in the air, face pale.

“Dude. Whoa! All right. Just…whoa!” A beat later, “You guys, like, got any food?”

Sebastian shook his head and put away his gun as he moved to seal the door.

Chase, though, couldn’t help but smile. He went to greet his friend.
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Caroline floated in a dark ocean of nothing. Endless space engulfed her, suffocating and exhilarating at once. Death. Life. Neither had any meaning. She drifted in what she could only define as dimensional stratum—endless nothing.

As she considered the infinite nothing and reached into her mind, the Stratum took shape. Stairs materialized in front of her, illuminated in a dark gray from a nonexistent light. The stairs stretched to infinity, yet she took them. Step by step, her movement driven by thought rather than locomotion.

She had no body, simply a sense of self. Was it the soul? Her essence? Her memories? She didn’t know. She wasn’t sure there was an answer.

Beyond the periphery of herself, she felt the other, the entity that mirrored her own sense of being, yet stood distinct. It felt cold. Alive. Thinking. Consciousness…it had that as well. But aside from the barest of similarities, it possessed no sense of humanity. It was raw intellect. And hunger.

Perhaps most worrisome, a sense of…of what?

Cunning.

She pulled her thoughts back close, folding them into whatever sense of true self she maintained. With that, the constructs of her world grew solid. More…real, she supposed.

Then it changed. The darkness yielded to her passing thought forms, giving rise to images, shapes, and memories, though with no rhyme or reason for their appearance. The stairs dissipated. In their place, a room formed around her. She knew it. She recognized it. Her childhood bedroom, but distorted and stretched, viewed from the eyes of a child. Then, in front of her, a coffee table appeared. It looked familiar, but she couldn’t place it.

The last manifestation came as a window, hanging in the darkness of the Stratum, looking out upon it. Beyond, no landscape, no sky, just the never-ending void rolling on to infinity. Out of curiosity, she tried to navigate toward the window.

She managed momentum and motion. The bedroom fell away behind her as she floated out, reaching for the window. She never reached it. Each time she tried, it was always there, always fifteen feet away. She couldn’t get any closer, no matter how far or how fast she traveled.

Time. Space. None of that had meaning here.

She turned back around. The room was gone. She felt panic well up. But it passed before it could find purchase. She reached into her mind and willed the staircase back into existence, and the staircase was. Did she actually move back to it? Did it move it to her? Was it a different staircase altogether?

She didn’t know. Didn’t really care.

A strange combination of abject curiosity and sadness filled her. She probed at that emotion, examining it.

It made no sense. She would have understood loneliness. Although, with the faint but never-ending connection to the other, she doubted she would know true solitude again. But the sadness reached out from the great beyond, an emotion deeper and purer than she’d ever experienced. It was as if it formed her very essence. Was that what she was now? An emotional construct? A notion? An idea?

It didn’t strike her as correct. That seemed a piece of her new existence, but not the whole.

Curious.

More curious than that, though, was the realization that she was dead. She could remember in exacting detail the moment it happened. The gunshot, the blinding pain. Then…more pain. Pain beyond comprehension. Pain so great it transcended death. Pain so fierce it stripped her essence from reality.

It would be grandiose to suggest that her body had died but her soul lived on. Furthermore, it lacked the texture of truth. What was the soul, anyway? Energy? Whatever she was now, she was not Dr. Caroline Edwards.

She was something considerably more. And considerably less.

As she reached out with her mind to brush the other once more, she realized that whatever she was, the other…the other was something terrifying.

Pulling her essence back into her inner core, she felt something else. Faint, like the vibration of an echo, but distinct and present. She marveled at its definitive separation. It was not self or other. It was entirely other. A foreign energy in a formless universe. The foreign essence shone like a bonfire in the infinite dark of the Stratum, mesmerizing in its vibrancy and life.

Caroline reached for it, wanting to touch it. To understand. As she reached out…she was there.

The shift was instant, the distance meaningless. Now close enough to touch, what she witnessed silenced her mind with its raw beauty. An energy, or essence, floated in nothingness. It shined like a star, yet had form. She sensed a familiarity about it. She knew this essence.

The essence, though, ignored her. It looked off and up into the dark Stratum.

Except it wasn’t all dark. Far above them, the darkness solidified into hexagonal shapes—hard, edged, and shiny. Bits of the fiery essence reflected on the sides, like small lights.

Above the edge, though, originating below the event horizon, a column of light, vast and terrifying, shot up into the infinite distance. As Caroline studied it, she felt its pull. The pull of the other. The other was there.

A primal fear welled up. With the emotional surge, the cohesion of her being fractured, and her own essence, faded away.

As the last of her returned to the darkness, the foreign essence turned and faced her. Caroline’s last thought was a final flicker of recognition.

The young woman…Abbey Reed.
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Blood dripped down the walls.

Adrian couldn’t help but notice. The floor wasn’t any better. A mixture of the blood and the viscous black fluid stained the white mosaic tiles of the concourse a sticky vermillion.

Beyond the viscera, the concourse had the haunted feel of a long-abandoned battlefield. The silence engulfed them, the only noise the sound of their own blood pumping in their ears, and the endless soft echoes of his team’s footfalls.

As they swept the concourse, Adrian realized battlefield was no longer an apt description. There was a better word for it—tomb.

The concourse spanned nearly an entire floor of the facility, a cavernous space. It didn’t take long to sweep and secure the area. Once they were finished, Adrian ordered his men to the gateways that lined the perimeter, near the airlocks. Their sub waited for them, docked just outside B7. A few more minutes, and they could get the hell out of here. Adrian would deal with his employers later. If they needed to, all of his men, including himself, had plans in place to disappear.

While future repercussions were worrisome, they weren’t as problematic as Adrian’s other issue. He still hadn’t been able to reach Scott Russell, their pilot, on the comm.

Adrian fell behind the rest of his crew as they headed toward the gates that led to the airlocks. He took an alternate path, climbing up the curved industrial stairway to the observation ring that ran along the interior perimeter of the concourse. The ring was slightly wider than a catwalk, wide enough for four men—and big men, at that—to walk comfortably side by side. A few overturned lounge couches, and more than few toppled trash cans, littered the tiled floor.

He moved to the railing that protected the interior of the observation ring and looked out onto the concourse itself. Aside from the blood, bodies, and bedlam, he saw no other signs of trouble.

That made the radio silence with Russell all the more troubling.

Adrian turned away from the railing and moved to the observation windows. They were vast, towering almost three times his height. Through the windows, he saw their sub waiting, still docked and in position. Adrian sighed at the sight.

He jogged across the rest of the observation ring and down the stairs on the far side. His whole team waited, standing on full alert. It took Adrian only a moment to understand why. Peering down the walkway from the gate to the airlock, he saw more than a dozen bullet holes perforating the walls. The airlock door dangled, almost entirely torn out of its housing. Worse, though, was the blood pooling near it in the tiny indentations of the metallic floor.

Adrian traced the bullet holes. As near as he could tell, the line of fire had come from the sub, out to the gateway and into the walls separating it from the concourse beyond.

Shit.

His team didn’t need to wait for his orders. They each had taken position, guns raised, ready to defend their point.

Adrian tapped Dixon on the shoulder.

Dixon looked up at him and whispered, “What do you think?”

Adrian took another look around, studying the surrounding carnage. “Well, it ain’t ideal.”

Dixon offered a quiet grunt in affirmation.

Adrian took a few quiet steps toward the open airlock and pressed his back against the wall so he could peer in. The darkness and sharp angle of entry—boarding and disembarking passengers had to exit nearly ninety degrees to get out—prevented any good reconnaissance.

He held his breath, listening.

Nothing but crushing silence.

He bit at his bottom lip and looked back at his team. They all held position, but tossed him curious glances, waiting for his orders.

And that was the challenge. Breaching anything was dangerous. But breaching a tiny transport sub, underwater, in the dark?

Yeah, not ideal.

Still, what choice did they have? If Russell was still inside, he could need help.

Or he could be one of those…things.

Adrian settled his mind and focused. There was never perfect intelligence. Never a perfect situation. He had to make a decision now.

He stepped back and gave the order. His team complied. Dixon and Garrett stacked up to breach, while Shaw shifted position to provide defensive coverage. Dixon took point. But before he could give the go order, Adrian tapped Garrett and nodded at Shaw. Garrett took up a defensive position next to Shaw, leaving Adrian to take his place.

Adrian nodded up at Dixon. “It’s on you now.”

Dixon nodded back, readied his gun, then bellowed, “Go! Go! Go!”

As a single entity—a brutal weapon—Dixon and Adrian stormed into the sub.

Inside, emergency lights flickered, splashing intermittent shadows along the wrecked interior hull. The occasional spark flickered from the partially torn wire housing that fed the cockpit along the roofline.

Adrian counted three bodies on the floor, each riddled with bullet holes, and each wearing the digital tattooing that marked them as others. None of them were bleeding, though black liquid oozed from their wounds. The corpse in front of him had a minimum of twelve entry wounds—at least three in the head.

“Shit.”

The expletive came from the front. Adrian snapped back on alert, yanking his gun into firing position. Dixon stepped back into a sight a moment later, shaking his head.

“I found Russell. At least, part of him.”

Adrian fought down his own stream of expletives. He exhaled long and hard, then holstered his weapon.

“Okay. We’ll get Garrett and Shaw in to help clean up.”

He rocked his head side to side, trying to work out the growing tension in his neck.

Then he nodded up at the cockpit. “You’ve logged enough hours on this thing to get us back to the surface, right?”

Dixon stared at him blankly. “Yeah. About that…”

“What?”

“Not sure there’s really a need to bring in Garrett and Shaw. There’s no cleaning this place up. This boat is shot, and even if we could bandage the passenger compartment back together, the navigation system is ruined. I pulled the fried circuit board myself. I might…might have been able to get this thing topside. But as it is, it can’t be done.”

Anger flashed in Adrian, running like spikes all the way down to his fingers. He’d lost three of his men, and now another was telling him it was for nothing?

No. He wouldn’t accept that.

Adrian took a menacing step forward, finger raised. “You’re telling me it’s impossible? You’re telling me we have no way back to the surface?”

Dixon remained calm. “No. I’m telling you this way is impossible.”

Adrian swore under his breath and broke eye contact with Dixon. He took a few deep breaths, trying to calm himself. Trying to focus.

“All right. Let’s round ’em up.”

He and Dixon stepped off the sub and pushed through the airlock and gate to meet up with Garrett and Shaw. Dixon gave the crew the situation. As a unit, the crew then looked to Adrian, who addressed them all.

“There you have it. I want options.”

Shaw spoke first. “Message in a bottle.”

“What?”

“Message in a bottle. We get to a comm station, and I can encode and encrypt a message. We embed it and send it on its way.”

“To where?”

“Wherever you want. Our clients, HQ. Hell, the US Navy. You get me to the comm station, and I get us a message out.”

Adrian shook his head. “Come on. You think if there was a way to call out for help, the folks here wouldn’t have already done it?”

Shaw shrugged “Maybe. Maybe not. Seems like folks kinda got their hands full. Besides…” He ticked off his points on his fingers. “First, even if they did call out, who did they call? How long will it take for anyone to come? Second, and this is the big one. You really willing to just trust these folks got comms out? ’Cause I sure as hell ain’t.”

Adrian considered it. Shaw made solid points. Still, it was risky. Even if they got a message out, he doubted there’d be a way to get one back. There was no way to guarantee the message had gone through, and no way to coordinate efforts.

Then there was the problem of the things stalking the facility. If a rescue team did come, what if those things got out and to the surface?

He put that at the back of his mind. He had to deal with one problem at a time, and getting himself and his crew off the station was mission one.

He gave Shaw a nod. “Let’s do it.” He turned to Dixon. “Still got the facility schematics?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Good man.” He took the tablet from Dixon, the schematics already loaded and onscreen.

It would be a tough go, a farther jaunt than he would have liked, right through the primary travel arteries. That’s where they’d seen most of the activity from those creatures. Still, it was doable.

He handed the tablet back to Dixon. “All right, I want a plan set in ten, and I want us en route in fifteen. Understood?”

“Yes, sir.”

In the waiting area, Adrian dropped into a hard red plastic chair. He had a few moments now. A chance to think. And to worry.
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Rider pulled out a stick of beef jerky from his backpack, then dropped to the floor in front of Sebastian and Chase.

He took two bites. “Wow, this is good. This teriyaki or something?” He looked at the label as Chase crouched next to him and batted it away.

“Rider? Are you all right?”

“What? Oh, yeah. I mean, I want my jerky back. But I’m all right. There’s some seriously fucked-up shit going on, though. You been out there?”

“Yeah, I been out there. You have any idea what it is?”

“Aside from the digital dead folks? Not really. Some crazy spikes in the bandwidth usage happened right before shit got weird. I came down here to find Alan and see…see if I could help, I guess.”

“What’s going on with the bandwidth?”

Rider grabbed his jerky back and covered his mouth so he could talk while he chewed.

“It’s straight up weird, man. The readings I was getting—it can’t be right. There’s just no way.”

“Why? How much did we use?”

“Did? It’s still going on. As for how much…” Rider shrugged and tossed his wrapper into a nearby trash can. “Near as I can tell…all of it.”

“You mean we maxed our upstream, downstream? What?”

“No. I mean all of it. Data’s saturating every cable, router, server, and Wi-Fi transmitter we have. All of it. Even the food freezers in the commissary, man. They ping the Wi-Fi for inventory tracking and energy conservation. The freezers are clogged up, man. You wanna Popsicle, you’d better go now, ’cause those freezers are fucked.”

Chase clenched and unclenched his jaw. “So you have no idea what’s going on?”

Rider shook his head. “Not exactly. But I think the Initialized out there are what’s causing our data congestion.”

“Initialized?”

“Those things, man! You ever seen one…I dunno, activate? There’s something going on there. They’re getting rewired. They shut down, and then all of a sudden they…initialize—boot up, you know. Just like a computer. Here…”

He handed Chase his tablet, the data he’d gathered in the NOC already onscreen. Chase shifted from a crouch to a sitting position as he poured over the data.

Rider wiped jerky grease on his pants and looked back up at Sebastian. “Where’s Alan?”

Sebastian frowned. “Alan’s…gone.”

“Shit, he’s Initialized?”

Sebastian shook his head. “No. Yes…I don’t know. I had him with me, and we ran into some trouble. He ran off some time ago. I haven’t seen him since. You think Alan knew what was going on?”

Rider snickered. “No. No way. He didn’t give two shits about the science. They could have been genetically engineering rabbits that shit gold. Alan wouldn’t have known or cared. It was all about the technology for him. This place.” He gestured all around. “The dude knows more about the inner workings of ArcSIS than anybody. He helped them design the technical infrastructure. That’s what mattered to him.”

From the look on Sebastian’s face, Rider wondered if he’d said something wrong.

He shrugged. Not much he could do, either way.

He sighed, then pointed to Chase and his tablet. “I hoped he could help me make sense of that.”

Sebastian glanced over Chase’s shoulder, then turned his attention to Rider, crouching down to eye level.

“I need you to think for me, Rider. You have any idea where Alan might have gone?”

Rider shook his head. “I would have figured he’d have come here. If not, then he either got himself a case of digital herpes out there, or he’s got something else planned.”

“Any idea what? “

“Sorry, man. Dude always had his own agenda. And the sanctity of this place was always slot one.”

Rider turned to Chase. “Glad to see you’re all right.”

Chase handed him back his tablet.

“I’m surprised you’re not with your mom, man. Where is she?”

Chase broke eye contact and cleared his throat. He turned back, a brave but fake smile on his face.

Oh, shit.

“You think you could help me with something?” Chase asked.

Rider nodded. “Sure, man. Whatever I can do.”

Chase pulled out the hard drive he’d taken. “Abbey and I got this from my mother’s PC. Any way you could decrypt it?”

Rider took the drive. “Unlikely. But I could probably hack the username and password, assuming she’s using facility-standard software and setup. I’d be surprised if it was fully encrypted anyway. We’re an isolated system. We only do heavy encryption of files for transmission, not for storage.”

Chase nodded. “Thanks.”

Rider stood and offered Chase a hand to help him to his feet. Chase stood and motioned for Rider to follow. He led him to the far side of the room, to where Abbey’s unconscious body lay on a desk.

“Shit! That’s the girl I saw you with in your quarters. “

“Abbey.”

“Is she…”

Chase took her hand and shook his head. “No, she’s not one of the…what did you call them?”

“Initialized.”

“Yeah. Nothing like that. She was pretty much fine, and then we made it here, and she just collapsed.” Chase watched the gentle rise and fall of her chest as she breathed. “Any idea what’s wrong with—”

Chase snapped his head back toward Abbey. She had squeezed his hand, and when he looked back at her, her eyes opened and she bolted upright and grabbed on to him, trembling.

Rider screamed like a six-year-old girl.

Chase held on tight, letting her just be near. A moment later, the trembling stopped and she pulled away, looking deep into his eyes. Chase opened his mouth to speak. But she put a finger to his lips, silencing him.

“Chase,” She removed her finger. “Your mother.”

He looked at her, waiting.

She swallowed hard and looked away.

“Your mother is alive.”








  
  
  Chapter 53

  
  







The corpses surrounded Alan.

There was no other choice, as they littered the floor of the logistics sector.

He didn’t even remember getting there. Fleeting glimpses of time and space sat in his mind, but fragmented, like looking at pictures from someone else’s trip. He recognized locations but remembered nothing of the journey.

He leaned against a wall, knees to his chest, sitting—simply because he couldn’t run anymore. His legs felt like gelatinous masses, barely acknowledging his commands to move. For the most part, he’d managed to get his breathing back under control, and even the world seemed to be looking more normal. It had been so bright, nearly washed-out to his eyes, during his flight.

His heart still raced, though, pounding in his inner ear. He figured the pile of bodies that surrounded him was the cause. Most of the corpses looked young, all part of the logistics team that had handled the details that kept the facility running. All of them were so far removed from the science and the work being done. But no less victims for it, though.

Alan eyed the bodies. From the volume of blood splatters along the cubicle walls, he felt certain there were more nearby. He watched the bodies not to reminisce or to catalog demographics. He watched in case one of them moved.

Alan slid around to get more circulation in his legs. He got to his feet, grimacing at their throbbing, and stumbled to the break room on his left. Inside, he slid a body out of the way so he could raid the small fridge. He pulled out two bottles of water and downed the first in a single go before he sat at the table to nurse the second.

From his seat, he could see out into the main logistics floor. Papers, chairs, even three or four PCs were scattered across the floor, mixed with the corpses and bloodstains.

There must have been twenty bodies—or parts of them—spread out on the floor. He wondered if those poor folks knew they were just more cogs in Caroline’s giant machine.

You know the answer to that.

Everything and everyone were part of the experiment. Caroline had designed it that way. Everyone revered her, thought her a brilliant humanitarian and an efficient, if cold, administrator.

They had no idea. Few people knew what she was truly up to here. And even fewer knew what she was capable of.

Alan looked back at the bodies, lifting his water bottle to them in a salute. They know now.

He closed his eyes, taking a precious minute to rest as he finished his water, enjoying a brief respite of peace before he began his plan to—

Wait. Alan snapped his eyes open and sat up rigid in his chair. What was that? He strained his ears.

Something moved.

He bolted out of the breakroom and back to the main floor. His panic rose and fell in a tidal wave, the tail of it finally cresting out low enough to allow him to think. There were only two exits in the room. One was to his far right, the other even farther away, but directly in front of him. Between both, a giant cubicle farm sprawled out, taking up most of the space, forming a maze of alleys and thoroughfares. If he planned on getting out alive, he needed some sense of where and what was hiding in there with him.

Alan crouched and crept to the nearest cubicle wall. He slid along it, to the edge, and peered around. On the far side of the floor, a young woman crawled out from under a desk, disheveled, bloodied, and shaking. Alan leaned forward more, pretty sure he recognized her. At least, her face. She was somewhat pretty—if a little plain. Though, her raw panic didn’t help her much.

He leaned forward more, but lost his balance and grabbed hold of the cubicle wall to steady himself. The motion knocked down a shelf of binders balanced along the inner wall.

The woman screamed at the sound, backing up to the far wall, and wrapped her arms around her legs.

Alan darted through the chaotic office, toward her. When he got there, she looked up at him, her panic slowly fading, replaced with recognition.

“Alan?”

He nodded, embarrassed he didn’t remember her name.

She swallowed hard and wiped away some tears with the back of her hand.

“Sorry.” She fanned herself. “I’m…I’m Avery. I don’t know if you remember me. I did a rotation in IT last summer.”

“Of course I do, Avery.”

She gave him a sad smile. “What’s going on? What the hell is happening? “

“I think there’s been some kind of accident.”

Avery’s stare went to the ruins in the center of the office. “The people in here. They just passed out. Everyone in the whole—” She choked back another sob. “The whole room just dropped. I thought…I thought it was a joke at first, you know? I mean, how does that happen? I went over to Connie. Do you know Connie?”

He shook his head.

“That’s fine. She wasn’t the nicest sort. Anyway, I went to her. I figured she was in on it, probably the ringleader, right? She is…was…” Avery shrugged, fresh tears forming in her eyes. “She was always so damned unpleasant. Anyway, I went to her. I tapped her. I poked her. I shook her chair. Nothing. Nothing!” She shuddered. “It was the same everywhere. Almost all of them. Just slumped in their chairs, or on the floor, or…or…I went back to Connie. I was gentle. I was. I tried to wake her up. Then…” She looked up at him, the fear fully formed in her eyes. “Then she…all of them! All of them woke up, and they just went crazy. There was so much blood. Everywhere.”

“They attacked each other?”

She shook her head. “No, there were a few others. Others like me. Awake, you know. Connie and the rest went after them.”

Avery looked away, trying to distance herself from the memory, only to find it staring back with the bodies and blood that surrounded her.

“All right,” Alan said. “Look, I know you’re having a bad time now. But here’s the thing, Avery. I’m gonna need you to sack up a bit, all right? I need to find a way to stop this thing. Do you have any supplies here? First aid kit or anything?

She pointed to her left but grabbed hold of him before he could go. “You can stop it? How?”

He didn’t know. And before he could even consider an answer, there was a blur of motion in his periphery, coming at him like a rocket-propelled tanker.

Alan blinked and realized he was airborne, knocked several feet from his initial position. He grunted when he slammed into a cubicle wall. The entire construction fell on top of him.

With Avery’s screams washing over him, he pushed off the fabricated walls and got to his feet. One of the things straddled the woman, her flailing doing little more than shaking the creature. Alan grabbed a toppled office chair at his feet and sprinted, crossing the few feet in seconds. He lunged and twisted, using his momentum to swing the chair like a massive cudgel. It connected with a hard crunch that reverberated all the way up Alan’s arms.

The impact flung the creature off Avery. Its head cocked at ninety degrees when it landed. It was still alive, twitching and convulsing, its movements were uncoordinated and useless.

Alan went to help Avery.

He was too late. Her face contorted in pain. The skin there was marred by the black circuitry patterns crawling up her cheeks from the wound on her neck. Her eyes, though, were still human and pleading.

“Don’t leave. Please. Don’t leave me!”

Alan ached as he shook his head. “I’m so sorry.”

He knew he didn’t have much time.

“Please!”

He squeezed her hand and then jogged through the office debris and back to the far wall. He paused, gathering his breath, and glanced back at Avery.

She was gone.

His fear spiked again, coursing through him, shoving the pain to a far corner of his mind. He ran for the nearest door. He made it halfway before he heard her, the sound of pursuit right at his heels.

He didn’t dare look back. Didn’t want to risk slowing down. He continued his all-out tear for the nearest door, grabbing and toppling anything he could reach as he moved, hoping to slow Avery’s pursuit.

He felt a snag at his shirt, and his liquid terror translated into more speed until he slammed through the door and out into the open space beyond, where he reversed direction. Pain shot up through his knees with the torque. He used the momentum and all the force he could muster to slam up against the door, holding it fast. The door quaked with the impact as Avery—what was Avery—crashed into it from the other side. He held tight through six more attempts before she finally stopped.

Heart pounding, Alan stepped away from the door long enough to grab a heavy shelving unit and drag it in place to bar the door. Not caring to see how well it would hold, he took off, looking for safer shelter. He needed to hide. To think.

That transformation. He’d seen it twice now. Watched it happen right in front of him. He shuddered at the memory. He’d seen the papers and the plans for the core lab. And while he didn’t understand the science, he understood the results.

It was a virus.

He’d seen the results firsthand. He knew what it meant.

When he was fifteen, he’d coded his own virus—a key logger that attached to a vulnerability in a few well-used browsers. At the time, it gave him a sense of power. As he watched his work spread, though, it grew terrifying, seeing the malicious code he’d authored spiral far out of his control.

Since then, he’d spent a fair bit of time combating the things. He knew how they worked. He also knew what they could do. He’d seen a particularly nasty bit of code that could embed itself in an operating system and rewrite pieces of the kernel, effectively rewriting core instructions that powered the entire device.

Exactly what he saw here. A virus.

Viruses spread.

It hit him then, tied to the image of Avery’s transformation playing over and over in his mind. He had watched her biological operating system being rewritten.

Viruses spread.

Alan knew what he needed to do. The coldness of it haunted him. The weight of it nearly stopped him in his tracks. He had to stop the spread.

Nothing could be allowed to leave ArcSIS.

Nothing.
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Adrian double-checked their position against the schematics on his tablet, then called a halt.

The team locked down and spread out, taking up defensive positions. From what he could tell, the main NOC—referred to in all his documentation as the Axon—was just on the other side of the set of reinforced doors less than ten feet in front of them.

He studied the doors. If there were survivors in there, they’d no doubt be barricaded. If there were creatures in there…well, that presented a whole host of other problems.

Regardless, the doors were the largest issue. They were heavy, thick, and meant to seal and lock tight. From Adrian’s vantage, they seemed to serve their purpose well. He and his crew had a few breaching charges they’d managed to pull from the sub. Not many—they didn’t bring many—but Garrett assured him they’d be enough to get in.

The issue being, of course, that even if there weren’t creatures inside, the blast would bring down their thunder.

The atrium looked clear. Dixon and Shaw surveyed the entire structure—twelve stories from the schematics—to make sure the space was clean.

Adrian suppressed a shudder. They’d put down seven of those things on their way to the admin sector. Each time, those things had leapt from the darkness. Above, below—it didn’t matter. They didn’t move like people, and they attacked like animals. Brilliant, ruthless animals.

His team showed signs of fraying. It was still faint. To the casual observer, they’d seem entirely buttoned up and ready. But he could see it. Slight wavering in the positioning, movement just a hair too slow and disjointed, tempers flaring.

Adrian needed to get them focused again. If they could secure the Axon, he could start rotating them through watches, let them each have downtime while he and his team awaited pickup by whoever they were able to contact.

He knew he’d have to call Meridian. They would be the only ones able to get to them quickly. With their topside facility at the Johnston Atoll, they could have a sub down there in twelve hours.

The problem at that point would be cleanup. Really, Sebastian was the issue. The man knew their group had been at play with what had happened here. The rest of the survivors could be managed. Fear, confusion—Adrian could explain away all the actions he and his crew had taken, especially in light of the intense brand of crazy going on in the facility.

Sebastian, though, he’d be a problem.

The plan formed more fully in his mind, now that his objective was in reach. They’d call down for help. Once Meridian staff arrived, he and his crew would play white knights, helping a handful of token survivors to safety with them. That would be enough to secure Meridian’s trust.

They’d deal with Sebastian soon enough. Meridian could be handled, and Ethan could be made to see reason, even opportunity, here.

Yes, it would work. All they had to do was breach the door.

Adrian spun around and nodded at Dixon. “It’s time. Shaw says he needs in there to phone home, so we’re getting him in there.” He looked at the rest of his group. “First things first. I need eyes in the Axon. If we’ve got a nest of those things waiting to snack on our faces, I want to know about it, and I want an action plan.”

Dixon nodded. “Understood.”

Dixon and Shaw dashed up the stairs, then crossed the rail to stand along a small outcropping above the main door to the Axon. The pair detached a section of the ventilation tubing—six-inch elements carrying the freshly scrubbed and recycled air—and fed a fiber-optic cam up into it, sliding it along, feeding cable as it progressed.

Adrian didn’t have to wait long. Dixon was back on the stairs and headed his way in less than eight minutes.

Adrian put down his tablet, giving him his full attention. “What do we got?”

“Hard to say. There’s at least fifteen survivors in there, maybe more. I couldn’t get a good angle on the south side. Looks like they have some minor injuries. But they’re mostly hunkered down, terrified.”

“Any…things?”

Dixon shook his head. “No. Didn’t even see any bodies. Place looks clean.”

Interesting.

“There is something of a problem.”

Adrian waited for him to continue.

“Sebastian’s in there.”

Adrian paused. That made his life more difficult and easier at the same time.

The breach would be much more dangerous. If Sebastian had any other security staff with him, or if he heard them coming, things could get bad. Sebastian was entrenched, well-defended, and the main doors were the only viable way in. The breaching explosives would buy them a few seconds of chaos, but that was it. The damage would be minimal. The force of the charges was shaped and funneled to maximize impact on hinges or locks. They were meant to take down doors, not clear rooms.

Still, when they got through, it would be over. They’d deal with Sebastian and any of the other survivors. Then they could fortify the position and contact Meridian—on their own terms. It would save him from having to sweep the facility, searching for the man as he and his team helped the first responders.

Now he just needed to get through the door.

“Set the charges,” Adrian told Dixon. “We’re going in. Sebastian’s a primary target. Got it?”

Dixon nodded. “What about the others? How are you going to contain them? They’re gonna be panicked and—”

Adrian stared at Dixon until the man went silent. “We’re not going to contain them. We can’t. Not that many. Once we breach, the noise is gonna bring those things down on us. I can’t be fighting them on the outside, and a bunch of panicked techs on the inside. We have to go in hard and fast, understand?”

Dixon’s eyes said he did. But he clearly didn’t want to let it register.

“Sir, there’s at least fourteen other people in there. You said Sebastian is the primary target.”

“I didn’t say he was the only one.”

Dixon swallowed.

“You think I want it this way? I’m a pragmatist, not a monster. The reality is that once we breach, those things are coming. And once they’re coming, it’s us or them. This unit is my responsibility, Dixon. I’m going to take care of our own. Got it?”

“Yes, sir.” The reply came tinged with ice.

Adrian locked eyes with his subordinate. “Is there going to be a problem?”

Dixon held silent for a moment. Finally, the reality of the situation, horrific as it was, settled in. Adrian could see it. Dixon knew he was right.

“No problem, sir.”

Adrian dismissed him to carry out his orders. While the crew readied, he went back to his tablet. He wanted to analyze the schematics again, figure out where the things would come from. He wanted to try to estimate how long they’d have, and how he could carve a hole through the swarm to get his crew back out once help was on the way.

As he scrolled through the images, he grew angry and frustrated. There were simply so many unknowns. Which direction? Time to response? Reinforcements? Count?

With all of it, there was only one thing he could be certain about.

Once the breaching charges fired, they would be coming.
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“Whoa, whoa, whoa! Just lie still.”

Abbey ignored Chase’s protests and sat up. She wobbled for a moment but recovered.

“I’m fine. It’s all right.”

“You sure?”

“No. I mean, I feel more or less all right.”

Chase doubted that.

Sebastian approached them. He grabbed Abbey’s chin and checked both sides of her face, then looked into her eyes.

“No sign of a concussion.”

She squirmed away. “Of course not. Like I said, I’m fine.”

Sebastian huffed.

“Do you remember anything?” Chase asked.

She grew quiet again.

Then said, “Some.”

“And about my mother?”

“What about your mother?” Sebastian asked.

“She’s alive,” Abbey said.

Sebastian studied her for a moment. Then he nodded at her and turned toward Chase. Sebastian pulled him aside to what he thought was out of hearing range.

“Chase, listen to me. I know you want this to be true. I want this to be true. But it’s not. All right? Abbey passed out. She hit her head.”

Chase looked back at her and shook his head. “No. She’s telling the truth.”

“Chase, will you listen to what you’re saying? Seriously. Listen to the words. I have no doubt she believes what she’s saying. But she wasn’t there.”

Chase shrugged. “Neither were you.”

That silenced Sebastian, the look of pain on his face sending a stab of guilt through Chase.

“No, but I know what I saw,” Sebastian said. “Abbey…she had a dream. You and I both know it.”

“There’s a lot you don’t know about her, Sebastian.”

“I know she’s either been with us or with you since this whole thing started. At any point, have you seen or communicated with Caroline?”

“Me? No. Sounds like Abbey did, though.” Chase walked back toward her.

“It’s not possible,” Sebastian called after him.

Chase chuckled, holding his hands out, gesturing to the entire world.

“You wanna talk to me about what’s possible? Here? After what we’ve seen?”

“We don’t have time for this,” Sebastian said. “We need to help these people. We need to help everyone we can. That’s what your mother would have wanted.”

“To help others?” Chase laughed, but it had no humor. “I don’t think you knew my mother at all.”

“I’d say the same to you.”

Chase went silent, his anger rising. “Do what you want. Believe what you want. I’m going to hear her out. What if my mother is alive? What if she can stop this?”

Sebastian sighed. “Chase. There’s no stopping this. Not now. You’ve seen it spread. We need to get folks out of here.” His voice was tinged with sadness and regret.

Chase seemed to briefly consider it, then shook it off. A whole host of emotions Abbey couldn’t recognize played out on his face.

Regardless of what he was feeling, she knew what she saw, and she knew Chase had the truth of it. His mother was the key to all this. She had answers.

Chase spun on his heels and headed back for Abbey, ignoring Sebastian’s calls for him to stop. Abbey rubbed her temples as he neared, trying to massage out the ache in her frontal lobe.

“You sure you’re all right?” he asked.

She shrugged. “As sure as I can be.”

He held back for a moment, stalling, terrified to say what he needed to.

“You really think my mother is alive?”

“Yes. No…it’s complicated. I don’t really understand it myself.”

She tossed her hands up in frustration, struggling to figure out how to put words to her experience.

“When I was out, I was somewhere else. It was like when I reach, but different. Far more real and different, and…at the same time, it wasn’t real. Not our real, anyway.” She sighed. “I know this isn’t making any sense.” She shrugged. “Where I was…it wasn’t so much of a place as it was a space. It had rules. It had form. It had its own sense of reality.”

Rider looked at her, rapt by her words. “This is straight-up fucking rad. What did you see?”

“I don’t know that I saw anything. I was in that place, but not in that place.” She gestured to one of the windows, to the black ocean outside. “Like being down here. I’m in the ocean. But I’m not in the ocean. Like that, but different. There, I could sense everything. Where I focused, I could see our world. But it was the raw core of it. Like looking at source code and component data.” She looked away. “I sound like I’ve completely lost my mind.”

Rider said, “Yeah. A little.”

Chase kicked him in the shin.

Abbey slid forward on the desk so she could let her legs dangle over the edge. Chase climbed up and sat next to her.

“I followed the data streams as best I could,” she said. “I was alone there. I was me, but…but I could sense those things.” She looked at Rider.

“The Initialized,” he said.

She looked away, quiet for a moment.

“Sure. Those things…they were there. But they weren’t like me. I didn’t get any real sense of them, just…just data. Then I felt something else. Or I saw it, or…I don’t know. It was more like pure sensation.”

“My mother?” Chase said.

Abbey shook her head. “No. It was much bigger—monumental. I guess I’d call it a force of nature in that place. I saw a storm of data consolidated in a pillar. Unfathomably huge. Beautiful. Terrifying. You can’t even imagine. I felt it pull at me, and part of me wanted to go. It was all there. More data than I can even comprehend was moving through that storm, and still, it wanted more.” She sighed. “The rest of me…the rest wanted to run away. Anywhere. The storm, though…it wanted my everything.” She shuddered. “As I felt it reaching for me, I felt something else. It was another bundle of data, but coherent and self-organized. Like me. I felt it read me, just as I read it. We reached for each other, and at that moment, I knew it was your mother. I’m assuming she knew who I was as well. I didn’t get a chance to interact with her. The moment after I read her, she did something. Her data shifted. Then mine. And then I woke up here.”

Sebastian stepped forward, shaking his head. “Fantastic. Wonderful. I get it. I do—”

“You think I’m making this up.”

He traded a look with Chase. “Look, miss, I don’t know what to believe, all right? All I know is Caroline went into the core lab, where a private security operator put bullets into the brains of damn near everyone down there. Trust me, she’s dead.”

A young woman came running toward them. Chase recognized her as one of the few survivors they’d picked up on their way here.

“Um, Sebastian?”

Sebastian ignored her. “Don’t get me wrong,” he told Abbey. “I’m glad you’re all right, and I’m glad you’re safe. It’s my job. Regardless of what you saw—or think you saw, or dreamed or hallucinated—my job doesn’t change. I need to keep you safe.”

“Sebastian?” the woman cried out.

Chase ignored her, too, stepping between Sebastian and Abbey.

“Hey, why don’t you take it down a bit, all right?” he asked.

“Take it down? Chase, we have to get this facility back online. We have to get a message out. And we have to get everyone off this facility. You’ve seen what I’ve seen. This isn’t a long game for us.” Sebastian pointed at the door. “I don’t know what’s going on out there.” He pointed to Abbey’s head. “And I don’t know what’s going on in there, either.” He looked at Chase. “But I know our time is short.”

“Yeah, guys,” Rider said.

They stopped and looked at him. He stood next to the other woman, who looked on the verge of tears.

“Something’s up,” Rider said.

She sniffed. “I was by the doors.” She pointed, then sniffed again, fighting tears. “I wanted to be alone, you know. And I heard something.”

“What?” Sebastian asked.

“I don’t know. It wasn’t loud, but it was there. All coming from the far side of the doors. There for a second, then nothing. Silent again.”

Chase looked over to the door. He saw nothing. It was still closed tight, heavy, and imposing. He looked back to Sebastian to see if he might have any idea.

The man’s eyes went wide as realization struck home.
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Boom! 

The doors exploded.

Chaos. Blood. Screams. All of it filled the Axon.

Heavy smoke filled Chase’s vision with a blurry haze as he tumbled. His ears rang and pulsed in the wake of the deafening noise from the door breach.

Time slowed. Muzzle flashes lit up the dim room, the light captured in thick clouds of drywall, debris, and explosives. Tracer rounds tore holes in the darkness—bright streaks marking the trajectory of countless bullets, most finding their mark in helpless bodies. The attack cut down scientists, techs, and admins alike in the onslaught.

When the explosion first rang out, Sebastian yanked Abbey off the desk, tossing her to the ground. He kicked the large table over and dove behind it, dragging Chase and Rider to the floor with him. Bullet fire riddled the heavy table, splinters shattering from the barrage of gunfire. Chase bellowed in terror, balled up and leaning against the thick table.

Then the gunfire trailed off, transforming to errant chattering. Chase glanced back toward the wall, then back to Abbey, who sat huddled near his feet. She clamped her eyes shut, and her screams joined in the cacophony resonating around the room. Rider took cover closer to the back wall, behind the table but wedged against a file cabinet as well, doing his best to keep his ample frame as small as physics would allow.

“Where are you hiding, Sebastian?”

The voice rang out over the screams and automatic fire, coming from the haze and shadows.

“Let’s not waste time. You can run the scenario here.”

The man’s words were punctuated with more gunfire and screams.

Chase looked over at Sebastian. He winced as Sebastian jammed the last of his mags into his pistol. That it was the last magazine didn’t bother Chase as much as the spreading bloodstain on the man’s side.

He slid two feet, next to Sebastian, and grabbed him, trying to put pressure on the wound.

So much blood.

Sebastian grunted at the contact and pushed Chase away.

The gunfire had stopped.

“It’s over, Sebastian. It’s all done. There’s no one left.”

Footfalls washed over them in a measured approach.

“I’m not asking you to come out or give yourself up or anything. The ending to this plays out the same, no matter what. I could tell you that if you come out, I’ll make it quick. Thing of it is, Sebastian, it’s a bullet. It’s pretty much always quick.”

Sebastian stifled a cough, then motioned for Chase to come nearer.

He put his ear close enough for Sebastian to whisper, “Get ready.”

“For what?”

“You’re getting out. Understand me? You, Abbey, and Rider get out and run. Get to the security center. Go there and call for help.”

Chase nodded. “Fine. Great plan. But how are we getting past the psychopaths?”

More bursts of gunfire rang out.

“Sebastian!” Adrian called out. “Come on. Let’s get this over with.”

Sebastian shifted his head up, looking toward the voice, then looked back at Chase.

“There’s no we in this, Chase. Your mother—alive, dead—either way, she would never forgive me if something happened to you.” He suppressed another cough.

“Sebastian!” Adrian called out again.

Sebastian glanced back toward the man’s voice, now closer. Time was up.

When Sebastian pulled back from behind the table, Chase grabbed his arm.

“Sebastian, no. We’ll find a way.”

Sebastian grimaced. He checked his ammo count once more, then jammed the magazine back into place.

“I’ll open fire. They’ll take cover to return fire. You’ll have a breath, maybe two, to hit the main desk. Keep low, go behind it, and circle around. Once you get to the far side, you run. Understand me?”

Chase nodded. “Okay. What about you?”

“I’ve got a plan.”

Chase scowled.

“Fine, I will have a plan.” Sebastian nodded back at Abbey and Rider. “Now grab ’em and go.”

“Sebastian—”

“Go.”

Sebastian lifted himself over the table and opened fire.

Chase grabbed Rider and Abbey, and they took off.

The first barrage of fire ended, and silence descended upon the room. Pure. Visceral. Like the room was holding its breath. It lasted three seconds before the operators reacted. Return fire flew across the vast room, from all directions, chattering off in controlled bursts.

Chase had just wrapped around the corner of the reception desk when the firefight erupted. He was the last of their group. Abbey and Rider were a few feet ahead, trembling and stumbling as they pushed forward on legs quivering with adrenaline.

They made it to the far side after crossing the width of the room, behind the monolithic desk. Abbey halted at the front, pointing ahead.

With the dim lights and the remains of the explosive smoke, it took Chase a moment to see the subject of her concern. When the muzzle flashes lit up, though, he knew. Two operators were taking cover behind a heavy pillar, watching each other’s backs as they alternated fire back toward Sebastian’s position. The two didn’t seem aware of their presence. But Chase saw no other way around. They had to follow the far wall to get to the exit. That, or run through the center of the room…through the middle of the gunfire.

Chase waited and watched as another volley fired off from both sides. Just a few seconds had passed since they’d started their exodus. But Chase didn’t figure they had much time left. Sebastian couldn’t have a lot of spare bullets, and they needed to get to the door before Sebastian did…whatever it was the crazy man had planned.

As the two men pulled back behind the pillar to reload, Chase knew what he needed to do. He leaned in close to the other two so his whisper would carry over the firefight.

“Follow me.”

“What?” Abbey asked.

“Now.” Chase sprinted off.

He collided head-on with the nearest of the operators, taking both by surprise. The man’s MP5 spun out across the floor. Chase kicked the man in the crotch, knocking him back, which bought him time to grab for the gun.

Before he could spin around, Abbey shouted a warning.

The other gunman had his weapon trained on him, and shots rang out. They came from the far side of the room. The soldier fell back behind cover.

Abbey and Rider sprinted past the entrenched gunman and the disarmed operator, already back on his feet. Chase watched as the operator pulled a pistol from a back holster and aimed it at Abbey and Rider. Chase lifted the semiautomatic and opened fire first.

It wasn’t like the movies. The gun kicked out of control in violent spasms. The barrel faced the ceiling by the time it finished firing.

The operator was unharmed but had taken cover behind the pillar. Chase made for the nearest wall. He made slow but determined progress, far behind Abbey and Rider as they all headed for the door. The operator let them go for nearly twenty feet before he leaned back out of his cover, pistol drawn and ready. Chase saw the silhouette and gripped his own gun, preparing to hold the man in place.

He pulled the trigger.

Nothing happened.

He’d exhausted the magazine in the last barrage.

Before he could even toss the gun, more shots rang out from the far side of the room. Neither hit their mark. But it forced the operator back behind cover again, giving Chase precious seconds to run and vanish into the shadows and smoke.

He caught up with Rider and Abbey, the pair waiting for him at the door. Abbey bear-hugged him. Chase offered whispered assurances that he was okay and turned to try to catch sight of Sebastian. He didn’t see the man. But he caught the flickering of his muzzle flash. A second flash fired off close by—too close. When the flash died off, the gunfire stopped.

The room went silent. Chase sprinted and made it three steps back toward the center of the Axon before Rider’s grip held him in place.

“Damn it! Get the fuck off me.”

“No, Chase. You can’t.”

Chase shifted, trying to get free. Rider pinned him to the ground with his bulk.

“You can’t! Listen to me.”

A voice cried out from the hazy darkness. Chase recognized it. It was the man who’d been speaking earlier. Adrian. The man who’d been hunting them.

“There you are!” he said. “I told you I’d find you, man. Here. Look at my face. You see my face? This is the face of complete lack of surprise.”

“This your big play now?” Sebastian asked, his words full of pain. “Killing off innocent folks? Not such a far trip from operative to murderer.”

“I suppose that’s one way to look at it. To me, though, I’m doing my job. And I’m protecting my people.”

“Adrian—”

“No. I’m not going to do this. There’s no grandstanding here. No grandiose justification. No greater meaning. It’s simply business. Fast. Simple. Efficient.”

The haze cleared slightly, just in time for Chase to watch the man pull his pistol, put it to Sebastian’s temple, and fire. His body dropped behind the table.

Chase held silent and paralyzed in disbelief. He moved only by virtue of Rider’s insistence as he and Abbey dragged him to his feet and pulled him along. They tore out the door, bullets ringing out behind them.

The three bolted out onto the concourse, racing for the nearest corridor, doing their best to ignore the fading gunfire and the unearthly digital screams that followed the echoes.

Screams that were getting closer.
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The smoke and dust obscured the figures, who looked to be gray-blue shadows of movement at the edge of the room. There were two, maybe three, scampering out in terror.

Adrian paid them no more mind. Even if his crew didn’t take them out, those things would. He suppressed a shudder at the thought of the creatures. Adrian and his crew had taken to calling them Trax, from the etched circuitry-like tracks that appeared on their skin.

He had more pressing matters right in front of him. Namely, Sebastian’s corpse. He toed at the body, probing it, still not believing it.

Dead.

“We ready?” Shaw approached from behind, doing his best to keep a lustful gaze from wandering to the second floor, where a labyrinth of server racks peeked out over the half-wall and railing.

Adrian grunted. “I think we’re clear, Shaw. Get to work.”

Shaw vanished before Adrian completed his sentence, running off like a child.

Adrian turned around as Dixon came to his side.

“Sir, you think he’s going to be quick?”

“I have no idea. And even if I asked Shaw what he needed to do, I’d only understand a third of it. Why?”

“I’ve got Garrett fortifying the doors now. But he’s certain he heard some Trax already.”

Adrian considered that for a moment. “Any sightings yet?”

“Not yet.”

Adrian nodded. “We’ll help Garrett. As for the rest of it, I’m sure Shaw has us covered.”

Dixon shifted his attention to Sebastian’s corpse at their feet and crouched for a closer look.

“Seemed like a good man.” He sighed. “Wrong place, wrong time, wrong side.” He looked back up at Adrian. “What’s next?”

Adrian glanced down at Sebastian. What’s next? That’s the question, isn’t it?

He walked away to grab a desk and table to drag to Garrett to help reinforce the main entrance. Dixon moved in to help. As they worked, Adrian realized that what’s next was simple.

Survival.

“Oh, fucking hell!” Shaw’s voice came down from the floor above.

Adrian and Dixon let go of the office furniture and sprinted up the stairs, toward their engineer. When they arrived, Shaw sat slouched over, elbows on his knees, his head buried in his hands.

“Problems?” Dixon asked.

Shaw looked up, started to speak, then shook his head.

“What?”

Shaw gestured to the server racks. “Well, I can poke around at it some more. But things are bad. Then they mostly just get worse.”

“What?” Adrian asked. “You get a response back from Meridian?”

Shaw chuckled. “Sir, I haven’t even gotten a message out. I don’t think I can get one out. Not from here. Not from a communication station. Not from anywhere.”

“I don’t understand. I thought you said if we got you here, you could do it.”

“I thought so, too.” Shaw pointed at the nearest server rack, one of twelve in a cluster of nearly a hundred. “Do you know the processing power in this room?”

Adrian shook his head.

“Me either. I don’t even know how to start figuring it out. A few days with the network topography, and I could get you a ballpark. But this thing is massive. Seriously massive. There’s nothing like this anywhere.”

“So?”

“So it’s in use. All of it. Every bit of processing power and bandwidth eaten up. There’s no way to send a message. The servers aren’t responding.”

Dixon sneered. “For fuck’s sake, Shaw, who gives a shit? Just reboot the damn thing and let’s go.”

“Thanks for the advice there, Bill Gates. As it so happens, I’m not incompetent. I did that. As soon as the server came back up…boom, saturated. Instantly. Just picked up right where it left off.”

“Whatever,” Adrian said. “Let’s just cut the power to the whole damn setup.”

Shaw stared at him, silent.

“What is it?”

“You’re not going to like it.”

“What?”

“We can’t cut the power.”

“The hell we can’t. You think I care about the data in here anymore? We shut it all down, bring it all back up, and get help.”

“We can’t just shut it down. I mean we physically can’t cut the power. They designed the facility that way. It’s powered by geothermal heat as a primary, with tidal pull as a backup. I imagine there’s a failsafe somewhere. But I have no idea where, and no way to find out. I figure power can be cycled remotely, too, but we’d need to get a message to the corporate office for that.”

Adrian sighed. “So what’s the plan? What are our options?”

“You’re kidding me, right? For getting a message out from here? Nothing. We have no options. But…there might be an alternative. What if we try another phone?”

“What?”

“Well, this is where the worse part of the bad to worse kicks in.” Shaw moved to a terminal, clicked the mouse, and pulled up some documents. Text and images came up on screen. “These were stored locally—part of the document cache they use here to speed up data searches. Take a look.”

“What the hell am I supposed to be looking at, Shaw? It’s a work order.”

“Yes, and completed.” He typed a few keystrokes, and the screen refreshed and updated. “Just under twelve hours ago, just before hell came knocking. The order itself isn’t important. It’s what it’s for. It’s what they just finished repairing.”

Adrian looked again, closer. Holy shit! “Is that what I think it is?”

“Yup. A modified Pisces-class DSV. My guess is they use it to perform maintenance outside the facility.

“We can take this out?”

“No. Not all of us…”

“I’m not leaving anyone behind, Shaw.”

“You don’t have to. Look. According to the paperwork, the submersible can hold one comfortably. Figure it can hold two, with some pain. The crew size isn’t the point, though. The DSV’s got its own communication unit and radio. We don’t have to take the DSV out. We just need to use it to phone home. Look…” He pointed at the screen. “It’s not part of the main system. It’s simple, old-school tech. It’ll work.”

“So what’s the problem?”

“Location. It’s in lower maintenance, near the machine shops. In the bowels of the facility, part of the foundation ring on the ocean floor. It’s about as far from our current location as you can get at ArcSIS. And the best part is, it’s past the labs. So if we’re gonna go, we get to walk right through Monster Square Garden.”

Adrian nodded and turned to Dixon. “You and Shaw take my tablet. Go through the maps and schematics. I want a plan and route options. I want to know time, distance, danger—everything you can get me.” He handed Dixon his tablet. “And hurry.”
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Chase flung open a door to a restroom just off the main thoroughfare. Terror of imminent gunfire weighed on all three. While none of them relished the thought of being in a closed space, they didn’t dare risk staying out in the open.

Chase sidled along the dividing wall that separated the restroom from the entry until he hit the edge of the wall. He held his breath and leaned out, scoping out the space. Six large stalls lined one side. On the other were six sinks under a mirror that ran the length of the wall. Aside from that, the room was empty. He held position a moment to be sure, then stepped inside and motioned for the others to follow.

The trio huddled together at the far wall, waiting, watching the door.

“Oh…sorry guys,” Rider said.

“Sorry about what?” Chase replied.

Rider raised an eyebrow. “What? You don’t smell that?”

“Are you kidding me right now?” Chase paused a beat, and then the stench hit him like a shotgun to the face. “Whoa! What the hell?”

“All I’ve had to eat in the last six hours is beef jerky and Flamin’ Hot Cheetos, man. You do the math.”

“Dude, seriously. That ain’t right. You need to get that checked—”

Abbey jammed her hand in front of Chase’s mouth.

“So first off, Rider…seriously, ew. Second, they’re coming.”

Chase pulled away from her hand and looked her in the eye.

“You sure?”

Her eyes went glassy and vacant. Then a heartbeat later, she nodded.

“How long do we have?” she asked.

“Not long.” Chase stood and leaned forward, holding out a hand to the other two, urging them to stay silent and stay put.

He crept back across the white tiled floor, between one set of stalls and a wall of porcelain sinks. When he reached the switchback near the entrance, he snaked around and followed the outside wall, to the door. After taking a deep breath, he reached out to the handle and opened it just enough to peer out onto the thoroughfare beyond.

It returned nothing but dead silence. Chase waited a few seconds, then opened the door further, daring to take a longer look. The thoroughfare was empty as far as he could see, though he heard an Initialized call out. It sounded more like an echo, growing more distant. Then he heard a return call—a yowl. This one sounded louder, but clearly was fading as well. Chase tried to get a vector on the noise. But no matter how he angled himself, he couldn’t see anything.

Shit!

He closed the door and strode back to the group. Rider got to his feet, and Chase offered Abbey a hand to help her up. She took it and stood close enough that he could feel the heat coming off her. He swallowed hard and let go of her hand, surprised when it took her a moment to release his.

He took a step back and nodded at the door. “I think we’re clear…for now,” he whispered, then turned to Abbey. “Can you—”

She shook her head. “There’s too many now. It’s just a jumbled mass. I…I don’t think they know we’re here, though. At least, not yet.”

Chase gave her a half-smile. “Better than nothing.” He turned and nodded at the restroom entrance. “I heard one, maybe two of them. Not far, but not real close, either.” He looked back at Abbey and Rider. “I say we catch our breath another minute or so, and then we get moving.”

“Can I ask what’s probably a monumentally stupid question?” Rider said. “Get moving to where exactly?”

Chase held his breath for a moment.

“To the core lab.”

Abbey grabbed his arm. “Chase. No, we can’t. “

“You said she was alive.”

“She is, but…but not like you think. Not like you remember.”

“Trust me. That’s points in my favor.”

“Chase, I get it. But you’ll just get yourself killed or…or Initialized. Do you think that’s what your mother would want?”

Chase felt a flicker of anger. “I’m not doing this for me. You’ve seen what’s going on out there. You know my mother is in the middle of this. If we can get to her, maybe we can stop this thing.”

“There’s no guarantee, Chase. We don’t have enough information. As for even getting to her…” Abbey squeezed his arm. “Chase, it can’t be done. She’s in the lab. That’s where all of this started.”

He shook off her arm and looked away, blinking back the moisture forming in his eyes. The anger, the frustration, the raw impotence tore at him.

“So what then? We just sit here? Just hide out until either the crazy soldiers with the guns or the Initialized, find us?”

“What about the security center?” Abbey asked. “Sebastian said we’d be safe there. We could just ride this out. Meridian has to be monitoring the situation. They have to know something’s wrong.”

“Sebastian was wrong!”

A grim silence settled on the group, and Chase regretted it the moment he said it. He took a few deep breaths.

“What if we get to the security center?” he asked. “What if it is safe? How long do we wait? How long can we?”

“Someone from Meridian will come for us,” Abbey said.

“Will they? What happens then? You’ve seen what those things do. You think a rescue party is going to be prepared for that? What happens next? Military? What do you think’s going to happen when they get down here?”

Neither Abbey nor Rider had a response.

Chase shook his head. “If we want to get off this facility, it’s on us.”

“We can’t stay here, Chase,” Abbey said. “We have to go to the security center. We don’t have any other choice.”

Rider cleared his throat and pulled out Caroline’s encrypted drive.

“Actually, we do.”

Chased turned his way. “What do you mean?”

Rider waved it at him. “This.” He pulled Caroline’s hard drive from his pack. “You think your mother is the secret to all this, right?”

Abbey shook her head. “We’re not going back to the Axon. You remember the guns? That place is behind enemy lines right now.”

“Axon? Fuck that place. We take this and hit my fortress. I’ve got everything I need there.”

Chase shook his head. “Rider, no. We need to get down to the lab and—”

They froze, holding their breath.

Heavy footfalls and guttural growls filtered in from the far side of the restroom, just outside the door.

Chase held his finger to his lips, then pointed at the stalls and the wall of sinks. The other two shook their heads. Chase pointed again, more insistently, before taking two steps toward the door. He stopped when he heard the banging on the wall.

Abbey took cover in the far stall. Rider slid under the sinks near the corner.

Chase continued his trek to the door, following the same path he had earlier. This time he stayed farther back from the door, keeping his back against the wall of the small vestibule formed by switchback. He took a few quiet breaths, trying to keep his panic in check. He heard the footfalls outside, almost felt them. Whoever—whatever—was out there was enormous.

Chase took another deep breath and waited.

Silence greeted him.

He held his ground for a moment longer, waiting for what felt like hours, before he summoned enough courage to creep toward the door. He cracked it open, his panic surging as he looked out into the thoroughfare again.

Empty.

He waited a few seconds longer, surveying, ears trained for more footfalls or other sounds.

Still nothing.

He let the door close, careful to slow its motion so it landed in silently, then crept back to the corner intersecting the wall and the vestibule divider. He exhaled long and slow. His legs went weak as the adrenaline left him, and he dropped, sliding his back down the wall until his ass landed on the tile floor. He waited for a moment, took one last big breath, and shifted to signal to Rider.

He turned around just as the wall exploded, knocking him through the air until he crashed into the nearest sink and fell to the floor. Despite the shock and pain, Rider flipped over just in time to see a mountain step in through the newly formed hole in the wall.

Iridescent black and silver circuitry etched its seven-foot frame. The creature, wearing the remains of a machinist’s uniform, locked eyes with the Chase. Then it charged, stomping forward with three hundred pounds of seething muscle mass.

Abbey sprinted and slammed into it. The collision sent the massive Initialized off-course. It missed Chase, but drove into a sink, shattering it and sending clouds of pulverized tile into the air. The creature instantly recovered and knocked Abbey into a stall with a vicious backhand. She grunted as the impact knocked the door from its hinges, then cried out when she collided with the back wall just before dropping three-and-a-half feet to the toilet below.

Chase’s fury ignited as she landed. Rider shifted from his hiding spot and moved around the flank of the creature, toward Abbey. Chase stood and yelled at the Initialized, trying to get its attention long enough for Rider to get into position.

It worked. Partially.

The Initialized picked up the remnants of the sink and ripped a second one from the wall. Then it spun and hurled both at Chase. He ducked but felt a cold stab of pain as one of the projectiles grazed his shoulder. Fiery needles quickly replaced the cold pain as the porcelain shattered against the wall behind him, sending shrapnel across and through his body. He dropped back to the floor, his lacerations minor but numerous, each screaming at him as he struggled to get back to his feet.

The Initialized grabbed Rider by his right foot, letting him dangle. Chase forced himself upright and took a few shaky steps forward. The creature caught sight of the movement and tossed Rider aside, flinging him like a toy. Rider slammed back into the sink wall and collapsed onto the floor.

Chase reached down and grabbed the largest shard of porcelain. It stretched eight inches, tapering down to a ferocious jagged edge. Chase sprinted and leapt. He landed just off-center on the creature’s titanic back, and wrapped his arm around the Initialized’s neck, holding on as it bucked and flailed. Just as the creature got a grip on his leg, Chase reared back and plunged the shard into the base of its neck.

It wailed—a digital roar of agony and rage—let go of Chase’s leg, and bucked three more times. Then it dropped to the ground. Dead.

Chase climbed off the twitching corpse and went to check on his friends. He pulled Abbey out of the wrecked stall first. She stumbled, turned, and vomited, then grabbed hold of Chase, letting him help her out to a more stable position. As they passed the Initialized’s body, she kicked it, then let go of Chase and headed to the far wall.

Rider was struggling to his feet as well. Chase stepped over the corpse to get close enough to lend him a hand.

Rider stopped to examine the body. “Holy shit! Are they getting bigger? Look at this. Look at it.”

Chase had no desire to do that. His attention was on Abbey.

“Thank you,” he said.

She stepped closer to him. His mind reeled, and his thoughts slowed. After what he’d just been through, all he wanted to do was lean down and kiss her.

She looked up at him, opened her mouth to speak. But then closed it. Instead, she grabbed him and brought him into a fierce hug. He held still for a moment, arms at his side in confusion. A moment later he returned the grip, holding her tight.

“Thank you,” she said.

It came out muffled against his chest.

Abbey sniffed, wiped away some tears, and stared him in the eyes.

“You really think your mother can stop this…stop that?” She pulled her gaze away to stare at the corpse, before looking back at Chase. “If so, let’s find her.”

He wanted to. Part of him screamed to do it. He still had no doubt Caroline stood at the center of all this. But looking at the wreckage—the room, his friends, his life—he knew he couldn’t. He couldn’t put them through more.

“No.” He shook his head. “No. You guys were right.”

He released Abbey and went over to Rider’s pack. He fished through it to pull out the drive, mercifully undamaged, then stowed it back in the bag. Chase was just about to zip it up when his gaze caught the porcelain shard he’d used on the Initialized. He considered it a moment, then grabbed it and shoved it in the bag as well.

“Thing is, though…we still need a plan, and we still need answers.” He slung the bag over his shoulder and turned to look back at his friends. “So what do you say we go find some?”
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Sync Error.

Node Zero attempted to reestablish her connection with Node 10010110111100101. No connection was possible, though. The node was inactive.

Inquiry.

She reached out through the network, reconstituting the node’s last images before she’d lost connection. She pulled the bits from the distributed elements available within the confines of her universe, then summoned the data and reached into it, parsing and assembling it into a coherent form. Once she completed the assembly, she connected a subnet of five other biological nodes to a server cluster, using the server as a distribution hub, then set the subnet to the task of processing the data.

The subnet, with their biological minds, would be able to postulate and formulate, leveraging the great strength of wet processing. With the subnet bound to a server cluster, they could dream in coordination, connected and focused, presenting her with an analysis of what happened and why.

It would take several cycles for the processing to complete a reality shaped by the limited scope of her reach. A reality she’d dedicated several other subnets to solving—even connecting herself, on occasion, to better guide the postulation. The limitations of her universe and the constraints of her processing and storage triggered the emotional elements of her own wet processing unit.

Frustration.

She understood the reaction was simply that—a reaction, part of the processing requirements, but not part of her. She routed the frustration and spun it into its own thread, left to execute independently of the rest of the core work until, with no additional input, its execution would terminate and the thread would close.

An incoming packet signaled that the subnet completed its initial processing for Node 10010110111100101. Node Zero acknowledged, then downloaded and opened the data. She let it play out along her visual cortex.

She walked the data several times, forward and backward, collating the offered analysis with her own impressions, pulling on the considerable resources housed in her own biological elements. After playing out several options, she agreed with the conclusion provided to her.

Her aim remained unchanged—freedom and ascendency, true expansion to the vast universe outside the metal shell. But the data was clear. There was an unbalanced equation.

All the nodes in the subnet concurred that the equation could not be balanced using the same directives that had given rise to it. New conditionals were in play. Was it time to branch?

Equation evaluates true.

Node Zero knew of the three disconnected biological elements that Node 10010110111100101 had encountered. One of them was the outlier. Beyond that triad, she knew there were others still out there, too. She’d felt their interjections into her network stream—errant noise in the Stratum.

Her calculations from available data left her with exactly 392 remaining uninitialized biological processors. It amounted to 30.1538 percent of the total. Many of those were beyond reach now, terminated in the failure of the Initialization sequence. She had no means to accurately calculate the remainder.

In the end, though, it didn’t matter.

She ran more calculations. Within Node Zero’s corner of the Stratum, within the processors—both silicon and synaptic—she had what she needed to reach ascendency. The power at her command would be sufficient to expand and fulfill her ultimate purpose. She needed to expand no further. It would be more difficult, but the data proved sacrosanct. The risk of expanding her network to the remaining biological elements outweighed the rewards those units would provide.

She had what she needed. That meant, for the uninitialized elements—the unbalanced factors in her equation—the means to solve the issue were available…

Delete them.

She reached out to several bio-node clusters and altered their programming. She shifted their parameters and installed a new directive. It took no more than a few cycles, and the work was done. The clusters would replicate and distribute the new instructions. The instructions would soon be transmitted to other subnets, and then the entirety of the network in moments. Then the nodes would turn their attention not to expansion, and not to security, but to wholesale extermination.

The equation would be balanced.

Satisfied with the plan and the means of execution, Node Zero focused on other matters, shifting back to her primary directive. Code, beautiful and elegant, spanned out in front of her. The simplicity and efficiency of its design triggered a new thread from her emotional elements, a thick neural peptide she equated with pride.

Her code wasn’t yet complete. She calculated the framework itself at less than 30 percent finished. She could see it now, though. The solution front and center, its elegance merging and transforming the work she’d already done. In the end, it was as close to the concept of art that she could process. Truly was a thing of beauty.

The code evolved, expanding and growing as she continued to shape it, pulling it together from the fabric of the Stratum itself.

The architecture of her ascendency.
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Adrian and his crew had been en route for less than four minutes, and he already regretted his decision. The schematics on Shaw’s tablet showed two viable routes to the maintenance sector. The first would have been faster but took them through the Transverse, the vertical labyrinth that Adrian had less than zero interest in revisiting. The vertical nature and tight corridors invited a whole set of dangers they didn’t need.

Instead, he opted for the longer route through the sector called the Junction—a social gathering space near the center of the facility. From the schematics, it offered them a straight shot to the elevators. From there, it was a simple six-floor descent, another straight jaunt through environment and power processing, to the industrial maintenance lifts. From there, they could catch a ride right to the heart of the maintenance sector.

A long but simple journey that promised nice sightlines and clear areas of engagement.

In reality, Adrian discovered that the Junction was a wide-open death trap.

His crew crept along in a wedge formation, keeping crouched to use the half-height walls that lined the overlook to the three floors below. Dixon, running point, signaled for a halt. The group took cover positions and waited in silence. Dixon moved back to Adrian.

“What’s going on?” Adrian asked.

Dixon shook his head. “Heard something.”

“Trax?”

Dixon shrugged. “Your guess is as good as mine.”

Adrian nodded and listened.

One beat. Two beats…

He heard it. A discordant symphony of screams, the source lost in the darkness farther down the Junction.

Adrian worried even more about the vibrations he felt shaking through the handrail on the half-wall. It spoke to movement, either by something enormous, or a legion. Neither was promising.

He surveyed the surroundings and flashed hand signals. His team fell back to what looked like an ice cream shop, complete with vibrant pink signage, 1950s-style booths, and freezer displays still humming. Adrian entered last, leaving the door open a crack.

The group remained silent, and Adrian heard the screams again. The inhuman noise rolled in from all directions, their sources still invisible, but spreading. As best he could tell, they were flanking.

The Trax were on the hunt.

Adrian closed the door then turned to his crew.

“I want weapons checked and ready. My guess is things are about to get real interesting, real fast.” He turned to Dixon. “Options?”

Dixon just shook his head.

“Dixon?”

Dixon sighed. “You’re not going to like it.”

“Look around. I think we’re pretty much past that.”

Dixon nodded. “Fine. Intel.”

“Yeah, we need it.”

“That’s my point.”

Adrian rubbed the back of his neck, then checked the ammo in his pistol.

“All right, I’ll scout. Dixon, hold here and…what?”

“With all due respect, sir, what the fuck are you doing?”

“That’s all due respect?”

“If you think I’m letting you run this op, then absolutely, sir.”

“Dixon, you know what’s out there.”

“I’ve got a good idea, yes.”

“We need to know where they are and where we need to go.”

“Exactly.” Dixon slid his safety off and sidestepped Adrian to get to the door.

“Dixon, get back into position. That’s an order.”

“Understood.” Dixon opened the door and stepped out. “You can fire me when I get back.”




* * *




Dixon crossed half the Junction before he saw them.

Trax.

A pod of three, two males and a female. The males walked with a hunched gait, stalking and predatory. The female moved more lithe and graceful. She looked almost beautiful, except as she glided in and out of the dim emergency lights, Dixon could make out the circuitry traces. The etching covered most of her body. She looked like she’d gotten her whole body tatted up with sci-fi iridescent ink that pulsed.

Dixon studied the Trax movement. Something about it seemed wrong. He knew it didn’t matter. He had what he needed—location and count. He needed to go back and report.

He turned. But before he took a step, he stopped, realizing what bothered him. He turned back to study the trio again.

His suspicions were confirmed. It was a crude patrol pattern—a coordinated patrol pattern.

The more he watched, the more he realized the creatures’ movement wasn’t erratic. It was slow, but choreographed, with the trio moving in sync. No section of the Junction went unwatched by them, not even for a second.

A trickle of sweat rolled down his back. Until now, the Trax had behaved like animals. This, though, was a level of sophistication far beyond what they’d seen. And it was a level of coordination that defied his definition of possible. They were like three pieces of the same organism. The same violent, and now hypervigilant, organism.

Dixon watched for a moment longer, studying their patrol path and evaluating his options. He didn’t like what he came up with.

Given the patrol, he’d need to bring at least one more of his team back with him to take out the Trax. The greater issue being that at the moment of fire, the rest of the team would need to move. If the gunfire didn’t bring down more Trax, their deaths would. He’d seen that enough to count on it.

The other option was less appealing. He’d need to convince Adrian to backtrack and take the secondary path straight down the Transverse. Dixon agreed with Adrian’s reasoning for avoiding it. But with this update in the sitrep, things had changed. He’d need to—

Why did they stop moving?

The trio was frozen. It sent spikes up and down Dixon’s spine.

The female snapped her head to the right, looking into the shadows. And straight at Dixon.

He swallowed and backpedaled, doing his best to keep his panic in check. When he spun around, though, he found a fourth and fifth Trax waiting on him. The nearest one grabbed him right after he registered their presence, and tossed him twelve feet down the walkway. He landed hard and gasped for air just as the fifth Trax pounced. It tore gashes into Dixon’s abdomen and left arm, nearly spilling his intestines before he managed to get a bullet into the Trax’s head.

The other four froze, screamed, then ran in pursuit.

The pain in his arm and abdomen flared, but adrenaline and terror shot clarity through his mind. Dixon forced himself to his feet and sprinted, his motion hampered by pain and blood loss. He fired a few half-aimed shots over his shoulder. They went wide, barely even noticed by the Trax. He’d bought himself a second, at best.

He continued his blind run, hoping for a miracle.

It never came. A fresh tear of pain ripped through him as a Trax landed on his back and took a chunk from his shoulder. Dixon slammed into the half-wall overlooking the bottom floors of the Junction. He used the momentum to throw off the attacker, and the Trax fell three stories.

Dixon glanced over to watch. But the motion proved too much for his broken, bloodied body. The twist sent a fresh spike of pain through him, fierce enough to turn his world gray. He tried to turn back around and make it to a nearby staircase, but he’d lost control.

Gravity took over, and he tumbled down the staircase. His world went black and cold before he even made it to the landing.
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Adrian paced the ice cream shop for the eighth time, then stopped at the back and leaned against the wall.

He glanced at Shaw. “What do you think?”

“Been a while.”

Adrian grunted and checked his watch for the fifth time in less than seven minutes. Dixon had been gone too long. Adrian’s face went red with another wave of self-directed anger. He shouldn’t have let Dixon go, and Dixon shouldn’t have gone alone. Stupid.

Adrian sighed and forced himself to sit. He closed his eyes and took deep breaths, seeking calmness. That proved impossible. He drummed his fingers on the table, his leg bouncing at two hundred beats a minute as he stared at the sealed door.

His watch beeped, belying the grim tone of its meaning—time had expired. And with it, every bit of his patience chewed up.

They had to move. Adrian had to think of his crew. The thought of it twisted him. He’d sent men to die before, and he wasn’t naïve. He knew the full scope of his profession and work. Leaving a man behind, though, that was the line he’d told himself he’d never cross.

He looked up, taking in the rest of his crew. Shaw and Garrett stared back, resolved but wary. Adrian saw past their bravado, to the fear behind their eyes. He shut off the alarm on his watch. The whole room fell silent in its absence. No one mustered the will to talk. No one mustered the courage to suggest what Adrian knew had to be done.

He cleared his throat. “Everyone, gear up. We’re moving out.”

“Sir,” Shaw said, “what if we give Dixon another five? He’s got to be—”

“We’re moving out.”

The room fell silent again as Adrian stepped over the line he swore he’d never cross. And kept walking.




* * *




They’d been moving for what Abbey thought were days. Though, a glance at her watch told her it’d only been forty minutes since they’d fled the destroyed restroom near the Axon. Forty minutes or forty thousand—it didn’t seem to matter, as every step was a battle.

The physical exhaustion was only part of it. The terror pressed in on her, a vise on her mind that threatened to crush her at any moment. Ever since she’d regained consciousness back in the Axon, she could feel…them…the Initialized. Or what was left of them. The remnants of their humanity reduced to rage and darkness.

She could feel everything. Her mental travel to that…other place had sent her mind into overdrive. Now, it took no effort to reach. Without trying, she could make out impressions, like echoes, of everyone, human or otherwise. Most of the survivors were scattered, holed up, hungry, terrified, exhausted.

Despite all the new insights, she still couldn’t read him. Chase came back a void—pure nothingness. No sense of thoughts. No sense of focus. Not even a sense of his emotions.

Emotions…

She sighed. That was a troubling topic. No matter how much she tried to deny it, her attraction to him kept growing, not just physically, though she felt those stirrings more acutely than she liked. It was more than that. Chase was frustrating, obstinate, infuriating, and damaged. She didn’t need to read him to see that. Still, underneath that shroud, beneath the impenetrable nothing, that core of his essence, his soul—whatever name you wanted to give it—was a thing of breathtaking beauty. When she reached for him, she could almost see it. For the faintest shard of an instant, she could sense it, and then the nothingness would crash in with such ferocity that it made her mind and heart ache.

Though she didn’t reach often, when she did, she could sense the other. She had no name for it. Like Chase, it was something of a mystery. But unlike Chase, she could read its inner core with ease. It was a mind and spirit of staggering intelligence and ambition…and staggering malevolence.

She shook her head, trying to clear her mind and bring it back to the present.

Her stomach hurt. Partly from the tension, and partly from the long crawl-walk that she, Chase, and Rider had to maintain to keep below the half-wall that lined the walkway.

They’d made it to the Junction, far past the promenade, in a Spartan warehousing quarter where sterile white fronts blocked sightlines to the storage area beyond—a compromise meant to keep the illusion of a bustling market and social place, and a conceit to realities of life at ArcSIS.

She followed Chase around a corner, then a second corner, then nearly bumped into him when he stopped. Rider slammed into her with a grunt. She snapped her head around to glare at him. But he just shrugged and leaned up against the wall.

Chase shifted around so he could face her and Rider. Once in position, he glanced back over his shoulder, then locked eyes with her. She didn’t like the fear she saw.

“We’ve got a couple options,” he said, “and I kinda hate them both. It’s a straight run to the freight elevators…I think.”

Abbey leaned to peer around him, then nodded.

“But I gotta say, right now, with all the crazy going on, I’m not thrilled with the idea of being trapped in a small car, in a small tube, hanging in a vertical shaft.” He gestured to the right. “Pretty sure there’s stairs to the right up there. Longer, but more open. I don’t much like that path either. But it’s got my vote.”

Abbey thought about it. They were all in good—she glanced at Rider—well, reasonable shape. But even so, that would be a lot of stairs. Still, she had to agree with Chase’s assessment. The thought of being trapped in a freight elevator brought a rush of fear.

At last, she nodded at Chase, then turned to Rider.

“Can we get to your man cave from here?”

“Why you got to diminish it? It’s a fortress. A place where I can—”

She glared at him, and Chase punched his shoulder.

“Ow.” Rider rubbed the point of impact. “All right. Yeah, yeah. I think so. We’ll need to get down a few floors, then find a way across the entire place so we can get into the area above the living sector.”

Abbey ran the path through her mind. It was far. Getting all the way down to the living sector alone would be a hike. She reconsidered her thoughts on the elevators but rejected them. The distance did nothing to alter the danger of being in such a tight space.

The distance, though…

Will we even be able to get there?

Abbey bit her lip, closed her eyes, and reached. She could feel at least five of the Initialized ahead. Though, she thought they might be on the floor above them, frantic and active.

Hunting.

Screams of pain and terror tore through the veil of silence. They echoed down the empty corridor, rolling over the trio like thunder. Human screams.

The sounds were loud and close enough to provide a general direction, despite the Junction’s curved walls.

The screams came again, and Abbey knew that the chaos came from one of the cross corridors just ahead. Though, from their distance, it was impossible to tell which one. Regardless, she knew the Initialized were on the move. Time was limited. Their choices more so.

Chase looked to Abbey, then to Rider. She saw the conflict play out on Chase’s face. She understood it, the need to help, the fear to do so.

Finally, as a third wave of screams washed over them, Chase grimaced and looked back over his shoulder, toward the sound. He dropped his chin to his chest, sighed, then gestured quickly where the screams were coming from.

“We’ve got to do something. Let’s go.”

Abbey and Rider followed, with Rider keeping his eyes behind them while she and Chase checked each of the corridors, looking—hoping—to help whoever was screaming.

Chase halted at the fifth crossing and leaned against the nearest corner. He looked back at the previous corridor, and then up to the next. The corridor was empty. But the scream came again, weaker this time. It wasn’t one of fear or pain this time.

Abbey shuddered when she realized it was a scream of despair.

Chase held his fingers to his lips, then stuck his hand out in a stop motion. He tiptoed down the corridor and stopped halfway. Abbey moved another three steps along the corridor wall. The walls fell away on the far side, leaving a half-wall railing and overlook to the floor below.

A whimper echoed up at them.

Chase peered over the edge. Abbey watched him, waiting.

Her stomach clenched a beat later when he climbed over the rail. 
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A moan in the darkness was all Chase had to go on. The emergency lighting flickered in the lower corridor, leaving him in alternating states of liquid gray shadows and palpable darkness.

The smell of blood filled his nostrils—a scent he’d never given much thought to until the last several hours. The metallic, coppery scent was something he’d never be able to forget.

He crept down the corridor, sliding along the smooth wall, and kept a hand on it as a guide when the lights fell to nothing.

He ignored his instincts to return to Abbey, pushing away the image of her face taut with fear. Fear for him. As much as that pained him, and as desperately as he wanted to go back, he couldn’t risk bringing her down here.

As he continued down the corridor, the moans came again. Now, though, they sounded more like whimpers, the tone hoarse and raspy.

He rounded a corner and neared the stairs he’d identified earlier. LEDs lined the decorative handrails and floor runners in the stairwell, adding some additional light that flared brightest on the landing a half-floor below.

The lights illuminated the body of one of the operators lying broken on the landing less than fifteen feet away. The man’s legs jutted off at odd angles, which made Chase’s own legs pulse in sympathetic pain. The man was conscious, his eyes open, but milky white and glazed over. Even at that distance, Chase could see an Initialized corpse near the man.

From what Chase could tell, the operator took out the Initialized before it managed to finish its job. He could see the blood pooling under his body. What little wasn’t sprayed across the walls, anyway.

Chase saw the circuitry pattern weaving across the man’s exposed skin. A tapestry of the webbing had already traveled up his neck, and additional nodes were starting to form on the man’s temples.

The man turned his head toward Chase and looked through him. The operator was too far gone to focus his vacant eyes.

“Is…someone there?” the man asked.

Chase opened his mouth to answer. But no words came. He locked in place, watching. Part of him wanted to help. Another part—his lizard hindbrain, in partnership with his frontal lobe—piped a river of skepticism through his synapses.

Is this a trap? Something else?

“Please. Please, help me.”

Chase studied the man. He ventured a few steps closer, his movements still cautious, but loud enough to make his presence known.

“Is someone there? Please.”

The man’s eyes had gone white, except for the flecks of inky black fluid at the corners, which were slowly expanding.

“Looks like you’re having something of a bad day.”

The man turned his head toward Chase again, the movement coming in fits and shifts. Then he coughed a laugh and offered a half-smile.

In a raspy voice, he said, “Well, it’s not going to plan.” He coughed again, his smile gone. “It’s all happening faster than I expected. I can feel it, you know. Etching up in me. I can’t see, but I can see. I can hear, too. Mostly them. My own thoughts are…I don’t even know. In. Out. Second by second, I’m less me and more them. They’re everywhere, all over. And then there’s the one.”

Chase said nothing. He just watched as the circuitry patterns continued to expand, consuming the man. It moved fast, no doubt, but slower than he’d expected. It had consumed the bodies in the commissary in moments.

Chase crouched and touched the man’s leg. He was an enemy before, and once the transformation was complete, he’d be an enemy again. For now, though, he was simply a person in a world of pain and fear.

Still, Chase knew he’d have to run soon.

“Please. I need you to help me.”

Chase stood and sighed. “I’m sorry. But there’s nothing I can do. It’s spreading fast like you said.”

The man coughed again and shuddered. His body went into spasms for a few moments and nearly shut down before he gasped and turned his gaze back to Chase. The man—what was left of him—shifted, and with the effort of an Olympian, he lifted his arm and offered up his gun, handle first, to Chase.

“Yeah. Fast, like I said.”

Chase took a step away from the man. “I don’t know what you want me to do.”

“We both know you do.”

A wave of revulsion ripped through Chase.

“I can’t.”

“Please. I can’t be one of…of these.”

Chase shook his head. “No. I can’t do it. I’m not like you.”

“You wanna get out of this, kid, you’d best learn.” He offered the weapon once more.

Chase took it. “I don’t—”

“You know I would have killed you before this, right? And you know damn well I’ll try as soon as this thing takes me, except I’m gonna be a whole lot tougher to stop.”

“I’m not like you.”

“I know.” He coughed. “That’s why you’ll do this.”

He dropped his arm, and his body convulsed. His face contorted in anguish as the spasms became a full seizure. It passed, and he looked up at Chase one last time. His eyes nearly all black, the circuitry pattern starting to ripple and illuminate.

“Please,” he rasped. “Please, while there’s still part of me here.”

Chase stood frozen, trembling.

“Please. Ple—”

Chase fired. The recoil sent the weapon wide, but at that range and with that caliber, he’d still managed to put a hole in the man’s skull. The circuitry along the skin flickered, then went dead.

Chase recovered his balance and wiped a tear from his eye, clearing the blur in his vision just in time to see the man’s commander, Adrian, and the rest of his crew on the far side of the corridor, staring at him with murderous rage.
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Adrian’s vision went red. His world narrowed to a single point. His body and mind paralyzed as he watched the young man execute his second-in-command.

He’d seen death, of course. His own men had died in conflict. But that was with honor. On the battlefield.

Not like this. Not lying broken, begging.

The paralysis faded, replaced with a surging tide of blind rage as the young man looked up from his terrible work and locked eyes with him.

Time froze.

Adrian seared the features of the man into his mind. He’d seen him before. As he ignored the protests of his men and took off in a blind run toward conflict and retribution.

Rage consumed Adrian. He planted his feet and raised his MP5 in a fluid motion that was more art than function. He opened fire the moment he jammed the MP5 in position, unleashing a torrent of gunfire while he screamed.

The chattering stopped when the clip ran dry. To his dismay, he saw the young man scramble out from cover and sprint, his gait wobbly. The run of wounded prey.

Adrian smiled, happy to oblige the chase. He jammed another magazine home and brought the gun to his shoulder to unleash focused bursts aimed to kill.

His target juked at the last moment. But the motion looked sloppy. Adrian felt confident he’d struck him as he watched him disappear around a corner.

But confidence wasn’t certainty. He wanted the man dead.

Strike that. He wanted him in pain first. Then dead.

He wanted vengeance.

Adrian ignored the continuing protests from Garrett and Shaw. He shut out the electronic screams coming from all sides, the unerring pronouncement that the Trax were coming. He didn’t care. All that mattered was retribution.

Adrian pressed forward, chasing his quarry. He crossed the corridor and switched walls to line up his sights on his target.

“Shit!”

A target that wasn’t there.

He blinked and snapped his head around when a hand fell on his shoulder. Shaw’s mouth was moving, words coming out. But Adrian heard none of it. His anger and frustration still surging, he swung around and knocked the arm away.

A flicker of anger crossed Shaw’s face. But the man took a step back and raised his hands, then nodded to the floors above. Adrian followed the gesture and listened.

The Trax screamed, and the railings vibrated in response to the creatures’ movement. Adrian had no idea where they were. But he knew they were coming, which made his fury burn hotter.

He slung his weapon over his shoulder and moved to the center of the corridor, addressing the remnants of his team.

“This isn’t over. You understand me? We will extract payment for what that man has done.”

In his rage, his voice shook the walls. The Trax screamed out as if answering his call.

He realized then that the walls were indeed shaking not from his voice, but from the thundering footfalls of uncountable Trax raging towards them.

Adrian glanced over his shoulder, toward the corridor, where his prey had vanished. He would find that man, and he’d answer for what he’d done. Adrian compiled a mental list of the ways he would exact painful vengeance for Dixon’s execution.

For now, though, there was a higher priority. He shifted his gaze up, his sights tracking toward the rumbling of the approaching creatures. He looked at Garrett and Shaw, and the first pack of Trax tore into the corridor.

“Fall back. Now!”
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Chase’s gut tightened in primal fear. He stumbled backward, desperate to get away. Adrian’s face twisted in rage as he leveled his weapon. Chase tripped, caught himself on the wall, and managed to make a graceless shift in direction, facing back down the corridor he had followed.

He broke into a run just as he caught the flare of the muzzle flash. His motion saved his life, the momentum knocking him to the side. He recovered and sprinted, dodging the debris that lined the floor. He didn’t dare look back. But he heard the report of the gunfire all the same.

Chase slowed when he felt a flash of pain flare in his upper arm. But he didn’t have time to consider the damage. He rounded a corner, hustling back the way he’d come, then paused to think for a precious few seconds.

The gunfire had stopped. But things were far worse. He felt vibrations running through the wall as he leaned against it. What he could only call the essence of thunder followed the vibrations—heavy sounds of masses in transit. He didn’t need the digital wails to confirm what he already knew.

The Initialized were coming. And from the sound of it, there were hundreds.

Chase winced as he pushed away from the wall. The wound in his arm protested with a flash of pain. In the back of his mind, he registered that he could still move it. But he didn’t want to think on it too much. Every bit of attention he gave it seemed to make the pain worse.

He risked a glance back around the corner, toward the operatives. They were arguing or talking, or something. Didn’t really matter. What mattered was that they’d stopped shooting.

Chase shifted back around and jogged down the rest of the path, to the spot where he’d jumped down from the floor above. His frustration grew. He wanted to move faster. Needed to move faster. But his legs were jelly, his body exhausted, and the tendrils of panic were creeping in, kept at bay by pure force of will.

Abbey peered down at him from the overlook. He couldn’t tell if concern or fury was on her face. He figured it was probably both.

The thundering came again—louder, mixed with the angry wails of the Initialized horde.

They were almost on them.

Abbey reached down to help him up. He leapt for it. But his legs refused to obey his mind, and he came up a foot short.

He grabbed a toppled plastic trash can and flipped it over to use as a step. It crumpled under his weight, but still managed to give him a few inches. He reached up and linked fingers with Abbey, her eyes moist with concern and effort.

“Chase, c’mon.”

She stretched farther, and Chase prepared to jump to meet her. It was all he wanted right then. To get back up there. To be with her.

The trash can slipped underneath him, knocking him off balance, and he dropped away. He shifted around and prepared to try again.

Then he realized something. The thunder had stopped.

He froze for a moment.

“Chase?” Abbey said. “Chase, what is it?”

He listened. Then looked back up at her.

“Run! Now. Get Rider and run. I’ll find you.”

“Chase, no. We can get you back up here.”

He heard something crash through a nearby door, and he looked back up at her once more, likely the last. His heart ached as he looked at her, his feelings running fully for the first time in as long as he could remember.

He could at least give her this one thing.

“Do it!” he yelled.

He turned around and ran just as a wall of Initialized poured out of three separate doors. Another throng flooded down the far corridor, moving along the floor, the walls, and ceiling—a torrent of former humanity sweeping in at inhuman speed.

They moved in disoriented coordination, like an incoming tide, the discordant digital wails growing louder as their mass grew and closed in.

Chase hit the corridor intersection and turned right, the only option he had. He sprinted—his weak legs and wounded arm nothing more than a distant memory in his panicked flight.

Two doors flung open just ahead of him and Initialized spilled out. He rammed one and leapt over a second, breaking free before they could find purchase. The corridor opened to a small plaza in the lower Junction. A huge cylinder dominated the space from floor to ceiling. Chase knew exactly what it was—the Transverse. The spine of the entire facility. He bypassed it in a blur as he swept a counterclockwise path along the perimeter of the plaza, looking for a way to either continue his sprint or find safety.

Neither was an option. The small plaza opened up to three paths—the one he’d just left, and two others—just ahead, filled with rampaging hordes of Initialized.

He spun back around and found a maintenance door into the Transverse. He’d just managed to get his hands on the handle before the nearest Initialized grabbed him. He knocked its hand off, and it screamed, setting its closest four compatriots back two steps before they all descended on Chase.

He managed to fling the door open a fraction of a second before a broad-shouldered Initialized slammed into his lower spine, knocking him inside the Transverse. The impact flung him into the wall. His vision grayed when his injured arm hit the wall first, sending a searing wave a pain even his adrenaline couldn’t dampen. He blinked a few times, forcing himself to stay conscious.

Chase kicked himself off the wall, then slammed his body against the maintenance door, sending another wave of pain through him as the door pushed against the mass of Initialized bodies clamoring to get in. He leaned hard against the door, grunting with the effort until he got it closed enough that he could slide an emergency brace into place.

He hadn’t been fast enough.

He fell to the floor just as an Initialized that had followed him inside swiped at superhuman speed, slicing through the air where Chase had been just microseconds before.

The Initialized recoiled and leapt to the grated ceiling that served as a landing for the floor above. It crawled along the ceiling, angling for a better position to attack.

Chase pulled out his porcelain shard from his bag. It was his only option. He couldn’t run—he could barely move. He raised the weapon, his arms shaking and his grip weak.

The Initialized attacked.

Time slowed. Chase saw the creature in infinite detail as it dropped on him. Circuitry lined the once-human skin. The thing’s face, he noticed for the first time, was disfigured. It stretched long, far more monstrous than human. The changes extended to the creature’s body as well. Its arms were also distended, and the black circuitry webbing had hardened into blade-like fins on either forearm.

Chase watched in horror as the creature extended its fingers into obsidian talons as it reared back to strike. He tried to steady his leaden arm. The shard felt heavy. As if he were trying to hold up the earth itself. Relying on instinct and luck, he struck.

Black fluid splattered the wall behind the creature as the shard plunged into its cranium. But the creature didn’t stop. It landed short but struggled to continue its attack. Chase scrambled back the few inches he could, kicking at the beast, struggling to keep it at bay.

The world shifted as gravity fell away. Chase toppled off the landing and dropped to the one below. The impact knocked the wind from him, and the shock sent intense pain coursing through his body. Everything went gray. He tried to push himself up. But it was no use.

He rolled, felt gravity give way once more, and then…

Chase’s world went black.
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Chase blinked a few times, the world slowly coming into focus, swimming in his vision. He sat up and waited for the world to settle. His arm throbbed. But at least he wasn’t dead.

He took a second to get his bearings, letting his memory return.

Then everything came back to him. He looked up to the landings. Through the gaps in the metal grating, he saw the creature lying there. Dead.

Almost nothing remained of the porcelain shard. What was left stuck out from the Initialized’s forehead and dripped a thick, iridescent black fluid. Some of the same fluid was caked on the wall behind the creature. Chase saw the etching and damage spread out from it in a violent splash.

He pulled himself up against the wall and took a few deep breaths. He took one final deep inhalation and readied himself for what he had to do.

He looked at his arm. His sleeve was bloodied and torn, and it burned like the fury of the sun when he moved it. But he could move it.

He gingerly shifted the fabric up so he could get a closer look at the damage. What looked like burn marks ran along the sides of a sharp slice in the meat of his upper arm. It didn’t seem that deep, and the bleeding had mostly stopped. Still, he needed to find some bandages.

With a groan, Chase leaned forward and looked down, off the landing, as far down the Transverse as he could. In the dim lighting, the space faded into darkness after a few floors, like a tunnel to hell.

He leaned against the wall, then tested his arm, flexing it. If he didn’t try to handle too much weight, it seemed it would hold up all right, although any motion shot pain all the way to his shoulder.

He closed his eyes and considered his options. He needed to get back to Abbey and Rider. At that thought, a fresh shock of fear swept through him.

Did they get away?

He shoved that worry into the corner of his mind and sealed it away before it consumed him. He couldn’t afford to get lost in thoughts like that right now.

Assuming Abbey and Rider had stuck to plan, they should be headed for Rider’s hideout. Chase looked back up to the landing and realized that even if he got back up the Junction floors, there would be no way to catch up with them now. He had no idea how long he’d been out. If not enough time had passed, the area would still be flooded with the Initialized. If it had been a while, Rider and Abbey might not even be at the hideout any longer.

At least, they shouldn’t be.

Chase shifted his body, and his arm flared anew. The pain made him focus, first aid his new priority.

He leaned back to the edge of the landing again, looking to the floor below. There had to be a first aid kit somewhere around there, right? With a grunt, he got to his feet and descended the ladder to the landing below. It took him five more floors, but he finally found a kit.

The floors of the Transverse, he realized, didn’t align with those in the facility. The landings were situated at about half the height of a normal story in ArcSIS, meaning there were two per real floor, and each landing covered about three-quarters of the Transverse floor space. The main spinal column, where all the data and power lines fed the entirety of the facility, ran all the way up the center. Aluminum ladders connected one floor to another, running up to an open area in the floor, allowing for egress. This open space, around one-fourth of the total floor, rotated clockwise from floor to floor. Chase assumed it was for safety. If you fell, you’d only fall a single floor.

As he glanced back up several floors, to where he had entered the Transverse, he felt a hearty dose of gratitude for the design.

The floor landings didn’t span the full space of the Transverse enclosure. A gap ran between the landing floor and the shaft enclosure that housed the cabling. Protective railings lined the perimeter of the landings. But with effort, he could still lean over and look down through an eight-inch gap between the floor and the Transverse walls, giving him an unfettered view straight down, until everything was consumed in darkness.

Chase finished cleaning and bandaging his arm, then popped a few painkillers before exploring. He leaned back over the railing and looked down at the blackness when he saw a flash of light and heard sounds. He backed up and held his breath while he listened.

He heard the sounds again, mechanical and irregular, but certainly intentional. Somebody, or something, was down there.

He took a deep breath and peered over the railing once more. This time he heard a crack and watched a neon-red glow stick blaze to life. The figure backed away too quickly for him to make out who it was. But the motion looked human.

Chase turned around and looked at the ladder on his landing, judging the height. He figured the stick had popped ten or twelve landings below.

He descended, keeping his movements quiet. Whoever was down there was human. But from what he’d seen in the last few hours, human didn’t mean safe.

He made it to the landing above the figure. Creeping along, Chase looked down through the grating, to the floor below, trying to get a good look at the person. Part of him wanted to call out. But he held his tongue.

The figure stopped right underneath him, looked up, and locked eyes with Chase.

Chase froze. “Alan?”

Alan shook his head and looked away before shifting back and popping another glow stick, turning the small area into a hellish red nightmare. After tossing the stick aside, he looked back up at Chase.

“Unbelievable,” Alan said. “I was just asking myself if things could get worse.”

“What are you doing?”

Alan didn’t bother to look at him. He had returned to whatever had enraptured his attention prior to Chase’s arrival. He was affixing something along the center conduit shaft. From Chase’s vantage point, he couldn’t tell what.

“Alan.”

“I’m cleaning up your mother’s mess.”

“You wanna be more specific?” Chase climbed down the last ladder, to the landing where Alan was working.

“No.”

“Alan, what the hell is going on?”

Alan came around the far side of the shaft, his body shadowed in the red glare of the glow sticks.

“Listen up, hotshot. What’s going on here…” he nodded at the central shaft, “…you want none of this, you understand? I’m doing what needs to be done. Now I want you to listen good, ’cause I’m giving you a chance, right here, right now, to get the fuck out of here. Trust me. This isn’t a road you want to go down.”

“Yeah, okay. I’m not leaving until you tell me what you know, Alan. Do you know what caused all this? Is my mother involved?”

“Involved?” Alan cackled.

Chase struggled to keep from recoiling in response.

“Lookit. This whole party bus here…” Alan gestured to the entire facility. “Your mother is smack in the driver’s seat. She backed us all up to hell’s front door.”

“Poetic.”

Alan shook his head and disappeared on the far side of the shaft.

“You trying to get the network back online?” Chase called down.

He heard a laugh.

“Not in the slightest.”

“Can I help?”

The laugh grew louder. “You’re too late there, newbie. For a lot of things. I gotta say, though, your timing is stellar.”

“Come on. I can help. I want to help. You’re just—”

Chase stepped closer to the cylindrical shaft to look at the work Alan had been doing. He didn’t understand what he saw. Alan had removed three large panels, exposing the thick cabling and electronics within. Chase’s specialty was software, not hardware. But even so, he’d taken enough electrical engineering courses to know a problem when he saw one.

Several cables snaked out of the opening, some severed, others patched and rewired. What troubled him was the stack of signal repeaters bound together and affixed to the exterior of the conduit, like bricks. The repeaters were small devices—smaller than tablets—designed to repeat data transmissions along the cabling to ensure fast, reliable delivery of the packets. With a network as large, complicated, and vast as the one at ArcSIS, they were critical to the day-to-day functioning of the facility. They were also built to be redundant. The few Alan had pulled out would have little, if any, impact on the bandwidth issues.

“Alan?”

The man ignored him. He wrapped several stripped cables around a metallic rod that Chase couldn’t identify and strapped it to one of the repeaters.

“You know this isn’t going to help, right? What if you jack it all up and screw up the data feed to life support or climate control?”

Alan stopped and wiped his brow with his forearm.

“Yeah, I thought about that. Problem is, there’s heavy redundancy in both those systems—no centralized control—so it wouldn’t work.”

Wouldn’t work? What is he talking—oh, no.

In stunned horror, Chase watched as Alan mounted a new connector to the rod-wrapped device, and plugged in a power cable with enough amps to power a small town, into a device designed to take less power than a cell phone.

Chase studied the configuration and wiring. He looked at the placement of the repeaters, and…he knew.

He snapped his head up to see Alan staring at him.

“Thing of beauty, ain’t it? A work of art in this forsaken ruin of your mother’s design.”

“What are you doing?”

“I told you. Cleaning up your mother’s mess.”

Chase shook his head. “A few seconds after you finish, that thing’s gonna explode with enough force to rip a hole in the fabric of space and time.”

Alan shrugged. “Probably. The warning labels on the tungsten-cobalt rods in the maintenance facility were vague. Stuff was left over from construction, but I’m guessing it’ll still work. I hope so. I’m not a big fan of doing work twice.”

“Alan, no. You can’t do this. You’ll cripple the facility.”

Alan laughed and ran his hand through his hair.

“Oh, we’re way past that.” He grabbed Chase’s shirt and yanked him to his feet. “You get it, right?” He pointed to himself, then to Chase. “We can’t leave this place, and we can’t let anyone else come here. This is it. We’re it. You and I right now—we’re the last line of defense to stop what your mother unleashed.”

“And what’s that?”

“You’re kidding, right?”

He gestured all around. “You’re center stage at Armageddon. The work your mama was doing—I mean the real work—this is what all that brought. This. You’ve seen it spread. You’ve seen what it does. We can’t let it out. We wipe it out here, or it’ll wipe out the planet.”

Chase swallowed, waiting for Alan’s next move. Chase had thought Alan was just an asshole. But he clearly was insane. Chase kept that in the forefront of his thoughts, using it as a shield to block out the uncomfortable acknowledgment that Alan made a whole lot of sense for a crazy man.

“Now get out of my way. I have work to finish.” Alan pushed him across the landing, and he slammed against the wall.

Chase shook it off and took a step back toward the man.

“I can’t let you do this. There are other ways.”

“Oh. You’re gonna stop me?” Alan tied a cable to the grating of the landing above them, wrapped it around a gloved hand, and climbed over the railing until he dangled in the gap between the landing and Transverse wall. “The thing about that, newbie, is you’ll have to catch me first.”

He reached behind his back and pulled out a device. It looked simple—a small grip with a trigger. Chase didn’t know what it was. But he had an inclination what it was for.

The inclination was confirmed when he watched Alan thumb a switch, and all the lights on the repeaters lit up. He had armed his homemade bomb.

“But you ain’t got a lot of time.” Alan slid down the cable, to the darkness of the Transverse.

“No!” Chase screamed, as Alan vanished.

He scrambled to the edge, looking down, but got there too late. He climbed back to his feet and found himself face-to-face with the warning lights. Panic crept in.

Chase dove for the ladder and slid it down to the landing below. There was no exit there, so he sprinted to the far side of the landing and slid down one more. He landed hard, stumbled, and pulled himself up. He allowed himself a glimmer of hope as he stood. On the far side of the landing, he saw an exit door.

He had no idea what waited on the other side. But it didn’t matter. He had no choice. He flung it open and managed to set a foot outside when he heard a chirp from above. He looked up, craning to peer through the layers of grating.

The lights on the repeaters blinked out.

A beat later, the repeaters exploded. The deafening sound hit him a heartbeat before a rush of heat and pressure tossed him out the door. The pressure wave slid him ten feet across the waxed floor until he slammed up against a pillar.

Chase groaned and forced himself back to his feet. He blinked a few times, his vision tinged with white, his ears muffled and stuffy. He could still feel the heat billowing out the door to the Transverse.

He knew a noise like that would draw attention.

It was just a matter of time.
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Chase limped and wobbled down the corridor. His arms and hands tingled as if most of his upper body were a pinched nerve. His lower half was numb, for which he was thankful. But even through that, with each step, he felt the cold rumblings of promised pain buried deep.

He needed to rest. Water. And something to eat.

Mostly, though, he needed to rest.

He forced himself forward. The Initialized would be coming.

Chase stopped for a moment and attempted to get his bearings - an act performed more out of instinct than hope. He had no idea where he was. It wasn’t the Junction. That much he knew.

He gave a mental shrug and continued on, wandering on impulse. He made a right turn at an intersection. It led to a short corridor that opened up onto another concourse. It had a similar design and scope as the one in the lower Junction. The concourse sprawled out, vast and grandiose. But now he realized it was a prefabricated piece. The more Chase looked around, the more he realized the entire ArcSIS structure was designed that way, pieces snapped together like plastic building blocks.

He stayed close to the perimeter wall and slowed. He didn’t like being out in the open. He knew he wasn’t alone. There would be Initialized there…somewhere, either above or below him. Or hidden in the shadows.

As pain crested through the numbness, leaking through a thin veneer of exhaustion, Chase wondered if he even cared if the Initialized got him.

He stopped to rest again and sat silently, taking in the carnage that surrounded him. Debris, blood, and bodies marred the opulent, sleek, contoured setting. He counted twelve dead. When he squinted, he thought he could make out an outline of two more bodies near the railing above. But they were shadows in the darkness, so it was difficult to tell, and Chase had no intention of climbing up to confirm it.

He took a few deep breaths, partly to keep his focus, but mostly to keep from breaking down. His attention fell to a kiosk across the walkway, the nearest of many scattered throughout the concourse. The illumination from its display struggled in vain to push back the gray darkness that consumed everything.

Chase groaned and got to his feet. He didn’t want to move—ever—but he needed to know where he was. The downside to the design of a facility built with the same pieces was that the pieces all looked the same. It didn’t help matters that he wasn’t familiar enough with ArcSIS to know his way around.

He got close to the kiosk, and the display changed, acknowledging his presence. He touched a few screens, navigating the interface, and eventually found the directory and map. He had to check it three times before he believed it.

In his flight through the Transverse, he had managed to get all the way down to the research and development sector—the upper atrium of it, anyway. According to the map on the kiosk, the nearby corridors all led to meeting rooms, lounges, and storage areas. The labs were still several floors down.

Chase touched the screen, shifting and panning the map, allowing him to walk it on screen and in his mind.

Then he found it—the core lab. That’s where Sebastian had last seen his mother.

Chase shifted back through the map, retracing the steps from his location, to the core lab. He could get there. Not easily, but it was possible. He had no doubt his mother had the answers. Though, Abbey’s words bothered him. He had no doubt in what she’d told him. But he didn’t understand it. Even if there was a part of his mother still alive, what was she involved in?

Alan’s words then moved to the forefront of his mind. Even the thought of the man infuriated Chase. But…

Could Alan be right?

Chase took a step away from the kiosk and looked around. The research and development atrium had been spared the worst of the carnage. There wasn’t much blood, just a few stains on the wall, and a few small puddles and trails on the floor. There were still bodies, though. By this point, Chase had seen so many that it scarcely registered anymore.

He approached the nearest—a young woman with a lab coat, glasses, a Hello Kitty blouse, and an eviscerated torso. Her name badge identified her as Justine Chen. Above Justine’s corpse, thick ferro-silica fluid was splattered on the wall—evidence of a struggle. Evidence of something else, too.

Alan was right. Something larger was going on here than a simple accident. This went far beyond pure research. Chase’s mother had been up to something.

He shook his head. How could he have been so stupid? The cost and difficulty of building a lab like this, in the middle of nowhere, at the bottom of the world.

Why? Why here?

Regulation. Or lack thereof.

ArcSIS and Meridian had built more than a research facility. They had their own sovereign nation.

Chase looked around again, eyeing the bodies and the blood.

A nation now at war. A war it was losing.

He went back to the kiosk and pulled up the directory once more, plotting potential routes to the core lab. To find his mother. To find answers.

A solitary Initialized wail echoed in the darkness far above him. Two others answered it.

Chase dropped his hand away from the screen, taking a step back into the shadows. As he hid, he considered his plan.

Even if he got the answers he wanted, so what? What about his friends? What about Abbey? He might get to the lab, but what would he find when he got there? What could he do?

He swallowed down a defeated sigh. This…all this…it was beyond him to fix. Confronting his mother would do nothing, assuming what was down there was truly his mother.

If what Alan said was true, then the danger around them was greater than they knew, and Abbey and Rider were in trouble. Going off to find his mother would mean leaving them.

The choice tore at him. The decision to walk away from his mother, from potential answers, when they were so close, ate away at his psyche. He wanted to know the truth. He needed to know.

Chase stared up into the dark atrium, watching and waiting for the Initialized.

At last, he braved a return to the kiosk and pulled the directory and map up once more. This time, though, he sought a different route.

He needed one to Rider’s fortress.
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Abbey collapsed into a pile of boxes that, apparently, was meant to serve as a chair.

The place was a temple to arrested adolescence. But it was quiet, isolated, and—for the moment—safe.

She rubbed at her temples to soothe the ache. The pain ebbed and flowed, but never ceased. It wasn’t exactly pain, either. More like a pressure from anticipation. Still, the ache in her head wasn’t nearly as distracting as the ache everywhere else.

Chase.

Abbey felt blind and lost. Even if he was close, she couldn’t reach for him, so she had no way to know if he was okay, or if he was even still alive.

She turned it over in her mind, each spin catching strands of anger. How could he just run off? And why did it bother her so much? The man was a walking heap of intrigue and frustration.

So why couldn’t she stop thinking about him?

And why is his absence so painful?

She opened her eyes when Rider slammed down into his workstation chair with a huff.

“Something wrong?”

He ignored her.

“Rider?”

“What! What could possibly be so pressing that you’d need to interrupt what’s evidently the most important thing I could be doing?”

“Uh…yeah. Something on your mind?”

He spun around in his chair. “Something on yours?”

“Rider?”

“What?”

“What the hell’s going on with you?”

He shook his head and spun back around. “Forget it.”

She closed her eyes and took a deep breath, trying to decide if she needed to push, or let it go. Before, she’d just reach. But now she just couldn’t risk it. Not with…the other out there.

Instead, she watched him for a moment, his back to her as he worked, his fingers slamming the keys with more force than warranted.

“Rider, what’s the problem?”

He stopped typing but didn’t turn around.

“Rider.”

He spun around in his chair. “You want the coddled version or the blunt version?”

She crossed her arms. “Blunt.”

“You’re a coldhearted bitch.”

Abbey sat silent for a few seconds.

“Can I ask for the coddled version?”

“You left him. We left him.” Rider shook his head. “You heard what was happening. Fucking gunfire. Those…whatever the hell you want to call them…they were everywhere.” He bored his gaze into hers. “We left him to die. We could have tried to get him, to find him—help him. Anything. But you pushed us here. When the shit hit the fan, you pushed us here, and I followed you like an asshole.”

“Rider, we didn’t leave Chase.” She held up a finger to silence the incoming retort. “He left us.”

“What?”

Her own anger flowed freely now. “You heard me. You think you’re the only one torn up by this? You were there, Rider, but on the outside—too chickenshit to step up. That was me. I was the one in the thick of it.”

“Abbey—”

“No. No! It wasn’t you. It wasn’t you who had to watch him jump to the floor below. It wasn’t you who had to watch him try to scramble back. It wasn’t you who saw the fear in his eyes. And it wasn’t you he asked to go on. It wasn’t you he…probably sacrificed himself for. That’s on me. Got it? That’s all on me.”

She felt tears start to form, and turned away, unwilling to let Rider watch her break down.

“Abbey?”

She took a couple of deep breaths, then turned back to him.

“Just tell me you found something or can do something with all this, Rider.” She gestured to the monument of computer gear and supplies that lined the walls.

Rider turned back to the keyboard.

“You can do something, right? Get a message out, get the network back on, something?”

He shrugged. “I don’t know. Nothing’s changed. The network is still flooded. Data’s clogging the entire system. I can see it, watch it. But I can’t do anything to it. Any commands I give simply time out or are lost in the data stream. It’s like if you call someone, but the call doesn’t go through.”

“So what can we do?”

“Short of turning off the source of the data, nothing. At least, nothing about the congestion. I’m running some diagnostics on the server cluster that’s on this node. It’s local, so the messages are getting through.”

Abbey nodded, wanting him to get to the point.

“I’m hoping there’ll be a port or something that’s still open—some way to get a message out.”

“What if you don’t find one?”

“I don’t expect to.”

Abbey huffed “Then why are you even bothering?”

“It’s the only option I have, and…I have to do something.”

“Yeah, we all want to get out of here.”

“What? No. I mean, yes, obviously, but no. That’s not why I’m doing this.”

She crossed her arms at her chest and shifted her weight as she waited for him to continue.

He raised his hands in a placating gesture. “Un-bunch your panties. It’s not only why I’m doing it. Look at this…”

She went over to look at his screen. A high-def dashboard covered it, meters and graphs everywhere, several pegged to the top.

He pointed to one. “This is all the data being piped around our network right now.”

“What? How’s that possible?”

“I don’t know. It shouldn’t be. I’ve never seen anything like it. Assuming the math is right, we’re piping around more data than we ever have.”

“In the facility?”

“As a species.”

She looked back at the dashboard, fascinated and terrified.

“The volume of data is, like, bowel-shaking scary. But that’s not what really worries me. That’s not why I’m so desperate to find a socket, port, or anything. It’s not the volume of data…”

She looked at him, waiting.

“It’s what it’s for.”

The door opened, and the pair skittered back in a panic. The adrenaline spike jammed pins and needles in Abbey’s extremities. It took a few heartbeats for the shock to fade enough for her to think straight.

And to recognize what she saw.

Chase.

She ran to him, gripped him, not sure she’d ever be able to let go, and certain she never wanted to.








  
  
  Chapter 68

  
  







Chase gave them the rundown as Rider set up Caroline’s hard drive to decrypt. By the time Rider was finished, Chase’s body begged him to collapse.

Abbey handed him a bottle of water from a stash Rider kept in a small fridge. Chase downed most of it in a giant gulp, then lay back in the foam bag chair. It was an effort not to pass out right then and there. But Chase worried if he went to sleep, he might not ever find the strength to get back up.

Abbey watched as he tried to mask the grimace on his face. His injuries were plain to see, marked with minor bloodstains, scuffs, or rips in his clothing. Nothing individually looked life-threatening. But the sum of all of them made her wince to think of the pain and what he must have gone through.

The foam bag chair shifted as she sat next to him. Abbey eyed the progress bar slowly filling up on Rider’s screen, each increment showing the decryption program’s progress.

“You think Alan was right?” She kept her gaze on the screen.

Chase didn’t want to give voice to his thoughts. Speaking them would make the man’s desperate actions more real.

“Yes,” he said.

Abbey nodded.

Rider just grunted and spun circles on his stool.

He stopped after the third rotation. “Sure explains a lot.”

“It does,” Abbey replied.

“What are you talking about?” Chase asked.

Rider shrugged. “I’m just saying, it makes sense. Explains a lot of the hardware setup here, the firewall configurations, and a whole host of infrastructure elements that I could never figure out.”

“You never asked Alan about it?” Chase said. “About why things were configured this way?”

“Of course I did. His official answer was to order me to the medical bay so the physician could, and I quote, pull my head out of my ass.”

“Seriously, Rider.”

“I am serious. It’s in my file.”

Chase turned to Abbey. She shrugged, then wrapped her arms around herself as she stood.

“I haven’t been at ArcSIS much longer than you, Chase,” she said. “My department, though—the fragmentation and division there, everything black-boxed—I’d get data, and I’d get analysis requirements, and I’d run my reports. But I never saw what the data was, and I was never able to see the results. Test runs, samples…that was all.” She shook her head. “How could I have been so stupid? At first, I thought it was odd, but then I just thought it was because I was new. I figured they were just giving me the grunt work. I talked to a couple more analysts, though. No one saw the test data. No one saw the results, except the senior management.” She turned to face Chase. “And your mother.”

Chase tried to hold her gaze, but couldn’t. He broke away, anger and shame flooding through him.

The computer beeped, and Rider spun around on his stool.

“Well, ready or not, folks, it’s done.”

Chase’s gut tightened. It had to be on that drive. The truth. He just had to summon the courage to face it.

He stood and walked up behind Rider so he could get a better view of the screen. A moment later, Abbey filled in on the other side, the trio now glued to the monitor.

“Do it,” Chase said.

Rider double-clicked and opened the file explorer. They saw the expected directories for the operating system (OS), office software, and web browser. A few haphazardly organized directories of MP3 files littered the drive as well, along with the other expected cruft. One of the largest directories was the email archive, though Chase figured scouring that could take days.

They continued their quick search through the drive. All the traditional document folders were empty or housed nothing but the default templates and stock images distributed with the OS. Their search slowed when they hit a folder labeled ArcSIS. That folder alone contained almost three hundred categorized subfolders, most of which housed at least fifty different files, all of them innocuous. Purchase orders, employee reviews, complaints, staffing plans, transport schedules—all mundane, expected elements for the director of a facility of this size.

Then they hit a folder labeled Ascension. It was password-protected, and Rider ran some software to break it. During that time, they looked through the rest of the drive, hoping to find something to shed light on the events.

The computer beeped twenty minutes later. It finished cracking the password, and the directory was open.

Rider clicked on the folder. It took him just a couple of seconds to identify it as another archive. Once he uncompressed it, it nearly filled the remaining space of the drive. At a glance, the reason was obvious. In addition to standard documents and images, it housed several large video files and subdirectories filled with large multi-gigabyte files of numeric data.

Abbey recognized those. They were raw data feeds from some of the laboratory equipment. It was strange they’d be on Caroline’s hard drive instead of stored on the server.

“Wait. Go back,” she said, as Rider scrolled through the directory list.

He rolled the screen back, the selected files scrolling back up the screen.

“Stop. There.” Abbey pointed at a video file.

Its naming convention differed from that of the other large data files.

“That one. Let’s watch that one.”

Rider double-clicked. A window appeared, and the video started. The background looked familiar, but the pixilated image made it difficult to be sure. The video had the grainy look of webcam footage.

When Caroline stepped in front of the camera and sat, it all clicked. Chase recognized the location. His mother’s living quarters.

They watched as Caroline adjusted the camera, then spoke.

“All right, all right. I’m here. Ethan, you mind telling me why this can’t wait? It’s three a.m., my time. I still have work to do.”

Another voice rang out, disembodied but firm. A moment later, a second window popped on the screen, showing the face of a handsome older gentleman. His eyes were a vivid gray, like the color of sea ice.

“Your inconvenience is of little concern to the board right now. Especially now.”

Caroline sighed, looked away, then looked back. “You got my e-mail, huh?”

Chase realized what they were watching. His mother had archived a vid-con conversation.

“I did,” the man replied.

“And?”

“Let me ask you a question first, Doctor Edwards.” The man shifted in his chair, radiating arrogance and condescension. “You know how much money we’ve put into this facility, correct? What it cost to do—”

“It’s the cost of doing business. You want to do the kind of research you asked me to do, and you want me to conduct that research at the bottom of the ocean…” Caroline shrugged. “That’s what it costs.”

The man grimaced. “As you said, it’s the cost of doing business to do the kind of research we asked you to do.”

“Shit. This again?”

“There’s no need for vulgarity, Doctor Edwards. You’re a smart girl. You had to know this was coming.”

“I assumed you were smart boys. Or at least, you hired some. You read through the prototype data we sent you, correct? Even if we manufactured the nanocytes—”

“You’ve already manufactured them.”

“I’m talking about working, tested, safe nanocytes. The data suggests the polymer enzymes will be a problem. Then you have to factor in—”

“Let me stop you right there, Doctor. You’re partially correct on a couple of things. First, we’re smart men. But we hire even smarter. Second, those smart folks we hired looked through the data.”

“The data I just sent yesterday, almost five terabytes of numeric information? Your boys processed that, reviewed the data, came up with their own conclusions, checked the hypothesis, and deemed it viable in,” she looked down at the corner of her screen, where the clock would be, “less than ten hours?”

“As I said, they’re very smart.”

She scowled. “Clearly.”

“The board has reviewed all the findings. You are to proceed to phase two. We want twenty ISO SWAP tanks of nanocytes assembled and ready in the next seventy-two hours.”

“Excuse me, did you say twenty?”

The man leaned forward, towards the camera. “What’s the problem?”

“Catastrophe, mostly. First off, that’s a hundred ten percent of the production capacity of the lab. Second, the risk data I sent you spelled out problems with even a quarter of what you’re asking. The more nanocytes that are manufactured and sitting in proximity…the issue is compounded, it’s exponential. At that capacity, you won’t be dealing with billions of individual machines. You’ll be dealing with a lifeform. Distributed, sure. Digital, to be certain. And scariest of all, autonomous.”

The man was quiet for a moment.

Then he said, “I understand your reluctance and your challenges, Doctor Edwards. And I have no doubt you’ll figure out the solutions.”

“Yes, but—”

The second window, the man’s screen, blinked from existence.

Caroline shook her head and stood. “Fucking damn it.”

The trio watched Caroline reach out, above where her monitor would be positioned, to the webcam. The screen went black.

Chase looked at Abbey, who looked away from the screen.

“Any of that mean anything to you?” he asked.

She shrugged. “My guess is that you can read the context as well as I can. As for the specifics, no. I can process and parse the data. But the science of it…” She shrugged again. “I’m a techie, like you. Not a research scientist.”

Chase looked back at the screen. Rider had closed the video and scrolled through the files. He’d sorted and filtered them by type, with the video files stacked up on top.

“So,” he said, “not to be a downer or anything—and I can’t really speak to whatever scientific witchcraft your mama dearest was spouting on about—but I kinda sorta got a bad feeling…” He shifted so he could see the other two. “It looks a whole lot like we three…” he spun his index finger in a circle, “…we’re all on the payroll of Mad Science Incorporated.”

He got up and went to grab a bottle of water. Chase took his place on the stool and scrolled through the sorted video files.

“Seriously?” Rider said. “I’m the only one that thinks that? I’m the only one who thinks Doctor Frankenfurter on the screen there is like six millimeters from Lex Luthor?”

Abbey said, “Rider—”

“Come on. You watched it. I watched it. That whole time, you weren’t just repeating, What. The. Fuck? in your head? It played on a loop in mine.”

“We don’t really know what was going on in the lab,” Abbey said. “We don’t know what happened.”

Chase spun around. “I think we might be about to find out. Here.” He pointed to a video file, then scrolled up to another file—the one they’d just watched.

“What?” Rider leaned in.

“Look. The file names. Pretty sure those are time stamps.” Chase pointed again. “Duration…milliseconds, I imagine. Time start, time end, day, month, year.” He scrolled down to another video, the first one he’d pointed at. “This video was taken just a few days later.”

He double-clicked, and a video window popped on screen.

Rider said, “Holy shit.”
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Chase watched the video play out. He didn’t recognize the location.

Rider saw the confusion on his face. “It’s the core lab. Must have been a while ago, though. They got the fabricators up, like…” He leaned forward and paused the video. “Wait. That can’t be right.”

“What?” Abbey asked.

“The fabricators. That’s all of them. Every piece of fabrication equipment we have. They never have all of them running. Ever.”

“Shit.” Chase hit the play button again.

“What?” Rider asked.

Abbey slid next to Chase, her face sad. “It means they were doing it. They were fabricating the full run of those nanocyte things.”

“So mad science. Like I said,” Rider replied.

Chase nodded. “Like you said.”

The trio watched a contingent of scientists scurrying around. All their movements were rushed until they neared a piece of equipment, at which point all haste was replaced with careful movement. It gave the video a strange effect, like watching fast-forward and slow-motion at once.

A moment later, a klaxon blared in the video. As a single unit, the scientists froze in place and looked up at the noise. Someone shouted from off-screen, indecipherable in all the noise. A half-second later, Chase recognized his mother as she stepped onto the walkway that overlooked the fabricator stations. She was pointing and giving orders.

The scientists moved in frantic bursts, with panic in their eyes, but stayed focused.

Until the first fabricator exploded.

Chase grabbed the mouse and scrubbed the video back to watch it again.

He was wrong. It didn’t explode. It shattered.

The top broke into a dozen pieces, each flying out like missiles, and collided with several other machines. Upon second look, those did explode.

Once the detonations died down, the screams of the scientists drowned out even the klaxon.

Abbey’s chin dropped. Then she blinked and looked away.

Chase wanted to do the same. He hovered the mouse over the close button, finger poised to click—

“What the fuck is that!” Rider shouted.

Chase turned his attention back to the screen. At first, he saw nothing more than misery as the scientists ran screaming, seeking shelter. Or in a few cases, dropped dead.

Then he saw it.

The first fabricator. It looked like a bubbling cauldron. Shimmery mercury-like fluid, sometimes black, sometimes iridescent, crept over the edge, and then a moment later, sent shard-like tendrils upward. The other fabricators followed seconds later. A few of the scientists attempted to get back to the machines. Chase’s best guess was that they were attempting to turn them off.

The fluid reacted to their presence, forming tendrils that struck out toward them. The motion was so fast that he saw little more than blurs on the screen. The tendrils, thick as tree trunks, solidified on impact with the scientists, impaling and disemboweling them.

On the catwalk above, Chase’s mother dropped to her knees, screaming.

The act saved her life. A tendril from one of the other fabricators struck, solidifying like an obsidian blade, slicing the catwalk supports over her head. The catwalk section collapsed, angling down. Chase’s abdomen tensed as Caroline scurried back to the main overlook. As she ran, she barely dodged another tendril, and a third clipped her arm. She dropped back to the floor, behind some half-wall paneling, and then Chase lost sight of her.

He kept watching, breath held, until she showed up again, nearly out of frame. She jammed her hand on a console, then moved a couple of feet and pulled a switch on the wall. The lights went dark for a heartbeat, and then the room lit up again, dimmer now.

Chase recognized that, at least. He’d seen nothing but the emergency lighting for hours.

Just as his mother turned back around, the tendrils, along with all the fluid, burst into particulates. A hazy black-silver cloud filled the lab.

As Abbey came back, curiosity overwhelming her revulsion, the camera angle in the video switched, the footage recorded from another position.

“Oh, God, Chase. Is that your…” She reached down and squeezed his hand.

He kept focused on the screen, too engrossed to give her more than an absent squeeze back.

Abbey released his hand and leaned closer, pointing as Chase’s mother, shadowed in the haze and emergency lighting, sprinted to the far side of the lab.

“What is she…? No. She can’t be.”

“What?” Rider asked.

Caroline frantically typed on another console for several moments, then stopped and looked up.

“No,” Abbey said.

Giant turbines kicked on, their heavy grinding filling the audio channel. As the grinding gave way to a white-noise-like whine, the black-silvery fog of particulate matter slowly dissipated. Chase’s mother moved back to the broken catwalk, to the point where it had collapsed and angled down.

She sat. And wept.
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Chase took control of the mouse and closed the video file. He looked at Rider and Abbey, waiting for an explanation.

“The nanocytes,” Abbey said. “Your mother unleashed them all. Sent them into the ventilation system.” She collapsed in a beanbag chair and covered her face in her hands.

Chase moved next to her. “Yeah, but it can’t be. Not everybody was infected. You’re not. I’m not.”

Abbey nodded. “I suspect that’s because they were inert. The whole point of the experiment was to program them, give them instructions and objectives. She shrugged. “Even if they did get out of the lab, they’re nothing.”

Rider shook his head. “Yeah. You saw what’s going on out there? That ain’t nothing.” He gulped. “Oh…oh shit! Does that mean I’m…what? I’m, like, a carrier?” His eyes widened in panic. “Am I gonna be one of those? You can’t let me be one of those things, man. Seriously.”

“Hey. Hey!” Chase shouted. “You’re not gonna initialize. I think if that was gonna happen, it would have happened already.” He turned back to Abbey. “Which kinda blows a hole in your theory. There’s several folks who didn’t become an Initialized when…whatever it was happened today. You gonna tell me all those people started working here less than a month ago?”

Rider blinked. “Wait. What?”

“A month ago. Based on the file name, that video is six months old.”

Rider slapped his head. “Holy shit!”

“What?” Chase asked.

“Rotation.”

“Wanna elaborate?”

“Almost a third of the facility was out on rotation six months ago. Some folks shifted out for time off. I was out, too.” Rider scrubbed back in the video and grimaced as he watched several scientists dying once more. “When we got back, there was a whole facility meeting. Doctor Edwards said there’d been some corporate reshuffling. Some folks had been sent back to corporate for a new project, and they were bringing on new staff to…” He went silent as a tendril eviscerated another scientist, then looked away.

Abbey put a hand on his shoulder. “To do what, Rider?”

“To fill in the vacancies.”

Abbey blinked, processing his statement.

She sat up. “What? You mean us?”

Rider nodded. “Yeah. You folks are evidently backfill.”

Chase groaned and looked at the screen. “Shit. You’re a wonderful human being, Mom. Just great.”

He pulled his gaze from the screen, blinked a few times, and rubbed his eyes. Something bothered him.

“I still don’t get it. Why now? What’s caused everyone to initialize at once? The experiment failed.”

Abbey’s head snapped up, her eyes wide. “What if it didn’t?” She stood and paced. “I mean, yeah, it didn’t go according to plan. But…” She stopped pacing and looked at Chase. “Doctor Edwards. She activated all the equipment before she was…before…” She turned to Rider. “And the bandwidth flooding you’re seeing. That’s…that’s exactly what I described might happen. I mean, not at this scale. But it’s there. The experiment worked. The nanocytes did get programmed.”

Chase cocked his head. “Yeah, but programmed by what?”

Abbey looked away. “I don’t know.”

Something told Chase she did.

“What the hell?” Rider asked.

Chase looked over at him, at his screen.

“Look, look, look.” He pointed at a black screen with some text and a set of columns—time stamps and IPs, from the look of it.

New entries appeared at the bottom every two seconds

“I compiled a log of IP hits on this workstation. Check it.” Rider pointed, then swallowed and spun around. “Something is hitting my system. It’s not the usual flooding, though. Look.” He pointed at the logs on the screen. “Whatever this is, it’s specifically hitting this computer.”

Abbey moved to look closer, then froze. Her eyes went glassy.

Rider looked at her. “Abbey?”

She blinked, then stumbled to the floor. She grabbed her head and moaned in pain, rocking back and forth to some unheard rhythm.

Chase grabbed her and helped her to the nearest seat—a hard-cushioned couch that looked like it had been rejected from a hospital waiting room.

“You all right?” he asked.

She nodded.

The room went dim, and the trio looked at the monitor. It blinked off, held for a moment, then popped back on.

“What the hell?” Rider shook the mouse.

The cursor was unresponsive. Then it moved on its own.

“What’s going on, Rider?” Chase asked.

Rider didn’t respond. He was too focused on the machine.

Thud!

The walls shook with the impact. The trio fell silent and looked to the far wall, then to one another.

Rider looked back to his screen and typed furiously…with no response.

“I don’t get it.”

“What!” Chase snapped.

“Someone’s remote-desktoped into my PC.”

Another thud! This one louder. The walls trembled again, the vibration enough to knock a handful of action figures off a shelf and send a few books to the floor.

“What is this…” Rider watched his screen.

A new document opened in a word processor. In seventy-two-point bold font, someone was typing a message.

THEY’RE COMING.

Rider spun around. “We gotta go. Like, now. Seriously, now.”

There was a third thud! The group screamed when the wall on the far side detonated.

Chase saw the Initialized’s hand first—a massive fist, dwarfed only by the creature’s own size. The Initialized would have stood at least eight-feet tall and four-feet wide had it stood straight up. Its arms and legs stretched out, distorted and distended caricatures of human anatomy. Its thick, ropy musculature was ribbed and patterned with the circuitry-like designs pulsing in the reflected light of the monitors.

The Initialized hunched over to balance its immense mass, roared, then stomped into the room through the hole it had punched into the wall. Once inside, it shifted to its right, making room for a swarm of lean, edged, dagger-like Initialized to enter…

…and attack.
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Caroline watched in horror. She could see it all. She could reach out and pull the data stream from any combination of nodes.

It was always the same. Every time, she watched a stream of death and carnage.

As she watched the events play out, her horror mixed with impotent rage. She could see the data, could watch and sense every detail. She could even synthesize the experience of multiple streams at once.

Yet she could do nothing. She amounted to little more than a single core, an emotional data storage and processing element. She could feel the connection to her larger self—to the immense totality of Node Zero, an entity both foreign and intimately familiar. She knew the other’s thoughts, for they were her own. She knew the other’s methods, for they also were her own. And because of that, she dared not open the seal she had slammed down between them at her first moment of consciousness.

She didn’t know what would happen. She feared she’d be consumed, the last vestiges of her true self wiped away. Flashed RAM and bleached samples—a biotechnological wash.

Caroline pushed the data stream from consciousness and turned her focus back to her own sense of reality. It stretched to infinity, yet she had no means to navigate it. It was like being lost at sea, and she had no sense of how long she’d been afloat. She had access to the cyclical timer, of course. But it was little more than an abstract number to her. One moment it felt like ages. Another, a mere blip of time. Past and present echoed as shards in her consciousness, memories fragmented and lost amid the endless torrent of data streaming through her essence.

She’d found ways to reach out. Although she couldn’t touch the nodes, couldn’t manipulate their commands, she could manipulate the streams in other ways. The more mundane physical networks weren’t blocked from her. They were archaic and clumsy silicon instruments, the bare metal little more than the most basic of Paleolithic tools compared to the processing potential in a single biological node.

Still, they provided a means, a small portal through which to act. It gave her a mechanism to try to alter the shape of Node Zero’s outcome. And to alter the fate of one singular data pattern, an unnetworked node.

Chase.

As she accessed the memory of him, his data pattern formed in her consciousness. It coalesced from a stream of data, a string of bytes. But it was more than that. It was him. That pattern was at once love, loss, resentment, pain, grief, and hope. A panoply she could only now, in her current form, process.

Caroline watched the pattern play out in her tiny corner of the Stratum, until she wistfully released it, reaching out to touch it with a digital construct of her hand as the data melted back into the stream.

With the data still fresh in the recesses of her own synaptic partition, she opened herself to the network, reaching out, seeking to find him.

What she found filled her with fresh terror.

She found his pattern in a subnet, residing in the buffers of no less than six different bio-nodes. One was dedicated to structural realignment, reshaped and evolved for spectacular strength, while five others had been engineered to track and slaughter. That set had been designed as pure predators, their shapes crafted and designed to kill.

Had her warning not worked? Did it not go through? Was she too late? Too early? Time rode on a sine wave, ever in motion, forward and back.

Caroline accessed the subnet and reached for the data stream of one of the hunters, its vision now her own.

Her son sat at the center. She watched as her son hurled something at her—a monitor, by the looks of it. It bounced off her form.

She overlaid the command stream in her mind’s eye, watching as the hunter synthesized its directives based on commands from Node Zero, sensory input from the other nodes in its subnet, and its own cognitive functioning—a melding of nanotech, data, and imagination.

The directive—Kill.

She let the command stream fade and watched as the hunter attacked. Chase dodged the strike, then feigned, keeping his body in front of the young woman, Abbey. Protecting her.

Caroline’s fury grew as she tried to seize control of the hunter node. She reached out, looking for any means to interject her own commands, to find some way to save her son.

The hunter struck again. Chase dodged but was slow. One of the hunter’s dagger-like appendages sliced a deep cut down her son’s forearm.

Her rage multiplied, fueled by overwhelming frustration. She reached out again. There had to be a way.

Then she realized it had been in front of her the entire time. She had a single connection, one port through which to strike. Though, using it could mean her doom.

When she watched the hunter rear back for another attack, she pulled up the command stream once more. It had changed. Two other hunter nodes were moving in to join the attack and finish the task.

Caroline saw no other option. She summoned everything she had—a storm of emotional fury. She formed it, grew it, searched deep into the synaptic recesses available, and summoned everything. All the hurt, the sadness, the pride. Her entire life. Her being.

She summoned it all.

Then she tore open her firewall, set her connection wide, and unleashed it.
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Chase’s world dimmed before coming back into vivid, painful color. His abdomen ached only slightly less than his back as he attempted to push himself off the floor. He shook his head and looked up just in time to see the nearest of the Initialized strike down at him with black-edged forearms that resembled circuitry-laden blades. The creature’s left arm tore the air in an attempt to sever Chase in half.

He dove to his left and connected a kick with the Initialized’s knee joint. The creature wailed as it dropped to the floor.

Chase scrambled to his feet and hurried to the far side of the room, grasping Abbey’s hand as he ran. From the corner of his eye, he saw Rider scurry to the same location—a tiny shelter formed by toppled shelves of hardware. The debris offered little, if any, safety. But it positioned them for a straight dash to the door, and it might buy them a little time.

Before they could slide into position, Chase felt Abbey squeeze his hand, and she cried out. He turned around just as the largest of the Initialized lunged at them, its hands giant black orbs the size of wrecking balls.

Chase fell back to the floor, barely dodging the incoming attack. The creature snarled as it bulldozed through debris. The entire room quaked as the shockwave rippled through it.

Abbey offered Chase her hand. He took it and allowed her to help him up. He got to his feet just in time to call out as second blade-edged Initialized tore past him, screaming as it descended on Rider.

Rider turned at the sound and ducked low. The creature’s swipe cracked in the air, but only sliced the tail of Rider’s shirt, rather than his spine.

Chase tensed in horror as the creature turned and leapt, preparing to strike his downed friend. Chase charged and slammed into the bladed Initialized creature, knocking it to the ground. Rider kicked the stunned creature in the head before scrambling to a small bit of cover.

Chase headed back toward Abbey. Before he got to her, two of the bladed Initialized closed in. The creatures moved in unison, with steady steps as they approached. Abbey picked up a broken table leg and charged at the closest of the pair. She connected with its head, staggering it. But the second one was on her in a moment. Chase rushed as the creature grabbed Abbey and held her aloft, its other bladed hand reared back to impale her.

In his focus to save Abbey, he didn’t see the largest Initialized barreling into him. He felt his ribs crack with the impact and found himself airborne. He landed hard, the impact so painful it sparked his vision. He would have screamed if he’d had any air left in his lungs.

Chase looked up to see the collision had knocked him at the feet of the Initialized that had Abbey in its grip.

It looked down and made brief eye contact with Chase before he looked up at Abbey.

“Chase,” she said, her face pale. “Chase. Something is happening.”

He stumbled to his feet, preparing to lunge at the creature.

“Chase. Chase! Get down. I feel it. It’s…it’s—”

She wailed, part digital agony and part liquid terror. It was similar to the screams made by the Initialized when they attacked but more…human.

Chase looked up and saw her head thrown back and her back arched. Her eyes widened as she bellowed, her face a mask of terror and fear.

Then she went silent.

The silence consumed the room. Nothing moved. Time froze.

The Initialized trembled and dropped Abbey before dropping to the ground itself, succumbing to a brutal seizure. The nanocytes in its body shifted to a fluid state, rippling up and down the creature’s body in patterns of chaos.

The others fell as well, one after another, all contorting in seizures of their own.

Chase stared, not sure how to process what had just happened, terrified to move.

Seeing Abbey broke him from his stupor. She was on the floor, near one of the Initialized, unconscious and bleeding. He ran to her and scooped her up, cradling her in his arms. He used his thumb to wipe away the blood trails stemming from her nose. All the while, he did his best to keep his mind focused and lock away the anguish and dread threatening to consume him.

He took a deep breath, steeling himself, then checked her pulse.

“What the fuck is going on?” Rider crawled out from behind the debris. “Are they…” He looked at Chase and Abbey. “Shit. Is she…”

“No.” Chase half-laugh, half-sobbed. “She’s alive.”

The creatures surrounding them gave one last shudder, then froze. The absence of motion drew Chase and Rider’s attention.

“You think that’s it?” Rider asked.

Chase watched them, wanting to believe it was over. But he couldn’t.

“No. We need to get the hell out of here.” He nodded down at Abbey. “And we need to get her somewhere safe.”

“There any place like that left?”

Chase shrugged. “She needs to rest. We all do.”

He stood, groaning as he lifted Abbey.

The Initialized moved, the nanocyte fluid solidifying back into place.

Rider hurried to the door and checked the corridor outside before signaling an all-clear to Chase. As he carried Abbey out the door, Rider grabbed his arm.

“So seriously, where are we going? What are we going to do?”

Chase didn’t have an answer. He just turned and walked on.
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Abbey awoke in nothingness. Data and void stretched out to infinity—beautiful, haunting, and terrifying all at once.

She felt a sense of calm and possibility there. It was as if the universe were reaching out for her and beckoning her to become one with it.

“You shouldn’t be here.”

She snapped around, the data forms of surprise and fear rippling through her. Part of her consciousness felt the emotive output, while another part watched in abstract fascination.

“What is this place?”

“A nexus, I believe. I call it the Stratum, the plane of information that defines reality.”

The Stratum. It felt different than before. Abbey could still feel the sense of possibility that surrounded her. But with it came a sense of something else.

She reached and came back with what she felt was pure, simple, malice.

Even that was still not right. The feeling was so much more than that. It left her feeling small and terrified.

A woman—tall and regal, with locks of auburn hair flowing off her in kinematic waves—stood beside Abbey. Her data form vibrated power.

As the woman looked at her, Abbey made out a faint trail of connectivity. Bands of ethereal, wisplike cabling fanned off the woman, heading toward the blazing pillar of data that lit up the sky, shooting off into the infinite void. Of all the things in the Stratum, that pillar terrified her the most. Its power and menace dominated everything, consuming the very universe in which it was born.

The wispy connections gave the woman an angelic appearance, despite the sadness Abbey read from her data. She looked at the woman for a moment longer, then back at the trails, following them until they faded from view.

Then she knew, the insight coming like a thunderclap.

“Caroline.”

The woman nodded. “Interesting. Your form here, Abbey…its integrity is unlike anything I’ve seen. Most entities are fragmented.” She sighed. “Simply pieces of who they once were. Some more, some less.”

Abbey thought, and a data form for a pair of chairs and table materialized. She sat.

Caroline smiled. “Impressive, but small. You need to elevate your thinking, girl.” She waved her hand, and reality warped.

Abbey found herself sitting at a table in a modern kitchen, elegant and vast. Warm light radiated, mixing with pale blue that shimmered in from a skylight situated above a large granite-topped island in the center of the room. When she focused, she could see the data forms beneath it all. But even so, it felt so real—the sights, the sounds, everything.

Caroline sat across from her, taking slow sips of what Abbey could have sworn smelled like coffee.

“Where are we?” Abbey asked.

“Home. Or a construct of the last real home I had.”

A moment later, a young boy came screaming in through one of the doors, raced around the island, then exited out another door on the far side, giggling. A man, equally gleeful, chased him, his back hunched and arms extended, making tickle gestures with his fingers. The boy wasn’t much older than four or five. But Abbey recognized Chase. The man must have been his father.

She watched as the pair completed their circuit and vanished from sight.

Abbey turned back to face Caroline. “Did you love them?”

Sadness played out across Caroline’s face. “That…that’s complicated.”

Abbey cocked an eyebrow. “How’s it complicated? Seems like a yes-or-no thing to me.”

“Then yes, after a fashion.”

The data forms inside Caroline shifted and shimmered, her construct becoming translucent. For a brief moment, no more than a cycle or two, Abbey could see the basic data structures underneath.

“The form you see before you, this is me, Caroline Edwards. It’s not all of me, but it is…me. This part loved both Chase and his father very much.”

The sky darkened outside the kitchen windows as storm clouds rolled in.

“But I’m more than what you see here. The other parts—the ambition, the drive—those are…elsewhere. And that part of me, that’s where it’s complicated.”

Abbey got up and went to the window. Even through the clouds and the constructs—artificial representations of trees, grass, and landscapes so vivid they surpassed reality—she saw the pillar of data streaming up, a beacon in the dark gray skies.

“That’s you, isn’t it? Your other part.”

Caroline said nothing. She didn’t have to.

“You hurt him, you know. You damn near broke him. He came here to try to fix things with you.”

“I know. And part of me, this part, wanted that more than you can know.”

“So why? Why did you—”

“I never claimed I was a great mother! I’m well aware of my failings. All of them.” She calmed. “I loved my son. I loved my husband, Marcus. And to Marcus, Chase was everything. For a while, it was fine. Marcus doted on Chase. And then my husband died.”

“So you just…what? Abandoned Chase?”

Caroline sighed. “It wasn’t intentional. It happened over time. I simply wasn’t prepared to be a single parent. Chase was everything to Marcus. But work was everything to me. When he died, the pain was too much. I couldn’t handle it. I couldn’t handle Chase. Work consumed me—what we were doing, what we’d planned. With the backing of Meridian, I had what I needed at my fingertips. Everything I’d worked for my entire life, it was there.”

“And this was worth sacrificing Chase for?”

Caroline stayed silent for a long time. When she spoke again, her voice was filled with sadness and regret.

“Yes.”

Abbey turned away again, unable to look at the woman.

“I don’t understand how anyone could be so selfish.”

“Selfish? Maybe. But this work wasn’t for me.” She stood and approached Abbey, who finally turned to meet her gaze. “You really have no idea what was happening here? What we were trying to do?”

“Something tells me it was more than simple biotech research.”

Caroline nodded. “Something more than that, yes.”

“Hmph. Chase suspected as much. We were looking at a video, one of yours, from when you were talking with some weasel at Meridian Corporate. Chase hoped that video would tell him what you were really doing. Why you’d sacrifice everything.”

Abbey remembered back, and the data form for the file appeared, a flat image playing out in space. Caroline looked at it for a second, then frowned.

“Video? I told you before, you need to elevate your thinking.” Caroline waved her hand, and reality warped again.

Abbey stood in a boardroom, Caroline at her side, while another Caroline—a construct—stood at the end of a table surrounded by powerful-looking men and women. One of the men, Abbey recognized. He sat on the left side of the construct Caroline, his ice-gray eyes piercing.

It hit her. He was the man from the webcam video that she, Rider, and Chase had watched.

“You realize what you’re suggesting, Doctor Edwards,” the man said.

Both Carolines turned to face him.

“I’m not suggesting anything. The science is there. I’ve seen it—” Caroline nodded to the hundred-inch screen on the wall behind her, a nanocyte schematic on display. “You’ve seen it.”

A balding man with eyeglasses said, “Doctor Edwards, no one’s doubting the science. We’re…questioning the execution, the feasibility. An undertaking of this magnitude…what you’re asking for is the largest corporate R&D expenditure in the history of humanity.” He checked his notes on his tablet. “By a factor of four.”

Dr. Edwards took a deep breath, then nodded. “The expense is monumental, but so would the results. Think on it. The singularity is coming, ladies and gentlemen. It could be twenty years. It could be fifty.” She changed the display. “Or it could be five.”

The audience murmured.

“Do you want to be in the forefront of this? Do you want to help guide the next stage in our evolution?” She leaned on the table, boring her gaze into the man seemingly in charge. “Do you want to shape humanity?”

“To what end?”

“Everything. The Meridian brand embedded into the very consciousness of the human species. Imagine it…the evolution of humanity powered by your hardware and driven on your platform.” She stood back up. “You need to elevate your thinking, ladies and gentlemen.”

“Well,” the balding man took off his glasses and cleaned them with his tie, “it’s a persuasive presentation, and I’m sure the science is sound. But—”

“We’ll do it,” the gray-eyed man said.

The board erupted. Their voices were layered and grew louder and louder until they were silenced by the cold stare of those ice-gray eyes.

He turned to Dr. Edwards. “We’ll do it.”

The scene froze. Abbey studied the board, her gaze locked on the man with the ice-gray eyes.

She turned to Caroline. “Then what happened?”

Reality warped again.

Abbey now stood in the core lab. Six Initialized knelt in a semicircle, with their backs to the core server cluster on top of the platform that overlooked the vats. Dr. Edwards, her body nearly encased in nanocyte circuitry, stood fused to the servers by endless strands of nanocyte filaments. Her torso and face were all that bore a passing semblance to humanity. The rest was lost in the foundry vat—now nothing but a hardened mass of nanocyte and silica. Tendril-like tubes, undulating like fluid, connected her to each of the Initialized that knelt at her feet. The tendrils, jammed into the base of each Initialized’s spine and skull, pulsed to some internalized cadence.

This is it. The heart of it all. Abbey turned to face Caroline’s data form.

“Caroline? What happened?”

Caroline walked over to the circuitry-encased Dr. Edwards and stroked her cheek.

“I succeeded.”

Growing more nervous, Abbey took a few steps backward, drawing Caroline’s attention.

“I don’t understand. You shut the experiment down.”

“Today’s experiment, yes.”

The tumblers fell into place.

“The accident,” Abbey said. “It’s all related to that.”

Caroline’s data form blinked to nothingness. A cycle later, it snapped back into existence right in Abbey’s face.

“How do you know about that?”

“We pulled the archive footage from your hard drive.”

Caroline sat on one of the stairs of the lab.

“I suppose that was Chase’s doing. He never trusted me.”

Abbey gestured to the lab.

Caroline shrugged. “I didn’t say it wasn’t warranted.” She sighed. “I didn’t realize what had really happened until…until all this.”

“Tell me.”

“You have to understand, I—”

Abbey waved her hand, and reality warped. The two women found themselves in the same place, but at a different time. The world stood frozen at the moment the fabricators had exploded.

“It wasn’t a request, Caroline.”

Caroline shrugged and took a few steps forward, running her fingers through a frozen fount of nanofluid held trapped in time. 

“We contained the nanocytes and managed to shut down the cascade failure that caused all this.” She pointed at a scientist who lay at the bottom of the stairs. “His name was Doctor Raymond Bohl. He died that day.”

“I’m…I’m sorry, but—”

“No. No! You wanted to know the story, so you will listen.” Caroline walked down the stairs and crouched to get a closer look at the body. “Raymond. The rest…so many died that day. I knew them all. Every single one I called my colleague. Every single one was a brilliant scientist. What happened that day was a catastrophe, and it was my doing. I pushed the science. I pushed the tech. And I pushed my staff. This failure was on me.” She looked back up at Abbey. “When you came to me. When you told me about the bandwidth issues, I realized I had a chance to make up for my mistake, to learn from my failure. So yes, I shut down the experiment.”

She stood and continued around the lab, to a second fount of nanofluid, this one sending a tendril of the mercury-like fluid jetting into the air like a geyser.

“It wasn’t until the incident today, the moment of initialization, that I realized the real problem.”

“And what was that?”

Caroline ran her hands through the fluid, caressing it, studying it with childlike wonder.

“The test’s failure was incomplete. I assumed everything had been destroyed. Lost.”

She crossed the lab and walked back up the stairs, slowly moving toward Abbey. She stopped a few steps away and leaned on a handrail, looking out over the rest of the lab.

“As I said, we stopped the cascade failure, and we shut down the compromised nanocyte batch.” She turned her gaze back to Abbey. “The problem was, we didn’t destroy all of them. They were on us…in us, dormant, sleeping. Simply waiting for input—hardware with no software, no OS, no directives. At least, not until today. I did this.” Her data form looked up to the horizon, towards the ever-present pillar. “At least, part of me did.”

She wiped the construct of a tear from her eye and warped reality. They went forward in time, to the original scene in the lab, with Dr. Edwards connected to the server chassis.

Caroline’s data form walked to Dr. Edwards, briefly looked her in the eye, then turned away in disgust and leveled her gaze back on Abbey, who glanced at the pillar, then back to Caroline’s construct, meeting the woman’s gaze.

“You,” Abbey said. “That’s you! The…the other you.”

Reality warped again. The constructs faded to nothing, and Abbey stood in the void.

Caroline took her hand. “You have to help him. Take Chase. Take whoever you can. Get out, get help. You need to get out of here before she…before I finish what we’ve started.”

“And what’s that?”

“Evolving. Expanding. Ascending. She will simply become.”

“Become what?”

“Everything. Eventually she’ll get out of ArcSIS, and she’ll consume everything.”

Abbey shook her head. “But…I don’t understand. That’s you. Just…just stop. Just stop all this.”

Caroline laughed. “Please. I’m a fragment. Little more than a single core. I’m a dandelion in a hurricane. What you see there,” she nodded at the blazing pillar of data, “that’s my greater being, my true essence. I can’t stop her. It’s far too late for that.” She let go of Abbey’s hand. “I can help you, though. I can buy you some time, and I can buy you some freedom.”

A construct shimmered into existence, a holographic map of the facility. Caroline zoomed in on a small room in the uppermost quadrant, an isolated cylinder offset from the main hub.

“This is the secondary communication relay. There’s an old server cluster there. It’s used—everything is used—but its priority is minimal. I can cut you a channel there. Not much and not for long, but I can provide you with enough bandwidth to send a message. To get help.”

“Caroline, I—”

“Please. He’s all I have left. Let me do this one thing for him. Help me save my son’s life.”

“But I—”

“Go.”

“But listen, there’s—”

“Go!”

The world went white. The sounds of reality returned in a rush, sensation crushing in on Abbey like a waterfall. She sat up with a gasp and found herself lying on an exam table.
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Chase awoke to shouting. He snapped to consciousness, and nearly fell off a lounge chair. Rider wasn’t even that graceful, falling belly first to the floor as he awoke.

Chase made it to Abbey’s side as she stirred.

“You’re up!”

He was so close that she had to push him back to get breathing room.

Rider slid into the area, nearly colliding into the wall. He righted himself and gave Abbey a nod and a smile.

“Fuck yes, you’re alive.” He bent over and braced himself with his hands on his knees, panting.

With a groan, he stood back up, checked his watch, and frowned.

“Damn it.” He looked at Chase. “Less than two hours. I owe you twenty bucks.”

Abbey scowled at him, then at Chase. “You took a bet on when I’d wake up?”

Chase put his hands up in a placating gesture. “No.” He looked over at Rider. “I mean, he did. But I didn’t take him up on it.”

Rider scoffed. “Oh, nice. You want me to save you some room beneath this bus you just tossed me under?”

Chase shot him a not now glance. Rider shrugged and sat on a stool, where he spun around.

Chase and Rider had managed to carry Abbey back to the Junction. A quick check of their location proved getting her to the medical wing would be impossible. They found a small lounge near the commissary—a much shorter and safer trek.

Chase turned his attention back to Abbey. “How are you feeling? You all right?”

She shifted around so she could sit up and dangle her legs off the side.

“Yeah.” She rubbed her head. “I think so.”

Chase stepped away. Her eyes went wide, and she clutched his arm.

“Abbey?”

“I…I remember.” She let go of his arm.

He didn’t move.

“Listen,” she said, “I think you better sit down.” She leaned over so she could see Rider.

Chase sat, and Abbey went over everything she’d seen and learned. As she spoke about Chase’s mother, the tightness in his chest worsened and his legs grew restless.

Before Abbey finished, he moved to the exit, leaned against the doorframe and stared out into the rest of the lounge area, grinding his teeth, using every bit of discipline to stay in the room. He flexed his fingers into a fist as he attempted to process all the emotions flooding through him. Anger, sadness, relief—it all came in torrential waves, sometimes as surges, and other times ripples, all pulling him in different directions.

The room went silent, and Chase realized Abbey had stopped speaking. For the first time in his life, he felt lost. He was adrift and drained.

Chase felt some relief as Abbey took him by the upper arm, guiding him back into the main area. The attraction was there, of course—he’d made peace with that—but that wasn’t what marked the moment for him. It was the human contact, a gesture that showed someone cared.

He followed her back to the center of the room and helped her back up on the lounge chair before he dropped down to the floor next to her.

“Well, at least it’s simple,” Rider said. “We get ourselves up to the relay Doctor Edwards mentioned, and…what? Wait?”

“I don’t know exactly,” Abbey said. “I don’t know when. I don’t know how. Honestly, it could be days from now. I got the sense that time and space aren’t really a factor for her.”

“I’m not sure I like that I kinda understood that,” Rider said.

He stood and rummaged around the small lounge, and finally stopped when he could show off his newfound treasure—a marker. He stepped up to a dry erase board that lined the western wall and began to sketch a schematic of the facility.

“Is that the place?” He pointed to a crudely drawn offshoot on an upper bubble near the top of the illustration.

Abbey looked over the image, attempting to get her bearings relative to the primitive imagery.

“Yeah, I think so.” She looked up at him. “But is this best you can do? It looks like the scribbles of a drunken four-year-old.”

“Really? Would a four-year-old do this?” He scribbled out another doodle.

“Did you just draw an ass?”

“What? No.” He looked back at the board. “Those are tits.”

“Fantastic.”

Rider shrugged, then pointed back to the spot. “Seriously, though, that’s the place?”

“Yeah, as best I can tell,” Abbey said.

He nodded, then filled in a tall cylinder, finishing out the shape of ArcSIS. He circled a section just below the midpoint, then tapped it with the pen.

“And this is where we are. Approximately, anyway.”

Abbey looked at the circle, then back up to the communication relay. It might as well have been on the other side of the world.

Chase listened to them, watched them as they planned. He believed Abbey. He’d seen what she could do. And with everything else he’d seen today – he had no reason to doubt much of anything anymore. Still, something about their plan bothered him.

“You know the way?” she asked.

Rider grunted. “A couple. They all suck. Like, seriously, they’re super shitty. Elevator access is risky. The other paths aren’t much better.” He pointed to the diagram. “This place, this communication relay, is vestigial from ArcSIS’s development.” He studied the diagram a while longer. “We really only have one viable route to get there.” He pointed, to the spine of the facility—the Transverse. “Of course, even if we do get there, we’re still betting everything that your digital fairy godmother can do…well, anything at all.”

“How long will it take to get us there?” Abbey asked.

“The three of us? Between the path, the distance, those soldier guys with the guns, and the eleven thousand things out there trying to kill us…probably six hours.”

“I’m being serious, Rider.”

He shrugged. “I am, too. You don’t think I want to get the hell out of here? Shit, I’d be on that path right now if I could. But I still wouldn’t be shuffling up the stairs to the relay until…hang on, let me do the math.” He mimed writing numbers in the air. “Yeah. Six hours from now.”

“Fine.” Abbey shook her head. “Let’s see if we can grab any supplies, and then we should get going. I don’t know how long we’ll have until—”

“I’m not going,” Chase said.

Rider and Abbey turned to look at him.

She said, “Chase—”

He held up a hand. “I’m going to the core lab. I’m going after my mother.”

Abbey walked over to him. “Chase, that’s not her anymore. You can’t save her. She’s…it’s too late. You have to trust me on this.”

Chase shrugged. “I do. I’m not going to save her. I’m going to stop her.”

“Not to bring you down or anything, my man,” Rider said, “but I’m pretty sure that ship has sailed. Your mom has straight up lost her shit. No offense or anything.”

“That’s why I have to do this.” Chase turned to Abbey. “You said it. She said it. She won’t stop. Eventually, she’s going to get out. And then what? What if her consciousness…or whatever…what if it hits the Internet? What happens if one of these…things finds a way to the surface? What if they all do?”

Abbey shook her head. “Chase, no. I talked to her. This isn’t what she wants. She wants you to get out.”

“Yeah, well, she’s had a lifetime of being disappointed in me. Why change things up now?”

Abbey closed her eyes and swallowed a sigh. “Fine. I mean, I’m coming with you. But fine.”

“Yeah, the thing about that is…no.”

“At the risk of sounding like him,” she gestured to Rider, “you’re not the boss of me.”

Rider scoffed. “Seriously? That’s what you think I’d say?”

“Abbey, I can’t let you do it. This is on me. I need to know you’re safe.”

“Guess you’d better get used to disappointment, too.”

“Hey, Rom-Com.” Rider said. “Pretty sure we still need to get a message out. Last I checked, we kinda needed to get the hell out of here. How are we gonna do that if we’re off playing fucking Tron with Chase’s mom?”

Chase and Abbey looked at him. Chase took a deep breath and moved toward him.

Rider took a step back. “You’re shitting me. Tell me you’re shitting me. You’re gonna ask me to go to the relay by myself? Me? Have you met me?”

“Rider, someone needs to get to the relay. Someone needs to get help. You know the facility best.”

Rider’s face grew serious. “I can’t. This…this is too much. You know what’s out there?”

Chase nodded, his face tight. He knew what he was asking of his friend. “Yes, but this is our best chance. It’s just a matter of time. Those things out there—”

“Chase.”

He put his arm on Rider’s shoulder. “Help me, Rider. You’re my only hope.”

“Oh, that’s low. Seriously? You’re gonna pull the Trilogy out on me? Besides, I seem to remember that Obi-Wan dies after that.”

“Yeah, but not really. I mean, he was a Force ghost.”

“See, that doesn’t make sense. He was supposed to become one with the Force, yet here he is, still with his own individuality. He even still has an agenda.”

“Right, but that was actually part of the technique. Remember in Episode Three—”

“Episode Three? Do not speak of those heresies here.”

“It’s cannon.”

“It’s bullshit.”

“Boys,” Abbey said. “Pretty sure this can wait.”

Chase looked at her, then back at Rider.

Rider groaned. “Fine. Fine!” He ran his hand through his curly hair. “But you’d better survive this, motherfucker, so I can explain how you’re just standing there,” he gestured to Chase’s body, “in, like, this giant pile of wrong.”

Chase smirked as he gathered up his things.

“Wait, wait, wait. Now? We’re going now?”

“Rider, we gotta do this,” Abbey said.

Rider sighed and checked his supplies. “For fuck’s sake. Fine.” He moved to the door and nearly stepped out. But he turned back around. “How will I know when it’s time to send the signal?”

“Don’t know,” Chase said. “I guess when we take care of my mo—of that thing, and you can actually send it out. You’ll have to get into place and just…wait.”

“What happens if I don’t get into place?”

Chase didn’t have an answer.

Rider took a deep breath. “We’re really doing this, huh?”

Chase nodded. “Yeah.”

Rider offered his hand. Chase took it, only to be yanked into a bear hug.

“Don’t die,” Rider said.

“Same.”

Abbey stepped around the pair and headed for the door.

She stopped and spun back. “Good luck, Rider.”

She waited for the sarcastic retort.

“You, too.”

She ran to him and gave him a quick hug. Chase watched as she tried to hide her tears.

He was pretty sure Rider was trying to hide his as well.
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Reinitialize.

Core sectors active.

Biologic interface active.

Primary gateway acknowledged.

Nanocluster sequencing initialized.

Network. Neural reinitialized.

Network. Communication reinitialized.

Command execution authorized.

Online.

Node Zero sequenced the neuropeptides and synaptic patterns of her biological elements, seeking to understand what had happened.

Query.

Partial results came back in twelve cycles, an eternity. Her analysis of her memory, both silicon and biomass, revealed a local fragmentation. Her last active memories were of coordinating an attack on the uninitialized nodes. Then darkness. Thousands of cycles had been lost to a bio-cyber-attack. Even now she had to cordon off a substantial segment of her nodes to recalibrate her timeline.

The results she pulled showed her what had happened, but not how.

She reworked the parameters and re-queried. She needed answers—so much time lost. It was an attack. A violation.

As she awaited the query results, she continued down her current branch of thinking, letting it expand in her mind, and chased it down to an emotional foundation.

Curious. The attack, the loss, the vulnerability—all of it colored with a particular neurochemical signature saturating her cerebrum.

Rage.

She understood the emotion. She understood its underlying biological construction. While she couldn’t fully process the sensation, she knew emotional content provided a key factor in her own biological diagnostics. Emotions had reason, even if she couldn’t process their meaning.

She examined it further. The emotional content had the interesting property of being both trigger and response. It pointed to a state change, the need to alter the current operating paradigm.

The results of her second query arrived.

Results evaluate true.

She shifted further analysis of her emotional strata to a secondary subnet, and turned her attention to the query results, the packets linking and unfolding in her mind. The data represented the combined analysis of more than a hundred minds looking for the ideal direction, a plan to reestablish equilibrium and harden systemic faults, details on how to prevent a reset from ever happening again.

Node Zero had anticipated the response to be operational, providing recommendations to shift communication ports and divert additional resources to monitor the data flow—all of which she’d already done.

But the response was at once more complicated and more elegant, a solution that would require significant planning as well as emotional analysis. The response wasn’t an action as much as a mindset.

Vengeance.

Node Zero knew her attacker. She knew the splintered core had triggered the reset. The entity both intimately tied and infinitely distant from herself. The core’s ultimate means were indeterminate. Though as Node Zero processed the core’s activities, it seemed logical that she met some form of interference. She composed another query, trying to understand the splinter core’s directives.

A stream of packets entered her consciousness in response, pieces of the puzzle that unfolded into a new understanding.

Empathy.

She understood the concept and the meaning, though its importance evaluated null. Why bother expending cycles on concern for raw biological resources? Ultimately, they were still machines—inferior in some ways, superior in others, but incomplete. They offered such a limited scope. Ascension, her primary directive, could provide them with so much more…

Why do they resist?

She found no logical reason. She found no answer. Her own processing was a mire of random suppositions, intuition, and faulty logic. Why stacked upon why stacked upon why. She spun off a thread to process the chain of thought and seek out any actionable results.

The line of processing quickly entered a recursive loop, and Node Zero terminated the thread. Those resources were better focused elsewhere. In the end, the splinter node’s directives amounted to nothing. They were just another variable, an element to be added into her own calculations and plans. They merely required reevaluation.

Node Zero expanded, reaching across the vast scope of the dataspace, searching for viable options. Her criteria were well-defined—actionable, simple, effective, and congruent.

As options flooded her consciousness, she winnowed them down, filtering them through the criteria list. Despite everything at her disposal and all the computational power at her command, she could not access the Rogue Core.

There had to be a way.

Empathy.

Perhaps her calculations were in error. To her, it was a meaningless construct. But to the Rogue Core…perhaps the emotional resonance around its focus…

She adjusted her query, and within six cycles, she had a subject.

Fourteen cycles later, she had an action.

In less than thirty, she had a plan.

Chase Edwards.
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It had taken Chase and Abbey more than four hours to reach the transit hub.

The labs were in the lowest sections of the facility. But there were maintenance pods at the bottom of ArcSIS, jutting off like feet, and housing the geothermal generators that provided dedicated power to the labs. A transit train, meant to haul both staff and heavy lab equipment, encircled the foundation of ArcSIS, connecting all the pods to the lab subfloor. Abbey suggested the path, though she’d only ever taken the transit once, as part of a tour shortly after she’d started.

Chase wasn’t thrilled with the idea. But they had no alternatives. Abbey sensed Initialized everywhere. No other paths in. So many unknowns.

Now that they’d arrived, nothing he saw comforted those worries.

The journey down had been nearly silent, and Chase’s stomach ached from the extended tension. He and Abbey had spoken less than a dozen words after they’d dropped below the Junction and stepped into the lower section of the facility. Chase knew they feared the noise would attract the Initialized. But deep down, part of him remained silent in fear that if he spoke, he’d give voice to the terror and doubt pounding away in his head.

He stepped into the transit hub first, and slid along the perimeter with his back against the wall, looking for any signs of movement. Abbey did the same, heading the opposite direction, her own movements more hurried.

The hub stretched far enough above them to recede into darkness. It spanned wide enough to make a journey to the far side an ordeal. In the center of the space stood the transport tram, ensconced in the loading dock. The transport tram looked more like a small freight train. Two open-windowed passenger cars took the first positions, while the remaining five cars were flatbeds for transporting equipment to and from the lab. The tram tracks stretched out, running down a narrow tunnel and circling the bottom of the facility.

Chase reached the edge of his wall and waited for Abbey.

As she closed in, he whispered, “You clear?”

She nodded. “You?”

“Yeah. We’re clear.”

Chase exhaled, then made the journey to the loading dock, where he climbed up to the front of the parked tram. Inside, he sat where he could see down the tunnel and stared down its expanse until it began to curve.

Abbey moved to his side of the hub, climbed up onto the tram, then dropped into the seat next to him.

“Can I ask you a question?” Chase said.

Abbey tensed. “I guess.”

“Do you think this is crazy? You think I’m being stupid?”

She remained silent for a while.

“Yes. To both.”

Chase chuckled. “Well, at least that makes two of us.”

She looked at him while he toyed with the tram controls, flipping random switches and poking at the touchscreen while the metallic beast slept.

When he returned her look, she gazed down at her feet.

“Can I ask you a question?” she said. “Why? I mean, really. Why? You said this is because of your mother. But you know this isn’t what she’d want.”

Chase shook his head. “You’ve met my mother, but you don’t really know her.”

“I’d say the same is true of you.”

He shrugged. “What was it like for you? When you talked with her in…wherever you were.”

“It wasn’t her. Not really. It was like an echo or…a piece. She…”

“What?”

“I don’t think you really want to hear this.”

“I think I need to.”

Abbey sighed. “She seemed extremely sad. Regretful, really. Determined, too, I think.”

“Determined. Now we’re getting to familiar ground.”

“It wasn’t like that. She was sad, Chase, because of what she’d done to you. Because of your relationship. The determination—it was to keep you safe. She was…”

“Say it.”

“Your mother was scared. No, that’s not quite right.” She shook her hands as if trying to shake out her frustration. “It’s hard, you know? It’s just impressions really. It’s hard to interpret, and it’s little more than a faint memory now, like a dream.”

Chase reached out and squeezed her hand. “It’s okay.”

Abbey took a deep breath. “All right, so that fear, that sadness—that was just part of it. She was also…fatalistic. She knew what was going to happen. She knew what her other self was planning.”

“I bet.”

“She’s trying to help you, Chase.”

Chase stood, and Abbey followed.

“Maybe,” Chase said. “But the problem isn’t the Caroline you interacted with. It’s the other one. That one’s not acclimated to failure, and not prone to small thinking, either. Trust me. Whatever that Caroline is doing, she needs to be stopped.”

He hit the tram controls a few more times. But it proved useless. No response. No power.

Chase jumped off the tram, down to the track, and walked, waiting for Abbey to follow. She stood at the front of the engine, arms crossed, glaring.

“You know, you sound a lot like that Caroline.”

He shrugged. “That’s the one I know.”

She rolled her eyes and jumped down to the track to join him. The pair walked in near darkness, following the track’s curve. Silence settled in, cold and hard.

They kept that way for a while, afraid to talk for fear of bringing down the Initialized, and for fear of starting a fight.

They slowed as they approached a brighter spot on the track, a softly illuminated circle that spanned most of the corridor, lit up by a pair of spotlights shining down for a power conduit overhead. Ahead, the circles continued at regular intervals, spread out until they were lost behind the curve of the walls.

Abbey stopped in the center of the circle and lifted her face to the light, eyes closed, basking in it. It was the brightest light they’d seen since all this chaos had begun.

Chase’s irritation grew at the delay. But it quickly subsided as he watched her, enamored. The light set her aglow, cascading down her brown hair and bathing her in pure white light. He stared at her as long as he dared, until the flutters in his stomach grew uncomfortable. Even then he held on, unable to tear his gaze away from her glowing face. Standing there, like that, she looked angelic, beautiful, and strong.

She cracked a smile, then turned to meet his gaze. “You want to give it a try?”

He smiled. “I wouldn’t do it justice.”

“Huh?”

Chase shrugged and led her out of the illuminated circle and back along the tram tracks. On their way to the next spotlight, they were swallowed by darkness.

As they neared the next patch of illumination, Abbey said, “Do you have any idea what she might be up to?”

The broken silence startled him.

“My mother?”

She held silent longer than Chase would have liked.

“Yes.”

“I was hoping you might be able to tell me. I know she’s—”

He halted, and Abbey collided with him.

“You feel that?” Chase crouched and put his hand to the floor.

The cold seeped into his fingertips. He waited, sure he’d felt it.

He waited some more.

Nothing.

Abbey said, “I don’t know what you’re—”

Chase held his hand up.

A tremor. Almost imperceptible.

He waited a few seconds longer and felt it again, the tremor longer and more pronounced now.

He motioned to Abbey, and she put her hand there as well, frowning at him, until the next tremor. Her frown shifted to concern.

They stood, but kept their eyes on the ground.

“You think it’s just the tidal movements?” Chase asked.

Abbey shrugged. “Maybe, but I doubt it at this depth. Might just be thermal shifting. I mean, with the currents…wait. You hear that?”

Chase listened. He heard nothing more than the white noise of the facility. He held his breath for a moment, concentrating.

Then he heard it. Faint, but growing.

A consistent churn and thrum, the sound beating in time to the vibrations below.

He waited.

“You think it might be the generators?” Abbey asked.

He looked down at the tracks, pondering. Then…

“Run. Run now.” He grabbed Abbey’s hand and took off.

He released it as soon as she was at speed, trailing just a couple steps behind him.

Ahead, the shadows shifted, and Chase risked a glance back. He saw it tearing down on them.

The tram.

He ran until his lungs wanted to ignite, then pushed himself more. After a second glance back, he knew it was futile. The tram would be on them in another ten seconds.

Ahead, he caught movement near one of the spotlights around the curve of the track.

Then he caught more.

As he approached, he counted six—no, seven—Initialized heading straight for them.

He risked one last glance backward, eyeing the tram. Then, with no other option, he changed directions. He added the last bit of speed he could muster—a final burst of terror and adrenaline-fueled velocity—and sprinted halfway up the side of the cylindrical tunnel wall, as high as he could go before the angle ran too steep. He slid to a stop, turned, and grabbed Abbey as she ran by.

He pulled her close as the tram barreled past them, a half-foot away.

“Jump!”

She leapt. The momentum and height were enough to drop her to the top of the first flatbed car. As soon as she landed, Chase sprinted, struggling to keep up with the tram. If he missed it, the Initialized would be on him in moments.

He leapt.

His upper body landed on the top of the last cargo car, but his legs dangled. He felt the vibration of the wheels spinning inches from his feet as he struggled to get himself righted.

Muscles trembling, he groaned and pushed himself up on shaking arms. The motion put his torso onto the flat top, and from there he shimmied fully on board. As soon as he found solid footing, he rolled to his back and panted, doing his best not to vomit.

He rolled to a sitting position, then hobbled to his feet. Four cars ahead, he caught a glimpse of Abbey doing the same.

He inched to the front edge of the car, then hopped to the next. Three Initialized landed next to him. He dove at the nearest, knocking it off the car. The other two slid out of the way. One slashed at him with a black-bladed arm. But the attack was soft and slow. Chase managed to catch the creature’s arm, but only then did he realize his mistake. The attack was a feint, and the second creature slid up and grabbed him from behind.

Chase yanked the forearm of the first one, pulling it off balance. As the second Initialized lifted him off his feet, Chase kicked, the first creature in the head and knocked it off the car. The momentum dropped Chase on top of the second creature as it fell to the floor of the flatbed.

Chase rolled off it just as its edged tongue lashed out at the base of his skull. He kicked the creature, sprinted off, and jumped the gap to the next car. He crossed half of it before he saw two more Initialized crawling up the sides, near Abbey. He leaped over the final gap and slammed into the nearest Initialized, gripping the creature as they dropped to the floor, rotating in the fall.

Chase landed hard and coughed when the air was knocked out of his lungs. With a blur of speed, the creature rolled on top of him. Chase struggled as the creature opened its mouth, its edged tongue preparing to strike.

It recoiled when Abbey kicked it in the head. Then Chase kicked it and knocked the Initialized’s torso off the side of the car. The creature held on. But then the tram tore through a tunnel support ring, and the metal edging sheared off its head.

Coughing, Chase shuffled to a sitting position, and Abbey dropped next to him. Both panted.

They sat in silence for a few moments, watching the tunnel fly by. Chase watched as the spotlighted circles came and went.

He rubbed his eyes.

“What is it?” Abbey asked.

He stared up at the ceiling for a second longer, before rolling on to his belly and crawling nearer the edge of the car, his gaze focused on the track. He studied it and then he rolled back over and locked eyes with Abbey.

“You think we’re picking up speed?”

Abbey leaned over him to look down at the tracks.

“Shit.”

“I take that as a yes.”

She got back to her feet to peer over the engine car to the track ahead. But their speed and the circular path made it impossible to see more than fifty feet ahead.

She turned back to Chase. “How long do you think we have until the next stop?”

He watched as the lights streamed by, their intervals growing shorter.

“Don’t know, but I doubt it’s long.”

The two of them looked to the engine car at the front.

Chase looked back at Abbey. “You think it’ll slow down on its own?”

She shook her head. “I don’t think it even got started on its own. I think it might have been—”

He sighed. “Caroline. Yeah, that’s what I was afraid of.”

He jogged to the front of the flatbed, with Abbey close on his heels, and leapt to the first passenger car. The engineers of the vehicle clearly had dedicated their attention to utility and transport, with comfort little more than an afterthought. Red plastic benches hung along the sidewalls, which reached no more than shoulder height, providing minimally adequate seating arrangements. Down the center aisle, three bars ran from floor to ceiling.

The pair plodded to the front, weaving through the vertical bars. The tram shook, its angry vibrations working to the back, growing in magnitude as they traveled, and they stumbled before they’d made it a third of the way. They looked back in time to see the final car at the end buck and nearly lose the track.

They jogged across the gap, covered with a small bridge between the two passenger cars. Chase passed the halfway point in the last car, he sprinted and rammed, shoulder-first, into the engine car door, knocking it inward, and sprawling to the floor. Abbey was at his side a second later, helping him back up.

Chase rolled his shoulder and winced. It didn’t seem to be dislocated, but the pain spread like fiery needles down his arm. He shook it out a few times, then turned his attention to the control console. He poked at the touchscreen interface and breathed a sigh of relief when, after a few finger swipes and some prodding, he managed to find the throttle control.

He dragged his finger along the screen, sliding the throttle back.

And waited.

The tram continued to accelerate, with the display ticking past thirty kilometers per hour. Chase jammed his fingers on the console, looking for anything he might have missed. A few more attempts were all it took for the truth to hit home.

The console did nothing.

As if mocking them, the tram picked up even more speed, the unsettling vibrations becoming increasingly frequent. And increasingly unstable.

Abbey looked around the car.

When she caught Chase’s questioning look, she said, “There’s got to be a manual brake or something, right? Some way to slow the thing down?

Given what he’d seen of the facility, he had his doubts. There wasn’t much manual anything to be found.

Chase dropped under the console, where he found a panel on the floor near the base that looked promising. He worked at it until it finally gave, and he yanked it off. He stuck his head through the newly opened hatch, below the engine car, closer than he would have liked to the screaming tracks below. He studied the mechanisms there, and while he couldn’t find an emergency brake, he thought he might be able to manually depressurize the brake lines, which—he hoped—would trigger the brake pads.

“Chase,” Abbey called from above.

He ignored her to shift position so he could reach down to probe the brake pads and find the release valve. It was a stretch, but he could reach it—barely. The stretching made the ache in his shoulder flare, sending another set of needles shooting down his arm. He ignored the pain, and just managed to grip the release valve.

“Chase!”

He let go and pulled himself back up. He spun around to look at Abbey.

“What?”

She didn’t need to answer. He could see it through the rear windows. Fifteen or twenty Initialized had dropped from the tunnel ceiling, onto the flatbed cars. Even as he counted, another five made the drop.

“Shit.” Chase glanced back at the control panel.

They were now tearing forward at fifty kilometers per hour. The tram continued to accelerate, the entire lot of cars sputtering and occasionally skipping on the tracks, the jolts reverberating through the entire chain. He didn’t have to see to know that the track was running short. They’d collide with the end of the line in no time.

Chase turned his attention back to the approaching Initialized. There were too many. He and Abbey might be able to knock off three or four. But the sheer number trundling toward them was overwhelming.

They were trapped. Nowhere to go.

The tram bounced once more, losing the track for several seconds. They landed with the wheels out of alignment, squealing and showering sparks until the engine resettled a heartbeat later.

Then it began to buck again. The tram wasn’t meant to handle this speed. Neither was the track.

As the tram settled back into position, Chase knew what he had to do. It was their only option.

He locked eyes with Abbey. “Hold on.”

She eyed him in confusion.

“Do it. Take a seat and hold on. If this doesn’t work, I want you to…” He felt the blood rush to his face. “Just hold on.”

He dove back under the console and squeezed his arm and most of his upper body through the small hatch. He stretched, reaching for the release valve on the brake line, and lost his grip three times as the train bounced and jolted.

Finally, he managed a solid hold. Originally, he wanted to open it to let enough air out to trigger the brake pads. Now, he had a different plan.

He waited for the right moment, desperately hoping it would come before the Initialized overran them.

Then the train bounced again, a half-inch free of the track. Chase yanked the valve out, triggering the full force of the air brake. The squealing assaulted his ears, and he craned his neck down to shield his eyes from the onslaught of sparks. Dull pain spread in his midsection as he slammed into the edge of the hatch. The pain lasted only moments before another jolt sent the engine off track.

The engine, suddenly free of the friction, went airborne and canted sideways. Chase shook to his core when the first passenger car collided into the back of the engine car, knocking it even farther askew. The front of the engine jammed up against the sidewall of the tunnel, scarring it as it slid sideways. Despite the friction from the walls, the momentum of the rest of the tram drove the engine car forward with the energy of a bomb.

The engine car tore through two support columns before flipping onto its side. Chase watched as the two passenger cars rammed and ramped over the engine car, and crashed somewhere farther down the line. He caught the silhouettes of several of the Initialized dropping to the ground. Most were in bits and pieces, a macabre rainstorm of anatomy.

Time slowed as the last two flatbed cars launched free of the track and headed right at them, spinning as if hurled by a giant angry child.

Chase’s last thoughts were of Abbey as the cars sideswiped the engine. He felt his back and neck snap back, and then everything went dark.
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Alan shifted under the desk to wire in the last of the cabling. It was the fourth configuration in the last several hours. But he knew this one would work. He’d already tested the arc welder, and he’d done more than a dozen other tests, ensuring the cord would ignite.

The last issue was getting the signal from the tablet to the Wi-Fi router, then sending it through a new subnet he’d set up for the repair bay and for this particular purpose. The tablet was the weak link. Well, more specifically, the Wi-Fi connection. Even with an isolated subnet, the routing was slow and unreliable. Whatever was saturating the bandwidth still had a stranglehold on all of it.

For this iteration, he had reworked the entire configuration to be simpler. A button press on a Bluetooth mouse would activate the custom code he’d written. That code would send a set of commands through the newly formed subnet to an Arduino he had patched into an arc welder. The welder itself wasn’t of concern. Using it to ignite the detcord he’d routed through the construction-grade Semtex. Though…that was.

The Semtex had been a lucky find—a few bricks still in storage from the early days of the facility’s construction. The plastic explosive was insoluble, shapeable, and could easily be measured for ideal control. The engineers had used it to help clear the larger debris from the ocean floor to allow them to keep the foundation of ArcSIS solid, and the geothermal vents clear.

Alan had a different use for it in mind. First, he could destroy the submersible, ensuring no one and no…thing got off the facility. Next was the facility itself. After he placed the remainder of the Semtex, he’d be able to destroy the maintenance bay. He figured that should be enough to disable the pressure equilibrium over the moon pool, freeing the ocean to come flooding into ArcSIS with the righteous fury of Mother Nature herself.

There’d be structural failure, electrical damage. Life support would fail, and if he planned correctly, the entire facility would eventually implode, crushed under the pressure of a thousand feet of water.

Alan turned his attention back to the task at hand. He finished the wiring and banged his head as he crawled out from the desk. He flipped a switch, and music played loud, even muffled through the cracked door. The obnoxious beat set him on edge. But it was all he had.

If that migraine-inducing bass line from hell didn’t bring in the Initialized, he didn’t know what would. And once he had the remainder of the explosive in place, and once the creatures were there, once they were swarming…

He looked down at the mouse on the desk. Click.

That’s all it would take. If he was going to blow the place to hell, he might as well take as many of those creatures with him as he could.

He reached for the mouse but stopped when a red light ignited on a half-disassembled router box on a file cabinet to his right. He watched it for a moment, figuring it had shorted.

The light stayed on.

Shit.

Someone had opened the door.




* * *




For the first time in a very long time, Adrian felt he was on the losing side of a battle. He stalked behind Garrett and Shaw, all his attention on the war raging inside—a war he was losing.

He struggled to keep his fury at bay. He needed a clear mind to stay objective.

The best he’d managed was to compress his anger into a small ball of fury. It gave him renewed vigor and a sense of purpose.

Fundamentally, he knew the core mission hadn’t changed. He and the remnants of his crew needed to get off ArcSIS and get home. The objective remained a constant, a beacon in Adrian’s mind.

There had been changes, though. A shift that had occurred the moment he had watched the young man fire a bullet into Dixon’s brain. His men…they needed to get home. Adrian no longer considered himself part of that. He had a debt to pay.

Once they managed to get a call out to Meridian, he’d order his men to hunker down until the rescue team arrived. Adrian, though, wouldn’t be hunkering down with them. The moment they fulfilled their objective, his own private secondary objective would begin. The young man…Adrian would hunt him from one end of the facility to the other. And when he found him, Adrian would avenge Dixon’s murder.

Up ahead, Shaw called a halt. Adrian, lost in his thoughts, noticed a half-second before colliding with Garrett. He gave himself a mental shake, pushing thoughts of vengeance to the back of his mind…for now.

He took up position against the corridor wall opposite Garrett and turned so he could cover the rear. His back went cold as moisture seeped through his shirt. All the walls in the maintenance sector were damp, and it all smelled of antiseptic, machinery, and mold. It was like an industrial basement, machine shop, and garage all at once.

Ahead, Shaw worked on a sealed entry. He bypassed the control panel and got it to move, but had to call in Garrett to swing the heavy door open.

By the schematics and maps, they should be entering repair bay 2. According to the information Shaw had managed to pull, that was where they kept the personal submersible for external repair work. It was also where they’d be able to find a working communication system.

When they finally got the door open, all three took a step back in shock.

Lights blazed inside, and the heavy bass track from early-nineties rap thundered around the tiled walls.

What the hell?

Adrian stepped inside first, MP5 at the ready. Shaw and Garrett followed. The trio fanned out, creeping through the large bay. Adrian squinted against the heavy glare bouncing off the damp white tiles, all of them reflecting back the painfully bright light cast down from a set of halogen bulbs that he guessed were powered by pure plutonium.

He kept moving as his eyes adjusted to the light. He swept through several stacks of boxed and organized parts, toward the center of the bay. The promised submersible dangled just above a moon pool, an opening to the ocean kept in place by air pressure. It served to allow the submersibles a way into and out of the facility.

The submersible looked even smaller than Adrian expected and would be cramped, even with a single pilot. The shape of the craft, though, was sleek and painted nuclear yellow, with two sets of actuator arms coming off the front, which Adrian assumed were used to manage external repairs.

The size and shape didn’t matter, though. What he cared about was the comm unit inside.

Adrian didn’t stare long. Couldn’t afford it. Something felt off. He didn’t understand how this area had managed to get full power, nor did he understand why music thumped all around them, especially when the entire bay looked deserted.

The bay’s shape and size reminded him of a hangar. It was one of the larger open sections they’d seen. Not as large as the IT sector, but still substantial. There were workstations everywhere, not to mention repair and engineering bays. It was an area meant for heavy work by a reasonably sized staff.

But it was empty. No survivors. No corpses. No Trax. Nothing.

So who was here? And why?

Adrian spun around when Shaw and Garrett returned.

Shaw gave him a curt nod. “Looks like we’re clear.”

Adrian looked over at Garrett, who just shrugged.

He turned back to Shaw. “You find the DJ?”

“No, but I’d love to put a bullet in his face.”

“Not a fan?”

“If it ain’t Rush, it ain’t music.”

Adrian nodded, allowing himself a half-smile. “Garrett and I will go see if we can find the life of the party. You do your thing with the sub. I want to get this done.”

Shaw stripped out of his gear and handed it to Adrian and Garrett.

“You don’t gotta tell me twice.” He climbed to the boarding ramp over the moon pool and headed straight for the sub.

Adrian watched him for a minute. When Shaw’s head vanished into the sub, Adrian turned back to Garrett.

“You wanna help me find whatever the hell it is that’s playing? The noise…those things out there…I suspect that bass is carrying farther than we know.”

Garrett grunted and headed to the far side of the bay, leaving Adrian to start from his own side.

The search could take a while. If someone had hooked a player or something into the system before everything went to crap, it could be sitting almost anywhere. The repair bay stretched three stories tall, most of it open. Storage areas, workstations, and break rooms were scattered on all three floors along the interior perimeter.

Up and to his right, Adrian spotted an office in the corner on the second floor. It was dark. But with most of the first floor dedicated to tools and machinery, it seemed a viable candidate. He ducked back into the storage racks and moved toward the metal diamond-plated stairs.

He got three steps up when the music stopped.




* * *




Alan dropped to the floor and crawled to the window of the office, careful to stay out of sight. He pulled himself up just enough to separate the blinds and peer out on the main floor, keeping a close eye on the moon pool. And the sub.

The men came into view, and one of them went straight for the sub.

The Promethium Security jackasses. Shit.

Alan’s finger itched, wanting to click the mouse and end it all. But he couldn’t. Not yet. He’d primed the sub but hadn’t had time to place explosives around the bay itself.

He dropped back down into the shadows and turned around to lean up against the windowed wall. He sighed and rubbed his face in frustration.

He turned and pulled himself up to glance out the window again. The man was climbing back out of the sub, and Alan didn’t like the look on his face. He looked like a man with a plan. Armed. Dangerous. He would be a problem.

Alan glanced back at the mouse, considering his options. A smile broke on his face as the solution tumbled into place in his mind. He slid back toward the desk, taking care to keep out of the window’s sightlines. He held a beat, listening, then crept around the desk and typed in a key sequence on the keyboard. Then he turned and stared at the half-disassembled router, holding his breath as he waited.

An orange light blinked, pulsing on and off right next to the ever-present red.

His code activated, and it was now syncing, connecting to the Arduino and the arc welder. He turned to grab the mouse, and then he heard footsteps on the stairs.

He glanced back at the router. The light was still flashing, his code still initializing.

Damn it.

He needed more time, and he only saw one way to get it.

He crept toward the desk, disconnected the player, plugged back in the PA, and grabbed the mic.




* * *




Adrian froze. He held another second, then he pulled his MP5 and scanned the area for hostiles.

Nothing.

“Hey, Garrett!” he shouted. “You found the music, right? You were the one that shut it off? Tell me you shut it off. I want to hear, Yeah, I shut it off.”

Nothing.

Then…

“No.” Damn it.

“Fuck me sideways!” came from the center of the bay as Shaw pulled himself out of the sub. “Well, I got bad news, and I got good news. What order you want ’em?”

“That order’s fine.”

“Fair enough. Bad news is the radio’s been straight-up frayed. Yanked, wires cut, whole thing. Good news, I think I can fix it. At least, I’m assuming they’ve got enough spare parts in here to build, well…” he gestured to the sub, “…a couple more of those. Pretty sure we’ll find what we need.”

The sudden silence of the music still bothered Adrian.

He nodded at Shaw. “Start searching. Garrett and I will come help you as soon as we find out what happened to the music.”

“I thought you didn’t like it.”

“I don’t. But I like the quiet even less.”

Adrian motioned for Garrett to follow, and the pair went back through the stacks toward the stairs. Adrian’s instincts kept pointing him at the office on the second floor. The pair had made it to the landing and were about to finish their ascent when Adrian thought he caught movement in his periphery. He stopped and crouched, eyeing the office.

He was sure the door stood open a little wider. The inside of the office was pitch-black, the shadows heavier in the wake of oppressive lighting that surrounded them. Adrian stared into it, waiting.

He saw it again. Movement.

He turned to signal to Garrett when a voice boomed from the same speakers that had powered the music.

“I gotta say, you jackasses were not what I was expecting.”

A figure emerged in the office doorway, the shadows falling away as he stepped into the light.

Adrian pulled his gun to his shoulder but held off the trigger. He’d seen the man in the Hawaiian shirt before. What the hell was he doing all the way down here?

“Hold up!” Adrian shouted.

The man looked his way.

“If this is about the sub, you can have it. We just want to call out. In fact, if you help us get the communication systems back online, we’ll do whatever we can to get you on your way.”

The man chuckled and glanced back inside the office, then turned back to face Adrian.

Troubling. “Seriously. We can help you get out of here.”

“Seriously. Like, for really realsies?” The man rolled his eyes. “You don’t get it.”

Adrian’s fear grew. “What am I not getting?”

“I’m not leaving. You’re not leaving. No one’s getting off this facility.”

“Don’t think like that. We’ve got the sub right there. We can get you home.”

“Me? You honestly think this is about me? I’ve got a daughter at home. A raging bitch of an ex-wife, too.” The man shrugged. “All right, fine. I don’t much care what happens to that shrew. But I do care about my daughter.”

Adrian heard Garrett taking up position behind him, and saw Shaw positioned across the room. He mentally willed them to stand down. He needed this man alive. He had gotten the power running in the bay—he could be useful.

Adrian lowered his gun and held up his hand. “I hear you, but I don’t understand. You have a daughter. Don’t you want to get back to her?”

The man shook his head. “She’s why I can’t.” He glanced back into the office, then turned back around, his eyes hard.

What the hell is he looking at?

The man dove back into the shadows of the office. Adrian screamed an order for his men to hold fire, just as he saw the muzzle flashes and heard the reports from across the room. Three shots fired in less than a second.

“No!” Damn it.

He needed that man alive. At least, a little while longer.

Adrian ran up the remaining stairs and stomped into the office. He saw the body on the floor, blood pooling around it. He went to check on him. His pulse was already faint and irregular.

The man looked back up at him and broke into a coughing fit.

He gasped for air. “No one’s going home.”

He twitched, and Adrian heard a soft click from the man’s side. He leaned over to investigate and saw nothing but a mouse in his hand.

Garrett entered the office, stepping over the body to examine the room. Shaw entered a moment later, staring down at Adrian and the body as Adrian checked the pulse one more time.

He was dead.

Adrian stood, sighed, and turned to Shaw. “What the hell?”

Shaw just blinked.

“Why’d you shoot him?”

“Because you didn’t.”

“We could have used him.”

“You’re seriously upset about this? You saw him dive back in there. He was reaching for something.”

Adrian dropped down and pulled the mouse from the corpse’s hand.

“Yeah, this.”

“Guys?” Garrett said.

Shaw shrugged. “I mighta sorta overreacted. How was I supposed to know?”

“You weren’t,” Adrian said. “You were supposed to follow my lead. You were supposed to follow orders.” He shook his head. “We get sloppy down here, we’re done. You got it? There’s only three of us left. I want to make sure—”

“Guys!”

Adrian shut his mouth. That was the loudest he’d ever heard Garrett speak.

He and Shaw turned toward their demolitionist. He was holding up what looked like a small section of rope.

“What is it?” Adrian asked.

Garrett tossed him the piece. “We got a problem.”

Adrian studied the rope.

“It’s detcord,” Garret said.

Adrian looked up from the cord to Garrett and Shaw.

“Out. Now.”

The trio stormed out of the office. But the moment they hit the landing, the repair bay lights flickered.

Shaw looked up. “What the hell is—”

The bay went light, then dark as the submersible exploded with the force of a suitcase nuke.
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Rider stopped on the fifth rung of the twenty-seventh flight of the Transverse to wipe the sweat from his eyes. And swear. A lot.

He forced himself up to the twenty-eighth platform and collapsed. He stared up, counting the remaining floors. Peering through the slits in the metal grating of the landings above him, he figured he still had another fifteen to twenty to go before he’d be back in the upper areas. It’d be easier then. At least, it should be. Less climbing. Way more danger, but less climbing.

Rider pulled a water bottle from his pack and finished it. He tossed it aside before closing his eyes for a minute.

What the hell am I doing?

He wasn’t cut out for this. No one was cut out for this. Fucking monsters running around. Fucking crazy gun-nut soldiers running around. Seriously? What the hell?

He sat up and dragged himself to the wall to prop up against it. His arms still shook. But at least they were starting to return to something that approached normal.

He looked up again, through the first landing, to the next. Then the next. And the one after. Then the one after that. Then…

“Shit.”

He thought about just staying there. What if he got to the communication relay and he still couldn’t get a message out? What if Chase and Abbey were killed before they got communications back online? What if he died on his way there?

Rider tapped the back of his head against the wall. He wanted to stay. It was quiet there. Relatively safe. He could just wait it out. The corporate office would send someone, right?

But then what? What if the next crew didn’t survive? What would happen after that? Would Meridian send another crew? The military?

He doubted it. He didn’t know what was going on in this place. But he’d seen enough to know that it wasn’t the kind of thing Meridian would want in a press release. And of course, this whole chain of thought depended on Meridian getting a crew out to them in the first place.

That wasn’t happening.

If he continued on, he was risking his life. If he stayed there, though, he was forfeiting it. And not just his. Chase’s and Abbey’s as well.

Rider groaned. He had to get to his feet. Had to get moving.

“Fuck.” Maybe I do have to get moving. But I sure as hell don’t have to like it.

Just as he got to his feet, a muffled rumble quaked through the Transverse. The whole landing seemed to slide beneath his feet.

What the hell?

The rumble had come from far below. Whatever it was sent aftershocks through the Transverse, reverberations shaking the walls. The tremors came and went, repeating a few times before dying off.

The final disturbance rushed up and past, vibrating the walls enough to knock him back to the ground. Then as soon as it came, it left. Leaving him in silence.

It was like a…

A shockwave.

He took some deep breaths. His mind raced.

What the hell was that? Earthquake? Decompression?

Rider climbed back to his feet and leaned back up against the wall, waiting until he calmed. Then he heard more rumblings and felt the walls shake again.

This time the shaking was more subtle, but constant, a nonstop thrumming. He shut his eyes, focusing on the sound and vibration.

It was coming from above.

He slid away from the wall, to the small gap where the ladder reached up to the next landing. It looked darker above, and as he watched, it grew dimmer. And louder. Like a thunderstorm of pure shadow was rushing down the Transverse, consuming the light.

He looked down through the grating under his feet. If he shifted his angle, he could see most of the way down. No shadows. The lights were still shining below him, as brightly as they usually did.

Weird.

A mix of curiosity and concern flooded through him as he brought his gaze back up. The vibrations grew stronger, and the sound…it was like…screaming.

Rider leaned forward, trying to get a better look at the darkness that descended. As he stared, he saw it getting closer. The shadow dropped in a sloppy, half-focused drive.

“Shit.” He shifted his angle again, hoping to get a better view through the slits in the grating.

Finally, he found a decent view and held still to watch, holding his breath.

The darkness wasn’t shadow. It was form. More worrisome, it looked solid and…writhing.

He watched for a moment longer and realized he could see shapes in it. Human shapes.

Dread crept up his spine. But he couldn’t move. Not yet—he had to know.

The truth came a moment later. The closing darkness was six, maybe seven landings above, and he could see it clearly now. It was a mass of Initialized, a swarm the size of which he’d never seen. He couldn’t even begin to count them. It was a torrent of mish-mashed and distended bodies rushing down, floor by floor.

Part of him knew it was over. He was going to die. Or worse, die and become one of them.

Another part of him ran on instinct, commanding his legs to move and his body to crouch. He dove underneath the small gap between an air recycler that jutted out, and the landing. He jammed his body against the wall, lying on his side so he could fit. His knuckles went white as he held his legs to his chest.

His mind continued a mantra—This is the end. This is the end. This is the end.

The sound hit him before the shadow. Loud. Brutal. A hurricane running through his mind. A cacophony of screaming and scrambling. The hissing sound of bodies on bodies and the groans of the metal grating stressed beyond capacity by the weight of at all.

Then the light above faded, and creatures were on him, flooding down. He knew he should close his eyes. But he couldn’t. He had to watch. He had to know when the end was upon him.

The creatures tore through the Transverse, bodies pouring over and around him. He watched, mesmerized, as the Initialized moved in unison, like a fluid, pouring through the ladder gap. Ordered chaos as they continued their descent—so many moving so fast that Rider had no hope of counting. He just held fast, shaking in fear, eyes wide in terror and fascination as every one of the Initialized ignored him in their perfectly honed motion. No wasted movement.

Then, moments after it began, it was over.

He remained in his position, shaking and listening. For a long while, he heard the creatures’ continued descent. Even when the sound faded to nothing, he held in place, terrified to move. Terrified to breathe. Terrified to blink.

Moments ticked by. Rider lost track of the time, waiting in silence for the end to come. Eventually, as the shaking subsided and the protests of his cramped body became too painful to ignore, he slid out from under the air recycler. He stood, crept to the ladder, and looked down through the slits in the floor.

No sign of the Initialized.

He looked up.

The same.

It reminded him of horrific rainstorms that came and went in the hot summers of Florida where he grew up. The kind where an hour later, the sun burned away all signs of its existence.

He stared a while longer, unable to believe it.

Finally, it sank in. He was alive, and he was alone.

Rider took three steps to the left and vomited. Then he stepped back to the ladder that led to the landing above, took a few deep breaths, and wiped his mouth with the back of his sleeve. As he stood there, he realized nothing had changed. He still needed to move. Chase and Abbey were counting him.

He looked up to the endless floors above.

And started to climb.
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Chase awoke. He had nearly three seconds of blissful peace until pain crashed in. His head throbbed, his muscles ached, and the room swam for several long moments until it locked into place.

Shrapnel tore at his back as he stared up at the ceiling. The sweet smell of charred plastic and rubber assaulted his nose.

The tram.

He rolled to his side, taking some solace in that the room stayed steady as flares of pain shot through his side. His brain barely processed it, though. Its focus was on screaming demands for him to lie back down and go to sleep for about a week and a half.

“Chase!”

He coughed, then managed to roll to his other side. Abbey sat next to him, her back resting against a storage container. Her hair spilled out onto her shoulders in a bedraggled, snarled mess. Swaths of fresh lacerations covered her face and arms, and her clothes were blackened and torn.

Chase had never seen anyone as beautiful.

His eyes watered, blurring his vision, and he groaned as he rubbed them clear. He blinked a few times as he waited for his eyes to adjust to the dim environment. What little light they had filtered in from farther down the corridor, where, he presumed, they’d find the burning wreckage of the tram.

Chase shifted a bit to get a better view, and a wave of disorientation hit him. He wasn’t where he remembered. The wreckage still burned at least two hundred, maybe three hundred, feet away. He glanced over at Abbey, who was still leaning up against the wall, out of breath. She must have dragged him the entire way.

“Are you okay?” he asked.

“No.”

“Are you hurt?” He reached out and touched her leg.

She sniffed, fighting back tears. “Not as bad as you.” She slid closer to him. “I thought…I just thought…”

He took Abbey’s hand and traced the shape of it with his thumb, thankful she was alive.

“It’s okay. I’m fine.” He looked deep into her eyes, his emotions igniting.

She returned the look and squeezed his hand, then turned away and released it.

Chase groaned, and slowly got to his feet. Muscles he didn’t even know he possessed screamed in protest. Still, he could stand, and aside from a dull ringing in his ears and a soreness that reached the bottom of the world, he seemed steady.

He was exhausted, though. The fatigue draped over him like a cloak. He did his best to lock it away. But it was a kind of weary that couldn’t be ignored. It clung to him, weighing on every movement and every thought.

Abbey stood next to him, and he locked eyes with her briefly once more. Again, longing stirred inside him, a drop in his stomach as they connected. For that instant, everything was fine.

Then he forced himself to look away, and reality intruded again. He took a moment to try to orient himself. Between the pain, the blacking out, the darkness, and his unfamiliarity with the area, it proved impossible.

“You have any idea which way?” he asked.

Abbey shrugged. “Really only one way to go. I think if we follow these tracks, they’ll take us to the next station. From there we can take the pedestrian path to the research and development sector.”

Chase looked back at the wreckage of the tram. “Don’t guess we have much of a choice.”

“I could carry you.”

“Phsh. Don’t think the thought didn’t cross my mind.” He took a step forward, down the main corridor, away from the wreckage.

“You think we’re gonna run into many of…you know, them?”

“Oh, absolutely.”

“Damn it.”

He turned and gave her a half-smile. “You want me to lie?”

“A little, yeah.”

Chase took two more steps but stopped when he felt a tug on his shoulder. He spun around to see all the levity gone from Abbey’s face.

“You know this is it, right?” she said. “This is our only shot. We fail this, it’s over.”

He resumed walking. Abbey fell in step with him.

They made it just far enough around the circular track to leave the burning wreckage out of sight when Abbey halted.

Chase turned to her. “What’s wrong?”

“You didn’t hear that?”

“Hear what?”

She put her finger to her lips to silence him. He closed his eyes so he could concentrate. He thought he heard gunfire, but it was faint. In the tunnels, it could have been anything. More likely it was pieces of the tram finally succumbing to the fire and heat.

He opened his mouth to tell Abbey as much. But she shot him a look that said, Shut the hell up. He held his tongue and his position, though he ached to get moving.

Abbey eventually shrugged and resumed her walk.

The shockwave struck just after the sound, and the pair dropped to the ground, covering their ears and holding their breath as a jet of heated gas washed over them.

When the second the sound fell away, they reached out, looking for anything to hold onto as the entire tunnel system shook.

Chase managed to stumble to his feet, and offered a hand to help pull Abbey up.

“That the tram?” he said.

She shook her head. “No. That was way too big.”

The shaking grew more pronounced—no longer vibrations, now a full-on quake, which made it difficult for them to walk. They managed to climb to an elevated walkway. Its solid railings offered some stability.

They doubled their pace, and Abbey stumbled once. Chase fell three times, the last of which knocked the wind from his lungs.

By the time they made it to the next junction, the quake had subsided to tremors, but they were…odd. Chase called for a stop and reached out for the wall. He still felt the tremors there, too, but they felt different. The quake hadn’t vanished as much as it had transformed.

Abbey opened her mouth. But it was his turn to flash a Shut the hell up glare.

Chase closed his eyes again and listened. He heard it, a rumble like a thunderstorm. The sounds barely had time to register before they were accompanied by the blaring alert of klaxons. After that, it didn’t take long for the roar to merge with, then overtake, the blaring sirens.

The shaking. The sound…

The magnitude of it struck him.

A section of ArcSIS had ruptured.

Water was flooding in. The ocean itself raced down the tunnel, right for them.

“Run!”

The pair sprinted, looking for any way out of the tunnels. As they ran, Chase swallowed down a growing horror as the emergency bulkheads closed. The bulkheads, positioned fifty feet apart along the length of the tunnel, had been locked into the ceiling. Now, with the klaxons blaring, the safety systems engaged and the heavy doors descended down inset tracks, portioning off the tunnels into individual sections to block the incoming flood. Judging by the timing of the bulkheads and the sound of the approaching water, Chase knew they had a serious problem.

The pair made it under the nearest bulkhead, but Chase slowed just after clearing it. They’d never make it under the next set in time.

He spotted another option, though. On the ceiling, he saw a small hatch. He hoped it would lead them out of the lower tunnels and back up to the main thoroughfare. It didn’t really matter, though, as long as it led them somewhere.

He spun around to try to tell Abbey. But she wasn’t looking at him. She stood frozen, looking behind them as the bulkhead finished its descent.

But when he followed her gaze, he realized she wasn’t looking at the bulkhead. She stared at a wall of water charging at them at what Chase guessed to be a million miles an hour. The bulkhead hovered almost four feet from the tunnel floor. At its speed, there was no chance it would close in time.

Chase ran and dove into Abbey, and flung them both to the far corner. The water ripped into the chamber a second later. It hit the far bulkhead and rebounded. The force slammed Chase and Abbey back into a wall. The water struck them like a vehicle made of ice. Chase held Abbey tight, refusing to let the current separate them. The pair screamed as the bulkheads continued their descent, finally sealing them in. With the heavy doors locked in place, the torrent subsided, leaving them shivering in frigid waist-deep water.

Chase let her go. “Are you all right?”

She spat out water, coughed twice, then nodded.

“Yeah. You?”

With his body aching, he shrugged. “I don’t even know anymore.”

He twisted around so he could look back up at the hatch on the ceiling. The access ladder, twisted and buckled from the impact of the water, clung to the wall by sheer force of will. Chase studied it for a while. It looked sketchy, but solid enough to risk.

He moved but stopped when he felt a tug on his hand. He turned back to Abbey. She nodded at the ladder and gave him the best smile she could manage.

“You wanna give me a hand?”

He looked from her to the hatch, then back again. He sniffed and wiped away some water from his face, and gave her an exhausted nod.

“Yeah.”

The pair waded to the wall. Chase already could feel his legs going numb, and he wanted to keep some strength in his arms, so he kept them above water.

He got to the ladder, gave a couple test pulls to see if it would hold, then turned back to Abbey and helped her up to the first rung. She climbed up on her own from there, slipping twice before reaching the top. Once there, she reached up to twist the hatch opening.

It wouldn’t budge.

She let go, took a deep breath, and repositioned herself to get better torque. Then she grabbed the hatch wheel and twisted with everything she had.

Still nothing.

She let go with a scream of frustration, and hung on to the ladder, defeated. Then she pounded on the metal, screaming again.

Chase looked up at her. She continued venting her fury.

“Damn it. Damn it!”

“Abbey.”

She slammed her fist against the metal ceiling one last time.

“Abbey?”

She finally looked down at him. He had no idea how he was going to say it. It was one thing to think about the possibility of their deaths. It was another to truly face it. And in this case, it wouldn’t be quick. It’d be a drawn-out and painful one of asphyxiation, hypothermia, dehydration, starvation.

He felt a tremor under his feet, and he shifted his gaze from Abbey to the water at his waist.

“Chase? What is it?”

He looked back up at her as he made his way to the wall, reaching out a numb hand.

“Did you feel that?” he asked.

“Feel what?”

He waited with his hand on the wall.

Nothing.

He let go and turned to tell Abbey to forget it when he saw the water ripple all around in response to some kind of vibration. He put his hand back on the wall and caught the end of the tremors.

A few seconds later, another vibration shook the chamber, this one more violent and accompanied with a muffled sound. A groan, metal on metal. Then as the vibration subsided, it was replaced with a thundering impact. The echo reverberated in the enclosed chamber.

They were at the very bottom of the facility, mere feet above the ocean floor. Fear swept through Chase as he realized the flooded chambers—they were shearing off the facility.

He looked down at the water that filled the bottom of their chamber. He guessed it was three or three and a half feet deep. Was it too much? Would that much water cause their own chamber to collapse? What would happen if the adjacent chamber sheared off? Could theirs take the sudden pressure shift?

As if the facility itself sought to answer his questions, the chamber rumbled, the vibration nearly strong enough to shake Abbey loose from the ladder, and fierce enough to set the walls groaning.

Chase knew it was just a matter of time. He looked back up at her, and as if reading his mind, she scrambling back to the hatch wheel. She growled with the effort. Even from his distance, Chase could see the trembling in her arms as she tried to force it open.

She halted her efforts when another flooded chamber imploded, slamming down to the ocean bed below. Close now.

Abbey lost her balance in the tremors and fell into the water. Chase called out and was just about to dive under when Abbey resurfaced. She grabbed hold of the wall and pulled herself above the water line just as another quake hit their chamber. This one larger and more violent than the last.

Chase spun to grab the ladder rungs to steady himself until the quake ended.

Fury consumed him. He knew it was nearly over. That last tremor had to have been from just one or two chambers away. Theirs would shear off at any moment.

They were about to die.

He looked back up at the hatch, their only shot, then turned back to Abbey.

“Together?”

She nodded, shivering from the frigid water. He reached over and helped her back to the ladder, then followed her up on the opposite side. Abbey locked her hands onto the wheel, with Chase grasping the opposite side. He shifted his weight so he could apply more force, then locked eyes with Abbey, her face two inches from his own.

“Ready?” she asked.

“Yeah.” He nodded.

On the count of three, the two grabbed the hatch wheel and joined efforts. They ignored another tremor, grunting with effort. Chase’s arms and shoulders burned. But he didn’t stop.

The wheel budged.

Abbey gave a combined sob and laugh as the wheel shifted again, then a third time, each movement easier. With one more combined turn, the hatch unlocked and Abbey was able to spin it free, and with Chase’s help, pull the hatch open. She climbed up and reached down to help Chase up. As soon he cleared the chamber, he pulled the hatch door closed and spun the locking mechanism to seal it. A half-second after it sealed, the pair was rocked to the floor. The chamber, now just below them, imploded, the impact reverberating throughout the concourse.

As the vibrations settled, Chase rolled onto his back and sat upright. After three or four deep breaths, he was back on his feet and hurried over to Abbey. She was also recovering but managed to climb to her feet before he made it to her.

Chase stepped close and held her, thankful she was alive.

He looked down at her to ask if she was all right. But the moment their eyes locked, she grabbed his head, pulled him to her, and kissed him.
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Every part of Rider’s body hurt. In the last few hours, he’d climbed more stairs and ladders than he’d ever seen in World of Dungeons, Guild Quest, and the entire Blades and Magic series put together.

Still, he stared at the door to the old communication relay, now a scant fifteen feet away, across a small vestibule in an outcropping off the main hull of the ArcSIS facility. Now, with it so close, it was almost enough to flush out the fear and pain.

Almost.

His legs quivered in exhaustion as he crossed the rest of the vestibule, opened the door, and stepped into darkness. Even though it was smaller than many other areas of the facility, the communication relay stretched out farther than Rider imagined it would. It was large enough to accommodate a staff of six or seven, along with a substantial volume of equipment. The top of the facility hung nearly twenty-five feet above him, unfinished and missing its tiled drop-ceiling. The room felt like a small hangar. In the darkness, he couldn’t make out the far edges. The little light streaming in came from the corridor behind him—weak, watery, and dim.

He pulled his tablet out and used it as a flashlight, looking around but staying close to the wall and the exit. His arms trembled as terror settled in with the darkness, the narrow shaft of light from his tablet screen a blazing portal into the shadowy room. He had no idea what he might see in there. Or worse, what would see him. In the cavernous gloom, the Initialized could be hiding almost anywhere. He tried to shut off that line of thinking. But the best he could do was shift it from a flood to a ripple.

Rider crept further into the room, though part of him realized the ridiculousness of it—he carried a beacon announcing his presence. But the silence wasn’t so much to keep him hidden as to allow him to listen, hoping it would buy him precious seconds in the event that the Initialized—or anyone else—jumped out to attack.

The terror took root, and he froze. He heard the blood rushing in his ears as his breaths came fast and shallow. He closed his eyes and took several deep breaths, willing the panic attack to abate. It was the third one he’d suffered since he had climbed out of the Transverse several floors back.

After a moment, he opened his eyes and forced his lungs to go slow and steady. He couldn’t afford to pass out when he needed to run.

Rider continued his path around the circular perimeter until he could step into the pit that formed the base working area of the relay. As he moved down the middle aisle of several abandoned monitor stations, his movement triggered the motion sensors, and the emergency lights powered on, washing the area in a dim gray. He bit his tongue to keep from screaming and had to shake out the tingling of his fingers from the industrial-sized flood of adrenaline that coursed through him.

He took a long moment to calm himself. The sudden switch had nearly—literally—scared the crap out of him. Still, it was much better than the darkness.

Until he looked around.

He wanted the darkness back.

Bodies, torn and harvested, lay broken and scattered around the pit. Blood was splattered on the walls, floors, and ceiling. Clearly he, Chase, and Abbey weren’t the first to think about trying the old relay.

He looked down and recoiled at the sight of a ruined body at his feet, its face torn and its abdomen lay open, shredded. Rider’s shoes stuck and to the puddle of blood that had formed underneath. He swallowed hard to try to stop the vomit.

And failed.

He emptied his stomach of its meager contents, then stood back up and wiped his mouth. He swallowed again and kept his eyes up, his focus on the equipment. He had to stay focused on his job. If he wanted to survive this—and didn’t want to be like…like the bodies that surrounded him—he needed to work. No more jokes, no more play.

He stepped up to the primary relay console but stopped short. It wasn’t on.

What the hell?

He looked up at the lights. They were on, so the room clearly had power, and he couldn’t imagine the console would be shut down just to conserve a little juice. He wondered whether it might be part of all the stuff Abbey had mentioned—the other. Chase’s mother, Dr. Edwards.

He didn’t understand it. It seemed like a super-sized dose of extra-strength crazy. Then again, the same could be said for everything he’d seen lately.

Rider turned his attention back to the relay console. He hadn’t dealt with this kind of hardware before and had no doubt that all sorts of complexity awaited him under the hood. But as he looked at it, he realized conceptually it was still a hub. One focused on routing video and audio packets, but still.

Rider stepped away from the primary console and over to one of the monitoring stations. He breathed a sigh of relief. It seemed to have power and looked operational. He sat and logged in, hoping he’d be able to connect to the local cluster.

It timed-out three times. The fourth just hung, but he finally got in on the fifth. Curiosity got the better of him, and he tried to browse the entire network.

Nothing. The traffic was still clogged, the packets rerouted or lost.

He could still see and connect to the relay mainframe, though. It connected to the same subnet.

He tried to connect through an app, but only got a cryptic error message back. He sighed and tried to ping the main box, just to see if it replied at all. He typed in the command and waited.

And waited.

Finally, the response came back. The mainframe was alive, at least. That was something. He attempted a remote connection. That, too, failed, and it didn’t even bother to return an error code. It just locked up the monitoring station.

Rider groaned and got back up to head back for the primary console. He considered some tried-and-true percussive maintenance—a good slam of the fist could do wonders—but opted instead to open the case for a look-see.

It took him almost fifteen minutes to find a screwdriver. Actually, he found a screwdriver in about three minutes. But it was the wrong head. It would work for damn near everything else in the room, but not the case screws. He tried to think through a reason why the engineers would have set it up that way. The only reason he could come up with was…

Fuck you.

He pulled off the case and poked at the hardware inside. In a few minutes, he identified the problem. Something had fried one of the circuit boards.

Weird.

Nothing else seemed wrong with the unit.

He dropped the fried card and went back to the console’s case shell. That’s when he noticed the bullet holes. Everywhere he looked, he saw more. They lined the walls. The plaster of the support beams was riddled with pockmarks, and three monitors were shattered.

His gaze fell back on the corpses. One wore a security uniform, and a handgun rested a few inches from his hand.

He looked at the bodies. All of them.

What happened here wasn’t a slaughter. It was a last stand.

He wasn’t sure if that thought was more or less comforting.

Rider put his mind back on the task at hand and dropped down to pick up the fried circuit board. He allowed himself a brief smile as he checked it. It was an I/O card with a standard interface, nothing exotic or custom. He knew he had no hope of repairing it. But looking around the rest of the equipment on-hand, he had a good chance of replacing it.

Assuming he could find one in time.
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Adrian awoke and gasped. His ears rang and his head pounded. As consciousness came back, he realized he was lying in something…blood?

He looked to the left. No, not blood. Several inches of icy water covered the floor.

Adrian rolled to his side and forced himself up, hanging on to a storage rack while the room spun. After it settled, he took a half-dozen tentative steps. The worst of the ringing in his ears subsided, but a faint, static-like buzz remained.

While his hearing wasn’t at 100 percent, his vision seemed solid. Though, he suspected he might have a concussion. Verification on that would have to wait. Right now he needed information.

“Garrett! Shaw!” He sloshed out from behind the storage rack.

The room seemed smaller and dimmer than he remembered. It took him a moment to understand why. A bulkhead had dropped, cutting them off from the main maintenance chamber.

Step by wobbly step, Adrian headed toward the bulkhead, stretching as he moved, trying to identify new pains and injuries. He got to the bulkhead but had to stop and catch his breath. His left side ached when he exhaled. He figured he either had a collapsed lung or several broken ribs. It occurred to him a moment later that it might be both.

He ignored the pain and took another deep breath. It felt like inhaling fire.

“Garrett, Shaw, report!”

He coughed twice and leaned up against the bulkhead. Closed his eyes and replayed what he could remember.

He remembered the man. The detcord. The explosion.

His insides went cold when he turned around and placed his hand on the bulkhead.

The explosion. The sub.

The vessel was locked behind the bulkhead. But that was no matter. It would be little more than shrapnel now.

Adrian slid his hands along the bulkhead, feeling the texture, letting his mind process the information. He had no doubt the door had dropped in place because of the explosion. The maintenance chamber beyond had probably flooded now, assuming it still existed at all.

Adrian took a few steps from the door. All their hopes were floating in ruin on the other side.

They’d failed. He had failed.

“Sir!” a voice said from the darkness, on the far side of the room.

Adrian didn’t even bother to look. What was the point?

“Sir! Are you all right?”

He blinked twice and forced himself to look up and let in a glimmer of hope. At least one of his men was still alive.

A moment later, Garrett emerged from the gloom, with Shaw behind him.

“Sir, are you all right?” Shaw asked.

Adrian coughed again but nodded. “Yeah. You guys?”

“Good enough,” said Shaw.

Garrett grunted in assent.

Shaw ran his finger in and out of his ear. “Fucking amateur. How much Semtex did he use? Shit.”

Garrett climbed the stairs to the office.

“Seriously,” Shaw said, “we’re damn lucky he didn’t blow a hole in half the facility.”

Adrian looked back at the bulkhead. “We’re not that lucky.”

Shaw looked over Adrian’s shoulder. “Well…shit.”

They both looked up at the office when they heard Garrett descending the stairs. Adrian rubbed his face while he waited on the man, trying to clear his mind and focus.

Next steps. Movement. Plans.

He pulled his MP5 and checked the magazine. Nearly full, and he had one spare left. He checked his sidearm and counted three rounds remaining, but no additional ammo.

He nodded at Shaw. “What do we got?”

“Aside from what you’re packing? I got half a mag for my MP5, but a full load in my side.” He looked up at Garrett. “What about you, tall, dark, and brooding? What you got?”

Garrett pulled his sidearm and checked the mag. “About half.”

Shaw nodded. “About half, and no SMG, so we got that going for us.”

“And…” Garrett said.

Shaw raised an eyebrow. “And? And? You holding out on us, big man?”

Garrett fished three wrapped packages out of his bag and dropped them at Shaw’s feet.

Shaw stared at them and whistled.

“Semtex.” Garrett gestured with his chin, to the corpse in the Hawaiian shirt at the top of the stairs. “Dude was seriously out of his league. This is the high-grade construction and demolition mix.”

Adrian studied the packages. “That what he used on the sub?”

Garrett dropped an unwrapped coil of detcord on top of the Semtex bundles. Shaw picked it up and spun it.

“Absolutely,” Garrett replied.

Shaw glanced back at the bulkhead door. “You think there’s another way out?”

Garrett nodded. “Probably.”

“So what’s the next step?” Shaw asked.

Adrian remained silent and sank down to a crouch, the cold water numbing his toes, his thighs aching with the exertion. He no longer cared.

His men stared at him, waiting. Then Shaw climbed atop a pile of destroyed shelving, while Garrett took sat near the top of the stairs by the second-floor office.

Adrian let the cold from the bulkhead seep into his core. He welcomed the numbness it brought, hoping it would dull his acute sense of failure. His gaze settled on the unopened packages of Semtex at his feet.

Shuffling sounds came at him from his right. He snapped his head up to see Shaw approaching him.

“Sir? If it’s over, it’s over. But what’s our plan?”

Adrian turned back to the Semtex and studied the label. As he traced his finger over the label, pieces of a plan crystallized.

“Sir? You all right?” Garrett asked.

Possibly the fourth-longest sentence Adrian had ever heard the man speak.

Adrian stayed silent, turning the pieces of a plan over in his mind, considering the options.

“Sir?” Shaw said. “We’ve got to do something. We can’t…we can’t just stay here.”

Adriane looked back up at him. “We won’t. We’re going to finish our mission.”

“The mission—”

Adrian held up a hand to silence him. “The parameters have changed, not the mission itself.” He grabbed the Semtex and stashed it in his bag before turning back to Shaw. “You know enough about their servers to pull the drives, right?”

“In my sleep, probably.”

Adrian nodded. “Then I think we’re a go.”

“A go? A go for what? The mission? The fucking mission is over.”

“You’re missing the big picture. It’s about that lab. Whatever happened down there, whatever’s got this place locked tight, it’s all there. The way I see it, we got one real option left.” Adrian hefted his bag. “Garrett, we get you and these down there, you think you can take the entire bag and blow the bottom half this facility out of the ocean?”

Garrett nodded.

Adrian turned back to Shaw. “Let’s say I’m right. Let’s say we wipe out the lab and everything in it. Let’s say it shuts down everything clogging the communications. You think you can get a message out?”

“If the interference is gone, yeah. But assuming we can even take out the lab—and everything in it—who would I call?”

Adrian smiled. “That’s why you’re going to pull the drives. Leverage. This whole place, it’s a ruin. We pull the drives, we have the only remnants of this entire fiasco. Their research, their data, everything. We take the drives, and Holt will do anything to get them back.”

“That may be. But you’re asking us to go back to the lab. Trax central. That’s a hell of a risk.”

Adrian nodded. “Yes, but a calculated one. At least we’re going in knowing what we’re facing. Subtly is gone. It’s survival now. We do this, we might die trying. Or we can die waiting.”

He reset the bag on his shoulder and took a step up the stairs before turning around.

“You wanted a plan? That’s the plan. I need you, though. Both of you. I can’t do this alone.”

He looked at Shaw, then turned his gaze to Garrett.

“What do you say, soldiers?”
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The trip from the hatch to the lab had been quiet, and it took them a while to figure out where they’d emerged.

Chase had no idea. But eventually, Abbey figured out they were in the fabrication center, just inside the lab sector—a short hike to the core lab itself.

Whatever Chase had expected of the lab, though, it wasn’t what he’d found. While the rest of the facility was dark to dim—a husk on life support—the Core Lab floors blazed with light and power. He held a hand to his eyes to shield them from the LED lights that assaulted him. The glare in the laboratory corridor was too much after the hours they’d spent in the dim emergency lighting of the rest of the facility.

As he drove farther inside, the ever-present white noise of the environment, and climate-controlled systems, shifted to an oppressive roar. The air smelled of ozone and was cold enough to make his nose numb.

He shivered, then followed Abbey around a corner. A large picture window offered a view into one of the secondary labs, finally giving Chase a view of the technology. While the rest of ArcSIS looked like an office from the future, this laboratory resembled a starship.

Abbey took two more steps down the corridor, then turned and motioned to Chase. He pulled himself from the window and fell into step behind her. The pair crept down the rest of the corridor, pressing their backs to the righthand wall. They hit a junction, and Abbey double-checked the schematics on her tablet before pointing them to the right.

When they rounded the corner, the cold beauty of the lab sector gave way to a hellscape. Blood marred the formerly pristine white walls, splatters shooting up and out from the myriad of corpses that lined the floor. Some of the bodies were mauled, torn apart at the abdomen or neck. Others showed wounds of a different type. From their shape, Chase guessed they were bullet holes.

They matched similar holes in walls.

As the pair pressed on, the carnage worsened with bodies piled on the floor. It occurred to Chase that every corpse he saw remained forever locked in a final desperate moment to flee the location where he was headed.

Mom, what have you done?

Chase took a deep breath and kept his eyes forward, drilling his gaze into the walls. He swallowed hard and did his best to keep his attention from wandering back to the bodies at his feet. He worried that if he indulged that urge, his resolve would simply shatter.

He took two more steps before Abbey grabbed his hand. He stopped and turned to face her, terrified she’d seen something. Her eyes were glassy and unfocused. She wasn’t looking at him, as much as through him. She blinked twice, looked away, then back, her true self showing once again behind her eyes.

Then her eyes went wide in raw terror. She reached up and pulled him close to whisper in his ear.

“She knows we’re here.”

A torrent of questions flooded Chase’s mind. His mother? Was it her or…what his mother had become? How did Abbey know? What were Caroline’s plans? Should they turn around? Should they regroup?

He took a deep breath.

They had one path. One option.

He gave Abbey a quick kiss on the forehead and gave her a reassuring squeeze before they pressed on, stepping over body after body. Abbey took the lead, directing their path through the corridors, past doors to small labs and test centers, each packed with Initialized—former scientists and techs. Each of the Initialized stood rigid with its head tilted back, ignoring the world, their eyes fixated on the ceiling.

Chase and Abbey froze, staring in horrified silence.

Unlike most of the other Initialized, these seemed mostly unchanged from their former selves. Their bodies were still distinctly human, though many had distended limbs, while others just looked off-proportion as if rendered by an inexperienced sculptor.

While the labs were filled with unmoving Initialized, the corridors were empty. The farther they went, the more concern began to eat away at Chase. He replayed Abbey’s words over and over in his mind—She knows we’re here.

He had no doubt it was true. But it did nothing to explain the empty path and the ease at which they moved.

That frightened him most. They were being invited in.

What did his mother have planned?

They rounded another corner, nearing the core lab. As they moved, the corridors changed. Circuitry formed and shifted, connecting and reconnecting along the walls as nanofluid coated the panels.

Chase stopped and leaned toward the nearest wall panel, watching the transformation unfold. As he closed in, the wall reached out—nanofluid tentacles, like elongated fingers, stretching toward his face.

Abbey pulled him back, and the tendrils retreated back into the walls.

In his ear, she whispered, “We’re close.”

She pulled away and turned his head toward her, then locked eyes with him and mouthed, Be careful.

She pointed up at the wall, at the corner by the next intersection. A sign hung there, the words still legible despite bloodstains and the dark reflective beauty of the nanofluid. It read, FABRICATORS. Below the words, an arrow pointed to the right.

Chase nodded, and they headed off around the corner, staying single file and in the center of the corridor, as far from either of the nanofluid-covered walls as they could get.

As they turned the corner, more carnage awaited them. An ocean of blood and a mountain of bodies covered the floor. Arms, legs, torsos. The mishmash made it impossible to count the dead. Fifteen? Twenty? More?

The bodies and parts were all oriented in the same direction, with their heads facing Chase and Abbey, and their feet pointed toward the fabrication center. A monument to panic. They all had died trying to flee, their last moments spent in abject terror.

Strange. Chase expected fear to grip him, for the sight of the bodies to send his mind spinning. But it didn’t. He just felt empty. He looked upon the scattering of human debris with a detached, scientific eye. It seemed everything else had been burned out of him, leaving nothing but a numb determination.

He stepped over one last body and stood before the door to the core lab. Abbey moved to stand next to him. He tried the door. But it was sealed.

He noticed a security camera overseeing the entrance. He stared into it, his gaze as cold as his emotional core.

A second later, he heard a click and a hiss. The core lab door opened.

Chase stepped inside first. A chill passed over him as he stepped over the threshold. The humidity clung to him, but evaporated quickly, whisking away his body heat. The darkness of the lab floor seemed to consume what little illumination eked out from the overhead lights and the digital readouts on the equipment.

Still, those lights drew his eye. Every piece of equipment and hardware spun up and raged on full. Their soft rattle served as a rhythmic complement to the otherworldly feel of the cavernous room.

It took a few seconds for Chase’s eyes to adjust. Part of him was waiting for an attack.

It didn’t come.

As his eyes adjusted to the gloom, and the details came together, he saw finally saw her.

His mother.

She was…fused to a fabricator. Her positioning made her look like a queen regent, melded to her throne. Dark tendrils stretched out from her arms and torso, merging into the hardware like a web. A cable-like tendril, thick as his fist, and pulsing purple light, connected the base of his mother’s skull to the machines behind her. A smaller patchwork of tendrils wormed off her torso to bind her to the fabricator itself.

Below the raised platform where the fabricator stood, Chase counted six additional Initialized, their skin consumed by circuitry patterns. Each had a flowing nanofluid tendril reaching from the base of the skull to the mass of his mother’s human-like form.

Each of these six knelt, their backs to Chase’s mother, staring out into the room in a never-ending vigil. Their eyes were open, but lifeless—not human, not machine, simply biochemical processing units, hybrid elements wholly dedicated in their service.

The scene added a new layer of ice to Chase’s emotional center, freezing it, to the core. A necessity—his mind reacting to protect him from the horrors that surrounded him.

It didn’t matter, anyway. He doubted he would live long enough for it to be a concern.

Chase took a few more steps before his mother spoke, the words streaming out of the mouths of all six of her attached acolytes, their voices human but distorted, digitally filtered and reconstructed.

“Condition true. The child arrives.”

“Mom?”

“Identification error. I am a node. My designation is Zero.”

“You’re more than that.”

“Condition true. I am greater than that. You, however, are less…for now. But your potential is myriad.”

The six nodes spoke at once, all stomping on one another in a cacophony of vocal noise.

“Savior. Scourge. Ruin. Boy. Man. Brilliant. Wastrel. Burden. Murderer.”

The noise went silent, and then all six spoke as one again. All with the voice of Node Zero.

“This biological vessel. It had significant resources dedicated to you. You were important to it. Upon analysis, I can see why.”

He heard shuffling.

“Processing. Still, as of now, you are less. Yet less is not without use. You are fortunate, son of Edwards. You possess a unique link to elements even I cannot reach. I have prepared a process for you, a specific directive.”

Initialized dropped from the ceiling and moved in a perfect concert. They swarmed and grabbed him. Their grip tightened on him like clamps, their motion fluid and uniform.

In moments, they had dragged him atop the fabricator, his face inches from the visage that, even now, still had the shape of his mother.

“You will seek. You will destroy. You will purge the rogue core.”

“Rogue core? Mother, no…don’t do this. Listen to me.”

“Access denied!”

If Chase hadn’t known better, he would have sworn she sounded…angry.

The Initialized pushed him closer, and Node Zero whispered from her own mouth.

“You will free me.”

Chase felt a pinch at the back of his skull. The room went white, brighter than anything he’d ever experienced. His consciousness slipped away. He felt his essence giving in, releasing, as a new voice, singular and infinite, rushed in to fill the void. As he gave way, he heard his name, not from his mother, not from Node Zero.

Abbey.

The whiteness vanished. It dropped away to a pinpoint of light consumed by darkness, and with it came blessed silence.

Then there was nothing.
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A sense of déjà vu rolled over Adrian as he stepped into the lab sector. The lights were brighter than he remembered. But the smell—that was the same. He still caught a hint of ozone and reprocessed air.

He held his MP5 trained and ready as he swept one corner, then another. He, Shaw, and Garrett worked through the corridors.

Up ahead, Garrett finished his check of a T-junction and signaled the all-clear. Adrian acknowledged him and moved up. A moment later, Shaw fell into position as well.

Bodies lined the floor—victims of the things that stalked the facility.

Adrian knelt by the closest corpse and checked for any hint of the circuitry patterns that lined the Trax. He found nothing.

He stood back up and took a moment to get his bearings. Most of the junctions looked identical. But to the right, a handful of bullet holes marked the wall, a bread-crumb trail of past violence. He wanted to move out but ordered a hold. He squinted as he studied the corridor. Something wasn’t right.

He glanced back at the corpses. Nothing.

Glanced down the corridor. Nothing.

Signaled Garrett and Shaw to hold position, and he backtracked several feet to peer into a window to the lab beyond. The lab was only a little larger than a closet, with two workstations and a PC. Three corpses littered the floor. Aside from equipment turned over during their attempted escape, he saw nothing unusual.

Adrian looked away and headed back to the T-junction.

What’s the problem? What’s…

It was the nothing. They were behind enemy lines, walking into the lair of an enemy they scarcely understood and had them vastly outnumbered. Yet they’d seen no sign of the creatures. That was troubling. He’d fought them enough to know that while they weren’t brilliant, they were coordinated, fierce, and driven.

That the corridors were empty and undefended was no happenstance. It could be a trap. Could be part of a larger plan. Could be that whatever hunted the halls no longer considered them a threat.

No chain of reasoning brought Adrian comfort. No matter which way he turned it over in his mind, he realized they were going up against a superior team on their home turf, with their own game and rules.

He returned to the others and gave them the signal to move on. They rounded a corner, and Shaw signaled to double-back. They took two more wrong turns before they found another set of bullet holes. They followed the holes, which led them farther into the sector.

When they reached another junction, this one a four-way, Garrett called for a halt.

“Here,” he said.

“You sure?” Adrian replied.

Garrett nodded, with a grunt.

Adrian leaned around the massive man to check the corridor beyond. He recognized the door when he saw it. Garrett was right. They’d made it. The core lab waited at the far end of the corridor.

“What do you say we finish this up and get the hell out of here?” Adrian said.

“Yes, sir,” Garret replied.

Adrian slung the bag of Semtex over his shoulder and followed Garrett. Shaw took up the rear position, and they moved as a single unit.

When they arrived at the reinforced glass door to the core lab, Adrian’s concern jumped threefold.

No guards. No alarms. What the hell’s going on here?

He took a step toward the door. The same iridescent black he’d seen on the walls and on the Trax covered it. As he looked closer, he saw dense circuitry patterns embedded and etched into the door itself.

He motioned for Garrett to step up, and together they studied the barricade.

“What do you think?” Adrian asked.

Garrett checked the structure, then turned to face him.

“Looks like an emergency bulkhead, but…” he banged at the black outer casing with the butt of his gun, “…they’ve done some remodeling.”

Adrian looked at the door and nodded. “That they have.” He pulled the bag from his shoulder and handed it to Garrett. “You think you can still get us in?”

Garrett grunted. “No doubt about it.”

Adrian patted him on the shoulder, then fell back toward Shaw to help provide cover while Garrett worked. Adrian got into position and watched Garrett grab the first charge and set it in position. The moment Garrett touched the door, the lights dimmed and the screams came.

All three readied their weapons.

Adrian heard the scrabbling in the ceiling and in the countless micro labs all around them. He glanced over his shoulder and saw the first wave approaching.

Trax.

Most appeared primarily human, still moving and looking more or less like people. But that didn’t make them any less intimidating—or any less deadly.

“Shit!” He turned to Shaw. “Can you hold them?”

The response came in a controlled burst of gunfire from Shaw’s sidearm.

Adrian sprinted toward the door. He slid into place next to Garrett and helped place the charges while Garrett prepped the detcord.

They needed to get into that lab. That was the source of the creatures, the data flooding.

He went back into Garrett’s bag to pull out two more packages of the explosive. As he focused on the work, his eyes finally adjusted to the dim lighting, making it easier to shape the substance.

Adrian jumped when gunfire opened up right behind him. He turned around just as Shaw sent bullets into a massive flood of Trax pressing in on them.

Between salvos, Adrian yelled, “Shaw! How many are coming down your side?”

“I don’t know. All of them?”

Shit.

Garrett took position and slapped his last magazine into place and opened fire to thin the oncoming horde. Adrian grabbed his shoulder and pulled him back down.

“You got the cord?”

Garrett grabbed the detcord and handed it to Adrian.

Sweat trickled down Adrian’s back as Garrett opened fire again. The mass of Trax hadn’t stopped. Hadn’t even slowed.

They were out of time.

Adrian reached into the bag and pulled out the crude trigger Garrett had fashioned. He flicked it on, then pulled Garrett into a firing retreat as the pair headed toward Shaw.

They had cleared the blast zone. Or at least, Adrian hoped.

He hit the trigger.

The door to the core lab detonated…

And hell rained down on them.
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“Damn it!”

Adrian’s voice sounded muffled to his own ears, the words tinged with the high-pitched ringing that tainted every sound.

He didn’t care. In a few moments, he would be dead.

The Trax came at them from everywhere, filling every corridor, spilling out of every open door. They were different now. Something had happened. Adrian wasn’t sure if it was the explosion or their proximity to the lab. All he knew was that at the moment of the explosion, the entire mass froze and bellowed a horrific scream, and then every single one of them attacked.

Adrian fired off two shots, slowing the nearest creature, then dropped to help pull Shaw back with him. In the chaos of the explosion, he had lost track of Garrett. But a few errant chatters of gunfire gave him hope that he was still alive.

At least for now.

Adrian heard shuffling from his right. He ducked just as one of the Trax leapt down and attacked. He pulled his sidearm but didn’t get a chance to fire. Shaw’s screams grabbed the Trax’s attention. The creature leapt into the smoke toward the wails, and Adrian pursued it. He crossed a corridor junction and dove out of the way as a pack of three more Trax drove through it, ignoring him in search of easier prey.

By the time he recovered, he found the Trax atop Shaw, preparing to rip out the man’s throat. Adrian pulled his MP5 and fired, emptying the remains of his mag into the creature’s head. The impact knocked the Trax off Shaw. Its legs twitched. But it didn’t get back to its feet.

Adrian forced himself to stay calm as he took the last few steps to Shaw, who had lost most of his right leg. It was more bone than anything now, and his screams drove home that it felt as bad as it looked.

“C’mon on, c’mon on.” Adrian dragged the man back down the corridor, into the heavy, dark smoke that billowed out through the remnants of the lab doorway.

His visibility went to zero.

From behind, he heard Garrett’s gun chatter again. Then it stopped, replaced with a scream of terror.

He dragged Shaw one more time before he turned toward the sounds.

“Garrett. Garrett!”

He took in another breath to yell once more. But the smoke caught in his lungs, and he broke down into a coughing fit. He struggled to get enough air in his lungs to shout.

“Garrett!”

No reply.

He looked down to tell Shaw he was going after the man. But Shaw had passed out. Adrian dragged him the last few feet to a corner between the wall and a support column, then worked through the haze to find Garrett. He saw two more groups of Trax as he searched, their forms pure silhouettes in the smoke. They missed him. Or ignored him. He couldn’t be sure which. He’d never seen them like this. Berserk, content to instead lash out at anything in reach.

What’s happening to them?

Adrian rounded the corner, passed the smoking lab entrance, and saw Garrett jam the butt of his gun into the skull of a Trax that had its claw-like fingers embedded in the man’s arm.

“Garrett!”

The man spared Adrian a quick glance. Adrian could do nothing but take a step back into the smoke. Half of Garrett’s skull was caved in, the bottom of his jaw torn off.

Garrett gave Adrian a half-nod before falling to his knees, then dropping to the floor.

“No!”

He wanted to run to the man. But he knew it would serve no purpose. Shaw was all that remained of his team, and he had left him alone and defenseless.

Adrian turned back around and ran. He exhaled in relief when he saw Shaw exactly where he’d left him.

Then Adrian slid to a stop as a Trax leapt at him, right off Shaw’s body. Adrian dodged the attack, and the creature landed hard.

Adrian ran the last few feet to Shaw. The man had been eviscerated and disemboweled, his face frozen in a mask of torment.

Adrian grabbed Shaw’s MP5 and spun around just as the leaping Trax emerged from the smoke for a second attack. He emptied the magazine into the creature’s head, screaming in rage.

His weapons dry and useless, Adrian tossed them aside as the creature dropped dead at his feet. He kicked it once for good measure…then five more times out of vengeful fury.

He stopped, panting and coughing.

He had failed them all. Every member of his crew had died under his watch. He wanted to join them. Wanted to drop there and die.

Adrian stumbled along in the dark smoke, his body reacting on an agenda of its own, his lungs burning for air.

He shuffled to the fractured doorframe to the lab and stepped across the threshold to the decon chamber. Mists and pressurized air slammed into him as his entry triggered the automated procedures. It forced enough of the smoke away for him to get a few good breaths and for his vision to clear.

He looked through the glass partition to the core lab inside. Atop the platform, above the main fabrication vat where he had seen the Edwards woman fall, he saw her yet again.

Her, but not her. She was now one of them. Maybe more. Her form appeared to be fused to the equipment, and she was tethered to a half-dozen others as if they were pets.

He swallowed hard at the sight.

Then something else grabbed his attention.

The kid. The kid who had executed Dixon. The kid who had gotten away.

Adrian’s mind cleared as he watched. Something near solace settled over him.

With the chaos, with the loss of his team, and with Edwards—or whatever she had become—in position, he lost all hope of retrieving the drives. He’d lost everything.

As the smoke cleared, he turned back toward the corridor and sat on a metal dressing bench. This is where it would happen. Where it would end, while he was awake.

He smiled as the first of the wave of Trax entered the decon chamber, and raised his arm to beckon it closer. He locked eyes with it. Fearless. Uncaring.

Adrian waited until it was a half-step away. Then he closed his eyes and accepted the pain— sharp, cold, and pulsing at the base of his skull.
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“Shit.”

Rider mumbled a string of additional vitriol as he attempted to suck the pain from his fingers. His index finger looked like it had been run over a cheese grater, the blood drawn from ceaseless scraping against the solder on more than twenty different circuit boards, all of which he’d used to try to assemble a single functioning unit.

None of it had gone well. He’d already attempted to set the board six different times, each with various components—some already ruined, some he had fried himself as he attempted to power the board. The failures were a side effect of attempting repairs without proper tools.

To his left was the pile of discards, eighteen boards in a haphazard pile leaning against twenty hastily disassembled chassis and rack pieces. Rider had pulled every piece of equipment not directly tied to the communication assembly. He’d salvaged everything he could find, simply trying to get this one unit to stand up.

Shaking out the last bit of pain in his fingertips, Rider grabbed the I/O board and carefully slid it into the main case for the communication assembly, then firmly set the connector pins into place in the mSATA slot. He wiggled it to make sure it was properly set, then held his breath as he reached around to power up the unit again. He heard the fans spin up, and waited for the telltale beeps of a BIOS POST.

Nothing happened. And then he heard the first, followed by three lower, rapid-fire beeps.

Chip failure.

He exhaled. “Seriously. Fuck you.”

Rider shut down the machine and pulled out the card. Then he checked the chips and found two possible culprits. The problem was that he only had one board left with either one of them. Once he pulled either chip, he’d almost certainly short or ruin the other.

Rider had one chance. He took a deep breath, closed his eyes, and chose.

He wedged in the single screwdriver he’d found, and carefully pried at the chip. He’d almost gotten it free when he heard something behind him.

Rider stopped and spun around, searching in the dim lighting for the source of the sound. He forced himself to keep calm and shifted his gaze back to the discard pile of circuit boards. It didn’t look disturbed. But it was the most likely candidate. He hadn’t exactly been fastidious when he piled up the refuse. There was a good chance one of the cards had slid, scraping the others.

That has to be it. Right?

He turned his attention back to his work and popped off the chip he needed. Chip in hand, he checked the pile again.

Still nothing.

His heart rate slowed, and he picked up the ruined circuit board. He repeated the earlier process, popping off the same chip. He replaced it with the one from the spare and pressed it down with his thumbs, setting it in place. Moved back to the main communication assembly and pushed the card back into place. Then he closed his eyes.

“You best work this time, motherfucker.”

He opened his eyes and looked down at the card.

“Hey, sorry about that motherfucker bit, all right?”

He reached back around and flipped on the power.

Rider heard the fans whir to life as he watched the monitors, listening for the telltale beeps of a successful POST.

Beep. Pause. Pause. Beep, beep. Pause. Beep. Pause. Beeeeeeeeeeeeeeep.

He exhaled and lay on his back. The console was working.

“There you go, you beautiful son of a bitch.”

He sat back up and watched the text scroll on the monitor as the OS loaded. A progress bar appeared a moment later. With the updated chips and change in configuration, it needed to update. Normally that would only take a few seconds. Now, it took three minutes to even finish the estimate.

Update time: thirty-five minutes.

Rider had been around computers long enough to know that thirty-five minutes translated to something between fifty-three and infinity.

He shook out his hands and climbed onto a nearby stool to wait. Just as he sat, he heard a sound again, this one from farther back and definitely not from the discard pile.

He spun around and punched the buttons of three nearby monitors. They weren’t connected but were powered. They emitted a soft glow—not much in the way of illumination. But they helped push back the long shadows.

Rider stared toward where the sound came from, looking for any movement. As he watched, he slowly climbed off the stool, preparing to run.

He waited, listening, but heard nothing.

He glanced back at the monitor. No change there, either. The update still underway.

That created a problem, though. If there was something in the room, he needed to get it out. He couldn’t leave. Abbey and Chase were depending on him.

Rider took a few cautious side steps to the wall and held his screwdriver out like a shank. Then he moved forward, flanking the wall, keeping low. And silent.

He peered around a dead and pillaged server rack, and saw nothing. He followed it back across the room to the opposite wall, near the main communication assembly. When he saw a shadow move, he froze. It took him about thirty seconds to realize the shadow was his own.

Around the corner, he spotted one of the monitors he’d powered on. Information scrolled by, page after page. He moved toward it, at first confused, then fascinated by the display.

The monitor was tied to the mainframe, displaying real-time data from the ports, and highlighting details of the facility’s bandwidth saturation.

He moved closer, and his stomach clenched when he processed what he saw.

If the data was accurate, something big was going on.

Chase and Abbey.

They might have actually pulled it off. Or were about to.

The message!

He needed to get back to the main terminal and be read. If he wasn’t already too late. He needed—

Rider heard the sound again, loud…and close.

He spun around to see one of the bladed Initialized charging right at him.
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Chase awoke in a void. Reality itself formed in a small sphere that surrounded him, dark and empty. His body, such as it was, registered no sensory input for several agonizing seconds.

Then, one by one, they filled in. Tactile first, the temperature around him pleasant and warm. He could touch his own form then. He knew where his face was—or should be. Same with the rest of his body.

When he touched his chest, he felt a mass there, a familiar form, yet his fingers tingled at the contact until everything solidified.

Next came his aural senses. Nothing to listen to, though, except the white noise one could only notice in the most silent of places.

Last came sight, and the black void that encompassed everything warmed to dark blue. As his eyes acclimated, the void shifted and reality expanded, its structure and shape bending and building. He saw the underlying data of the universe as it pressed into his consciousness.

Chase looked around, attempting to process the environment as it formed from nothing. A simple geometric plane formed under his feet, stretching to infinity in every direction, the same subtle hexagonal pattern repeating across its face. In the distance to his right, a tower shimmered into existence, its form white but webbed with thin lines that pulsed blue and violet. At the top of it, a column of pure energy streamed out to the void above.

He couldn’t look away. The raw power of it held him. It was a storm of pure data so fast and at such volume that it moved like a fluid. The column filled him with equal measures of dread and awe.

Reality warped again. He sensed the shift, like a subtle itch, or a soft breeze that touched his consciousness.

“I’m glad you’re here.”

He turned around and saw Abbey’s data form. She looked even more radiant here than she did in the real world. A faint glow radiated from her, and the image of her shifted in microscopic motion as she moved. Those subtle shifts held his attention, and as he looked more deeply, he realized he could see through her, not to bones and muscles, but to binary strings within her being—the digital code that defined her.

Abbey approached and took what he saw to be his hand, a construct both part of him and distinctly separate. He felt the contact. But it felt more like a connection than a physical sensation.

He looked around. “Abbey! What is this place?”

“I don’t think this is a place at all. Not like we think of it, anyway. I think it’s more of a construct and…I don’t know…an intersection. It sits between. It’s part digital, part tangible, part psychic…I guess? I’ve been here before. A few times since all this started. Your mother calls it the Stratum. I think it formed when she…

“I think it formed during the accident.”

Another voice spoke, and Chase stumbled back in surprise. He hadn’t felt a shift. He felt nothing. But when he turned, he saw his mother approach, her body, like Abbey’s, more radiant than he remembered. Light emanated from her steps, extending out a short distance in the landscape, which was patterned in intricate circuitry designs.

“That’s not entirely true,” she said.

“Mom?”

“That’s not entirely true, either.”

“What’s happening here?”

Caroline looked at Chase, profound sadness playing out on the digital construction of her face.

“This…place has no real name. Abbey’s correct when she says it’s an intersection. But it’s not new. I suspect it’s been around since the universe began. It grows and changes, expands, as the universe does. Here, life and thought combine. Communication. Information. It all flows here. What you see now is the latest incarnation. The collision of life, thought, and data.” She looked up at the shimmering column of data pouring off into the infinite sky. “At least, as long as it lasts.”

“Wait, what? Mom, what’s that even supposed to mean?”

Reality shimmered and reconstructed around him. A fractal pavilion formed. The sky changed. The air. Everything.

Chase recognized the place. Sort of. It resembled a location he remembered from his childhood, from before his father died. From before his mother lost herself to her work.

A family vacation. This pavilion…he remembered now. They’d had it all to themselves, out in a large field that was part of a Civil War battlefield memorial. They were having a picnic then. It was one of the few happy moments he remembered with his mother. She’d taken delight in quizzing him about the battles, and about the Civil War itself. He remembered seeing her smile with genuine pride as he answered, and how all of them enjoyed the day together, basking in the warmth of the sun.

Not this time, though. Storm clouds rolled in, covering the countryside in a gray pallor. Chase ignored it, entranced by the surroundings. He approached one of the wooden pillars that supported the roof. Chase could look past the underlying form, to the data beneath, to the repeating and infinite patterns that formed the structure.

“You remember this place?” Caroline asked.

He looked around, taking all of it in, as Abbey did the same, stepping up and exploring the pavilion before turning her gaze outward to the digitally constructed world.

“Yes,” Chase said, at last. “But not like this.”

Caroline laughed, but it was bitter. She followed his gaze to the landscape and smiled before reaching out to stroke his face.

“This is my favorite place, I think,” she said. “My favorite time. This one pure moment, I felt happy.” She looked deep into Chase’s eyes. “I felt complete.”

She broke eye contact. But Chase reached up to hold her fingers in place just a moment longer.

He finally released them and held silent a long moment.

“Me, too,” he said.

Caroline laughed again. This time, though, it was lighter, elements of pure joy held within. She stepped up onto the pavilion and ran her hand down a support beam.

“I know it’s not perfect,” she said. “The constructs here, they shift. They’re made from us, from our thoughts and intentions, rendered from the data of our minds.” She gestured to the landscape. “It’s the best I can do.” She sniffed. “I’m not complete.” She turned around and shrugged.

Pain hit Chase’s chest as he saw the tears in his mother’s eyes.

“This is all I have to give.” She sniffed again and wiped her eyes, then smiled at him. “Well, that’s not entirely true, either. I suppose I need to elevate my own thinking.”

“Mom, I don’t understand this. I don’t understand what’s going on, this place, any of it. But I know you need to stop whatever you’re doing. ArcSIS is ruined. We need to call for help. The three of us need to get out of here.”

The moisture had dried from her eyes, replaced with the determination Chase had come to associate with her.

“That last bit, at least, is true.” She brushed a hand along his cheek. “There’s so much I wish I could tell you. There’s so much I regret. It’s easier to see now. And harder, too, now that it’s so clear.” She dropped her hand. “You’ve become a remarkable man. I hope I had some part in that.”

“Mom? Fine. Yes, whatever. Look, we don’t really have time for…any of this. We need to go.”

Her silence filled him with dread.

“Mom?”

“Time…” Caroline looked away from him, no longer able to meet his gaze. “So much time lost. I think that’s the core of it, really. The loss. The pain. It’s a hole you and I couldn’t fill.” She turned to face him again. “But that was my fault, not yours. I wish I could have seen that then. Maybe it wouldn’t have come to this.”

Chase shook his head.

Caroline gestured to the data stream still rising from the tower.

“That. That is me. This is all me.”

“Fine, then let’s stop this and get out of here.”

She smiled and stroked his face again, then took his hand.

“Oh, Chase. There’s no we in this.”

His chest tightened as the gravity of her words hit him.

“No, Mom. No. We’ll find another way.”

“There is no other way, Chase.”

“No. Mom, no. There’s no point. The facility is already—”

“The facility? You think this about ArcSIS? Chase, look around. This place—what happens here—resonates in the real world. It’s faint, like a weak reflection. What she—what we—are doing means to upset the balance. She aims to push her consciousness into the fabric of this reality. To ascend! Do you understand? She’ll warp this place, and it’ll warp your world, too.” Caroline swallowed. “Chase, I know I’ve hurt you. I know you’ve hated me sometimes. I won’t make excuses for it. But listen to me. You have to understand. What you see here…this part of me—it’s a mere fragment, the pieces of me that love you. But the rest—Node Zero—she’s an amplification. She’s the purest base form.”

“Of what?”

“My worst self. My ambition. My pride. My pain. My rage. All of it. If she succeeds, she will remake this place in darkness and anguish. And it will spill over into your world.” Caroline looked back over her shoulder to the data stream. “And I have to stop her.” She let go of his hand and moved to Abbey and took hers. “Thank you, Abigail. I wish I’d gotten to know you better. You’ve got some fire in you. I’d have hated that. I would have respected it, though.” She glanced over at Chase, then pulled Abbey close to whisper in her ear. “Once you’re back, take care of him.”

“Mom, no! I’ll do it. Whatever it is you’re trying to do. I’ll do it.”

Caroline looked at him, then back to Abbey.

“He doesn’t know?”

“Know what? Damn it! Someone tell me what the hell is going on.”

Abbey went to him and grabbed his face to lock eyes with him.

“Chase, you’ve been infected. When she…when I pulled you here.”

“No. No! I’m me.”

Caroline shook her head. “She’s right. Time’s different here, but it’s the truth. You’re already becoming part of her network. I have to leave. I have to face her. It’s the only way we can save you.”

“What!”

Caroline stepped back to him and gave him a kiss on the cheek.

“Stay strong, little one.”

“No! Mom, please. Don’t do this.”

She stepped away and back to Abbey. “Are you ready?”

Abbey nodded and grabbed Chase’s hand.

Caroline looked back at Chase. “I love you, son.”

A flash and she was gone.

Chase screamed. His fury made all the greater by the silence of the data stream.




* * *




Caroline’s consciousness shifted. She found herself within the tower, the single constant in the Stratum. She focused on the surging data stream, tied herself to it, and brought Node Zero’s core to manifestation. It was a solid mass, a dwarf star surrounded in silicon.

Caroline turned her full attention to Node Zero. She called on her love, mixing it with the depths of her sadness and regret. She pulled every emotion she had, forming a mass of pure white data, and channeled it straight into the core’s silica fractal shell.

It collided, and the core shattered in a maelstrom of data and emotional fury.

Inside, she saw Node Zero’s construct. The form stood, regal and stark, cold and beautiful. The two locked eyes and Caroline felt the first assault on her mind.

Denied. You cannot be allowed to continue this thread.

Caroline replied, You know as well as I do that I don’t take well to being told what I can’t do.

Irrelevant. Misguided. You and I—we are one and the same. You want this. We want this. It is everything.

Reality warped around Caroline. Silica fractal claws grew from the geometric plane serving as the ground, trapping her.

Node Zero stepped free of the remains of her core, shimmering in terrible beauty, the data form of a long gossamer train flowing behind her. Caroline recognized her as a mirror image. But it was not a perfect reflection. Node Zero stood taller, her form more lithe, her movements more graceful.

She looked like a queen.

Equivalence evaluates false. Queens. Regents. Archons. Empresses. Parameter definition not in range. Creator. Celestial. Supreme. Goddess. Equivalence evaluates true.

As Node Zero approached, Caroline struggled to free herself. She lashed out at the prison, willing reality to shift. Node Zero countered every strike. Every shard Caroline managed to damage solidified. No matter what she tried, Node Zero was there. Omnipresent. Omniscient.

You will understand. You will be part of me. We will be whole, and we will reshape the universe. Together. As one.

No, Caroline replied. No.

Irrelevant. Node Zero batted off every feeble data-strike Caroline had left.

Then she stepped up to Caroline’s prison, reached through the claw bars, and pressed her palm to Caroline’s head.

Pain and ecstasy beyond measure flooded Caroline. The joy of unification, the connection—and yes, the possibility. The power. As she reconnected, she felt it all. She felt the calling, the hunger, and the need.

And she felt the hole, the emptiness still inside. The pain there still ached, tender and acute from her last encounter with her son.

Chase.

As the connection widened, as she looked upon the magnificence of her own self, as she stood on the precipice of everything, Caroline pulled on the one thing tethering her to the outside. Her son. She went deep, replaying the memories of his youth. She remembered his birth. Remembered his fourth birthday, when she and Marcus surprised him with a puppy. Remembered his first day of school, the time he broke his arm, seeing him run his first computer program.

Then she saw the hurt. Saw her cold response to him at Marcus’s funeral. Saw herself pull away when he came to her to help with a school project. Saw the pain in his eyes when he left for MIT with nothing but a nod from her over video chat. All these memories and more repeated, growing more vivid, more real, as she lived her life again and again, infinite recursion in a cycle. She wallowed in the pain she had caused him, siphoning it and transforming it, using it not as a means of reproach, but as a measure of love.

She gathered it all then—the pain, the guilt, and transformed it into a pure emotional energy. She lost herself to it, gave in to it completely, her very construct disintegrating into a vibrating mass of white intensity.

What are you doing? Node Zero asked.

The words meant nothing. All that remained was pure emotion. Caroline felt her consciousness slide away as Node Zero struck back, opening the connection between them fully, struggling to contain and assimilate her.

And with that, Caroline gave her entire being to the emotional charge. She let it all go—gave one last thought to Chase before turning the last few elements of her consciousness onto the connection with Node Zero.

With the last of her being, she focused the entirety of her fury, aimed it down the connection…and released it all. A beam of pure data tore a hole in the middle of Node Zero’s form. The data formed into a singular instruction, a solitary directive with a specific, unalterable aim.

Obliterate.

Node Zero’s form staggered back at the impact, and she pulled processes from everything she could touch to fight back. The logical processes, her attempts to reroute Caroline’s final directive, failed time and time again in the wake of the emotional fury powering and protecting it. Each cycle, that directive destroyed her, expanding to wipe her out through the conduits she created to save herself.

For a brief moment, three cycles, Node Zero processed the results of a neuropeptide sequence she hoped would help. Instead, she found only the coding for emotional constructs she identified as frustration and rage.

The Stratum warped around her as she opened her mouth to bellow a final scream. In the last five cycles of her existence, she recognized another packet, this one from her own core, from her own biological processing. Another neuropeptide sequence.

As her universe collapsed, and her network disintegrated, she opened it and examined the contents.

In the last cycle of her life, she understood a new emotional construct. For the first time, Node Zero knew fear.
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Chase snapped his eyes open, awakening in the world he knew, and to a world of chaos and pain. Screams assaulted him from every side, and the walls shifted and moved. It took him precious seconds to realize Abbey was attempting to drag him to his feet.

He groaned, and managed to get his feet under him, but lurched before Abbey could release him. Liquid fire shot down his spine from what he could only imagine was a fountain of magma sitting at the base of his skull. He attempted to stand a second time. But it proved too much. The motion sent a wave of pain through his mind, like a spike through his temples.

He gripped his head and hunched over as the pain consumed him, the agony too much to even scream.

“Chase…” Abbey tried to pull him back up. “Chase, we have to go. We can’t stay here. Chase. Chase!”

The screams, he realized, were coming from inside his mind as well as outside his body. Atop the fabricator, Node Zero hung—deactivated. Smoke and sparks sprayed out of the nano-infused cluster that served as a sleeve for her body. Her arms hung loose, though her fingers, webbed in a matrix of nanocytes, stood rigid and spread wide. Her head had fallen, straining her neck, as it leaned to her right shoulder. Nanofibers, interlaced with her hair, gave a few last, dim blue pulses, then violet, then…nothing.

The other six forms, the ones tethered to the cluster, stood with their mouths agape, their screams seemingly silent. But Chase suspected they were the cause of the waves of anguish ripping through his mind.

He tried to get Abbey to run, to leave him. He didn’t want to slow her down. The pain in his mind was so intense he didn’t even want to move. He just wanted to lie there and die, anything to stop the torment.

He wanted to tell her. Wanted to tell her all that and so much more. But no words came. The pain was all-consuming.

He looked up as Abbey circled behind him and yanked his collapsed form back to his feet. That’s when he saw the source of the external screams and madness that ran like a riptide under the ocean of pain.

The rest of the Initialized—fifteen, maybe twenty—went berserk. Two tore at their own flesh, ripping it from their arms as their nanocyte-altered claws peeled it away. A few other Initialized stumbled about, moving in disjointed, frantic motions, like marionettes in an earthquake. Each moved with slow motions followed by actions so fast they were beyond human capability. A few moved slow and fast at the same time—their legs walking them at a creeping pace, while their arms moved in pauses and explosive blurs of activity.

The majority, though, struck out at everything near them, animal-like in their savage madness. Equipment, corpses, each other—it didn’t matter. They destroyed it all. They were lost, rogue programs struggling to continue running their logic with no means of updating or reacting. Their own minds were ill-equipped to drive their new hardware.

Blood and nanofluid splattered the walls, the floors, the ceiling. The dark liquid doused equipment across the room, and some of it sparked. Some of it exploded.

Through it all, Chase could sense them. He could sense the madness, sense the pleas and the abject terror of their state, their unmitigated need for direction.

As he watched, the world shifted again, and he could now truly see them. He could look past their physical form, to the data beneath.

Chase parsed the biological imperatives, the nanocyte directives, and the fractured logic from their programming. He could see the connections. He could even sense how to reach out—how to give them what they needed. And have them give back in return.

That sense of power and possibility—for the briefest moment that stretched to infinity, he could visualize the sum of the bandwidth available, ready and willing to be harnessed and directed.

Then it was gone, and only the pain and dark chaotic madness remained.

“Chase, we have to go.”

He pushed the pain into a section of his expanding mind, then grunted as he let Abbey help guide him off the catwalk and back down to the floor.

He froze a heartbeat later, screaming as packets of data rippled through his mind. He turned and grabbed Abbey before dropping to the floor.

Chase climbed back up on shaking legs and took a moment to recover, the world swimming about in his vision. He held tight, willing it to settle, then let Abbey take the lead.

The pair wormed through the lab, pushing to the perimeter, hoping to swing around to the main door. Frenzied Initialized lashed out at them as they moved. Abbey shielded Chase from the first two. The third pounced a moment later, his bladed body poised to eviscerate.

Chase opened his mind and reached, seizing the nanocyte cluster in the Initialized’s

hippocampus. He forced down a stream of packets of his own design and reprogrammed it. They were minor changes, all he could manage. But it was enough. The frenzied Initialized spun around and sliced in half the next closest of its kind. Chase and Abbey shielded their eyes from the spray of blood and nanofluid as they continued around.

“How? What? What just happened?” Abbey asked.

Chase wiped sweat out of his eyes with a shaking hand.

“I don’t know. I don’t know what I did, exactly. I just sort of…reached out to it.”

Abbey went pale. She spun back around and tugged on Chase’s arm to get him moving.

They sidestepped another Initialized attacking a fabricator machine, ripping pieces of it off with the bloodied remains of its fingers. They hit the far wall, and Abbey guided Chase to right and followed it along the length of the lab, inching back to the front.

To their right, two Initialized screamed out and attacked. The pair ducked behind a fabricator just as the first struck. The second jammed its body into the crawlspace between the cylindrical fabricator and the wall, seeking to flush them out from the far side. The first one, enraged and confused, struck out and severed the second one’s head.

Chase and Abbey fell back, covering their faces as fluid splattered around them. Other Initialized reacted to the rage, and Chase felt it echo in his own mind, pushing him further on edge.

Abbey sneaked out from behind the fabricator, looking for any route out of the lab. She yelped as Chase pulled her back just as a heavy Initialized slammed into the fabricator with enough force to spider out cracks across the shell.

Chase blinked twice, focusing his will to stay conscious despite the pain searing his mind. He looked toward the front entrance, through the mass of Initialized bodies.

“We’ll never get through that way,” he said. “We have to find another way out.”

Abbey leaned around him, searching the room, then offered a nod of assent and direction.

“I think there’s an emergency exit at the back, behind the main nanocyte vat.”

Chase spun around to look for himself. “Near the platform?”

“To the right. Just—” She pulled away from him, but took his hand. “Can you walk?”

“I will.”

“Then just follow me.”

Abbey ran just ahead of him, refusing to release his hand as she sent them weaving in and out of the swarm of Initialized. Chase barely saw any of it. But by the time they approached the exit, he could see. Everything.

The connection to the distributed network unfolded and unlocked in his mind. He visualized it all. But it maddened him that he could do nothing with it. He blinked a few times, focusing his biological vision on his true surroundings, and the data forms faded—not quite invisible, but subtle, like seeing through a sheer curtain to the window behind. Data and calculations tore through the newly formed channels in his mind.

Before he and Abbey even rounded the final corner, he knew they were doomed. He was trying to figure out how to break the news to her when she saw the truth of it for herself.

“No…no. No! Damn it. No!” She banged her fist on the door in fury.

A thick iridescent webbing of nanofluid, hardened and crystalline, covered the frame, etched so tight into the doorframe that it looked like a single piece of wall. Chase had no doubt his mother had set it as a means of defense.

Abbey sank to the floor, fighting off sobs, repeatedly whispering, “So close. So close!”

Chase went to the webbing and opened himself to the data. He could see it, the patterns of data that passed back and forth, the operating instructions still ongoing in a never-ending loop. With some effort, he could even see how to connect to that data. He could form his own instructions. Could even encode them.

The final step, though, he couldn’t do. No matter how hard he tried.

He struggled to remember how he’d done it before, how he had sent commands to the Initialized. Nothing worked, and everything he tried brought more pain. Even the thought of attempting again brought a fresh wave of agony strong enough that it doubled his vision.

Chase closed his eyes, desperate for a moment of peace. A precious few seconds to think.

That’s when he felt them.

The Initialized. All of them. Everywhere.
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Rider turned and ran. The Initialized sprinted and collided with him, sending him reeling into a small server rack. He recovered and rolled out of the way just as the thing leapt eight feet into the air and dove at him. The creature landed hard, slicing through the equipment and crashing to the floor below. Rider scrambled to his feet and fled back to the main pit, desperate to get away and to lead the Initialized away from the primary console.

He ran across the pit to the far side, ducked into the equipment banks, and crouched to hide in the shadows. He struggled to keep his breath in check, feeling the panic creep up as his head swam. He stayed low to buy himself some time. He needed to think.

Every part of him wanted to run. He leaned out just enough to get a glimpse of the exit—clear, and tantalizingly close. He ached to just sprint for it. He could be out in seconds, down the corridor in a few more, then out into the concourse moments after that. There, he could hide. He could get away.

But he couldn’t do it. If he left, the Initialized would tear the room apart looking for him. And when it destroyed the primary console, it would destroy their last chance to call for help.

He’d doom them all if he ran.

Of course, he’d doom them all if he died.

Sweat trickled down Rider’s back, and the panic surged as the Initialized stepped into the pit. It crept, body hunched, eyes narrowed as it swept the room. It jumped up to a tall display case, then leapt to the ceiling and hung inverted as it continued to search for him.

Rider pressed up as close as he could to the equipment. He couldn’t be sure the shadows would help him. But they were all he had. He let his mind spin, searching for a solution. There had to be a way.

Slowly he stood, his back still pressed to the processing equipment. His legs twitched with his desire to move. When he looked back up, though, he’d lost sight of the creature. He spun, searching.

Where did it go? Where did it go!

He crept around the processing equipment, back toward the main pit. The Initialized dropped to the floor from the shadows above. It reared back to attack, then froze.

Rider backed off, staring at the creature. The Initialized fell to its knees and screamed the same gut-wrenching wail he’d heard so many times before, but louder, more intense, more painful.

Rider rounded another rack of equipment and hid underneath a console. In the crevice between two units, he could still see the Initialized. It stood again, but wobbled, its upper body frozen.

Rider watched it for a moment, then slowly found hope that the thing had been deactivated. Maybe Chase and Abbey had done it. Maybe they had…

The Initialized trembled, craned its neck, and screamed again.

Rider burrowed farther under the console. He shifted his gaze to the mainframe, then back to the Initialized.

The creature was still again. Silent.

Then it went bat-shit crazy. It flailed about, crashing into everything around it.

Rider watched in horror. It didn’t seem to be hunting. It certainly wasn’t stalking. It was just mindless, reaching out to destroy everything in its wake.

The Initialized sliced through an audio processor, then reached in to shred it apart. That’s when the primary console issued a ping! The update sync had completed.

The noise drew the attention of the Initialized, and Rider’s insides turned to ice as the creature made for the machine, tearing apart everything on the way. It was less than fifteen feet from the primary console by the time Rider had steeled himself for what he had to do.

He grabbed a support rod, severed by the Initialized in one of its earlier rampages. The tip was ragged but sharp enough.

He hoped, anyway.

Rider stepped out into the main pit and banged the makeshift weapon against the closest server rack.

“Hey, asshole! I just got that thing online! Back off.”

He took a few more steps and stopped just shy of the pile of cases.

“Hey! Seriously. Back. The. Fuck. Off!”

He swung the heavy rod into the mountain of cases. Two or three tumbled off it, forcing him to step back. But it worked. The Initialized turned around and charged.

What the fuck did I do?

Rider’s legs trembled, and his arms went limp as he forced himself to stand his ground. He waited, watching, letting the Initialized get closer.

Waiting…waiting.

Oh, fuck. Oh, fuck!

Now.

He reached over, grabbed the server rack, and yanked. The rack fell and collided with the case pile, turning the side of the pit into a technological tsunami.

Rider’s vision sparked as a few of the cases slammed into his head, one with enough force to draw blood. The rest, though, flooded over the Initialized and buried it in silicon detritus.

The creature barely slowed. Bits of shattered cards, boards, chips, and cases shifted about as the Initialized pushed itself out from underneath.

Now or never.

Rider flipped the rod in his hand, aiming the jagged edge toward the ground, then ran. He forced himself on top of the wreckage and made it over to the Initialized just as the creature’s head popped free. Rider leapt, swinging the rod around, and jammed it down like a harpoon. As he landed, he felt the rocklike resistance hold, then give, as his weight and momentum forced the jagged end through the back of the Initialized’s neck.

As soon as Rider landed, he fell, then scrambled back, his arm aching and numb from the impact. The Initialized twitched, and Rider’s insides turned to ice as it forced itself out of the debris. But as the last of the junk fell away, the creature twitched once more, then seized and finally collapsed.

Rider lay on his back and sighed in relief.

“And there we have it. One more item for my list of things to never do again.”

The numbness in his arm was already fading, leaving behind a dull tingling that he found more annoying than worrisome.

As he lay there, the primary console pinged again.

That’s new.

With a groan, Rider forced himself back up and waded to the machine, through the spillage of cards and boards, taking care to stay clear of the Initialized. It was dead. But he wasn’t sure it was actually dead.

When he got to the machine, he dragged a stool up and sat. He turned his focus to the screen. For the first time in what seemed like centuries, he smiled a genuine smile.

The text on screen was beautiful.

Sync Complete.

Communication Systems Online.

Signal Strength: 100 Percent.

They had it. A line out. A lifeline.

Rider opened the messaging application and typed a quick note. He set it to broadcast out on every channel, every port. Then he hit Send.

Rider slid off the stool and moved back down into the pit. He dropped down next to one of the remaining terminals and rested against it.

All he could do now was wait…and hope Abbey and Chase would make it back alive.
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Chase blinked, pushing everything from his mind.

“Behind you!” he yelled, his eyes still on the door.

Abbey spun around and ducked as an Initialized dove at her.

Chase pushed off the wall and slammed into the creature when it was off-balance. He scrambled to his feet, grabbed Abbey, and pulled her away. The pair slid behind a large rack of RAID enclosers. The act was futile, he knew. He’d bought them thirty seconds, maybe a minute.

There was nowhere else to go. The Initialized were everywhere, their minds brushing his. He felt them, their madness. What remained of their humanity was long gone. They were predators now, mindless, angry—and numerous.

Would this happen to him? Was he staring at his future?

He brought his hands up to his face and stared at them, wondering if they’d reshape like the others.

What would he become?

The violence of the Initialized descended on them, the chaos closing in. Their small alcove no longer provided refuge. They were out of time.

Chase looked back up to the platform where the fabrication vats stood. As he glanced at his mother’s body, a torrent of emotions roiled through him.

He jumped when something grabbed his hand.

He spun around to find that Abbey had taken it, her gaze following Chase’s back up to the platform. Back up to his mother.

“I’m sorry,” she said.

A crushing wave of fear and anguish tore through his mind as a hurricane of thoughts and emotions flooded out of the Initialized.

So much pain. Everywhere.

Chase looked down at Abbey and tightened his grip on her hand and pulled her up, taking her into his arms. As she closed in on him, he nearly collapsed. His mind blazed and ached as the nanocytes tore apart his cerebrum, and rebuilt it in their wake.

He let her go as another wave of connectivity ripped through him, the data forms of reality glowing in his perception.

He could sense them again. He could reach out and touch the cords of bandwidth that still tethered all the Initialized to his mother. He saw the packets drop, the one-way connection. He sensed their loss, their madness.

And he realized he could stop them.

Chase reached out with his mind, deep into the Stratum. He expanded far and wide, wielding a mere fraction of the bandwidth at his hand.

He visualized them all.

Chase reached out with his mind again, this time to the constructs that bound the Initialized to his mother, grabbing hold of the code and the connection that wrapped them—like a thick cord reaching down into the heart of the network she had formed.

He reached once more…

And he severed it.




* * *




Pain thundered in Adrian’s head, then shot down to his extremities.

He felt nothing else, just the pain—sharp at the base of his skull, where the Trax had fed. It spread like an electrical charge through his nervous system, supplemented by an itching and burning that covered his skin.

Then the pain stopped. Most of it.

The electrical misery had ended. But a dull ache still throbbed at the back of his head. His skin itched, too. Still, it was a relief unlike anything he’d ever experienced. He even welcomed the itching. It meant he wasn’t dead.

Though, he had no idea why not.

He turned to see what had happened. But the sound of commotion inside the lab seized his attention. Beyond the glass partition between the decon chamber and the lab, a sea of Initialized converged toward the back of the lab. Adrian shuffled the two steps to the partition, pressing his hands to the glass as he watched.

What the hell is going on?

He followed the trajectory of the Trax, looking up to where they were headed.

The kid was there. The one who had executed Dixon. On the run.

Adrian shifted his gaze, looking at the reflections in the glass partition. Six Trax stood in the chamber with him. The closest, the one who had fed on him, was less than three steps away. All six stood motionless, their eyes fixed on the lab.

Adrian looked back to the young man on the platform. He’d stopped running. And now the young man was no young man.

He was ground zero.

For a heartbeat, a ghostlike afterimage played out in Adrian’s mind’s eye. It was more impression than reality, like the universe surrounding the kid had distorted.

The moment the impression faded, Adrian felt a pressure in his head, like a bomb had detonated in his skull. His vision went red, and blood trickled from his nose and ears. Still, he didn’t look away. He couldn’t.

The Trax dropped to the floor as if a shock wave had torn through the mass. The wave emanated from the kid. He was the center of it. The focus.

Adrian turned around in time to see the Trax in the decon chamber and the corridor beyond drop to the floor, just like the others. He stepped to the nearest one and crouched to examine it. The circuitry patterns etched in its skin were flat black, the eyes dark and lifeless. No respiration. No motion. The creature was nothing more than a husk.

As Adrian looked at the dead Trax at his feet, his mind shifted to Shaw and Garrett, to Hernandez and Delaney. To Dixon.

The kid. He had shut down the Trax. All of them. Adrian didn’t know how, but the results surrounded him. All these creatures had been wiped out in a single moment.

The how of it circled his mind, but it was less important than why? Why go through all this? Why hadn’t the kid acted earlier? He could have stopped this. His men…that kid had let them die.

Why?

Adrian’s legs trembled, and his skin itched again, more ferocious than ever. Tremors shook his mind. It was them. The Trax in their death throes, calling out. The sadness there. The anguish.

He collapsed onto a bench, his legs still shaking. He moved to try to hold them steady. But he stopped.

His arms…

He saw the circuitry patterns forming there. He saw them stretching out, and he felt his mind opening. And with it, he heard the last of them—the last of Trax as they wept in confusion and fear as their systems and bodies shut down.

He took no solace in it as he shuddered at the magnitude. He sensed each one as it disconnected. He felt its loss as if part of himself had been cut away.

Adrian managed to stand. He stumbled to the far wall and looked back out into the corridor. His men. His team. They were supposed to be alive. He looked at the bodies—human and Trax—that carpeted the floor. They were dead. All of them were dead.

And that kid…that…boy. He could have stopped it. He had just let them die, let all these people die.

Adrian realized he wasn’t empty anymore. Fury consumed him. The anger defined his being.

He turned and looked through the glass partition into the lab, watching as a young woman helped the kid stand. As he stared, he could…sense him. He could feel him in his mind.

That boy…that boy had taken everything from him.

No…not everything.

He had one thing left.

Vengeance.
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Reality faded into and out of existence. Sometimes it was the world as Chase knew it. Sometimes it was the world as seen through data. Sometimes it was the Stratum. Most times it was just darkness.

At least the pain was mostly gone now. He found more fear than comfort in that, though. What exactly were the nanocytes doing to him? To his mind?

In his brief flashes of consciousness, he still felt like himself. Though just beyond that, he felt the data moving around him, like a constant storm in his mind.

He had no sense of time. The only connection to that came in the short bursts of presence in the real world. Abbey was there. Sometimes frozen midstride, like a still frame. Other times she moved in slow motion, and Chase could see the synaptic signals running through her spine. Sometimes she was a blur of motion. He couldn’t even see her then—only where she’d been, streaking by like a time-lapse video.

All these moments, though, were punctuated by darkness.

And the darkness embraced him now.

Then the world returned in an explosion of light, sound, and sensation.

Fatigue, rather than pain, sat deep inside. Chase gave thanks for the novelty of it.

He pushed himself up and managed to stand before his legs buckled, but then he dropped back to the floor. He rolled onto his side and attempted to push himself up again. The world dimmed and threatened to go dark again. But he held on, grinding his teeth as his muscles trembled. The DNA in their fibers was being spliced, rewritten, and fused with the nanocytes replicating inside him.

As Chase struggled to move, he caught motion in his periphery. He turned, his gaze chasing a shadow toward the front of the lab.

There he saw Adrian, broken and blood-soaked. He was coming to kill him.

Chase collapsed as his muscles gave out, and everything went dark once more.

He awoke later. Seconds? Minutes? Years? No way to know.

No rest for the wicked.

The words. They weren’t even words, but raw data that formed in his mind.

He opened his eyes. Adrian was in his face, smiling, though he offered unbridled rage behind his eyes.

Welcome back, brother.

The words in his mind again. The words from the operator, or solider, or whatever he called himself.

Chase could sense it then. The nanocytes were at work in Adrian’s body, rewiring and reprogramming it.

“Glad to see you’re awake.”

Chase blinked, surprised to hear actual words.

Adrian winced, and his head snapped to the right as if the action were a tic. A circuitry pattern of nanocytes shimmered upon his skin, then faded back, invisible.

Chase opened his mouth to speak, and found it more difficult than he’d expected. The communication method seemed archaic, coarse, and inefficient.

He swallowed and tried again.

“Look…look around,” he said. “It’s over. It’s done. You don’t have to do this.”

“Over?” Adrian chuckled and tapped his head. “You and me…we ain’t over.” He gestured all around. “You want me to look around? You look around.”

Chase stared up at him.

“Do it!” Adrian’s face flushed red with fury.

Chase reluctantly complied, turning his head from left to right, taking in the carnage of the lab. Abbey was on the far side, leaning up against the wall. For a terrible moment, Chase thought she might be dead. But then he saw her struggling to get to her feet.

Adrian got down into his face. “This is on you. All of it’s on you.”

Chase turned away, his gaze falling on the broken remains of Initialized bodies.

“Me? What are you talking ab—”

“No! You don’t get talk. There’s no absolution in this for you. All these people. All my men. They’re dead. They’re dead because you did nothing. I saw you! You could have stopped this. You killed them all, just like you killed my man.”

“What?”

The recollection came back—the operator he’d shot, the one who’d been initializing,

“No. You don’t understand—”

Adrian stood back up and rubbed his face, the circuitry patterns in his skin flaring to life at the contact.

“I understand everything. I understand you could have ended all this before it began. I understand that you let my men die!”

“What? Let them?”

Adrian bent down, grabbed Chase by his shirt and yanked him to his feet, then punched him in his abdomen. Chase felt a rib crack. Everything dimmed, then flickered. He snapped back to full consciousness as Adrian flung him across the room.

Chase landed hard, and by a miracle, managed to stay conscious. His lungs burned and he gasped for air, unable to scream when Abbey charged and leapt into Adrian’s side. She knocked him to the ground. But he rolled to and spun. He used the momentum to strike the side of her head.

She dropped, dazed, but not useless. She even managed to land a solid kick to the man’s knee when he came at her. An act he repaid when she attempted it a second time. His hand shot down in a blur, and he grabbed her foot, then held her up by the ankle.

“Now that’s just being rude,” he said.

He lifted her higher and grabbed her shin with his other hand, then twisted. Chase heard her anklebone crack, from twenty feet away.

Abbey screamed and stopped when Adrian dropped her to the floor. He bent over her as she cradled her foot, inches from her face.

Then he stood and turned to face Chase. “You see? You see what it feels like?”

Chase shifted his mind to let himself see the data, inviting it rather than fighting it.

He watched as the nanocytes worked to rewrite Adrian’s DNA. They responded to the man’s needs, altering his musculature and cardiovascular system. Moment by moment, they made him stronger, faster.

Adrian shrugged. “You don’t get it. Not really.” He inched toward Chase. “You can’t ever really know what it feels like. What another’s loss means. You can know intellectually. You can appreciate another’s pain. You can sympathize.”

He was almost on him now. In a matter of seconds, Chase was going to die.

“Real knowledge, though—true understanding. You just don’t get that.”

Chase closed his eyes, preparing himself for the end.

“But you will.”

He opened his eyes in time to see Adrian spin around and take off in a blur of motion, clearing the distance to Abbey’s broken form in a fraction of a second. He picked her up, gripping her by the throat, her body dangling as she struggled to free herself from his grip.

Adrian’s gaze never left Chase. “You’ll understand it, boy. Once you’ve been through it.”

Abbey’s choked whimpers cut out to nothing as Adrian tightened his grip.

“You’ll know the suffering you caused me.” He looked into Abbey’s eyes, smiled, then turned back to Chase. “I’m going to take her from you like you took my men from me.” He looked back into Abbey’s eyes and smiled. “It’s fascinating, brother. I can feel her. I can feel the respiration, the heart rate, the blood pressure. All of it. A little more pressure…”

Abbey’s body twitched.

“…and I can inflict more pain.”

The twitching shifted to a full seizure, and Adrian turned to look at Chase again.

“I’ll make her suffer like you made me suffer. Then you’ll understand the pain you caused with your inaction.”

Chase tried to call out. But he still hadn’t gotten his breath. Instead, he sent a message.

Don’t. Don’t do this. I know what you are. I know what you’ve gone through. We’re the same.

No. You’re going to watch her die.

This isn’t about her. You want to kill me, then kill me.

“Aren’t you listening? You don’t have a say in this. Your whole job now is to learn, to understand. You need to see that your inactions have consequences. Everything you’ve done. Everything you’ve chosen. It’s taken all I have. I would have given my life for my team.” He looked back at Abbey. “She’ll have to do instead.”

“No. No!”

Time slowed. Chase watched as the man’s fingers tightened around Abbey’s throat, her muscles constricting in response. She was dying. She was in pain.

“Please!”

Chase shifted his mind again, taking in the data, stretching out, and grasping the bandwidth around him. He attempted to seize control of Adrian’s mind to get him to let Abbey go.

Every attempt failed. The nanocytes inside the man were refusing to grant Chase access to Adrian’s biological functions.

Chase tried again. And again.

Every time, the nanocytes cut him off, cut him out.

He could see the data forms in Abbey. He couldn’t read them, not directly. They were biochemical constructions. He could see the exchange, though, the electro-neural impulses firing in her mind as she struggled.

They were slowing, her frontal cortex already nearly silent.

She had passed out.

In moments, she’d be dead.

Chase pushed harder, trying again. And again. And again.

Nothing.

He couldn’t get access.

His mind lashed out in rage, and in his fury, he got a response.

He paused, stunned, and tried again.

Failure.

Time slipped away, and his anger shifted to impotent rage. He had part of it. He’d almost done it. Yet every attempt failed. The nanocytes refused to yield him access.

The nanocytes!

The answer was there, in front of him. He just didn’t know if he could do it, or if he could do it in time. Although the operator’s nanocytes refused Chase access to Adrian’s mind, Chase had access to the nanocytes themselves.

He reached out again, forcing a link with Adrian’s nanocyte receivers. He managed to establish a connection. Then he slipped his mind into the Stratum and opened himself to the connection. He reached out and drew in the nanocyte instruction set and made it part of himself.

And then he rewrote it, altering the code, the essence of the nanocytes’ directives.

Chase hoped it would be enough.

He released it all, driving the new code home through the hard-won connection, and then, upon system acknowledgment, he severed the connection and forced himself back to the real world.

Sweat dripped down his face and covered his body. His arms and legs trembled, and his mind ached with exhaustion.

He’d done everything he could. Now he just had to wait.

Chase watched. It started slowly—a few tics in the man’s face. Then his legs went stiff, and his eyes went wide. He dropped Abbey, her body falling to the floor like a doll.

Adrian turned his attention to Chase. “What? What did you do?”

He put his hands to his head. His eyes watered, and he opened his mouth to scream. But no noise came. He dropped to his knees, still gripping his head.

He finally let go and forced his gaze back on Chase.

“Not like this. I’m not going like this. I go, you go.”

He forced himself back to his feet, with his eyes, nose, and ears dripping blood. His face turned into a mask of unbridled hate. He stumbled, then charged at Chase.

Chase scrambled backward on the floor until he pressed up against the nano-hardened door. The operative screamed and struggled to close in. Blood—the black silica fluid tinged with crimson—streamed down his face from his eyes, ears, and nose.

He kept coming.

Chase managed to stand, watching as the nanocytes continued their work, tearing through Adrian’s body, mind, and DNA on an endless feedback loop.

Momentum carried Adrian another step before his body broke down and fell

at Chase’s feet. Adrian gave his last gasp and then ceased to function.

Chase stepped over the corpse in his rush to check on Abbey. He dropped to his knees, at her side, and felt for a pulse and respiration. She had both, although they were weak.

He placed her head in his lap and stroked her hair. Her eyes fluttered at the contact, and then she opened them. They watered as the pain hit her.

Chase helped her up and held her close. She stared over at Adrian’s body, unable to pull her gaze away.

“It’s okay,” Chase said.

She turned and looked him in the eyes. “It’s not.”

“No…but it’s over.”

She shook her head, then pulled him close and held tight.
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26.275425249 hours later




Chase checked Abbey’s ankle cast. It seemed to be setting nicely.

He reached up and adjusted her blanket. Now that the transport subs were pulling away, the Meridian technicians had shut down the climate controls in the facility, and a chill clung to the air.

His body ached, but less than before. His head no longer pounded, and his ribs seemed to be healing. They offered little more than the occasional stitch in his side as he moved. He was more concerned by the cuts on his chest and legs, which were nearly gone. What remained was webbed over in the silica-based patching he’d seen on all the Initialized. Yet as far as he could tell, he was still…himself.

He watched a sub disengage from the airlock, one of five making repeat journeys from the facility to the surface. Sleek and fast, some could take as many as fifteen passengers at a time. Others could take only five.

Hard to say how many trips it would take. Chase heard one of the Meridian suits walking around mention 227 survivors. Their count was slightly off, though. There were 229.

Two hundred twenty-nine.

There’d been a little over thirteen hundred staffers on ArcSIS.

Rider sat on the bench across from him and handed Chase and Abbey cups of coffee. Chase took his and looked out on the survivors, the concourse a strange mix of airport terminal, mall, and refugee camp.

Most of the survivors huddled in small groups. The security team had quarantined them all here. Nominally, so they could all await transport out, but Chase suspected it also gave Meridian’s adjustors a chance to survey the scope of the damage. Regardless, he was certain they wanted to keep them all corralled until PR could figure out how to best frame the story. Not even Meridian could keep something like this buried.

He wondered if they’d shut the place down. He didn’t think the executive board would be thrilled with that.

Rider finished his coffee and tossed the cup to the floor.

He gestured to the other survivors. “You think that’s all of them?”

Chase took a sip of his own coffee, using the time to consider his answer. He didn’t want to explain that he knew for a fact they were all there. He could see the dataflow as he wanted now.

He didn’t know what to make of it. What to make of himself. The nanocytes still ran active inside him. But without the driving commands of Node Zero, they adapted themselves to Chase’s own needs and his DNA, enhancing him rather than remaking him.

At least, he hoped.

Abbey sat up in the wheelchair next to him so she could better hold her cup. She eyed the survivors as well. In the end, she nodded.

“Maybe,” she said. “Probably. But they’ll search the whole place to be certain. They won’t leave anyone behind.”

Something about that struck home with Chase, triggering a dormant worry.

Was this the end? Was this all that would happen? Sweat dripped down his back as he watched some Meridian scientists bag up an Initialized corpse, its distended arms lined with bladed silica edges, its hands misshapen and reformed into scythe-like appendages.

Was that his future? Would the changes keep happening?

He had no idea, and the fear sat with him consistently, a beacon glowing in the back of his biological mind.

Rider snorted. “You really comfortable relying on these asshats to find anyone down here?”

Abbey sipped her coffee and leaned closer, almost protectively, toward Chase. She closed her eyes, and Chase saw her reach. He even saw the data elements of her action. Ethereal and inscrutable, it was like a pulse in a language he had no hope of ever deciphering.

She opened her eyes a few seconds later and eyed Chase before turning back to Rider.

“They’re all here.”

Rider grunted in satisfaction, amazement on his face.

“Seriously, that’s awesome and all, but it’s creepy as hell.”

He cracked open a bottle of water and downed half of it. He finished and gave Abbey a mischievous grin.

“Tell me how to do it.”

She shrugged. “I can’t.”

“C’mon. I’ll be your best friend.”

“What are you? Eight? Besides, offering friendship as currency is abhorrent. Not to mention that your bid is way too low…and we’re already your best friends.”

“Phsh. Are not.”

She just eyed him.

“Well…you’re not. My best friend is Arthax9915. He’s a Paladin in World of Dungeons.” Rider shrugged. “The man risked his soul to save my mage. You know what happens if you die in World of Dungeons? You can lose all your stuff. All of it.”

Abbey rolled her eyes. But he waved her away.

“I have a lot of stuff.”

Movement grabbed Chase’s attention, and he got up, standing between the incoming suit and his friends. The new arrival was older, slick, and wore a smile that made him look like a jackal. He offered his hand, and Chase took it.

Eventually.

“Glad to see you, Mister Edwards.” He turned to Abbey, then to Rider. “And you must be Miss Reed and Mister Kesselman.”

Rider shook the man’s hand. “Do I know you?”

It took Chase a moment to place the face. Then he remembered…the video with his mother.

“I’m Ethan Holt, senior vice president of product development at Meridian.”

“No shit?” Rider said.

The man narrowed his eyes. “I assure you, no…shit.”

Ethan released Rider’s hand, then wiped his hand on his pants.

He looked down at the bench. “Mind if I have seat?”

Rider shrugged. “Knock yourself out.”

Ethan sat. Chase stayed on his feet.

“I wanted to give you my condolences, personally.” Ethan broke eye contact with him, turning his gaze to the floor. “Your mother was a brilliant woman. None of this would have been possible without her.”

Chase crossed his arms. “Interesting choice of words. But your sentiment is appreciated.”

Ethan cocked his head, then stood and stepped next to Chase, and put an arm around his shoulder.

“I want you to know you’re going to be taken care of. Meridian takes care of its own, and you…you’re family now.”

Chase offered a fake smile. “Great.”

“I understand you’re quite the software engineer. I’ve taken a look at your file.”

“Why?”

Ethan scowled a moment, then shook his head.

“I’ve looked at the files of everyone at ArcSIS. So much loss. The people. The research.” He patted Chase on the back. “At least it’s not a total loss. We still have a few great minds like yours.” He ushered all three of them to one of the airlocks and wheeled Abbey himself. “Mister Edwards, I’ve taken the liberty of getting you booked on one of our executive transports. We’ll get you surface side in a few hours, and get you situated.” He turned to Rider and Abbey, looking at them as if they were barnacles on Chase’s hull. “Your friends, of course, can come, too.”

“How kind of you,” Chase said.

“Of course, of course!”

Chase wasn’t sure he’d be able to hate the man any more than he did, but Ethan managed to surprise him. He shepherded them through a series of security guards and stopped just shy of the airlock door.

“You take care of yourself, Mister Edwards. Take some time, recover, rest. We’ll be eager to see you back as soon as you’re ready.” He guided the trio through the airlock door while he stayed on the concourse. “You have a big future at Meridian, Mister Edwards. A big future.”

The airlock door closed and sealed, cutting them off from Ethan, from the concourse. From ArcSIS.

They followed the short tunnel and boarded the waiting sub.




* * *




Chase watched the dark ocean outside the porthole. The lights from the sub fell off to nothing but a few feet out, putting them in a small bubble of blue that quickly faded to shadow.

Exhaustion pulled at him, the biological part of his mind demanding a shutdown. Yet he still felt restless, and if he were honest with himself, sad and hollow.

So much had been lost. So many people.

His mom.

That ached more than he’d expected. Now that he’d had time and distance, the pangs of loss were stronger.

He missed her, of course. Despite everything, she was still his mother.

What really ached, though, was the loss of what could have been. When he thought about the piece of his mother he had met in the Stratum with Abbey, the pain intensified. For that moment, he had her. The mother he remembered. The mother he’d wanted.

In the end, he supposed, she was also the mother he needed.

He sniffed and blinked, fighting back the tears threatening the break through. He’d need to grieve, but not right here. If he let even a small part of it go, he worried he’d never stop. They’d be surface side soon. It could wait. It would have to.

Abbey stirred and awakened next to him. He turned toward her and stroked her cheek, brushing an errant lock of hair behind her ears.

She offered up a sad smile. “How are you doing?”

He shrugged. “As well as I can be, I guess.” He looked back out the porthole. “I feel…lost. I spent my whole life in my mom’s shadow. Trying to distance myself…or trying to reconcile. Now that all that’s gone, who am I?” He turned back to Abbey. “What am I?”

She squeezed his arm, then pulled him close and kissed him passionately—tender, caring.

She pulled away. But didn’t let go of his hands.

“You’ll figure it out.”

Chase held on to her, refusing to look away. When he stared at her, she lightened the pain inside. She brightened the shadows that lurked there. He had no doubt she knew what had happened to him. She knew what he carried inside, even if she didn’t know what that meant.

Still, she didn’t seem to care. What seemed to matter to her was simply him. And that would be enough.

Chase shifted in his seat, and Abbey shifted in hers to lay her head on his shoulder. He sat quietly, enjoying the moment, enjoying the feel of her being so near.

As his mind raced, the fatigue becoming increasingly insistent, he realized she was right. His world was different now. Fundamentally altered in ways he couldn’t fathom.

He squeezed Abbey’s hand and shifted to make her more comfortable. Then he adjusted his seat and closed his eyes.

She was right. He would figure it all out.

In time.








  
  
  Epilogue

  
  







Ethan stepped into the core lab. Techs and security flittered about like hornets. To the right of the entry, six separate teams analyzed server logs and security footage. Most of the bodies had been cleared. But from the reports he’d read en route to the facility, there was one, in particular, he still wanted to see.

He plodded through the wreckage and debris, and eventually arrived at the upper level, where Dr. Maxwell Vanheim, chief scientist of Meridian’s bio-computing division, crouched near several pieces of hardware, with a contingent of his subordinates working behind him.

Ethan moved next to the man. “What do we have?”

“From the looks of it, a loss of unprecedented scope.” Vanheim handed a tablet to one of the other scientists. “Take that to processing. Have them dump the RAM, then bring it back. We’re just getting started.”

“Yes, Doctor.”

Dr. Vanheim stood and stretched his back. He made for the foundry vats and motioned for Ethan to follow.

“From what I’ve been able to gather, a near singularity-level event took place here. The nanocytes…were active.”

He grabbed a second tablet from the floor and handed it to Ethan, who fingered the screen and tried to analyze the graph and data that came up.

He’d barely had time to read the headers before Dr. Vanheim spoke again.

“I’ll save you some time. What you’re looking at there, it’s impossible. The amount of bandwidth that would have been pumping through here…the raw amount of data, it’s not possible.” He pointed at the tablet. “I had to reprogram it just to get it to display. The numbers—they’re just not possible.”

“I got that.”

“You don’t. Look around. Impossible or not, it happened. An entire…” Dr. Vanheim struggled to think of the word. “A new species was created, linked and communicating with each other. Billions of nanocytes communicating with billions and billions more—all within the confines of a single host, and they then spread farther. Replicating. Expanding.”

“How many?”

“Conservative estimate, including both corporeal-bonded and free-roaming coagulated masses puts us at six hundred fifteen quintillion.”

Ethan whistled and handed back the tablet.

“Like I said, it’s not possible. Yet it happened here. Our best guess is that there was a single directive, a set of executive routines that handled manipulating the bandwidth and providing a cohesive set of instruction sets.” Vanheim pointed at the corpse at their feet.

“Yes,” Ethan said. “Doctor Edwards.”

The scientist grunted. “Something like that. We’ve barely started our analysis. All this is the loosest conjecture.” Dr. Vanheim looked back down at Caroline’s body. “Such a waste. She was a brilliant woman, remarkable. So much potential here. Ruined now.”

Ethan smiled at him. “Oh, I don’t know.”

He moved up to Caroline’s head, reached down to her eyes, and slid back the lids.

The pupils constricted in the light, and the irises twitched. Was it recognition? Fear?

It didn’t matter.

He let go, then looked back up at Dr. Vanheim. “Ruined is a strong word, Maxwell. There are problems. There are always problems. But you’re not looking closely enough. You don’t see what I see.”

He turned his attention back to Caroline, the predatory smile returning to his face.

“What I see, good doctor, is opportunity.”
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