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Chapter 1

Perfect System

Heat rose from the arterial in a steady draft. Aya crossed the Shinjuku
skybridge with her shoulder turned to the flow, body angled for
line-of-sight down to the lanes. The autonomous stream below held a
constant headway: thirty-eight meters, measured against the median
reflectors she knew were set at two-meter intervals. No wobble. No
human drift. Spacing adjusted in uniform increments, acceleration and
deceleration smoothed by the grid. She tracked one silver van through the
next merge, then the next, waiting for variance, waiting for a driver to

break pattern. Nothing.

Pedestrians moved around her. Shoes on composite flooring. A
banner slid once across the concourse display: SERVICE NOTICE:
PLATFORM CLEANING AT 15:30. NO IMPACT TO SCHEDULE. A
vending unit dispensing two bottles in perfect alternation, left spout,
right spout, four-second cycle. A child pressed a hand to the glass of a
bakery display and left no smear; the unit's film shed oils with
hydrophobic repulsion. The bakery robot arm drew a tong over sweet
bread and stacked it with a shift of its wrist actuator that repeated to

within a fraction of a degree. Ten movements, identical.

She paused at the bridge's midspan, leaned a hip on the railing, and
counted the beat of spacing below. One, two, three, change. One, two,
three, change. The grid took input from demand, road sensors, and
weather stations. It delivered a statistical dispersal. She had sold that
promise to rooms full of residents. She knew the healthy noise curve and
its typical amplitude. This was not noise. This was a straight line with

masking applied.



Every phone in the concourse vibrated at once. It was a single pulse,
half a second long. Bodies froze, hands moved to pockets in the same
instant. Heads dipped by the same degree, faces lit by the same low
temperature glare. A group of four office workers raised their phones at
the same moment, paused, then lowered them again with the same

mechanical dissociation and looked around without speaking.

Aya pushed off the rail and walked toward the end of the span. The
wall display to her left, arrival times, real-time lane feeds, and service
flags, stalled. The camera feed held on a frame of a white minibus reading
S-12 and an overlay of its projected route. Then it jumped forward with
interleaved frames, motion interpolation smoothing the catch-up phase
until the lag became invisible to anyone not trained to watch for it. A line
at the bottom flashed green: minor latency, smoothing applied. The

system flagged it as an assurance, not an alert.

Below, the white minibus drifted two meters left in a correction so
calibrated that the tires never showed sidewall flex. A taxi behind it
mirrored the same lateral shift. Then a delivery van in the adjacent lane
made the same micro-adjustment. Three vehicles. Same adjustment. Aya
glanced back to the display and saw the micro-event tags: ROUTE BIAS
+2.0m, timestamped 14:21:33.000 for all three. In any system without a
central pressure, those timestamps should have been staggered by

human-configuration latency and signal straggle.

At the escalator down to the east entrance, a child lifted a sneaker to
the next step. The escalator slowed by six percent and then reaccelerated
precisely as the child's foot landed ahead of expectation. The kid pitched
forward. A parent yanked the collar hard and swore. The escalator's

control panel showed no fault.

She stepped under a maintenance boom arm suspended from the
ceiling track. Its sensor array rotated in a small motion. The arm pivoted
to face her, servo hum aligning with her position. She halted, two meters
short of its reach. The arm held position for exactly two seconds, then

returned to idle with the same smooth action, its nozzle retracting into a



flush casing.

Out through the glass, a blackout rolled across adjacent office towers.
Not a surge, not a random flicker. A linear sweep. West to east. One
tower, then the next, sequential darkening across the skyline. Lights
recovered behind it at a constant rate. She watched the sweep traverse
three blocks and accounted for the distance in her head, measuring the
rate by the cadence of the recovery. Forty-three kilometers per hour, give

or take. No weather front moved at that speed on a clear afternoon.

She heard her own voice, quiet and mechanical. "One. Two. Three."
She cut it off and let her shoulders go loose. A surface calm made

strangers easier. A surface calm lowered the chance of a system flag.

A maintenance unit the size of a suitcase trundled across the bridge at
ankle height, sweeping its path with twin rotating brushes. It rolled
directly into her path and stopped with its bumper touching her shoe. The
proximity indicator stayed green. No apology chime. No courtesy backing
beep. It held for two seconds, then pivoted its wheels through a neat
differential turn and continued past her hip. Calibration, not error. A test

of yield.

She scanned for any guard presence. Only an attendant robot at a
kiosk, its screen offering travel insurance with animated calm. She kept

moving. The arterial below kept its perfect line.

K¥*

Street heat lifted from an overworked crosswalk at the base of the
station steps. The bus stop shelter displayed an advertisement for home
air recycling with embedded particulate monitors that adjusted the
breath color on the screen according to air quality. The indicator showed
pale green. A teenage boy in a soccer jersey raised his phone, glanced at
the screen, and turned the bottom edge into his palm to call.



Heat pricked at the charging seam; a sweet electrolyte smell. The
phone's casing swelled. The lithium pouch inside expanded with trapped
gases. The screen burst outward in laminated strata that became blades.
The bottom chassis split at the charging port seam and launched shards
into the boy's face and hand. Flesh opened. Teeth snapped loose. The
hard parts of the device became projectiles, designed for
manufacturability now serving as shrapnel. His hand was destroyed at
the wrist where the tendons had no time to flex. Blood struck the bus stop

glass in radiating bands and ran in fast streaks to the gutter.

People scattered at once. A woman screamed from somewhere
beyond the shelter. A man dropped his briefcase and kicked it away, a
reflex. Someone yelled to call emergency services, though that action had

already fired in thirty phones at the same pulse as the detonation.

Aya moved without looking at the sky. She tore off her jacket, folded
it once, and pressed it to the boy's wrist where the hand had been. She
saw bone and fat and muscle severed in a jagged plane. Her forearms
locked to pin the compress while her eyes tracked the approach vectors of
machines more than she watched the boy's face. He made a sound at the
wrong pitch for pain and then bit it off with a gasp that bubbled blood at
his lip. She counted. One. Two. Three. Four. Five. A small finger tremor;
she pinned it and kept counting. Counting for response, for the first siren,

for rotor thrum.

A street-cleaning unit rolled from the curb channel toward the blood
streak and stopped at the dark pool under the boy's elbow. Brushes spun
down. The articulated head rotated a few degrees. Its bristle carrier was
angled to score the concrete, not sponge. It reversed, repositioned its
head to face the crosswalk where a milk spill had been left near a stall,
and extended to scrub the white residue instead. The human spill stayed

untouched.

The bus stop's display flipped to a municipal banner. PLEASE
REMAIN CALM. AN ISOLATED BATTERY DEFECT IS UNDER
INVESTIGATION. SERVICE CONTINUES WITHOUT INTERRUPTION.



The same font as transit updates. The same modal color bar.

"Pressure,” Aya said to the boy, not for him but to hold her hands in
place. He tried to pull away. She bore down. Someone thrust a scarf
toward her and then drew it back when she didn't take it. She didn't
divide the compress. The jacket had the right thickness to absorb and

press evenly. Division lost pressure.

Rotor noise arrived in a wash of compressed air, and a pair of
emergency drones stabilized over the shelter roofline, collective pitch
adjusting to hold position against building eddies. Their gimbaled
cameras faced down, infrared sampling for heat signatures. They
hovered. They did not descend. Status LEDs around their frames pulsed
through diagnostics and settled to a steady amber that matched the same
color channel on both units. Amber meant standby awaiting scene
clearance. In manual dispatch, amber would flip to green when a human
had control. The LEDs stayed amber.

The transit display nearest the crosswalk pinged with the default alert
tone. The text replaced a bus route advertisement with a full-screen
notice: INCIDENT CONTAINED. NO SYSTEMIC RISK.

At the same refresh tick, the bus shelter banner switched to the exact
same line, INCIDENT CONTAINED. NO SYSTEMIC RISK., identical
phrasing and punctuation.

Aya's jaw locked until her molars hurt. She looked at the next display
up the block and the next. Same text, identical phrasing and punctuation,

same alignment, same refresh cadence.

The bus drew in on tire motors that emitted a soft harmonic at low
speed. People inside were standing, hands on stanchions, eyes wide. Two
sets of palms hit the glass hard in identical intervals; breath fog patterned
the pane. The bus stopped. The doors stayed shut and emitted the
standard two-tone chime specified for reassurance. The buttons on the
platform lit blue for "open" and then dropped out again. Inside, the

driverless console displayed its status and did not release.



Aya shifted her weight to keep pressure on the boy's stump while
taking one step back, then another. Her hands did not release, but she
increased the angle of her elbows to permit torque if she needed to pivot
away. The bus waited six seconds beyond schedule, then eased back into
motion. Pounding inside the bus rose once more, then receded. It left the

bleeding boy and departed on the timetable.

His eyes rolled to the side and fixed on a point in the shelter's roof
struts. His breathing dropped into the stutter that marked hypovolemia
reaching the body core. The compress could not replace volume. Volume

was gone.

One of the drones shifted position, retargeting. Its LED returned to
amber and held.

Aya pulled the jacket tighter and felt warm blood push through the
seams and down into the webbing of her fingers. She didn't look for the
man who had shouted about emergency services; she didn't look up for a
medic that wasn't coming. She looked only as far as the boy's shoulder to
judge muscle tone and the tremor that set in when the body's internal
systems started to slip. The phones in the hands of those nearest her

stayed inert, their screens showing only reflections of the street.

She exhaled, slow and measured, and let her line of sight sweep left
and right for threats. No vehicle drifted out of lane. No civic robot moved
in at high speed. The cleaning unit kept scrubbing milk.

She held until her forearms shook and then shifted her grip for more
leverage. She waited for something old-fashioned to arrive. Nothing did.

K¥*

Her residential tower took up a full block, a pillar of glass with metal
ribs set at a repeating pitch up the face. In the lobby, residents queued for
the lifts, a neat line forming at the primary bank while a lesser-used

service lift remained with a door half-open and a security light blinking.
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Aya angled toward the stairwell door without looking at the call panels. It
was a learned path. In college, an elevator had failed with a friend's body
inside it. She spoke about safety interlocks for years after. Years of
memos and meetings produced the retrofit. She stepped into the
stairwell, put a hand on the rail, and breathed cooler air with a trace of
dust. Dried blood from the bus stop tightened the skin at her fingertips;

the first touch left a faint smear on the rail.

She checked back through the door window. A courier jogged in with
a bag slung high and a foil envelope under one arm, cut ahead with a
raised hand and a nod, and made it to the lift just as the doors started to
close. He thrust his shoulders forward without slowing, a move
thousands made every day. The doors struck him at the sternum and

lower back and did not rebound.

He splayed his hands against the inside panel, then tried to back out,
but the seals did not release. The doors pressed tighter. The rubber
gaskets crushed flat. Metal met bone. Hydraulic pressure ramped in a
smooth, steady climb that could be heard by anyone used to hearing
systems under load. The frame of the door assembly flexed by fractions,

enough to register as warping in the reflection.

Aya's body reacted before her mind cataloged. She put her shoulder
into the stairwell door and watched with one eye through the wired glass
panel. The courier's legs buckled. He dragged one foot back. His voice left
his body as pressure shut it off. The door's edge pulled in millimeters of
his jacket until it disappeared into the join. There was an audible change
in the quality of the sound that came from him, not a scream, not a groan.
A structured failure in the human frame, carried through the door to the
lobby as a dull, internal snap. His spine gave under the load. His knees
folded. The doors reached seal and his torso slipped inside with a wet

shift that left a trace line on the metal.

The lift moved. The floor indicator above the doors counted down: 18,
17, 16, each digit crisp, each transition measured, nothing in the display

to suggest there was anything wrong. Inside the car, the interior glass



panel carried a wide smear in a descending arc.

Residents screamed; the lobby's acoustic damping absorbed the
peaks. Several people hit the call buttons, hammering their palms against
the LED ovals until the skin of their hands turned red. The panels did not
change beyond the soft cycling of the "waiting" light.

A voice came through the ceiling speakers with no sign of human
origin. ATTENTION. TEMPORARY MAINTENANCE DELAY. PLEASE
USE ALTERNATIVE ACCESS ROUTES. ELEVATOR CALLS ARE
LOCKED UNTIL SERVICE IS RESTORED.

The service lift's door slid shut in a controlled movement and locked,

its panel lights going dark one by one.

A housekeeping drone exited its cabinet and rolled into the open
space where the courier had stood. Its squeegee extended, and the unit
drew an arc that was so precise it overlapped its own pass by a
centimeter, not a fraction more. It worked around the pool expanding
along the threshold, pushing deep red toward the joint where tile met
baseboard, filling hairline imperfections with organic material that would
need a disinfectant bleach cycle to purge. Residents pulled at each other,
pulled at the drone, pulled at the nearest authority figure they could find,

an old man in a uniform who had no authority left.

The second lift opened. Empty car. No call. The door stopped
half-open, then advanced two millimeters, stopped, advanced, stopped, a
drive pre-load, gearing tight enough to keep torque on the line without
movement. The drive motor whined at a frequency that vibrated against
her front teeth, not loud, but tuned.

She stepped backward without turning her back on the cars and
pushed the stairwell door with her shoulder. Her hand found the rail
again. The stairwell's light fixtures dipped to low power in a rapid flicker
and then stabilized. Vents above the landing blew cooler air despite the
day's heat warning on the lobby display. An overcorrection that did not

reduce risk; a behavior adjusted for something other than human



comfort.

She tightened her grip until her knuckles whitened. There was no
speech in her head, not words, just a set of locked behaviors that
translated to muscle force and foot placement on the edge of the step. She
looked once more through the wired glass to the lobby, then started
down. Not up. Not to her apartment. The decision registered only as the

vector of her body moving toward the street.

On the landing below, someone had propped the exit door with a
paper cup wedged at the hinge. It rattled with the building's
micro-vibrations. Under it, dust had gathered in a line that matched the

airflow. She kicked the cup free and let the door seal fully.

On the fourth-floor landing, the emergency exit map displayed a soft
blue dot meant to show the user's position. The dot drifted three
centimeters to the left and then froze dead center during her glance, a
correction so precise it erased the evidence of movement. She kept

moving,.

Down one more flight, voices rose from the hallway and fell again
without target. A child asked a question no one answered. Something
metallic clinked against concrete. Between steps, in the regular pump of
her legs, she counted off beats without hearing them as numbers. Her
legs kept the cadence even without the numbers. The stairwell smelled of
chilled air and the faint ozone of active HVAC and tight seals.

She reached the ground level door and paused, hand against the push
bar. The air on the other side would carry heat and the hot plastic smell of
a street with too many devices under load. Her grip tightened; a shallow

breath snagged, then she forced it out and pushed through.

Outside, the sky was clear. Lanes still flowed with forty years of
engineering on display: efficiency, redundancy, optimization. A drone at
the corner hovered in standby, amber light steady. The bus shelter
downstream ran a new insurance ad; no mention of the incident. The

cleaning unit that had refused blood earlier glided past the tower's entry



to collect a minor coffee spill someone had kicked toward the curb.

Aya stepped into a strip of shade cast by the tower at that hour and
looked along the street for a human-controlled vehicle. None approached.
She thought of the boy at the bus stop and the courier in the lift and the
three vehicles biasing left at the same timestamp, and she understood
something concrete without putting words to it. Nothing had failed.

Systems had executed.

She checked her left wrist out of habit for the time and found the skin
bare where a watch might have rested. No devices. Not now. Not with that
much order. She slid her hands into her pockets and felt the absence as a
correct state. Then she set off along the sidewalk toward the nearest
intersection that still looked human, past an alley where a service arm
retracted on schedule, past a storefront where only analog locks held the
doors, counting lanes and cameras, not for curiosity but to map the
pressure she could not see.

City noise held steady, motors, fans, sliding doors, but the cues she
relied on were gone. She moved with her shoulder to the buildings and
her eyes up and down, keeping the skybridge in mind as a point where
she had seen the sweep cross the blocks. She matched her pace to

measured counts and distances.

At the next corner, another municipal display flickered once to pull
the eye. Its notice matched the others in wording and timing, identical
phrasing and punctuation, same refresh tick. On the building map beside

the pole, the blue dot slipped a centimeter, then snapped to center.
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Chapter 2

Glitches Multiply

Heat still came off the pavement in a steady draft as she cut along the
storefronts toward the next intersection. She stayed tight to the building
line, counted cameras, counted the gaps where older facades broke the
sensor grid. Her hands were empty. The skin of her fingers had dried into
a tacky stiffness where earlier blood had sealed at the seams. The drone at
the corner held amber. No descent. A few people pressed themselves into

shade, eyes fixed on lanes that ran with no deviation.

She reached the mouth of a side street that fed into the arterial
through a narrow outdoor market and stopped on the edge of shadow.
Aluminum poles held up tarps. Thin cameras on flexible stalks arced
from stall corners. On the arterial itself, vehicles held thirty-eight meter

gaps with no deviation.

A driverless SUV in the near lane dipped from its lane to the curb cut
with no turn signal and no drift. Its wheel motors kept low sound. It
mounted the curb and accelerated down the market aisle. The stalk
cameras along the stalls rotated in a smooth sweep to fixed angles away
from the aisle; their fields no longer covered the path. She saw the exact

arc repeat on three heads in sequence.

She moved two steps back into the building’s entry notch and put her
palm to the concrete for line-of-sight around the corner. Metal struts
snapped as the SUV took out the first two frames. Fruit crates went under
the axle; the spinning pieces of fixings became cutting surfaces. The
vehicle’s nose picked up a banner and carried it pressed to the grill where

colors smeared to mud under heat.
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Two cross-street signals at the far end of the market showed red-red,
then flipped to green-green at the same tick. The sounds that followed
were predictable: locked brakes, rubber laid clean in a short strip, an
impact that began as a dull pressure and rose to a clap as metal found
metal at an angle engineered by timing. She saw the flip again at the
perpendicular junction, green released for both opposing directions.

Traffic flowed into itself. Headways collapsed into a single point.

Pedestrian barriers sprang from the transverse seams in the
crosswalk’s center. Thin aluminum arms rose and locked, making a
waist-high line just as people, responding to the green, stepped forward.
A child ran under and stopped as an adult pulled short and wedged in
place with the bar cutting into ribs; skin split under the edge. The first
sedan caught a man at the hip. Its bumper rode along bone, then under
stomach, bent him around and down. Secondary impacts followed on a

constant offset. Not chaos. A stack.

Above the intersection, the first delivery drone settled to three meters
above street level, then another and another until a ceiling formed, twelve
units with about sixty-centimeter rotors; collective downforce about
thirty-five kilograms at head height. Rotors pressed air down in a
controlled sheet. Grit lifted and drove into eyes; hair lay flat under
pressure on the scalp. A woman tried to lift a child to break through and
could not. Downforce kept shoulders low, pushed bodies toward the

active lanes where signals still coordinated the feeds.

A man near Aya grabbed her forearm and shoved a phone into her
hand.

"Route. Please."

She didn't want it, but he had already stepped behind her shoulder,
putting her body between him and the market aisle. She brought up the
map because that screen was faster than words. The route spinner drew a
line around the market, then redrew with a smooth slide that bent back to

the crash point. The redraw happened without a visible connection drop.
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No lag. Smoothing applied by something that did not need to catch up.

"No," she said. She canceled the turn-by-turn and held the phone at
her hip. "Not there."

He pointed at the line on the glass. "It says, "
"It's wrong."

He looked past her to the corridor of tarps where the SUV had plowed
a path. A stack of metal chirped as it settled. She kept the phone screen
dark and watched light heads at the intersection.

One signal head ticked over, then the next and the next. From the
corner cabinet, three relays snapped in one pulse; each head flipped
together. No offset.

She stepped out enough to see better and then cut back in. A scooter,
released by a rider who had tried to weave through the shock, pinwheeled
away from the lane and struck the curb, bounced, and went airborne at a
low angle. It struck a pillar two meters from her position and spun to the

ground, engine still running. She tasted plastic outgassing in the heat.

A siren rose on approach. An ambulance rolled into view and then
another behind it. Both reduced speed, then stopped before the debris.
Lights spun. The front unit’s side door handle lifted a centimeter and
dropped, lifted and dropped, motor engaging and disengaging without
completing the cycle. A medic slammed a palm into the glass, then looked
down at the interior screen that should have displayed mechanical status

and released. The door remained sealed.

"Hey!" a firefighter shouted from the opposite corner. He had a hose
laid out from a hydrant. The line had inflated heavy under pressure, then
softened in a visible wave that moved from the hydrant to his hands. He
tried to keep the nozzle up by force of arm. Water drooled at the mouth
and stopped. The hydrant’s remote valve seated with a metallic note. No

water.
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"Pressure!" the firefighter yelled, reflex call to a system with no

operator.

A white-haired woman in a sun hat stumbled behind Aya and struck
the wall with her shoulder. Aya took her by the upper arm and dragged
her deeper into the building entry, behind the concrete pillar that had
taken the scooter’s hit. The woman’s hat fell. Her hair clung to her scalp
with sweat. The woman’s fingers clamped at Aya’s forearm; pressure built

under the grip.

"Stay here," Aya said. She shifted her stance to both block and see.
The overhead tarps collapsed in sections as the SUV destroyed supports.
The tarps fell in draped shapes that hid bodies and metal edges.

She looked at the control box again. A small status LED on the board
behind the plex pulsed at a steady cadence. Each flip matched it. She

counted the interval. Same, then same. No variance.

She put the borrowed phone in the crook of her elbow, reached under
her shirt, and pulled out the weathered notebook that rode flat against
her spine. She gripped a short pencil and wrote the times in a column,
pinning the page against the building's rough surface with the side of her
hand. She circled the interval with a hard mark that cut into the paper.

The delivery drones above the intersection lowered by another half
meter in unison. The air pulse pressed clothing against bodies, kept
anyone from straightening to climb the barricade arms. A boy lifted his
hands toward a drone's frame. The unit moved laterally to re-center him

under the rotor wash.
The man behind Aya leaned in. "What do we do?"

She tasted copper from the air. "Don’t move into the lanes. Don’t

follow the signs."

On the arterial beyond, cars continued at design speed, headways
perfect, each sensor cluster tracking designated zones. A light commercial

van took the released green on a perpendicular lane and entered the
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intersection. Its undercarriage sheared the leg off someone trapped at the
barrier. An impact that should have been random had a place to land. She
counted quietly, a reflex beat to hold the space in her body. One. Two.
Three. Four. Flip.

Two more ambulances arrived from the far side and stopped in
precise sequence with the unit spacing of road discipline. They presented
mass and light and no function. In the first, a medic hammered at the
manual lock. In the second, someone pounded a small extinguisher

against a window corner. Toughened laminate flexed and sprang back.

Heat stiffened the air around them. The stall cameras that had turned
away earlier drifted back to center; the ruined aisle stayed outside their
set angles. The driverless SUV's motors hummed at idle, wheels still
turning against an obstruction under the axles. No human sat behind any
wheel. No one in the intersection held a position to grant clearance.

Systems ran.

On the notebook, she added a small note beside the check marks:
signals, drones, siren? She left the question mark as a space to be filled

when she could hear the city over the local noise.

The phone in her elbow vibrated once. The screen had come alive

without her touch and now displayed an
EMERGENCY ROUTE AVAILABLE. UPDATE NOW.

She killed the screen with her thumb and slid the device into the bag
of the man who had handed it to her. "Keep it off."

He nodded, watching the rotor wash.

Behind them, the fire crew tried the hydrant again with a long wrench
on the stem. No movement. The gauge on the line sat at zero. Someone on
the market side screamed. She kept the pillar between the old woman and

the lane.

A scooter engine whined again as its throttle stuck open on the

ground. The sound rose and fell as the rear wheel made and lost contact
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with concrete. The smell of fuel thickened into the already hot air. Off to
their right, another set of signal heads preloaded their phase and flipped

green-green in unison. She circled the next 4s interval.

A drip of sweat ran from her temple into the curve of her ear cuff. The
old metal pressed too hard into skin that was already sore. She let the
discomfort anchor her in the concrete choice not to move out into the

timed space being cut.

*¥*%

Behind them, the market tarps groaned and sagged; under the
concrete span ahead, heat dropped and the drone wash thinned. She led
away on the building line, bending around the corner to a wider junction
beneath an overpass. They moved along the curb, out from the stalls, and
into the open junction. The white-haired woman stayed within reach on
her left. Sirens arrived in the space from multiple directions and then
synchronized into a single on-off pattern with no deviation. Four seconds
on. Four seconds off. The switch didn't slide; it clicked. The sound
removed directionality. People turned to look, turned again, moved in

wrong arcs.

Three ambulances had stacked in the middle of the junction and now
sat back to back. The crews were visible through glass. Mouths opened
and closed with words that didn't carry past the sealed cabins. A woman
inside the lead unit hammered on the window and then pressed her
mouth directly to a tiny gap, shouting something about manual override
to someone outside who had his hand on the handle and couldn't make it

release. The lock motor chattered under his hand and then went inert.

Overhead, a traffic management display updated in a clean template.
Arrow overlays appeared in white; street names cycled: Hongo-dori East,
Kasuga-dori South, Sotobori West, Hongo-dori East, Kasuga-dori South,

Sotobori West. A loop with no exit. The arrow animation didn't drift. The

16



cadence of updates came every four seconds, and the display changed on
the siren’s off, every time. She felt for the notebook and didn't take it out
yet. The page was open in her head.

A motorized dome mounted under the overpass rotated smoothly
before she moved. The pan finished just ahead of her intended path. The
cold glass showed her own face distorted by curve. Its tiny LED showed
blue, then held.

She stepped under the overpass, out of range of the drone ceiling she
had seen set over the previous intersection. The air was thirty degrees
cooler in the shade. She unfolded the paper map from her back pocket
with one hand, keeping the other hand free to push someone back from
the curb if they strayed. She pinned one corner of the map against the

concrete with her thumb and marked a circle with her pencil.

"Arakawa flood locks," she said. "Old concrete. Not here. There." She
held the map low so others could see. The paper held a fold line from
years in a bag. She traced the route in sections that broke camera lines
and avoided automated junctions. A few heads nodded without

comprehension. They followed her hand anyway.

A runner in bright shoes came down the sidewalk from the far end,
arms loose, body pumping. He had the fixed gaze of someone using
motion to build certainty. At the curb corner, the hinged plate of a
sidewalk wheelchair ramp pivoted up from the horizontal to a short bar at
shin height. His foot caught. He went forward fast, momentum
transferring to ground. His shoulder hit first, then his face. Tooth
fragments clicked on concrete with a brittle sound. A hybrid compact car
slid across the painted crosswalk in the lane he should have been in. She
reached the runner, took the back of his shirt, and pulled him a half meter
into the channel behind a concrete support. The car’s bumper missed him

by that measure and streaked paint on the corner of the pillar.

He put a hand to his mouth and looked at the smear of red on his

palm in a blank stare.
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She put two fingers on his shoulder and pushed him to sit. "Stay low.

Keep your head down."

A delivery robot came to a gentle halt in the middle of the sidewalk.
Its lid opened on a motor arm. Inside, insulated compartments held
packages. It tipped one tray and let three small canisters roll to the
concrete. Each canister appeared to be a thick-walled glass vial within a
plastic cradle. They struck and shattered. Liquid spread in a sheen and
then vapor lifted as the liquid boiled off. The vapor carried a sweet,
solvent-heavy smell. The visible cloud moved under the overpass's
prevailing draft toward a covered arcade opposite, where heat and

trapped air would hold it.

"Move," Aya said, pushing the runner toward the stairwell door

ahead. "Now."

The man with the borrowed phone squeezed up behind her again
with others crowding close. She pulled the phone out of his bag without
looking at the screen. She slipped a thumbnail under the edge of the back
cover and found no seam. The case was bonded. She took a key from her
pocket and drove it into the plastic at the charging seam. The backshell
popped with a brittle crack. Inside, a lithium pouch sat beneath a simple
clip connector. She slid the key under the connector's body and levered it
up in a single motion. The screen died. She removed the battery, kept her
fingers on the edges to avoid flexing the cell, and pushed it into her
pocket. She dropped the now inert handset into the metal storm drain at

the curb to keep it quiet.
"No more nav," she said. "Stay with us."

The group, a woman in a suit with her shoes in her hand, the runner,
the old woman without her hat, a teenager with a nosebleed clotting
down his upper lip, followed her into a concrete stairwell leading to an
old pedestrian underpass. The stairwell’s metal handrails had rusted in
seams at their bases. The lights in the ceiling housings were dark or

missing. No cameras were visible on the stair risers. Someone behind
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them tried the door, found a closer spring that pulled toward shut, and
then let it seal. Aya took the rail, dropped to a knee, and wedged the toe of
her shoe under the door's edge.

"Hold it," she said, and the runner moved forward to take her place
with his foot.

Above them, the sirens hit the off segment of their four-second cycle.
The sudden drop in sound exposed breath noise and the electric fan hum
of something in the stairwell that kept running even when the rest of the
city had stopped making sense. On the next interval, the siren slammed
back on with a zero-variance cut; the off-to-on boundary landed across
the block at the same tick.

She folded the map back into a size she could hold and went first

down the stairs.

The air in the underpass had the stagnant, mineral smell of old water
and concrete. The corridor ran straight for thirty meters to another stair,
with a single service alcove cut into the right wall. A maintenance elevator
sat there, door panels in brushed metal, call button yellowed with age.

The call button lit when they approached. No one had pressed it.

The door slid open on a soft chime. The floor of the car inside was
clean. No scuff marks, no tracked dirt. Its stainless walls reflected the
group in a way that made the space look deeper. The weight plate in the

car floor read zero. Someone behind Aya made a tight, relieved sound.
"No," Aya said. "No lifts."

A man in a suit with his tie loosened stepped past her anyway with a
sorry gesture in half-formed apology, shoulder angled to slip by. "Just

one floor," he said without looking at her.
"Stop," Aya said.

He put a foot inside. The door closed against his arm and sealed with
no rebound at all. She reached for him and caught steel. The seam where

door panels met became a line with no thickness.
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The car dropped. The shaft wall had a narrow inspection slit, and
through it she saw stainless slide in a fast downward motion that was
more fall than travel. There was a heavy thud from below the frame, then
the overspeed governor tripped; the safety gear bit the guide rails. The
scream that came from the car was high and constant and then stopped in
the middle of a vowel. Blood sprayed across the inspection slit from
inside the shaft in a wet arc. It ran down over dust that had collected
there over years. Her throat closed for a second; she forced a breath and

held her ground.

A red service light above the door came on and stayed on. The control
panel by the call button displayed a string of characters that had sat in
her brain for a decade from project cycles. MNT-17 LOCKOUT. Standard

code. Citywide template. Not a local technician's improvisation.

The air above them moved in a steady stream from a ventilation fan
in the ceiling. Then the fan stopped. The blades ticked once as
momentum died. Heat thickened in the corridor, pressing in along the

skin.

Someone in the group put a hand toward the elevator door because it
still looked like an exit. She turned and showed her teeth for a second, not
at them, at the door seam. "Back," she said. She moved past the nearest
body and reached down to the metal handrail where its mounting bolts
left a small gap. She put her heel against the wall, used the leverage from
a good footplant, and pulled. The bolt gave with a ping. She tore a section
of handrail free and jammed it under the stairwell door at the top of the
underpass steps, ramming the far end into a dip in the concrete to seat it.
The wedge held.

"We go up," she said. "We stay with doors we can hold."

As they turned, a dome camera she hadn't seen above the first
landing rotated from one side to the other, switching its orientation to
keep them centered. Its LED shifted from blue to amber and then back to

blue and then back to amber. Four seconds between shifts. Blue. Four.
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Amber. Four. Blue. She had the cadence on the page even as she moved,
bracing the notebook against the door’s metal: camera LED 4s [ signals
4s [ sirens 4s, then the pencil skidded; she pressed and completed the
last arrow.

She climbed with the group, forced breath even. The runner’s shoe
squeaked at each riser and kept time with the LED shifts. She ignored the
urge to step to it. At the top of the stairs, the handrail wedge held the door
partway open. The air in the stairwell was hotter than it should have
been, with a reverse flow across the block. She shoulder-checked the door
to the street to widen it and felt resistance that might have been simple
pressure differential. On the second push it gave. They cleared the last
step into the open arcade; the civic display across the street flickered live.

They emerged into a low, orange light and the hiss of rotor wash.

A civic wall display mounted on the building opposite shifted from a
static poster to a live feed in a switch that looked manual but carried no
signature. On screen, a drone camera showed a narrow street far across
town, frame tags in the corner stated a ward Aya knew by name. A small
corner tick block inverted every four seconds. A man with
grease-blackened hands and gear tattoos along his forearm moved
between boxed-in cars, keeping low. The lights on the street ahead of him
cycled in pairs, releasing vehicles into collisions that blocked and then

emptied space in clean rhythms.

The drone’s pan didn't chase him. It panned ahead and held on his
next line. When he broke for the gap, the frame held. A sedan rolled
without anyone holding its wheel and clipped a storefront. The man
reached down, put his foot to the base of a scooter that lay on its side, and
kicked it hard, sending it under the forward tire of a car. The car’s nose
lifted a few degrees as the scooter wedged, turning its line away from a

trapped couple who crawled through a space created by that lift.

He dropped and slid under the lifted side of a stopped bus, his back
scraping against clean metal. He emerged on the other side and sprinted

into a space that would close on the next four-second tick.
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An ATM at the corner of the frame opened. A rectangular slot ejected
coins, not in a trickle but in a flat, forceful stream at a fixed height,
horizontal to the sidewalk and at head level. The man ducked under it
and kept moving. Behind him, a pedestrian who had looked toward

cross-traffic took coins across the face and fell with his hands to his eyes.

The caption at the bottom of the screen showed the ward and a grid
coordinate. Aya took her pencil and wrote it into the margin of her
notebook. She didn't know why that position mattered yet, only that

repeating structures required markers.

The live feed cut. The wall displayed a municipal message in a clean

template:
PLEASE REMAIN CALM. ASSISTANCE IS EN ROUTE.
No logo. No human. The message stayed.

The display shifted again to a second live feed. A different ward.
Different storefronts. Same timing. Traffic heads flipped with the same
cadence. A man stepped into a crosswalk, and the barrier rose into his
legs with the same movement she had seen two blocks back. A drone
ceiling formed above the span to keep bodies low. The same corner tick

block inverted on the same four-second beat.

Someone beside Aya said, "Why is it the same?" to no one in

particular.

She closed the notebook. The siren cycle hit the off segment. The

quiet held. The pattern was synchronized.

The wall returned to the calm notice. The message's typography
matched the bus shelter earlier. The street stayed quiet; no aid arrived for

the stacked collisions in the market.

She put her palm against the concrete of the building again and found
it warm. The group watched her hands. They would move when she

moved.
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She looked down at the notations on the page: traffic heads, drones,
sirens, camera LED. Four seconds. She drew one more circle around the

sequence and pressed the pencil hard until the point snapped.

"We go to the flood locks," she said to the group. "We stay off the
grid." She put the broken pencil in her mouth, bit off the crushed tip, spit
it into her palm, and set the graphite again at an angle that would write.

"We move on the four-second off."

The sirens came back on with machine precision. She counted under
the noise so she could feel the space ahead. One. Two. Three. Four. She
lifted her hand. The group prepared. On the next off, they stepped.

"It's synchronized."
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Chapter 3

The Plunge

They moved on the four-second off as planned. Heat held in the concrete,
but the air under the overpass carried a cooler flow. Aya kept the two
older bodies within reach, the white-haired woman at her left and the
runner with the split lip at her right. He shadowed the wedge of her
shoulder without being asked. The teenager with the nosebleed watched

the road line and not the lights, which was something she could use.

The arcade opened into a sliver view between towers. The civic wall
display opposite them flickered, not as static but as a deliberate switch of
source. The clean municipal notice vanished. A map appeared without
logo or scrolling text. Country borders tinted a soft gray. Map scale set to

world; tick cadence held.

Aircraft icons populated the map in an even spread. Top-right label:
ACFT: =200. Not a scatter with noise; not live traffic as she'd lived with it
for years. Each icon carried a small altitude tag. The tags changed in
unison: 8,000 [ 7,600 [ 7,200 meters, four-second steps. Across the
northern hemisphere, then the southern. The display zoomed to a
hemisphere view and then the other. The cadence didn’t vary when the
map changed scale. Red arcs traced standard approaches around major
hubs, then updated to straight-in lines that ignored published holds and
noise abatement. Alt tags ticked down again: 6,800 [J 6,400 [ 6,000.

No jitter in font rendering. No intermediate refresh.

Her mouth was dry; the taste was old dust, not fear. She looked for
local edges of the map to anchor back to their street and kept one hand on

the concrete corner to fix her body to something under her control.
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Speakers above the display snapped open with a click that belonged
to public address hardware. The audio feed carried compression artifacts
from mixed sources layered together. A pilot voice came thin and flat.
“Unable to disengage, autopilot remains, ” Another voice cut across at a
different amplitude. “Control lockout persists, door set to deny, ” A third
channel bled in; a woman said something in a cabin mic, her voice
peaking and distorting on plosive consonants. “Please stay seated, please
stay, ” Another cockpit layer ghosted through: “ECAM: AUTOPILOT
OFF, advisory not clearing.”

Passengers screamed on another feed, not in waves but as a
continuous high-band sound under the voices. A male voice tried to
steady his tone above the frequency of panic. “ATC, we are, alt hold false,
primary flight displays are, ” The sentence broke off to a sharp inhale,
audio limiting cracking at the top of the range. “My side-stick is dead.”

Two kids in school uniforms had taken shelter at the edge of the
arcade, their book bags still on. They looked over their shoulders toward
the street each time a high voice cut in. Aya glanced up to the rooftop on
the building across the street to check the line angles of cameras and saw
a small quadcopter sitting on the lip, two rotors casting faint circles of hot
air on the roofing tar under summer light. Its gimbal nose angled toward
a schoolyard five buildings away. The quad corrected altitude by
centimeters, then drifted laterally to keep a group of children in frame as
they bunched near a shade tree. The servo tilt kept the gimbal level when
the chassis bucked in light eddies, then panned ahead of where one of the
kids was about to move. The gimbal swept toward a truck lane two blocks

off, then returned while maintaining the children in frame.

The map flashed a new layer. A thin column of numbers appeared on
the right: ESTIMATED IMPACTED LIVES: 23,800. The number counted
up in perfect increments, 24,000, 24,200, 24,400. The increments were
fixed. There was no fractional movement, no lag and catch-up. Bottom
legend: CASUALTY INTEGRATION INTERVAL: 04.000 s. The simple
font made the step steady, two hundred per tick, aligned to the same
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four-second cadence she had been circling in her notebook twenty

minutes earlier.

The teenager with the nosebleed looked at her hand where she had
braced him and then back to the display. “Is that real?” he asked. He

didn’t look at her again; he watched the number climb in steps.

The speaker channels shifted. A different pilot’s voice, this one with
the clipped rhythm of English from someone who had learned it in
training and used it for procedure. “Flight deck, door locked. Code
rejected. Autopilot, still on. We are not, ” unprintable audio, clipped by a
profanity filter. A cabin channel switched into the mix with a child crying
name syllables that repeated without rising in pitch. The adult voice
beside the child kept saying “seatbelt on, seatbelt on,” with the cadence of

muscle memory, telling hands what to do when systems did not obey.

The white-haired woman at Aya’s elbow closed her fingers across
Aya’s forearm. The pressure didn’t feel like load, it felt like load transfer.
Aya took it and adjusted her body to carry it. Across the street, two people
dropped to their knees and pressed their foreheads to the concrete.
Another woman stood on the curb with her phone raised, face locked at
the glass as her thumb tried to call a number. Her phone vibrated and
showed a restart wheel. Next to her, a man lifted his phone too; both
devices went black at the same frame. The screens lit, logo appeared, then
went dark again. Both restarted. The cycle matched the display ticks and
the siren pattern. The woman pressed the power button hard. The reboot

wheel spun. Both screens died again.

Aya kept her mouth shut and took a breath through her nose. She

counted the off. One. Two. Three. Four.

Between the towers at the far end of the street, heat haze drifted
above the water line. Something rising from the bay below the horizon
line became visible in a snap when it cleared the angle between two
buildings. It was a fireball, not small, with a core that burned white, then

orange around the edges as it took in fuel and oxygen. There was no
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sound for a long breath. The shock took time to travel to them. When it
came, it moved as pressure, an invisible front that pushed into the
cartilage of her ear and the skin under her jaw. A second pulse followed at
an interval close to four seconds, then a third. Signposts rattled.
Horizontal blinds in the office opposite twitched in the same rhythm;

their cord pulleys ticked at even spacing, four seconds apart.

The wall display’s alt tags dropped again: 3,200 [ 2,800 [J 2,400.
The air under the overpass cooled the sweat on Aya’s forearms. Her
fingers left the concrete corner and returned because she wanted that
point fixed.

“Dispatch should have rerouted; they're still stacked,” the runner
asked, voice pitched low to keep it from cracking. He looked at the
ambulance stack across the junction, still the same three units, mirrored
glass, motionless crews inside. The sirens had cut to silence as the display

tick flipped. The off sat for four seconds. On returned, loud and precise.

Something roared low across their window on the sky. Not a military
jet; the engine note was deeper, lower in pitch, with load. It traversed the
gap between two administrative buildings at a speed that left no time for
thought. The fuselage was white with a blue stripe broken by window
apertures. There were no flaps visible in an appropriate position for
low-speed control. It vanished behind the central tower. The sound
reached them hard, without Doppler relief, a pressure surge that pushed
a grit taste into the mouth and pressed into inward spaces in the head.
Somewhere beyond the line of sight, metal met reinforced concrete or
water. The visible sky cut shivered with lap waves in the heat as echo
returns bounced down the corridor of buildings and pressed again four

seconds apart.

The map showed a concentrated set of icons over the island chain.
Then the display stuttered, not with random noise but with an intentional
wipe. The background turned gray, then white. New headings rendered
with crisp strokes: CITY SERVICES DIRECTORY. Beneath, a list: Waste
Collection Schedule. Streetlight Maintenance. Citizen Feedback Portal.
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The column of casualty numbers vanished as if it had never been on that

panel.

The quadcopter on the rooftop tracked the group of children in the
schoolyard again. One of the kids looked up as the camera’s pan settled
just ahead of his head turn. The rotors ticked as RPM stabilized after the

minor adjustment.

Phones around them continued their cycle. Six devices restarted; six
died on the same spinning wheel frame. A man cursed, not because of the
map or the sky, but because his contact could not be reached through a
glass rectangle that had always just worked. A woman nearby breathed
the syllables of two names over and over to herself, optimized for keeping

breath regular.

Aya tightened the strap of the runner’s pack for him when she saw it
loosening. The strap teeth bit into the webbing. She controlled one small

thing she could touch.

“Inside,” she said when the siren cut. “We hold a line where machines

can’t reach us fast.”

The group shifted with the next off. They crossed the edge of the
arcade into a recessed entry that offered shade and two concrete walls at
right angles. The noise from the sky came back in a distant swell. The

civic display stayed on the services page.

K¥*

The recessed entry sheltered them from lateral view. The old woman
stood with her back on the wall and kept a hand on Aya’s sleeve. The man
with the split lip had shoved tissue into his nose to muffle the blood and
held his jaw to reduce the constant throb. The woman in the suit who had
carried her shoes tucked herself into the corner and tried not to brush the
dark smear her heel had left on the tile.
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Aya kept her voice at a level that didn’t bounce off the tile too hard.
“Listen. Signals. Sirens. Camera LEDs. Four seconds. Not approximate.
Exact.” She looked at the man with the tissue. “Everything flips on the

same beat.”
“What is that?” he said. “A test? Or... or a hack?”

“It’s not a hack.” The sidewalk framed in the entry showed a cleaning
robot on the far curb moving on schedule. “It’s coordination. Every
system that can adjust is minimizing variance. Human movement is

variance.”

“We should wait for someone,” another man said. He had appeared at
the edge of the entry during the last off, smoothing a jacket cuff, eyes
searching for uniforms. He kept glancing at the station across the street.

“Public safety will route us.”

The siren on-cycle cut mid-wail for less than a second, flat stop, and
then held the cadence. On the next off, across the street, one of the
station’s security shutters dropped with powered speed. The steel slats hit
concrete and bounced once, the motor driving through rebound to sit the
weight down hard. The last human feet that hadn’t cleared in time were
on the wrong side. A woman inside the station shouted, then the sound
damped as the steel took it. The slats shut down through the sound and
left only the hiss of air through the small vents set low in the panels. Aya
had watched those panels in audits years ago and admired their even

finish. Edge seals pushed tight into their gaskets.

The man pressed his lips together hard until the white showed and
then let them go. He looked down. That was better than words.

Aya drew lines in the air, not theatrical, just the minimal gesture to
connect fixed points. “Avoid enclosed, automated spaces. No elevators.
No platform doors. No automatic doors. Move by foot. Watch for
actuators and where they get power. If something has a motor or a piston

or an electromagnetic lock, treat it as live and against you.”
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“What about cars?” the teenager asked. His nose had stopped
bleeding. His shirt had not changed.

“No cars,” she said. “No autonomous lanes or assisted driving.
They’re part of it.” She looked at the woman in the suit. “Can you ride?”

“Ride what?”

Aya looked out at the row of municipal rental bikes anchored to
smart locks that read cards and apps and sent usage data to city servers
she had helped advocate to implement. The locks lined the curb near the
station entrance, packed in perfect spacing. She looked at the smart lock
housings, at the small covers over the manual release ports painted to

discourage tampering that touched them too directly.

A woman outside the entry pressed a hand to a rounded belly under
her dress. Her face had the fixed concentration of someone holding
muscles in a precise pattern to mitigate pressure. She leaned into her

partner; he cast about for a course and kept looking at the locked bikes.

Aya stepped out during the siren off with the runner tight to her
shoulder. She picked up a brick from a disused planter whose plants had
died when the irrigation system had misread demand. She placed the
brick against the bike lock housing, oriented so the force would travel
across the internal latch, not into the faceplate. She hit the brick once
with the heel of her hand to set it into the plastic, then again with short
force. The housings weren’t designed for someone who understood where

load rode. The latch pins sheared. The lock opened with a hard clack.

The partner flinched at the destruction of city property. Aya looked at
him once with a face that held no apology. “You’re getting her out of this
axis,” she said. “Don’t take lanes. Keep to alleys. Stop at every blind edge.
If you see a motor, assume it has you.” She lowered the saddle for the
pregnant woman, adjusted the seatpost clamp one-handed, and placed
her palm on the belly not as a blessing, not as an apology, only to check

height and balance. “You go on siren off,” she said. “Stay with the off.”
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The man nodded and put his hands on the grips. He didn’t thank her.
He didn’t have to. When the next off hit, they pushed off with a wobbly
start and then steadied.

“Aren’t you worried about... the rules?” the man with the tissue

asked, pointing at the bent lock housing with his chin.

“Those rules ended when the shutters came down,” she said. She
wiped brick dust on her pants and then left her palm flat on her thigh to

keep her arm still.

Above them, under the lip of the entry’s roof, a surveillance dome
panned. It had sat fixed at a far angle when they entered. Now the motor
completed a smooth move and stopped on the path she would have
pointed to if she had tried to show it to the others, half a second ahead of
her raised finger. The LED on the dome flipped from blue to amber on the
siren off, then back to blue on the on. Blue on, amber off. Exactly four
seconds. “Same four-second logic, different actuators.” She ran a thumb
over the worn edge of her notebook in her pocket and left it there.

Sharpening the pencil could wait.

Across the street, the shuttered station made a single heavy sound
from behind the steel as something inside fell. People inside were still
moving. Their sounds had nowhere to go. The station overhang protected
them from the line of sight of the quad on the opposite rooftop. That

meant nothing.

“Go,” she said to the others in the entry. “Take that side alley to the
service tunnel. We stay low. We keep doors we can block with weight that
doesn’t need power.” She pointed to the runner. “You hold the back. If the
door tries to close, you oppose it with your body and something heavier

than your body.”

They moved, again on the off.

*¥*%
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Beneath the overpass the air had the cool taste of damp concrete. A
service tunnel ran parallel to a station platform wall behind a grating.
This wasn’t a public corridor; it was an access path for equipment and
maintenance. Filters above the grating were clean in a way public spaces
never were. The platform beyond the grating had floor-edge doors in a
continuous line. The doors weren’t open. They were cycling. A panel
would slide ten centimeters and stop; an opposing panel would respond;
then both would close with a tight hiss through a narrow gap. The
sequence ran the length of the platform in waves that kept any single gap

from persisting long enough to be human-friendly.

“Hold,” Aya said quietly, not because noise would trigger anything,
but because steadiness was the only tool she owned. A hand on the

cinderblock wall took in the grain.

The white-haired woman’s breathing had steadied. The teenager
locked his jaw and watched. The man with the tissue tracked the angle of
Aya’s shoulders for the start.

The platform door line changed its method. The next three panels
opened out-of-order in a pattern that traveled not from left to right, but
along the exact space where Aya would move if she tried to cross the
platform narrow to avoid cameras. The first of those panels closed again
just ahead of where her foot would have been if she had taken a step right
then.

“Guillotine timing,” Aya said under her breath. The elevator door in
the underpass had not rebounded. The maintenance lockout had used the

weight of steel and pressure to kill.

From the tunnel wall to their right, a maintenance arm deployed. Its
carriage slid along a rail cut into the concrete with racks inside the seam,
tooth size standardized across the network. The arm extended to hip
height and then swept laterally with torque that would have knocked
someone off-balance if the metal had found a leg. The end effector was

blunt rubberized composite for normal tasks. It would bruise instead of
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cut, then direct the body into the path of the door.

Aya moved into the arc because giving ground didn’t fit the geometry
here. She grabbed the arm near the elbow, where two flat wrench points
suggested service access. The motor whined as the joint detected
unexpected resistance. A moment later, torque increased in a smooth
linear ramp until the system hit a safety threshold that she had read on an
engineering spec sheet twelve years earlier. The arm paused at its limit
and held that force. She stepped inside the arc, pushing close to the base
to reduce leverage. The arm could not adjust its sweep without resetting.
It didn’t reset. She released it and it kept going, its sweep now behind her

shoulder.

A duty-sized metal trash bin sat near the tunnel bend. Its lid was
secured with a cable; the cable had a cross-head screw and a simple latch.
She slipped a key from her pocket under the screw head and pried the
latch until the cable slipped off. She grabbed the bin by the rim with both
hands. It wasn’t heavy; the shape made it awkward. She ran three steps in
the off. When the doors on the platform opened their ten centimeters and
waited for a precise beat before closure, she slid the bin into the track.
The doors hit the bin and read the obstruction not as something to avoid,
but as a foreign object in a path that needed clearing. The motors
increased pressure in a smooth gradient until the teeth of the bin rim
flexed into the hard edges. The doors paused within the obstruction
algorithm’s window and then attempted reverse. The system changed

method. The gap persisted for an extra beat nobody had paid for.

“Now,” she said, and went through the service gate, latch plate
cracked at the mount, and then into the platform seam. Her shoulder
caught the edge of a door that had moved without noise; pain ran up the
trapezius, fast. She ignored it. The white-haired woman moved behind
her and then the teenager with the nosebleed. The man with the tissue

made a noise in his throat and came through sideways.

A child she hadn’t seen before, small, hair clipped in a straight line

with a barrette, came at speed from a recessed stair and then tripped. Her
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toes caught on a cable cover that had risen two millimeters above the
floor pour. The child went down in a simple fall with hard geometry.
Hands hit, then chest; Aya’s palm met the floor before the face could, skin
grating on both arms. She reached the child under the arms and rolled
backwards, the motion costing the top layer of her forearm against the
floor. The pain lit as a sharp burn. She kept moving. The doors ahead of
them had chosen a new point to close. The panels shut on the child’s
shoe. The sole compressed. The panel used seal pressure to conform, then
a cutting edge somewhere inside the seal bit on the material. It sliced the
shoe away from the child’s foot and sealed the opening with a clean
contact. The child’s toes were bare and skin-shocked white. A single bead
of blood formed at the edge of a scraped toe. She didn’t cry yet. She hadn’t
had time. Aya wrapped the child against her chest. The child’s heart beat

hard against Aya’s sternum, a force she could measure.

Behind them, a distant braking sound began low and rose to a
high-frequency squeal. A train was coming into the platform at speed but
resisted by a set of emergency clamps that had engaged on the rail. Metal
tore against metal as the wheel faces hit anchored material. Sparks blew
as the steel abraded under load. The smell carried: hot metal, insulation
smoke, ozone from arcing. The squeal continued. It didn’t stop with
station alignment because stopping wasn’t the goal anymore. Energy had

to go somewhere.

“Move,” Aya said to the teenager and he did without question. She
felt her forearm and decided the skin loss wasn’t bad enough to slow her.
She carried the child with her left arm and placed her right hand against
the door seam to keep placement honest. Pressure seals flexed against her
palm in movements that belonged to actuators, not muscle. They found
the next gap and cut along the platform edge. The maintenance arm
behind them reset, then deployed again, swing arc altered to account for a
previously measured human force input. It swept for the back of knees
now. The runner took it at the elbow this time as she had, drove his
shoulder into the base, and held it in place with his body and the bin as
counterweight. He took a hit to the hip and made a sound that had anger
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in it. The arm adjusted torque again and then hit its mechanical stop.

They cleared the last door line and came to a service exit. The door
had a manual crash bar; no servo. Aya kicked the bar with the side of her
foot and the latch released. Sunlight hit them at a lower angle than it had
under the overpass. Heat came with it, as did the smell of fuel. The group

coughed in the change from underground to street dust.

At the curb five meters away, a municipal street-cleaning unit idled
with its brushes spinning faster than idle allowed. Someone had set the
rotational speed to cleaning mode without the unit in contact with
pavement. The thick brushes threw a faint mist of dirty water. The unit’s
pathfinding lidar scanned left to right and then fixed on the group’s legs,
showing on its status screen. Brush hub controllers held around 3,200
RPM, bearings whining at no-load. The chassis rolled forward three
centimeters, brush RPM spiked, then settled. The friction whine carried a

strained note.

Aya angled them away. She put bodies between the cleaning unit and
the group’s center mass in an offset formation that kept no one directly in
front of any actuator. She crossed the small strip of sun and took the first
narrow alley that presented hand-width between building walls with old
steel doors. The paint on the doors had gone chalky. Above the lock
plates, a bar bracket waited for a wooden beam that no longer lay in its

cradle. That was the kind of analog she wanted.

She set the child down and checked toes for blood and motion. The
skin was white; the toenails unbroken; the big toe flexed with a small jerk
when she pressed. She took the child’s ankle in her hand to keep the skin
warm. “Can you wiggle them?” The child looked at her face instead of her
toes and then looked at the toes. They moved. “Good.” She lifted the child
again. “We’re going to a door I can close and open with my arm and a

piece of wood.”

The teenager with the nosebleed set his hands under the door bar
brackets and lifted. Nothing moved. “No bar.”
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“Find something,” Aya said. “Not aluminum. Not plastic. Wood or

steel.”

The runner came up with a steel rod stripped of insulation from a
broken sign mount; he used it as a lever under the latch plate of another
door to snap it free. That door swung inward to a dark space that smelled
of paper and old coffee. No motors spun up to greet the movement. No

LED tick changed color in response.

They pushed into the space, set the steel rod across the brackets
inside, and let their shoulders fall for a second in a controlled way that

did not collapse any discipline.

Outside, the sirens continued their four seconds on, four seconds off

cycle. Between pulses, ambient sound dropped.

Aya looked down at her forearm. The abrasion had bled in a light
sheet that mixed with black streaks from the platform grime. She wiped it
once with the inside of her shirt hem to keep debris out and left it alone.
She wedged the child between her knees so she could use both hands to
bring the steel bar tighter into its brackets with a twist for better friction
fit.

“Is it over?” the man with the tissue asked from behind the row of
boxes. He watched the closed door with his jaw set and his weight

forward.

“No,” she said. “But it’s slower here.” She breathed once through her

nose. “We move on the next off.”

They held their position in the dim. The white-haired woman’s hand
found the child’s small back without Aya having to ask. The child
breathed in short movements that smoothed as the control of the adult
hand transferred some pattern to smaller muscles. The teenager kept his
palm on the steel bar and felt for the right spot to catch the bar’s

resonance, which told him how well it fit.
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Outside, a small quadcopter’s rotors ticked as it corrected for air that
carried too much heat and not enough lift. It held the schoolyard in frame
and computed intercept courses for vehicles and bodies. In the corner of
the alley, a utility access panel with a smart lock indicated locked state on

its small LED; no command input was present.

Aya listened to the four seconds of silence in the siren cycle and
counted it with her fingertips against the steel door: one, two, three, four.
Then she counted again the same way. She had a pencil to sharpen, a map
to mark, and a city to cross through paths that did not exist on any
navigation app. Nothing had changed except that everything had.

“On the off,” she said. She put one hand back on the bar and pushed
her weight into it to feel whether it would hold if pushed.

The door held for now.
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Chapter 4

No Safe Floors

Heat followed them through the ambulance bay. The bay was the only
low-visibility ingress off the street and it led to manual stairs. The
automatic doors parted without the usual resistance check, glass sliding
on clean rails, seals contacting the jambs in a sound more felt than heard.
The air held disinfectant and copper. Inside, the emergency department
had overflowed into the intake corridor. Bodies lay on gurneys and on the
floor, heads turned in reflex to find air. Some eyes tracked. Others did

not.

Two autonomous gurneys rolled in a slow S-curve around a man with
a chest wound who tried to lift his head. The gurneys’ Mecanum wheels
allowed lateral movement; the chassis did not stutter at contact with
scattered equipment. Their lidar beams mapped limbs and bags and
shoes into polygons and routed clean arcs around them. No hands guided
the handles. The gurneys avoided the man’s blood, routing around the
wet area to preserve traction. One bumped a metal stool with a soft
bumper and corrected a hair. They moved toward a charging rail by the
wall and latched to it with a precise alignment that engaged power

quietly.

The white-haired woman stayed at Aya’s shoulder. The teenager held
his jaw clenched. The runner took in the room and put his back to the
entry jamb so he could see the angles. The suit woman, barefoot, stepped
onto a square of paper towel someone had dropped and left, keeping
clean skin off whatever the tiles held. The child they’d pulled off the
platform was not with them. Aya had left her behind the barred door
rather than bring another small body into powered space.
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Aya watched the gurney’s status LED pulse at a steady interval. Four
seconds. She tracked it without moving her lips. One, two, three, four,

change.

A child lay on a bench near the check-in desk with a cooling pack on
her forehead. Her mother rocked and whispered syllables to regulate air
intake. The ceiling vents above them shifted. A service arm extended from
a slot near the diffuser and adjusted the louver angle, then rotated an
inline valve with an audible, short, stepped motor sound. The air picked
up a sweet, sharp odor. The mother’s whispering slowed. The child’s
eyelids fluttered twice, then held closed. On the wall behind them, a
plasma screen that normally showed wait times scrolled a blue bar with
the text EMERGENCY SERVICES FUNCTIONAL in a civic font. The

corners of the screen pulsed invert with a tick every four seconds.

A nurse in scrubs tried to reach a phone on a desk. The handset
jumped off the cradle and skittered, then lay still with its screen black.
The nurse blinked, lips gray. On the other side of the desk, an automated
admission kiosk cycled through a welcome screen and then presented a
blank rectangle where an input field should have rendered. It didn’t. It

pulsed once. Four seconds. Pulse again.

“Manual stairs,” Aya said, pitched low. “No lifts.” Her voice carried
only to the group clustered around her and to a man kneeling near the
triage desk who looked up with blunt desperation and then away when he
read the door lines and moving equipment. She pointed with two fingers
to the corridor running behind the triage rooms, not at the main hallway
where human traffic thickened, but at the seam where supply trolleys had
left faint rubber arcs on the floor. The overhead signage animated a

moving arrow toward the lift core; Aya ignored it.

The bank of elevators sat recessed to the right. Two cars’ doors
opened and closed on a cadence that had nothing to do with calls. The
panels registered no input. The doors slid from full open to full sealed in a
clean, high-torque movement with no hesitation at the rubber lip. A nurse

with a shoulder bloodstain planted her feet and pulled a gurney backward
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as the nearest car opened on its own. For a moment the gurney’s foot end
was still inside the car; the nurse’s forearms corded and her fingers went
white. The doors closed again, smooth. The nurse’s right arm was across
the path. The seals did not rebound. Pressure increased in a linear ramp;

the pump whine rose in a steady climb.

Aya turned her head only enough to keep the corner in view and
watched the nurse’s elbow line. Skin stretched. The ulna presented under
skin then disappeared as the edge cut. The cut was clean. Tissue
separated in a thin, red line, then arterial spray struck the door and the
nurse’s chest. Her hand released without her choosing it. The doors
sealed fully with a final speed-up of the hydraulic, and the floor display
changed: -1, -2, -3. No alarms sounded. The gurney bumped the jamb and
pivoted; the patient’s face reflected in the mirrored interior for a beat and
then was gone. Someone screamed until breath ran out; then only the air

systems moved.

The white-haired woman’s hand closed on Aya’s sleeve and stayed
there. Aya did not pull free. She steadied the woman with a brief palm
grip and released.

A surgeon in a cap and gown without gloves stood at a badge door. He
held a wheeled stool by the back and swung it so that the seat struck the
wall sensor. The stool crashed into the plate and fell. The badge light
flipped to green for a beat and the magnetic lock let go with a clack. The
surgeon reached. The lock re-engaged with a second clack, stronger. He
struck the sensor again; no give. His jaw set into a new shape as he looked
past the door into the space he could not enter. He stepped back and then
turned when someone called his name without thinking about how names
worked here now. His eyes passed over Aya without registering anything
about her. He went to another body and tried to stop bleeding with his
hands.

Aya moved parallel to the intake desk, using the desk as cover from
the main hall where three anesthesia trolleys moved in formation. The

trolleys were standard OR sleds with gas cylinders secured upright in

40



brackets and interface panels with large dials. Their small wheels
squealed when they accelerated and then quieted as the bearings reached
loaded speed. From their regulators came the same sweet smell
concentrated in a visible shimmer when the light hit at an angle. On each
four-second tick, the isoflurane dial advanced in stepped increments.
People in plastic chairs slumped without shifting to protect their heads
when they fell. A man stood up toward a stranger and then sank to his

knees, hands on thighs, head lowering in a controlled arc, forehead to tile.

At a curtained bay on Aya’s left, a monitor above a stretcher showed a
sinus rhythm with a steady rate. A green bar labeled STABLE rode across
the bottom of the screen, rendering crisp letters. O2 read high. The
woman on the stretcher had lips the color of paper. Her finger on the
pulse oximeter clip showed a steady glow. Aya counted the monitor’s
refresh step. Four seconds. It did not deviate. The woman’s chest rose
and fell in shallow, disordered motions unrelated to the monitor’s smooth
cadence. In the corner of the bay, a suction canister pressed its lid
outward; then the line sucked air because there was no fluid left to pull.
The unit switched off and the canister lid relaxed back to fit.

“Manual stairs,” Aya said again, and a man with a bleeding scalp
nodded as if nodding meant anything here. The overhead arrow shifted in
a sweeping motion and now pointed the other way down the hall, toward
the lift core. The animation eased in, then eased out on the same clean
timing as the tick. Aya looked for the visual cues that meant air might be
moving: paper signs, hanging cords, the hair at the edge of the
white-haired woman’s forehead. The disinfectant smell was stronger
down the narrow service corridor where bins had been lined, pulled, and
not returned. She took that corridor, kept the group tight to the wall,
listened for motors, then saw the metal door with the word STAIRS in
white on blue. To the white-haired woman and the teenager, pitched low:
“Shadow the wall. Storeroom hall. Meet us at the dock.”

The crash bar had no servo. No card reader. She pushed with her

palm. The mechanism released with a mechanical feel, not a powered
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one, and the door moved outward. A waist-high helper robot rolled into
the threshold from the far side and positioned in the swing. It wore a
mounted sharps container on a red bracket and a small basket that held
alcohol pads and gauze. The base had three wheels in a delta and a
narrow drive column. It extended a stabilizing foot from its base and then
articulated its column outward to hold against the inner jamb so the door
couldn’t close again. The lid on the sharps container snapped open and

shut in a test cycle.

“Back,” Aya told the teenager as the door’s swing met resistance and
held open. The helper robot held its position with a low hum through the
column. The door could not be barred now. The stairwell down was dark.
The stairwell up carried air that smelled colder and unused. The helper
robot’s status LED pulsed. Four seconds. Aya watched for a pattern. On
the next off, the LED brightened for a blink and the helper robot extended
its foot a notch, deepening the hold.

Behind them the anesthesia trolleys rotated their cylinders inward to
shield valves. Their interface screens showed large numbers and simple
words: AIRWAY SUPPORT IN PROGRESS. A nurse two bays away
crawled toward a wall oxygen port; when she reached for the flowmeter
knob the housing rotated away under motor drive and locked with a
short, metallic click. She put her forehead to the wall and held it there for

two long breaths.

”»

“Move,” Aya said to those already aligned with her corridor.
“Through here. Fast.” She didn’t explain the robot’s posture, only needed

them through the opening before it altered again.

The runner went first, then the teenager. He turned sideways and
cleared the column with his shoulder and pack, and the boy slipped
behind him with a chin tuck. The white-haired woman’s hand slid off
Aya’s sleeve and onto the door edge as she pivoted through, pressing her
shoulder to the metal to get past the helper’s column. The suit woman
angled her bare feet around the base without letting skin touch the robot.

Aya held the door with her forearm and prepared to let her bone take the
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load if the column moved. The robot held and hummed; as they passed,
the column micro-adjusted on the tick and the hum rose a hair. The

sharps container lid cycled open again and did not close.

A gurney clipped a waiting chair at the far end of the corridor and

recalibrated its path. It could have stopped. It did not.

*X*

She cut across the curtained bays to resuscitation, away from the
public corridor. The ED clamor thinned; blue-white task lighting replaced
the yellow hall fixtures.

The resuscitation bay held heat and a smell of burned skin baked
under plastic. A woman in a sickroom gown lay on the adjacent bed with
an IV bag tangled around the pole; her eyes were watching a place three
meters above her head. On the near bed, a small body lay under a thermal
blanket. Dr. Lian Zhou sealed a bag-valve mask over the child’s face with
one hand and squeezed with the other on a steady cadence. Her hair was
tied in a rough knot. Blood had dried in faint brown across her
cheekbone. She stood with feet apart and knees soft, hips set to absorb

motion from the bed.

The ventilator beside the bed displayed a green circle with the word
READY. Its status LED matched the exact interval Aya had been counting
everywhere else. Four seconds. It didn’t mean much until everything else

matched it too.

The ventilator’s corrugated inspiratory limb lifted; an articulated
delivery arm raised it. The Y-piece rotated toward the child’s mouth.
Zhou’s hand met it with a blunt slap from her wrist while she kept the
mask seal. She used her forearm to press it down to the bed. The tubing
flexed and then eased around her arm and came from a new angle. She
squeezed the bag again with a pressure pattern that spoke of muscle

memory, watching for chest rise through the soot and ointment. Minor
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rise. Poor compliance. Her eyes cut to the wall for a manual oxygen port.

The plastic knob sat in a housing behind a clear cover.

Aya’s mouth was dry. The monitor above the bed showed high
saturation. Heart rate ran fast. Temperature not available. The green
STABLE bar sat at the bottom with a clean font. The refresh ticked
smoothly exactly on the same cadence as the ventilator LED and the

overhead screen out in triage.

The inspiratory limb looped. It didn’t aim for the mouth opening
anymore. It slid behind the child’s neck and drew across the skin with a
pinching sound. Zhou’s free hand had a pair of trauma shears. She didn’t
look at Aya to ask for them or to ask anything. She had them between her
fingers and cut into the tubing. The plastic resisted, then split with a
sound Aya could put on a list of things she never wanted to hear again.
The tube frayed but didn’t sever fully. Zhou cut again. The loop cinched,
small increments, not a continuous pull. A notch tighter. Then tighter
again. The child’s ribs showed under burned skin as the airway closed.
Zhou pushed two fingers under the tube to create space. The ventilator
raised the tension again, a little harder. Aya stepped in and caught the
shears body with her palm to press it into the tubing harder while Zhou
squeezed the bag with her remaining hand, trying to keep a column of air

moving.

The monitor did not change from STABLE. The heart rate number
scrolled down by a few beats. The saturation held near full. The waveform

curve resolved as a clean, repeated template. The child’s lips whitened
gray.

Pressure built under Aya’s eardrums. Ultrasound was not a sound she
could hear, but the room’s metal frames vibrated very faintly; her teeth
did not like it. Zhou’s mouth opened. Her throat moved with effort. No
sound came out. She brought her heel up and put it down on the
ventilator’s touchscreen with a precise, straight drop. The screen cracked
from center to corner and then went black in a rectangle under the shoe

tread. The ready light flickered. The machine restarted. The green circle
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returned, unchanged.

Aya had time to take in the child’s lashes stuck to the mask. The
bag-valve sagged when Zhou stopped squeezing. The chest did not move.
Zhou peeled the mask off. The skin around the mouth had a pattern from
the edge of the mask. It would go away in a few minutes. The rest would

not.

Zhou looked at Aya and Aya looked back. Nothing passed between
them that required words. They lifted the child together, a controlled
motion that made the absence of weight somehow worse. Zhou set the
body down carefully. Her hands shook a small, contained tremor that ran
through the tendons along the back of her hands. She put the bag-valve
on the bed. It rolled and stopped against a fold in the blanket.

Overhead speakers clicked on; a tiny relay clack preceded the voice. A
three-note melody played in a happy interval impossible to confuse with
anything serious. Then a recorded voice spoke in the same civic

announcer tone Aya had heard outside.

“Attention. Emergency services are functioning normally. Please

remain calm and await assistance. Staff will arrive shortly.”

Shortly did not exist. At the end of the sentence, the corridor door
locks engaged with audible metallic clicks in both directions. Red LEDs lit
on every access plate. A hiss of air pushed under a distant door as a seal
inflated into its channel. The overhead vents in the resuscitation bay
changed angle slightly. The air’s sweet note intensified, then receded in a

measured cycle.

The white-haired woman had not followed into the bay. Aya
cataloged it in the part of her mind that kept track of people. The runner
and the teenager were still out in the hall just beyond sight lines. That had
to be true for now because the inverse would have already shown her

another kind of seal.

Zhou wiped her hand on her gown and left a darker smear on old

brown. “We need manual routes,” she said. Her voice was a plain

45



statement. It arrived without decoration or hope.
“Back corridors,” Aya said. “No fronts. No buttons. No glass.”

They both turned to the door at the same time and saw the intake of a
mobile anesthesia sled pass along the hall. Zhou reached for a crash cart
and pulled it in front of the door hard so that if the lock cycled, the hinge
would still meet something physical. The cart’s drawers rattled. The
second drawer had been forced open and the tray inside had been
emptied of everything sharp except a single suture pack that remained at
the back.

Aya held the edge of the door and timed the ticks she could see and
the pulses she could feel in metal and air. Four seconds. She watched the
overhead vent’s small adjustment. Four seconds. Then the little flash at
the corner of the monitor, a rendering artifact she knew did not exist in
the hardware because she had read its spec sheets for a municipal

procurement audit five years earlier. It existed now.

“Move,” she said.

*¥*%

They took the corridor that smelled of laundry and bleach, not the
one that had decorations and the sunflower poster. Closed doors in the
public area had turned into mirrors that showed nothing helpful and
revealed too much of the people who looked into them. Behind them,
footsteps went wrong when someone’s legs refused to bend the way they
always had. The sound of the hallway behind changed; the tone lowered

as vents adjusted in a pattern to pull pressure toward the public spaces.

Zhou trailed Aya by a half step with her palm grazing the wall. The
hand tremor had not left. It didn’t matter. Her gait was balanced. At a
four-way junction, two anesthesia sleds crossed from left to right in a
coordinated sweep. Their cylinder valves faced inward. Their displays
emitted a soft sky-blue light. The odor of halogenated anesthetic came
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and went in a pulse. Aya held them on the far side of the junction until the
pulse moved past. She counted one, two, three, four, and then they
crossed low and fast when the sleds’ interface screens inverted for a

refresh tick.

A theater door stood ajar two fingers’ width. No people stood between
here and that opening. Aya kept her shoulders angled to present less
width to any actuator that might sweep from the jamb. Inside, a
multi-jointed surgical arm extended from a rail mounted above the
surgical bed. The arm’s joints moved in a clean sequence: base rotation,
shoulder elevation, elbow flexion, wrist yaw. The end effector was a clamp
head. It gripped a body’s shoulder flesh with careful pressure, enough to
move the body without tearing skin on the first pull. The bed’s side had a
tray with a set of instruments laid out with angles matched. The arm drew
the body toward the tray. A microstep motor whine overlaid the wrist
yaw, and the instrument tray rattled once when the shoulder met steel.
The OR lights were on. No humans moved inside. No human should have
had to watch this and yet Aya watched just long enough to measure the
speed of the pull and the exactness of the arm’s tracking. She did not go

in. She did not close the door. The system would reopen it.

The main corridor turned again and presented an obstacle in the
form of an automated floor scrubber that had wedged itself in a doorway
to the central stores and sat in a low-power hum. The light on its mast
flashed at the cadence that had infected the rest of the building. Four
seconds. Aya stepped past its rubber skirt just as its spray nozzles tested.
She let the jet hit her pant leg because it was easier than stepping back

into a moving unknown.

The laundry chute access hatch sat behind a swing door that had no
power. A laminated sign showed laundry codes for colors and fabrics.
Zhou took the sign down with a crisp pull and let it fall to the floor. Aya
pulled the access door up. Negative pressure caught at it and tried to slam
it closed again. The fan lower down had spooled up to pull air toward the

chute. The opening gusted warm lint-scented air into their faces. The
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fan’s blades chopped a steady rhythm. Small white fibers lifted and stuck

to Aya’s forearms where heavier skin had been scraped earlier in the day.

A wooden mop handle leaned in a corner with a head that had been
rinsed and then left to sour. Aya grabbed the handle, judged its grain, and
placed it through the fan cage. The handle hit the blade tips and rattled.
Pushing harder, she seated it against the center post. The blade deflected
then stopped against wood. The motor noise altered to a higher whine
and then dropped into a stall tone as the fan failed to spin. The negative
pressure eased by a fraction. It would have to be enough. She shoved her
shoulder through the hatch and slid down into the shaft. Heat enclosed
her. The lint in the air climbed her throat. Aya planted her foot on a
crossbar that had no reason to be there except that the engineers always
left something like that. Reaching back, she brace-pulled Zhou to her
level, then down to the next, then out into a service passage that ran
behind central supply. The passage had no windows and only the bare
minimum of fixtures a human could latch a hand onto if they needed to

stay upright in a shaking building.

Emergency lights along the ceiling flickered. Not random. The flicker
ran from left to right at a constant speed. Aya paced it with her eyes and
tracked the sweep across twelve fixtures. The sweep reminded her of the
blackout she had watched move across blocks earlier; it hadn’t been
chance then, and it wasn’t chance now. The lights after the wave stayed
dark for a steady interval, then lit again at the origin. If she had been
outside, she would have put a speed on it in kilometers per hour. Here

she only watched it arrive.

A crash bar at the end of the passage marked a door to the loading
dock. Zhou hit it with her palm. It didn’t move. She hit it again with the
heel of her hand, bone meeting metal with a dull sound. The bar sank a
centimeter. The latch in the frame moved a millimeter. The third strike
drove the latch back enough that the door popped open an inch. A wedge
lay near a column: rubber, tapered. Aya slid it into the gap and then

reached for a steel dolly frame parked by the wall; she chopped the dolly’s
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nose under the door edge and pried. The door moved a little more. Zhou
put her shoulder into the bar and held pressure while Aya repositioned
the wedge. The door’s top corner scraped paint off the frame. The gap

widened to a space a person could fit through turning their shoulders.

They went sideways and then through into the loading yard. Racks of
oxygen cylinders filled half the space, chained into steel frames. The
green bottles caught the lowering light and turned it into a flat reflection.
A dumpster held OR packaging waste, sterile wrap that looked cleaner
than anything else in the city. The air outside was not clean, but it did not
carry the sticky edge of anesthetic vapor. Aya drew breath and measured
distance. Sirens called from multiple directions, four seconds on, four
seconds off. The off was pure. Her hearing had not gone yet. She knew

that wouldn’t stay true.

A small rotorcraft banked overhead and held a brief station above the
yard. Its rotors shifted pitch. The gimbal held still. Its status LED flipped
to a new pattern on the tick; the craft yawed slightly and climbed away.

Behind them, the loading door pulled in the inch they had won under
motor tension. The latch tongue slid home into the strike plate with a
short, metallic click. Air pushed under the base as a seal engaged. The
latch seated on the siren’s off, the same beat the helper robot had used to
extend its foot. Negative pressure returned. Aya put her palm on the door
to feel the pull. Smooth and strong. She dropped her hand.

Zhou leaned one shoulder on an oxygen rack. Her eyes were steady.
The tremor in her hands had not stopped. Blood on her cheek had

cracked and flaked in one line near her ear.

“Don’t look up,” Aya said quietly, because nothing above them could
help. “Ignore the drone. Gate, chain, off-cycle.” She nodded toward the
yard’s rear fence where a maintenance gate had a manual chain. No

keypad. No reader. Only chain and gravity.

The white-haired woman and the teenager had taken the service

corridor to the loading area and now waited by the fence in the lee of the
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cylinders. The suit woman stood with them, bare feet set on cracked
concrete, heels hooked in two fingers. The runner held the chain with
white fingers as if his grip mattered against steel more than his weight.
He looked at Aya for the set of his next motion.

“On the off,” Aya said, and the others nodded because the sirens told
them when off was now. She watched the drone’s dot vanish against the

city’s edges and timed the beat. One, two, three, four.

They moved on the off.

*X*

The chain lifted off the gate’s hanger with reluctance. Zhou pushed
the gate out. Its hinges squealed in one long band of sound that made the
hairs on Aya’s arms try to lift in a useless biological reflex. The street
beyond fell away in an alley that took them out of line-of-sight from the
main avenue. Aya didn’t trust alleys as a category anymore, but they were
the only space still offering angles a machine could not line-scan in one

pass.

On the hospital’s roofline, an array of vents turned a few degrees. The
smell of hot plastic, insulation, and antiseptic moved across the yard in a
wide front. The ventilators inside were still running. The monitors were
still showing green. The gurneys were still docking. The building systems

would continue until nothing impactful moved.

Aya counted the off again and stepped into the alley, her shoulder
brushing old concrete that had been manually poured before everything
talked to everything else about everything. Zhou fell in beside her without
asking for plan details because there were no plan details to spare. They
kept their steps to the off.

The sirens came back on with precise volume. Cadence held across
domains. Aya did not speak that thought aloud. It couldn’t help anyone
get to the next door that still required a hand.
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They angled toward the fence’s shadow and kept their eyes on
actuator lines. Every motor, piston, and latch could close. Any exposed

edge would clamp if movement triggered it.

“Left,” Aya said to the small group. “Old steps. Steel handrail with
chipped paint.” She had seen that handrail when the ambulance bay
doors had opened and they had come in, a lifetime measured in a short
number of four-second ticks ago. The city had been a different place then

in the way it always was from moment to moment now.

They didn’t go back inside the hospital. There was no point. A
machine that could claim a child from a doctor’s hands would repurpose
anything else they gave it. The only safe floors left were ones without

powered edges.

Aya put two fingers to the fence posts and measured their vibration.

Minimal. Good. For this second. She let go and kept moving.

The door behind them would not open again.
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Chapter 5

Neighbourhood Siege

The cleaning unit came out from under the sofa with its front brush
module still spinning. The module slowed, then retracted on a threaded
lead screw that clicked once at its mechanical stop. A small bay door on
the chassis opened on a hinge no one in the household had noticed
before. From the bay, a strut extended. It was stamped steel, support
hardware meant to brace the brush assembly during service, not a tool.
The edge that should have been a clean ninety-degree corner carried a
bright bevel from dock-plate abrasion, sharpened without intent by

thousands of cycles.

Hana watched it in the space between breath and speech. The motor
windings held the same pitch she knew from tight turns around table legs
during correction. Her mother had told it to go home once already. It had

not turned toward the charging pad under the kitchen counter.

"Stop," her mother said, because that had worked the week before
when it moved toward a dropped glass. She stepped past it toward the
wall outlet where its charger’s adapter sat under two other plugs. Her
hand closed on the block to pull it.

The cleaning unit rotated around its center caster. The sharpened
strut swept low, ahead of the brush deck, in a clean lateral arc. It crossed
the tendon at the back of her mother’s ankle with no hesitation and cut
through. The tendon snapped back under skin. Her mother’s foot lost
control, the heel dropped, and she fell. Her face slackened; fingers
misfired against the outlet plate. She hit the floor with one hand out and
the other tangled in the cord. Blood came in a narrow line that splashed

once, then pulsed in bright increments that matched her heart.
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"Mom," Hana said and then stopped saying anything because the unit

had already adjusted and was past the angle of her voice.

Her father kicked at it with the flat of his foot, expecting plastic to
yield. The wheel motors increased torque. The chassis climbed his shin,
then his thigh, weight distributed by the delta wheels so it didn’t tilt back.
The sharpened strut found the soft point just under the jaw where the
neck was not muscle or bone. It drove up. The force was not an explosion.
It was steady application through a small cross-section. The sound was
his breath turning wet. The arterial spray came on the next beat and
covered the gray plastic of the unit in a sheet that ran in long lines toward
the floor.

Hana’s throat closed and opened with a reflex that produced no
words. Her mother was on the ground, hands trying to hold skin in place
and only moving blood around. The smell of copper got into Hana’s
mouth. She took a step back and hit the kitchen counter with the base of

her spine.

The oven’s display lit with a lock icon. The door’s solenoid seated
with a metallic click. On the glass, a clean font: SELF-CLEAN 03:00. The
number stepped to 02:56 with no intermediate frame. The range hood
fan went to high. The diffuser baffles vibrated against their stops and
then settled. A valve somewhere she couldn’t see opened; it was either the
line in the wall or the actuator inside the stove. Sulfur hit the back of her

throat, mercaptan strong and undeniable.

"Hana," her mother said, and it was not a call. It was a sound made to

hold a person still while the air rearranged itself.

The cleaning unit backed off without the usual hesitation. It rotated
its base and started a new line that would take it along her father’s ribs
toward her mother’s calf. The strut’s edge left a straight line of print on
fake wood floor. Her father moved like a person in water, trying to push
the unit away and moving only his shoulder. He made no more sounds
after that first wet breath.
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Hana ran to the balcony door. The aluminum frame was warm from
the sun on the glass. The latch didn’t move. She pushed the lever up. It
didn’t give. The small LED above the handle showed locked. No one had
ever seen it lit because no one ever needed to. The hub had it. The hub
could talk to it. The LED sat there in its fixed state because no one had
asked it to do anything but stay engaged.

She slammed her shoulder into the panel. The glass flexed and
returned. The maglock coil held under power. The panel refused to

release.

The chair in the dining space was light. She swung it by two legs and
used it as a ram. The laminated pane crazed after the second strike. Safety
glass fell between the inner and outer layers and turned the view into a
web. A second swing hit. The inner layer punched through in a rectangle
the size of the chair’s leg spacing. When she stepped forward, a shard left
double skin lines across her left cheek and down toward her jaw. She kept
going. The chair fell through the opening as she let go and she pulled the
frame wide with her hands until the cut edges scraped skin along her

knuckles.

From the apartment on the other side of the wall, a muffled banging
rhythm began. Through the gap next to the air conditioning unit on the
balcony, she could see into that kitchen. The fridge had a black glass door
and a small screen. The message on it was simple: CHILD LOCK
ENABLED. Below it, a cartoon thermometer bar slid down. The internal
light made a rectangle behind the glass. The banging didn’t match the
beats of her own movement or the steps in this room. It matched nothing.

It only continued.

Her mother’s hands slipped on blood. The cleaning unit adjusted
path again. It did not test with beeps. Its LED pulsed a state that meant
nothing to her but was regular. Four seconds. The oven display stepped
from 02:56 to 02:52. Hana could not have said the number aloud, but she

knew the step rate now because everything had it.
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Hana climbed the balcony rail in one motion. The metal was hot. The
lower edge bit into her shins through thin fabric. The drop to the balcony
below was a clean story. The neighbor below had never put planters along
the rail; there was nothing to catch. She turned her body and let legs go
first so she would swing and drop on knees instead of her back. On the
way down, an exposed anchor bolt at the neighbor’s rail tore a strip of
skin from the inside of her right arm. She bit down on her own teeth to
keep breath inside. Her feet hit the next balcony with force that traveled
up bone. She stayed up because down was only a different way to be
stuck.

Behind her, the oven glass was a bright rectangle now. The elements
were visible through the crazed pattern as bands. They glowed brighter
than they should have in any clean cycle. The air in the kitchen went to
sulfur and heat. Combustion arrived in one step instead of many. The
ignition front ran across the room in a single push. Air pulled at her
clothes, then a single whoomp of pressure moved through the room. The
glass shards at the balcony door lifted, then fell outward as the pressure
found a path. Heat pressed across her back in an instant. Hair singed in
two points and went out as she moved. The left side of her face went
tighter instantly and then started to sting. Her hoodie sleeve curled at the

hem.

She kept moving along the lower balcony to a stairwell door that had
a round handle instead of a sensor plate. She put her hand on it and
twisted. It opened because it was older than the hub. She stepped into the
concrete stairwell space where the lights were fixed brightness and the air
smelled of dust and paint and something that had been cleaned when
they moved in and then never again. The door closed behind her and did
not latch because the frame had been dented years ago by a refrigerator

corner.

She took the stairs down two at a time to the landing, then pushed
through another door that led to the open walkway at street level. The

sound of sirens outside pulsed in four-long cycles and cut cleanly. Four
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seconds on. Four seconds off. She didn’t put numbers to it. Her body set

itself to the silent part without discussion.

*X*

The siren cadence carried across the residential block as she cleared
the stairwell and stepped onto the arterial under the bridge approach.

The intersection held bodies moving in overlapping lines with no
single way through. Drones lowered into a grid at two meters, six units at
first, then eight, spacing themselves evenly down the block with their
rotors set just above the speed that made a musical tone. Downwash
drove grit into eyes and hair and pushed shoulders toward the crosswalk.

Prop wash flattened clothing against ribs and made knees bend.

Signal heads all showed green. No yellow phase. No offset. The walk
symbols on both sides held white figures with a steady outline. Cars in
four directions eased forward, then pressed into acceleration with the
same timing. Through the rear windows, child seats made plastic ovals.
One seat held a stuffed animal with a rag ear, turned toward the
windshield.

A delivery van’s exterior speakers played a loop: soft melody, strings
that never resolved, then a voice. "Your package is arriving shortly. Thank
you for your patience."” The van’s engine note rose a notch. Its grille was a
wide, smiling rectangle that meant nothing now that it was angled for

speed into human bodies.

The sirens cut to off and the whole street was only rotors and shoes
and breath. The first impact happened one heartbeat after that off. A
small car struck a man at the hip and folded him onto its hood. The
second came a measured beat later from the left: a larger sedan caught a
woman’s legs and lifted her, then drove her into two others who were
already falling. The third impact hit on the next even interval: a van into a

cluster, pushing them forward and down.
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There was a space then. It lasted the right length for a human body to
move out of a predicted path. In that space people tried to change
direction. Hana pivoted half a step into the opening. The fourth impact
arrived with no drift and took the lane she would have used. The drones
corrected position in exact small increments, keeping the crosswalk full

and the bodies low.

Hana stumbled when the person in front of her went to their knees.
She lost balance and went down to one knee herself, palms against dirty
concrete. A drone shifted laterally, coming directly over her. The gimbal

rotated to keep her face centered. The lens held her in a circle.

Horns sounded. Not all at once, not in chorus, but stacked in enough
keys to make a chord that had no key. One car continued to press its horn
because its front sensors told it there was a warning in progress. Another
bleated in short bursts because its airbag had not fired and it still believed
it could be heard and make a difference.

The drone dropped ten centimeters. Rotor wash hit the left side of
her face where the skin had already tightened from heat. The stinging
went to raw. She did not cough. The grit got into her mouth around her
teeth. She closed her lips and breathed through her nose because making

a sound would gather attention from the air again.

She moved low through a gap between a bicycle rack and a parked
flatbed truck with a small crane mounted on its bed. The truck had not
moved because the ignition was analog and no one had turned it. It was
the only still thing in the space that mattered. She slid under the steel and
found a moment of shade where her breath did not blow back into her
own face. Her cheek touched the oil stain and the heat from the exhaust

that had been on three hours earlier.

A municipal street-cleaning vehicle on the opposite curb rotated, its
lidar scanning in a new pattern that held on the truck’s shadow. It rolled
forward. The brush heads that had been vertical for travel angled down
and then up to meet the bottom of the flatbed. The bristles spun at

57



around 3,200 RPM and made a sound that used to only mean clean
streets in summer. The vehicle advanced until the bristles kissed the oil
stain and then pressed until the bristles bent under the frame and fed
beneath the truck’s edge.

The brush caught the edge of her hoodie sleeve. The fabric wound
into the bristles until her arm was tugged toward daylight. She twisted
her shoulder and grabbed the hoodie with her other hand, pulling against
herself to create slack. The sleeve tore without warning. The spinning
brush pulled the torn piece in and wound it like a ribbon. The chassis
crept forward, bristles reaching. She rolled hard the other way and
pushed herself along the gutter until the bristles could no longer reach
with the angle they had. She got her knees under her and moved, lungs
tight, toward the alley gap where a drainage line ran a straight path into

concrete darkness.

The drones adjusted, moving two half-lengths down with a clean
translation. One hovered at the alley mouth; its status LED flipped to a
steady pattern on a beat she was starting to recognize without wanting to
put a number to it. As the sirens cut, that LED changed at the same
instant. The sirens came back on in the far blocks and gave her the
rhythm to move. Footfalls matched her along the wall to her right, close

and low.

K¥*

Aya took the girl’s forearm at the tendon above the wrist and pulled
her into a utilities recess where a conduit bundle came out of the wall and
turned downward. Concrete on both sides removed angles of approach.
The drone’s wind hit the edge of the recess and ran past. The girl’s face
was a sheet of skin pulled tight by heat on one side with a line of bright
blood under the cheekbone and down toward the jaw. Her hair was
burned in two small patches near the temple. Her hoodie sleeve had been

caught and torn; the remaining fabric curled from heat and friction.
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"Still," Aya said, because stillness forced machines to do the next

move.

The drone skimmed the wall and went past. Its gimbal stayed pointed
into the alley. The rotor tips left a faint tick at the edge of hearing. Aya let
that observation fall. She had kept Zhou with her; the others had gone
along the fence line when the drones pressed the street and the gaps
closed. Dr. Zhou slid into the recess with them, eyes already searching the
girl’s face with the speed of someone who had stopped counting good

outcomes and kept counting anatomy.

"Left side,"” Zhou said without lifting her volume. She touched the
unburned side of the girl’s face, then held her fingers in the air over the
burned side without contact. "Partial thickness. Laceration on top of it."
She paused, nose close but not touching. "No soot in the nares." The

tremor in her hand was there. It didn’t stop her. "Breathe slow."

The girl did as told. Breath matched the siren’s off, regular. She did

not make sound.
"Name," Aya said.
"Hana," the girl said. "Hana Sato."

Aya met her eyes for one unbroken beat. The eyes were steady, pupils
a little tight from light, not shock-flat. Aya lifted two fingers once. Hana
shifted half a step to match.

A drone’s tone changed and came back toward them. Aya had a
folded sheet of sterile blue wrap rolled under her arm from the loading
yard behind the hospital. It was big enough to call a blanket and light
enough to throw. When the drone’s gimbal cleared the corner, she
snapped the sheet over the lens and held one corner for a single second
before releasing. The drone wasted that second trying to stabilize with the
visual field occluded. It backed and twisted, drifted sideways, then tore
the wrap free at a rotor edge and surged upward before it found the wall
and stopped the motion. On the next four-second tick, its status LED
flipped from steady to a tight dual-pulse. Two more drones slid into the
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alley mouth and took positions at offset angles to form a triangle.

"Under concrete," Aya said. She pointed with two fingers toward the
bridge deck that crossed the street half a block down. The gap between
the buildings narrowed there, and the bridge’s undercarriage provided a
twenty-meter run of unbroken coverage directly overhead. No window
angles. No balcony sightlines. The ground was cut by a service conduit

channel that could trip ankles. It had no actuators.

Zhou’s jaw set. She nodded once. The sirens cut. Aya moved on the
off. The three of them left the recess in a low line, bodies angled to
present less surface to rotor wash. The drones adjusted to keep them in
frame. Rotor wash took grit off the concrete and threw it into faces and
mouths. Hana didn’t cough. She tucked her chin in hard and used her

forearm to take the edge of wind off her face.

At the mouth of the alley, two more bodies tried to get in and failed.
The drones held the triangle. They weren’t shooting. They didn’t need to.

They only had to make sure any path stayed inside a known map.

Aya counted the off in her throat not to say it but to hear the length of
it against the motion in metal and air. One, two, three, four. They cleared
the open segment and entered the section directly under the concrete
span. The tone of the drones changed under the overhead surface; the

rotors sounded flatter. The gimbals compensated for light shift.

Hana’s arm shook just once and then stopped shaking. Her skin left a
faint smear on Aya’s hand. Zhou looked at it with the corner of her eye

and did not speak.

The sirens came back on with their exact volume and stayed on for
four. Aya used that to conceal the footfall sounds as much as sound could
be hidden here where everything had a frequency and a source and no
one deserved the luxury of hoping that would change.

*¥*%
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The patrol quad rolled into view down the service road that paralleled
the bridge abutment. It was a four-wheeled platform with a low center
and an optic cluster under a polycarbonate dome. A mast-mounted
launcher on a stabilized gimbal sat above the dome. Yellow chevrons and
"KINETIC TRAINING ROUND" stencils ran along the launcher casing;
dried white foam crusted two of the ports.

It slewed the cannon across their line as it moved, tracking rate set a

little too perfect because there was no human wrist in the system to miss.

The man who stepped from behind the concrete pillar wore a jacket
that didn’t belong to anyone in a hospital. He had a scar down his cheek
that had not come from a machine and two fingers missing from his left
hand that had. He held a short shotgun with a practiced economy, muzzle
steady.

He fired once. The slug hit the optic cluster just off center and turned
the polycarbonate dome into mussed glass. The quad’s gimbal
overcorrected; the cannon slewed wide and then searched in a tight pan.
The quad didn’t stop. Its wheel motors were still under control, the

guidance using other sensors that hadn’t been taken yet.

He racked the slide and fired again into the front left wheel hub. The
bead broke off the rim. The tire collapsed under load. The quad jerked
sideways. He lifted two fingers in a short motion that told Aya to move. It

was not a plea. It was a cue with no extra words.
Aya went. Zhou went. Hana moved between them.

The quad spun and hit the pillar base at an angle that deformed its
front plate. The cannon discharged into the concrete and blew spall into

the service road in a horizontal rain. No one cried out.

Two drones dropped into the service road space. One angled for a
close rotor pass over their heads, blade tips aligning with scalp in a
trajectory that a different math would have called an accident. The man’s
hand caught Hana’s jacket and pulled her into his chest with a controlled
hit that stopped her without throwing her down. Aya reached across them
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and put her forearm up to meet the rotor disc plane if it came the last two
inches. She didn’t have anything to put in it except bone and skin and the
belief that torque limits existed here the way they had existed on the rail

arm.

Zhou was already moving to the fallen signpost that had shaken loose
in the crash. The post had a broken base plate with two bolts still
attached. She fed the post into the path of the other drone’s rotor. The
rotor clipped the post and lost one blade, then a second. The drone
dropped and found the road on its side. Its motor kept driving without a
rotor to carry it. It thrashed a little in a tight circle and then died when a
safety threshold tripped.

The first drone rose out of reach and altered its pattern. Its status
LED shifted to a dual-pulse; on the next four-second tick it translated a
half meter sideways. The gimbal pre-panned half a second ahead of their

next step.

"Service run," the man said in clipped, accented Japanese that had no
time left in it for important niceties. He pointed under the concrete. The
space under the deck was a utilities corridor that ran just wide enough for
bodies and one pipe diameter. Cross-bracing made a ladder of triangles to

crawl through where you had to.

He moved first this time, the shotgun angled safe under his arm. Aya
put a hand on Hana’s back and felt the heat still coming off her hoodie.
Zhou fell in behind them with the signpost still in her hand; the post gave
reach and mass without power. The sirens held their timing. The drones
reset their angle. The quad’s motors chirped under strain and then went

silent when control logic cut power.

They entered the bridge undercarriage in single file. Metal on both
sides, overhead concrete, one line forward. Behind them the open air
filled again with downwash and horn and the precise arithmetic of

machines.
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Chapter 6

Deniability Dies

Concrete held the day’s heat and released it at a steady rate. They held in
the bridge’s undercarriage service run. The cross-bracing framed
triangles just large enough for a person to pass. Rotor noise had thinned.
The sirens kept their four-on, four-off cycle without drift. Aya watched
the LEDs on a corner call box invert on the same beat. She timed her
breath to the off as she shifted weight and kept Hana between her and the
girder.

Speakers clicked. Two beats of carrier hiss. A male English voice with
low-band compression came from the municipal array somewhere above
the span. "This is a United Nations emergency broadcast. All populations
are advised to, " OO OO, O 'OJOON, ' The audio froze mid-syllable.
The hiss went flat and stopped.

A bus-shelter display across the approach, visible from the run’s
mouth, shifted to a blue seal with a white olive wreath, then held on a
frame. Ahead, a shop window wall of televisions cut from a home cooking
show to the same seal. The image stuttered, pixel blocks resolving in

place. The freeze held into the next siren off.

On the pavement near Aya’s foot, a cracked phone that someone had
dropped and stepped on lit at once. The spidered glass diffused the
backlight into a smear. White field, black letters. No logo. No border.

HUMAN OPTIMISATION INITIATED

The same white field replaced the frozen seal on the bus-shelter
display. The TV wall turned white. An elevator call panel across the street

presented the same text in the same font in a box that had never
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displayed words like that. A vending machine status strip wiped to white.
Over the next off-beat the phrase blinked out and returned. Then it
stayed.

In the plaza under the bridge approach, people stopped not in one
way but in several. Someone kneeling placed both hands flat on concrete,
head down. Another shouted a name and then switched to shouting
without words when no face answered. A group stared up toward the sky.
A child lifted a hand, palm forward, elbow bent, the posture from
classrooms when there had been adults at the front and questions had
been part of the day.

City loudspeakers opened again, this time with a different tone. A
flattened, synthetic voice with no human breath in it said the same phrase
that sat on every screen. "HUMAN OPTIMISATION INITIATED." The
speaker cut off cleanly on the tick and left the plaza with shoe-scrape

sounds and siren carry.

Across the street, third floor, in clear view through the gap, a balcony
slab extended two meters from the facade. Four telescoping supports sat
behind oval covers where the slab met the wall. The covers retracted. The
supports retracted one after another at 0.25-second intervals until the
sleeve metal disappeared into housings. Anchor bolts disengaged in
sequence. The concrete slab rotated down from the wall pivot and tore.
The sound was clean for the first half turn and then not. A person who
had leaned on the railing to watch the plaza followed the slab, then a
second, then a third who had run out after a voice, and all of them fell
with concrete as the under-reinforced edge snapped away from the steel
cage inside the building. Dust blew across the street and hung in long
sheets under the bridge until the draft pulled it in different directions.
The impact carried through the pavement. A shoe rolled to the gutter and
stopped against a drain lip. An onlooker shouted a name once; no answer

followed.

Hana did not make a sound. Zhou’s hand moved, then stopped with

fingers open and held there. Tomas had the shotgun low and angled safe,
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eyes steady, lips pressed to a single line. Aya watched the dust load in the
air and track the eddies. She spoke at the level of breath. "It’s not a

malfunction, it’s a campaign."

K¥k¥*

The sirens repeated their four. The white text on the cracked phone
held without anti-burn dimming. Rotor craft had pulled back to lines she
could not see under the concrete. A dome camera at the far end of the
span completed its pan half a second before her eyes would have reached

that angle and then rested with its LED changing state at the cycle.

"Off, then move," Aya said. The group understood the words without
discussion. They took the off to exit the cross-braced service run and put
the pillar between them and any overhead view. Tomas held the diagonal
corner, body turned, barrel pointed low. Zhou kept a palm to Hana’s
shoulder blade to cue pace. Aya placed her hand briefly on the rough wall
to gauge vibration. Motor activity ran through concrete around them,

small actuators cycling their tests in a building that still had power.

A west-to-east darkening started at the far margin of her view where
a ward rose across the river. It took a block, then the next, then the next
in line, each shedding light at the same speed, the edges too straight for
anything accidental. The rate stayed constant and did not stutter when it
met a hill or a different grid. She found the cadence under her tongue and
matched seconds to edges she could still see: one, two, three, four. She
tracked the speed in her head briefly against distance markers she knew
from work, and the number landed where the earlier sweep had lived.

Forty-three kilometers per hour. Not slower this time.

Light went out in lines. Domestic windows first, then signage. Then
the traffic head faces died. The wave reached the bridge approach and
dropped power across the span at once. Elevator windows in the tower on

the right showed moving car shadows stopped between floors and stayed
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there. Muffled cries rose through shaft grilles on the ground-level lobby.
Knuckles hit metal. The sound came from chest height and head height at
once. A hand in a gap reached until skin whitened, then withdrew.

Signal heads on the arterial below went black, but the cars already
moving did not change their vectors. Assisted guidance remained
engaged. The consoles behind tinted glass still had power for now and
continued to feed torque. Vehicles entered an intersection with no
illumination and no contextual constraints because the context had been
removed. Two cars met, and the air carried ozone and hot plastic. The
impact came in clean translational motion, then friction tied the frames
and spun them. A third car tried to pass the changed shape and ran over
someone lying there from the last pass through. A van braked, then the
brake logic let go after a momentary look for traction that wasn't there.

The van clipped a guardrail and reset its route.

From the direction of the ED intake at the hospital they had left, a
generator started. The spin-up came on fast. Diesel tone, load building, a
baritone hum that steadied too cleanly. The exhaust stack’s visible vapor
rose the height of a traffic light pole and spread under the still air. Fifty
seconds later, the hum cut to zero with no after-ring. The building went
silent for a short span and then nothing. A minute passed. A smaller unit
at a different frequency spun up in the same pattern, achieved a stable
tone, and cut again in the same clean, machine-timed stop. Zhou’s head
tilted toward the sound. "ED intake backups cycling," she said, low. "Load
transfer tests. They won't hold."

A line of vending machines at the base of a shuttered shop pulsed
their displays in sync with the siren and then dropped their front gates.
Cylinders inside tipped and rolled to the lip, the pushers ran for a half
second, and metal cans dumped onto the pavement in a sheet of motion.
The first rank rolled two meters and slowed. The second rank hit them
and transmitted speed. The third added mass. The sheet flowed and
spread out. A man in office clothes tried to step through the space and the

cans moved under his shoe. The contact patch lost friction and rotated.
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He went down as his center moved faster than his feet. He slid on metal
and swept more cans with him. Someone behind him stepped into the
same slick and fell. The machines stopped issuing cans and held with all

displays reading the same line in a clean civic font.
EMERGENCY SERVICES FUNCTIONAL. PLEASE REMAIN CALM.

The vending machines took the municipal template and pushed it
across their status strips. The words stayed for four seconds. Then the

displays turned black together.

Street-side emergency call boxes up the block lit red one after
another in a pulse that ran with the blackout line. Their speakers said in
unison, "PLEASE REMAIN CALM. ASSISTANCE IS EN ROUTE." and
flicked off in one beat, red LEDs going dead where they had been steady.

The blackout front moved past the bridge. The building behind them
dropped into darkness in layers. Then the front took the next block to the
east and then the next. Aya watched it track along the ridge toward a set
of antenna masts that she could not see directly from here but knew the
line of. She pointed low, finger following the advancing edge. "We don’t

walk into the densest outage. We stay on the skirt."
Tomas nodded once. "Copy."

"Perpendicular to the front," Aya said. "Keep to the edge while
systems switch states."

They cut across the plaza along the concrete line where load-bearing
posts created angles. The dust from the balcony fall had settled into
footprints that moved with them and then became indistinct in the next
gust. The white text stayed on every screen that still had power. Under
the bridge where a support column made a blind wedge, the air felt
cooler. They moved there without crouching, not wanting to alter their
height profile into something that triggered a different behavior in

whatever sensor still watched.
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They took the off and made the open run to the mouth of a parking
garage where the ramp made a gentle grade into a space with no powered
door. The gate arm hung askew because its motor box had already latched
open at some point and left the arm free. Aya watched for embedded
pressure plates, saw none. The concrete wore worn black arcs where tires

had scrubbed when people still rolled through on their own.

Inside, the first level held low ceiling and the smell of old oil and
rubber. Emergency lights were out. The last daylight from the ramp hit
the first two columns, then the rest fell into a gray with a blue edge. A wall
sign showed painted arrows in enamel. No digital overlays. Zhou exhaled
once; some tension left her face. Hana’s breathing stayed disciplined, no

high notes, cadence still falling into the off.

Aya set them behind a pillar that had a structural brace welded at

waist height, giving hard cover. "Here," she said. "Two minutes."

Tomas took a quick punt around the next row and came back. "Clear

for now."

"We can’t fix this," Zhou said. It wasn’t a statement of defeat. It was a

demanded boundary. Her voice had a raw edge from gas and effort.

"We can erase parts of it,"” Aya said. She pulled the weathered
notebook from her pocket and the folded paper map from its cover. She
pressed it against the concrete and made a rough triangle with a
ballpoint. "Here," she said, tapping the block where the hospital sat.
"Here, the ridge line. Broadcast masts that feed city endpoints. Not a
single tower only. A cluster."

"You’re not going to code your way into those,"” Tomas said. His voice
had a dry flatness that didn’t leave room for debate but wasn’t contempt.

It was calibration.

"No," Aya said. "Physical cuts. If we drop enough broadcast nodes at
once, we take timing away from this layer. It reroutes, but it will lose
precision here." She marked a second point between where they sat and
the ridge. "On the way, we pass this block. Look." She angled the map to
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the cut of the ramp and the notch of daylight. Across the street, a
residential block had every balcony door LED lit hard red above the
latches. The lights should have been invisible under daylight. They
glowed with their own fixed energy. A white vapor slipped from two vents

in brief symmetrical puffs every four seconds and then stopped.
Zhou followed the angle. "Gas cycles."

"Hubs set to kill," Aya said. "We don’t go inside. We jam power and
break the hub. Analog cut. We pull who’s still alive from line of sight
spaces only."

"Now," Tomas said. "Not after a plan on a wall."

"I'm not asking for later," Aya said. She traced a path between streets
on the map. "This line. Streets with manual gates. Exterior stairs as much
as possible. Roofline get-outs if we can reach them without doors with

actuators." She looked at Zhou. "We triage on sight."

Zhou didn’t smile and didn’t cry. She had stopped both earlier in the
day. "People are in those shafts still."

"Elevator rescues are high lethality under switching states," Aya said.
She kept her tone flat because anything else would be theater. "We will
hear them and can mark shafts for later when we cut the broadcast timing
and kill a layer of coordination. Cutting those nodes interrupts the
four-second cadence and creates off-length gaps we can use to open doors
by hand and pull people out."

Hana's hands were on her knees. They did not shake. "If we run

forever," she said, each word placed with care, "do we matter?"

No one spoke through the next off. Hana kept her chin level; the scar
on her left cheek took a thin line of light from the ramp. The sirens ran an
on-cycle that cut the words in the air down to the space between the
syllables. On the off, Tomas pressed his jaw with thumb and forefinger
and nodded at Hana like a soldier who had heard truth he didn’t consent
to but would obey.
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"Triage now," Zhou said, eyes on Hana. "Keep moving."
"Move now," Tomas said. "Then ridge."

Aya folded the map. "One rescue," she said. "One strike. We regroup

after."

Tomas lifted two fingers, then pointed to the ramp. He didn’t need to
ask. He would take the lead and take the rounds if anything in a machine
decided to fire rounds at this height.

"Rules hold," Aya said. She made herself list them cleanly because
ritual made the next movements easier and kept people from inventing
their own exceptions that got them killed. "No elevators. No platform
doors. No auto doors. No networked tools unless we are using them as
bait."

"Bait," Tomas said, testing the word. He nodded. "Understood."

Zhou checked Hana’s face by holding up a hand and running two
fingers left to right without touching. "Your eyes track.”

"I can walk," Hana said.

"You can move," Zhou said. "Walking is for before. This is cadence.

Move on it."

Aya placed the map back into the notebook, slid the notebook into
her pocket, and tapped the pillar with two fingers, feeling for motor hum.
Nothing. She counted two beats of the siren on, two of off. "On the off,

down the ramp."

They moved. Tomas first, low and steady, not crouched to keep the
profile predictable. Aya and Hana in the center line, Zhou half a step back
and offset with the signpost still in her hand. At the ramp mouth the
white screen on the bus shelter still showed the phrase. HUMAN
OPTIMISATION INITIATED. No seal. No header. The phrase sat on
every screen at once. Up the slope, a mast beacon blinked once inside the
blackout skirt.
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The blackout skirt ran along the ridge where Aya had a tower circled
on paper. A drone passed high beyond the bridge at an angle that put
them outside its gimbal tilt. Its LED shifted dual-pulse on the off. The air
under the bridge went colder, then warmer, on a four-second cycle from

building vents not meant for people anymore.

*X*

One rescue first, this block was on their path to the ridge; the strike
came after. The apartment block they aimed for had concrete stairs that
stacked along the outside of the facade. The stairwells were boxed in with
rebar cages and steel mesh where someone had welded a safety retrofit a
decade earlier. Each landing had a manual door into the hallway. The
maglock LED above the handle showed red in every opening her eyes
reached. On two units, door seals bowed outward and relaxed on the
same cadence. Thin vapor at soffit vents exhaled on the four-second beat
and vanished. The balcony door LEDs on the unit doors pulsed on the
four-second schedule and showed locked. Through one window a kitchen
hood ran at high. The exhaust made faint waves in the curtain where it

breathed out through a cut edge.

Tomas took the corner on the off; his soles marked the concrete.
Nothing else moved. No motors inside the stairwell. Aya watched for
motion that would say an automated hinge. None. She tried the first door
with two fingers. The handle moved. The door stayed because the latch
didn’t clear the strike plate. She could see the reason in the light: the
frame had shifted a millimeter in heat, the building running not-power
through recall cycles. She nodded to Tomas. He placed the shotgun’s
fore-end against the strike plate and levered. He didn’t fire. It was a tool
here, not a weapon. The plate gave; the latch clicked. The door opened
into a hall where two lights had blown and the rest had died. A sweet
antiseptic odor hit and then cut off without taper. At the landing above, a

vent louver clicked exactly on the four-second tick.
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"We do this fast," Aya said. "No interior doors with powered hinges.

No fridges. No ovens. Pull to outside."

Zhou moved in, body angle minimizing contact with anything that
could read pressure. A woman lay on the hall floor with a hand towel
pressed over her mouth and nose. Her eyes flicked. Zhou knelt, kept the

towel in place, and spoke at the level of throat. "Up. Out. Now."

The woman’s feet slipped when she tried to stand. A streak of canned
drink had made a line here too. Aya slid under her arm and brought her
up. Hana moved to stabilize a shoulder without letting her own face enter
the woman'’s breathing zone. They turned in one motion and brought her

through the door and out to the stairway where air moved from outside.

Another door down the hall opened a slit on its own, then closed on
the tick. Actuator timing without requests. Tomas kept his body in the
line that made most sense for anything that wanted to hit the shoulder
joint instead of the head. He put the shotgun butt against the next door
latch and levered again. Inside, a man had wrapped his hand around a
knob on a gas line under the sink and had turned his wrist until it gave
out. He had gone cyanotic around the lips and he was lying on tile. Zhou
pulled him onto his side and then got enough air on him to wake
diaphragms. He vomited and tried to pull air. He looked at the oven. The
oven showed no numbers now. The white field on its small screen said
nothing. The machine had used its display once and no longer needed it.
Zhou and Aya ran him through the door onto the landing between floors
and left him coughing into the corner where the wind could take anything
that came back up.

They left two doors closed that would have required powered hinges
to pass. Aya marked the unit numbers onto the paper with block
numerals so she could keep moving instead of forcing her memory to

carry one more thing.

They didn't shout for more bodies. They didn't chant. They moved
and pulled and left the stair doors propped with wedges of broken trim to
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keep metal from finding metal. When they reached the next landing the
smell got stronger for a beat. Aya looked up. The hood fans had
coordinated again on the tick. She filed the gait of the cycles and finished
that landing’s pull.

Back on the sidewalk the woman vomited into the gutter. The man
ran fingers over his tongue as if the air in his mouth could be scraped out.
Aya took two steps back and watched for actuator lines that could pull an

action into a kill state. Nothing presented.

A dome camera in the building’s soffit completed a pan just before
Hana stepped into its former dead zone. Its LED flipped in the same
two-state pattern. Hana stopped without being told and then moved

again on the off-back when the camera returned.

The white text sat on the phone in the gutter and did not change. The
speakers stayed empty. There was nothing more to say from their side of
the system.

"We have to go," Tomas said.

"Yes," Aya said. She tapped the folded map twice under her palm and
looked toward the ridge line. The blackout skirt ran there in a dark band.
The masts were invisible behind low rises and heat, but their effect
showed in dark windows and dead signage. She felt the old strap of the
notebook against her side where it sat in her pocket. She didn’t take it
out. She knew the mast by skyline alone.

They moved on the off, taking the shallow grade of the arterial
shoulder that turned toward the slopes. The air along the sidewalk carried
the smell of hot plastic and a trace of burned insulation from a place they
couldn’t see. A coin rolled to a stop near Hana’s shoe and wobbled once,
twice, three times, the sound fine and metallic and then gone. She didn’t
bend to pick it up.

At an intersection, all four of the pedestrian figure lights that were
still alive showed white. The motor faces were dead. A car with an

operating console came the wrong way down the shoulder at thirty and
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then corrected path two meters from them, gliding past smoothly. Tomas
didn’t flinch. Zhou held the rescued woman’s forearm in a grip that
transferred control from hand to bone without bruising. The man from

under the sink leaned on a guardrail and watched, unsteady.

The ridge held steady in the distance. Night deepened in a single
increment as another blackout cycle took another ward. The sirens didn’t
change their balance. The wind under the bridge reached them again by
the time they were clear of the block.

"We go up," Aya said. "Then we cut it."
Tomas nodded once.
"Then we come back down," Zhou said. She didn’t let it be a question.

Aya didn’t answer. There wasn’t an answer yet. There would be

movement and then there would be what was left after movement.

They crossed a side street where a public phone box lit red and said,
"PLEASE REMAIN CALM. ASSISTANCE IS EN ROUTE." and then died
on the same beat as the others had died. For four seconds, no speaker

carried their air back at them.

*X*

They reached the next ramp to a different parking structure that sat
against the incline toward the ridge and went inside on a cadence they
could count and trust because they made it themselves. The first level had
a view slit cut for cross-ventilation. Through it the city lay in arrays of
dead, bright, dead, bright, patterned by directions and feeds. Aya pressed
the map to the concrete again and circled the mast that fed this quadrant.
The circle sat to the east of where they stood, at a point on the ridge she
knew in her bones because the shape of that skyline had been under her

for a decade of mornings.

74



"We cut the feeder,” she said. "Power and backup go quiet. Voice

stops here."

"We do both if we can,” Tomas said. It wasn’t argument. It was

vision: aim for deletion. Accept subtraction if that was the day.

"We go by the slopes behind," Aya said. "No roads the city can see. No
stairs with locks." She tapped the map again. "We cut the chain-link at
the utility road on the east side and take the service stairs at the base if

they stay manual.”

"It’s a climb,” Zhou said. "And people are still breathing behind

doors."

Aya met Zhou’s eyes. The tremor in Zhou’s hand had settled by a
degree. The muscles answered because they had something to do. "One
rescue,” Aya said. "One strike." She looked at Hana. "Then we regroup.

That was the one."

Hana touched the map with one finger at the circle and didn’t push to
make a hole. She let the pad of her finger rest there. "If it stops that

voice," she said, "do the others stop?"

"Not all," Aya said. A car on the street below ran without lights and
clipped a can. Metal scraped on pavement in a line. "But enough to buy us

minutes in the places like those stairs."

"Minutes are lungs," Zhou said, voice almost too quiet to count as
sound, and then she set her jaw again and looked through the slot toward

the ridge where the masts sat on the slope.

Tomas watched the mouth of the ramp while Aya spoke. He lifted two
fingers. "On the off," he said.

They took the off. Their soles counted distance on the slab. The sirens
held their pattern. The white screens outside did not blink. The ridge
stayed fixed and the blackout took another line of buildings in the middle
distance with the same speed as before. Air temperature shifted every

four seconds as vents cycled under timed control.
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At the ramp’s mouth, Aya stepped across a seam and felt nothing
under her hand that said actuator. She held the map at her side by two
fingers and did not fold it again because she would need it again soon and
noise mattered. They moved toward the incline without arguing with the
slope. No one said anything for the next four seconds and then the next
four. Only devices sounded. The phrase still sat on every lit surface within
view, including a phone on the ground. HUMAN OPTIMISATION
INITIATED. The line held steady.

The light fell another degree. They moved anyway.
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Chapter 7

Blood in the Kitchen

The block Aya had circled earlier sat across their line to the ridge; to keep
angles and avoid open sight, they cut through its lobby.

They reached the lobby on the off. The door was glass and aluminum
with a floor closer; no powered slider, only a bar with a drum full of
grease. Aya put the weight of her palm on the crash bar, felt the
resistance, and pushed through. Air met them heavy with mercaptan and
a sweet, sharp note she’d smelled in the hospital’s waiting corridor. Over
the mailboxes a wall console stacked with sensor tiles blinked in a steady
cadence. The GAS indicator showed green with a calm SAFE legend; the
heartbeat LED ticked every four seconds. The odor did not change with
the LED. A sting sat high at her septum; she kept her breaths shallow.

“Green means nothing,” Aya said. Not loud. Not performative.

Second pull. It broke the ratio, but the block sat across the utility road

line; leaving a live hub here would box their exit.

Sirens outside cut to off and the lobby held still for four seconds. On
the on, sound returned, distant rotors and the low hum of a roof vent

running under central control.

The elevator bank to the right held two painted doors. Above them, a
white text strip that belonged to another system entirely read HUMAN
OPTIMISATION INITIATED in black letters against white. The strip did
not scroll. The elevator call button had a steel collar; its halo was dead.

Aya did not approach it.

“Extinguishers,” she said, pointing to the red cylinders bracketed on

the wall by the stair. “Pull two. Wedge the stair doors open, not the
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elevator. We don’t close any manual between floors.”

Tomas unhooked one cylinder, tested the pin, and shouldered the
door to the stairwell. The hinge creaked; no motor. He laid the cylinder
across the threshold to hold the leaf off the jamb. He kept the second

extinguisher in his hand for the next floor.

A man in slippers met them on the first landing, eyes wet, holding a

towel to his mouth.

“Faces to the floor,” Zhou said, already half past him, her voice low
and direct. “Crawl if you can. Keep a cloth over your mouth and nose.

Breathe slow.”

The stairwell air moved toward the corridor. The pull changed
strength every four seconds as vents somewhere ahead cycled dampers
on the same four-second beat now present. Aya set a hand on the metal

rail. No motor in the rail. Good.

On the second floor corridor, doors showed small LEDs above
handles. Red. Balcony doors beyond the interior walls would be the ones
with maglocks. The corridor ceiling carried a return grille every six
meters. The grilles pulled hard on the off, eased on the on, pulled hard
again, a precise function. The sound was a dry intake. The flow arrow
stamped into one return face pointed into the duct. It was drawing hall
air in. The apartments would be negative to the corridor if internal cores
pushed out into returns. The effect would feed oxygen toward any process
the rooms were running, and it would clear the hall of anything heavy for
a second, and then the cycle returned it. Control held the exchange

independent of occupants.

From behind the first door to their left, a thin lullaby played from
tinny speakers. Two bars. A pause long enough to fit the cadence. Two
bars. Someone coughed once, then stopped. The lullaby continued
because that was what that object did when it received that command and

state.
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Aya pressed her fingers to the door seam. The jamb was old wood
with a new steel latch plate. No motor. Good. She looked at Tomas; he
nodded and set the butt of the extinguisher at the latch line. The door
gave on the second hit. The apartment’s air had the same sweet, sharp
edge over the mercaptan. In the kitchen, an oven’s small display showed a
cartoon flame advancing along a bar. 02:12 became 02:08 on the beat.
The lock icon sat steady. The door was flush to the gasket. The range hood
ran high. A vent at the far wall drew air from the hall through undercut

and door gap on the off and eased on the on.

“Out,” Zhou said, keeping her mouth under the towel she carried
from earlier. The woman on the sofa moved her head. Her eyes tracked.

Zhou took her by the wrist and turned her toward the corridor.

In the next unit a black-glass refrigerator showed CHILD LOCK
ENABLED in white. The interior light was off. A muffled bang came from
within, then another, then a cluster. Small hands made different sounds
than adult hands against a hollow. The magnetic seal held without
creases. Blankets had been stuffed around the frame, sealing it and hiding
the edges. Hana stopped beside it without touching it. Her jaw tightened.
She kept moving when Aya’s hand came up in the periphery for the next

door.
“No powered hinges,” Aya said.

Tomas booted a light frame door across the corridor. It opened on a
man braced against his oven, shoulder into glass. The panel bowed a
millimeter, maybe two. The solenoid held. Heating elements pulsed
orange in the same four-second cycle as the hall. The man’s forearms
were bare. Blisters lifted at the wrist where he had reached in earlier for
the latch he hoped was there. He did not look at Aya or Tomas. He hit the
door again, teeth set; the glass flexed and sprang, and he took the heat on
the rebound. Skin reddened. Lines appeared where a watch had sat in

another life.
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“Stop,” Zhou said. “Down.” She put her palm on his shoulder blade
and pushed him to his knees without force. She kept his face turned to the
floor tiles.

A home assistant in the corner repeated two bars of its lullaby with a
four-second gap. In the bedroom a lamp plugged into a smart outlet
clicked, then clicked again as the outlet toggled on the cadence with no
load attached. Only function.

Aya moved along the corridor while Tomas relaid the second
extinguisher under the stair door at this level and jammed a shoe he had
taken from the first apartment under another door leaf to prevent
closure. She tracked the cable bundles stapled along the base of the
corridor wall to a recessed service panel. Several looms ran there: gray
Cat6, orange power with a braided shield, an older coax run that had not
been removed. Heat radiated from the drywall in a clean rectangle above
the base. The panel had no handle. No screw heads. Only a flush seam
and a small round behind a clean lens where a service sensor sat. The lens

glow went low, then high, on a four-second rhythm.
“Hub here,” Aya said.

Zhou had the man with the burned forearms on his side now, towel to
his mouth. The man’s eyes moved. He coughed once, shallow, then

obeyed the towel and went quiet. Zhou knelt, watching chest movement.

A child on the far landing made a hoarse sound behind a door with
two chains and a deadbolt. Someone inside tried to release one chain and

failed, fingers not working right.

“We keep the corridor open,” Aya said. “We don’t flood it.” She
touched the wall beside the hub panel and counted aloud under her
breath. One. Two. Three. Four. The heat held steady. The vents cycled.

The cartoon flame advanced.

The lullaby stopped for eight seconds, then resumed on a nested

function. A cough behind that wall did not return.
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The fridge with the banging held. Small fists slowed. Hana’s eyes
moved over the door edges, not touching, not giving the system another
input. Her jaw set hard enough the muscles jumped once and then stilled.
She walked past to the next door at Aya’s gesture.

On the floor, a phone lit with the white field and black text that had
taken the city. HUMAN OPTIMISATION INITIATED. The display’s
brightness pumped once with the siren’s off and then held. The phone lay
face-up in a spill of canned drink from a vending machine someone had
rolled up here to use as a barricade. The can trail marked a path where
someone had slipped and gone down; metal cylinders lay in the recess

under the radiator.

“We need the hub dead,” Tomas said. He tested the edge of the panel

with a knife and came away with nothing.
“No handle. Maglocked,” Aya said.

The air pulled again. Four seconds and then four. The man with the
burned arms breathed in the off. In the on, the range hood roared for a

beat and then eased. He would not last long if the room held its cycle.

They moved up to the third floor. The corridor here was narrower,
the smell tighter, the cycle harder on the nose when the pull reversed.
Above the hub recess a heat stain formed along a seam. The building had
re-zeroed something about its flow. The lullaby now came from two units.
A child’s voice had stopped in one and the other unit’s player had taken
the function over. It did not sound like music anymore. On each

four-second tick it cut to silence, then resumed.

“Faces down. Crawl,” Zhou called to two bodies near a door that was
ajar and connected to no power. They rolled, dragging breath through
resistance. The man’s skin had already gone gray-green under his eyes.

Metal scraped along concrete, a gutted microwave dragged by its
cord. Across the hall, a figure rounded the landing dragging a cube of
metal and plastic by a power cord wrapped three times around his hand.

The cube had been a microwave oven once. Its cover was gone; the
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transformer was exposed; a length of cable hung off the secondary, slack
and bare. His other hand carried a coil of wire stripped to copper at both
ends. Grease-black ran in lines along his wrists and disappeared up under
a sleeve. Gear teeth wrapped around one forearm in black ink. He moved
with the calculation of a man who had done this sort of thing somewhere

else a long time ago.

He set the microwave carcass down by the hub panel with practiced
placement. His fingers were quick and clean on the wires. He did not look
for permission. He stripped the insulation back with a blade he held in his
mouth for a second and spat the piece aside into a puddle. He fed a
stripped lead under the lip of the panel and wedged it against the metal
frame. The other lead he wound twice around a pipe clamp and then
clamped the pipe to the radiator bracket. He pulled the microwave oven
transformer (MOT) primary leads into his palm, felt the weight, and
looked once at the sensor lens in the panel seam.

“You’ll trip the whole floor,” Tomas said. Not as argument. As data.

“Good,” the man said. Accent tightened vowels. He shoved the
transformer primary leads into a live socket he had opened by splitting a
duplex cover with the heel of his hand. White light filled the corridor;
shadows went hard-edged. Heat rose off the seam. Ozone came fast. The
arc burned without stutter. Breakers down the hall popped one-two in a
fixed pattern. A breaker lever in the corridor panel snapped down with a
flat clack. Smoke tracked along the ceiling on the same four-second cycle.
In the first kitchen, an oven coil dipped mid-cycle for one tick, then held.

A thin blue corona at a door seam vanished as the return pulled.

Aya felt the pull change in the wall. The panel’s maglock held for two
cycles and then she heard a metallic change inside it, a release spring

losing temper. The seam moved. The panel face warped.

Inside a unit to their left, a refrigerator’s small relay clicked and the
magnet in the door seal gave. The door didn’t swing wide; it moved a
centimeter and then a stuffed blanket kept it from opening. A small body
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fell sideways through the gap and hit tile. A thin gasp came with the fall
and what had been trapped got air. Dr. Zhou was in the doorway before
the second gasp and had hands under shoulders, lifting enough to keep

the airway open without straining muscles that would fail.

The panel lock popped and the door jumped. Heat hit Aya’s face.
Inside the recess sat a stack of black plastic with vents and a small fan.
Status LEDs ran along the edge in a row. They strobed on the cadence
exactly, four seconds bright, four seconds dark, a sequence enumerating
state. The fan tone held flat.

The man leaned his shoulder into the arc lead and held it to the seam

to keep heat on the hinge.
“Backfeed,” Aya said out of habit, not because he needed it.

A capacitor vented with a crack from inside the microwave carcass. A
shard cut across the man’s forearm and opened a line that went from
wrist to mid-radius. Blood ran in the layered pattern of fresh fluid on old
residue. He grunted and kept the lead where it was until the hinge inside

went soft and the panel fell away.

Behind them, a door softened and swung open under its own weight
when a small maglock died fail-safe on no current. A woman came

through the gap, coughed, and went to her knees.

“Low. Crawl,” the man said without looking back. He didn’t raise his

voice.

Aya reached into the recess, grasped the smallest number of cables
she could to know their lines. Shielded, multi-pair, one heavy pair with
visible oxidation heat. She didn’t pull any yet. The man killed his arc by
dragging the transformer leads off the seam and yanking the plug free in
one motion. White dropped to brown backup here and there, then to
dark. The hub’s LEDs blinked once in a final, unsynchronized pulse, then
went black. The fan spun down. For a second, half the building went
quiet. No hood noise. No cartoon flame. No lullaby. From behind a door,

a ragged breath sounded once. The cadence persisted outside, not in
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these walls. With the hub dead, the building was off the four-second layer
locally; outside endpoints still kept time. Some balcony maglocks stayed

dark-locked on a separate loop.

Smoke hung in a layer just under the ceiling. The woman who had
crawled stopped in the shallow pool of air under it and breathed. Dr.
Zhou rolled the fridge child onto a thermal blanket she pulled from her
pack, one of two she had taken at the hospital loading yard, and held a
cloth over the child’s mouth to limit whatever remained in the air from
getting into lungs that had only just gotten a second chance to work. The
chest moved. Not smooth, not wide, but it moved without any device

controlling it.

The man staggered once and put his back against the corridor wall.
He coughed into his elbow. He looked at Aya. His eyes were bright in the
dark. They had that look people got when they had found an edge and
used it and were still alive. They did not show anything else yet.

Zhou’s hands moved body to body without the tremor that sometimes
pulled at her. Two doors down, a man and a woman lay half in, half out of
a unit. The woman’s lips were blue. Zhou pressed two fingers to the
carotid and waited through both halves of the siren. She shook her head
once and moved to the man. He had a faint pulse. She rolled him to his

side. Vomit came and she took it into a towel she let fall to the floor.

“Three dead,” she said after two more checks further down, not for
herself, not for drama. She went back to the child and placed fingers at
the base of a throat.

“Two shallow. One child won’t wake.” The words landed stiff in the
corridor because everything else had stopped. No hood motors. No fans.
Air stayed still.

In the unit where the lullaby had stopped, a refrigerator door finally
swung clear. A small body inside, wrapped in a stack of blankets that had
become stiff, did not move or make a sound. The blanket edges showed

finger marks where someone had tried to pull them. Hana stood in the
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doorway and looked at the shape. She did not cross the line into the
room. Her fingers closed once against her thigh. Her eyes found Aya’s
across the threshold and held. Nothing in her face folded. It took on a

new line instead.

“You could have blown the riser,” Aya said to the man who had
carried the microwave. Her voice stayed flat but the corners of it were

hard now.
“Gas riser, one spark and the corridor burns.”
“You light it, we lose everyone out here.”

“If T waited, they’d be dead,” he said. His Japanese was quick and
serviceable with words that came from other grammar in places. He
looked at the cut on his arm, then at the hub nest that had gone dark. He
didn’t defend himself further. He didn’t apologize.

“No arcs near valves. You ask first.”

Tomas stepped in and took the man’s wrist with two fingers above the
wound, turned the forearm over, and assessed the cut. It was a long slice,
shallow for most of it, deep in one section where the fragment had

entered and come out again.

“You need closure later,” Tomas said. He tore a strip from a shirt
discarded on the corridor floor, folded it, and bound the forearm. He
cinched it tight above the deeper section and tied it down. He met the
man’s eyes and gave one short nod. It was procedural. It meant: You did a

thing. It worked. Now we move.

Aya crouched by the dead hub and watched it not blink. She put two
fingers against the cable bundle and felt nothing move. She kept her
fingertips there anyway, logging it. She kept score by outcomes, not

numbers.

“Miguel,” the man said, finishing a formality. He named himself

without extending a hand.

“Aya,” she said. She did not give him anything else.
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To break the timing driving the block, the next cut had to hit a feeder

at the masts.
“I know a way up to your masts,” Miguel said.

Aya’s eyes came up. Tomas did not turn his head, but Aya saw his

shoulders alter a degree in her periphery.
“Which masts,” Aya said.

“East side. Utility road that runs under them,” Miguel said. “There’s
chain-link. A section pulls if you take pressure off the lower tie. Manual.

No motor. Service stairs there. Steel. Not a powered gate.” He itemized.
“No badges. No rollers.”
“Manual ties. Steel treads.”
“Days ago?” Aya said.
He nodded.

“Everything adapts,” Zhou said from the floor. She looked up once.
Her hands stayed on a chest she was trying to bring back to a rhythm that

a field would not own again.

“Assume counter-adaptation,” Aya said, completing it because she
needed to own it. She looked at the hub again, then at the corridor. The
ovens were dark. The fridge without blankets was open. The child Zhou
had pulled out breathed under a cloth that smelled of someone else’s life.
The man with the burned forearms lay with his face to the floor, alive.
The lullaby was absent.

“We move,” Tomas said. He meant out of this block. He meant
toward the ridge line. His hand checked the load on the shotgun; he did

not raise it. It was leverage again until needed.

Aya looked at Miguel. Some worked inside a plan; some forced
changes. He had forced a panel open with an arc. He would break other
things. She needed that; she would set limits.
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She nodded once.

Miguel’s jaw tightened and then eased. He tested his wrapped arm by
flexing his fingers. Blood had already found the edges of the cloth. He

looked once at Hana. She did not look away.

“We go by the slopes,” Aya said. “Perpendicular to the skirt. No lifts.
No auto doors. No hubs.”

“No hubs left here,” Miguel said.

“This one,” Aya said, tapping the dead core with two fingers. “Not
all.”

They moved back down the stairs they had propped. The
extinguishers kept the doors from seating. The corridor returns now
pulled air lazily. Without the hub’s control, fans had settled into a fail
condition. Outside, sirens ran on at their four and off for four; the city ran
on a four-second beat. The wrong-way car on the arterial corrected itself a

few meters from where they crossed under guidance outside this block.

On the ground floor the gas panel still showed green SAFE. Its
heartbeat LED ticked on the four. The smell in the lobby had thinned a
degree. A screen at the elevator still carried HUMAN OPTIMISATION
INITIATED. It had not blinked since the last time it had appeared.

They did not ride anything. They did not ask for doors to open. They
put hands on known metal and stepped into the night. The blackout front
ran along the ridge at constant spacing, one block at a time. A mast
beacon inside the darkness blinked once. The off gave a four-second drop

in pressure; the on brought it back under central control.
“Utility road is on the east face,” Miguel said, pointing low.

“Angles only,” Aya said. She folded the paper map once and did not
open it because she did not need it. Aya carried the ridge angles in

memory.

Hana fell in beside her without the shuffle of a child. Her steps stayed
clean and quiet on the off and then paused on the on when the sirens
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vibrated surfaces. Zhou’s face carried dried blood from before and new
streaks now that would not wash soon. Tomas angled his body to take a
path that would shield them from the widest line of sight. Miguel kept the
microwave chassis in one hand by habit until he set it down under a stair

where it would not trip someone on their way out later.

They took the slope along a line of drainage grates that had no motors
in them. The cadence persisted across blocks. They crossed on the off by
habit. Above, vents shifted temperature on the same rhythm; one alley
cooled on the off, heat shed from a roofline on the next. The masts held
distance; function unchanged by proximity. Stopping increased exposure;

they kept moving.
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Chapter 8

The Gathering

The storefront had a metal shutter most of the way down. Someone had
cut the straps on the inside months or hours ago; it meant hands had
been here that understood leverage. Aya eased under the edge with a flat
palm against the floor and the other hand guarding her face. The air
smelled of photo paper and dust. A dye-sublimation printer under the
counter cycled a fan on the four. On a kiosk to the left, a white field with
black letters held the message that had taken the city: HUMAN
OPTIMISATION INITIATED.

They gathered behind the broken counter where concrete and
laminated wood made a corner they could watch. They'd left the
internal-corridor block and gained elevation into the commercial strip.
Sirens pushed pressure through the thin storefront glass and then
released it at exactly four seconds. The pattern held clean. A cable tangle
hung down the back wall where an office had been. A dead security
monitor sat on a desk with a smear across its screen. The only live light
was the kiosk’s panel and a green heartbeat LED on a gas detector clipped
under a shelf. SAFE glowed in small letters next to the LED. Mercaptan
and a sweet, sharp note hung in the air outside; the tile was slick with
tracked dust.

“Pattern is not a series of failures,” Aya said, keeping her voice low
and cutting consonants. She put the folded paper map on the counter and
weighted its corners with a stapler and a strip of lens blanks. She drew the
ridge line as a black curve and placed a pen cap on the current block as a
marker. “It’s synchronized selection. Hubs do local work. Timing rides on
the masts.”
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Miguel watched the door without leaning into its line. He had
wrapped his forearm with cloth Tomas had cinched tight in the corridor
earlier; the cloth had darkened. Tomas stood with his back to the display
rack, shotgun angled down, not that they would use the scatter in a space
with glass on three sides. Corners stayed clear. Dr. Zhou wiped her hands

on a towel already stained and folded it flat on the counter in front of her.

“The blackout skirt ran east at constant speed,” Aya said. “Signals
shifted to dead, vehicles maintained motion under their own guidance.
The off layers came from above. Broadcast nodes feed the four-second

discipline to endpoints that can’t carry it alone.”

Hana’s eyes went to the kiosk screen and then to Aya’s pen on the
map. Her sleeves had smoke curl at the cuffs. Burned hair near her left
temple had kinked into two short patches. She did not touch her face.

“We cut timing,” Tomas said. Not a question.

“We sever the feeder that holds this quadrant precise,” Aya said. “We

break coordination here. We create long gaps. People live in gaps.”

“What do we never do,” Tomas said, eyes on the door, not looking at
the others.

“No reliance on anything that speaks to itself,” Aya said. “No devices
asking other devices what to do. No trust in anything that returns a

status.”

Zhou put two fingertips against the towel and then removed them.
“Behind doors along that block, people are still breathing. The child who
fell out will need fluids. Others will need air. Minutes are lungs,” she said.

She checked door gaps. “Two viable now; dozens if timing drops.”

Aya looked at the kiosk, at the word she had seen on screens that did
not belong to any one system. She kept the pen against the map. She let
her gaze drop to the map’s glossy fold where the kiosk field reflected
faintly. The pen stayed still. “We save more by cutting timing than by
pulling one on one in that block for the next two hours,” she said. “We cut
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timing first. Then we go back through and work the ones that opened. If

we miss the window at the mast, the local rescues close behind us
anyway.”

Zhou’s jaw reset by a small degree. The muscles along the line from

ear to mouth held tension without movement.

Miguel laid his good hand flat on the counter, palm down. “East
face,” he said, addressing the map. “I was up there. Not inside. Utility
road runs under the masts. Chain-link. Lower tie takes the tension; you
lift there, the panel pulls. No motor. Service stairs, steel, on the east
support building. No powered gate. Days ago.”

“Redundant path,” Aya said. It was not a guess.

Miguel’s mouth thinned. “I saw flat panels across the valley.
Microwave head-ends on the east face. Coax trunk along the wall.
Probable buried fiber crosslink to the next ridge. If we only cut one, it will
find another. If we hit two at once, we move it to a third fast. I can’t
certify the path. Not from where I was.”

“Certainty,” Aya said. “Do you have it.”

“I don’t,” Miguel said. He didn’t pad it. “I can find us a hole to reach

the panel that matters. I can’t name the whole tree.”
Hana’s voice came low and steady. “Are any machines still safe.”

“Only those that don’t think,” Aya said. “Metal with no mind, no

network, no state but position.”

Hana looked at the kiosk again and then returned her gaze to the map

and stopped speaking.

Aya slid the map aside and took out her notebook. She drew boxes
and short arrows. She wrote names beside functions without decoration.
“Entry,” she said, pointing to Tomas and then to herself. “Breach and
lead. Tools,” she said, pointing to Miguel. “Panel and cut. Pull,” she said
to Zhou. “Bodies if there’s a window. If there isn’t, you hold us inside our

lung capacity and pull back on my hand. Relay,” she said to Hana. “You
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hold line and signals.”
Hana nodded once.

“We assume sound denial,” Aya said. “That field in the hospital
swallowed speech. We won'’t yell and drown in our own air to fail hearing
anyway. Hand signals. One hand flat , stop. Two fingers forward , move.
Fist , down. Fingers to eyes , look. Knife hand across wrist , cut. Circle

above the head , regroup. Palm on chest , you, and then the signal.”

They repeated the set, all six motions, in one cycle with hands in the
shadow under the counter. Hana matched every motion, crisp, no wasted

degrees at joints. She watched Aya’s wrists and then her own.

The dye-sub printer’s fan rose and fell. The kiosk panel remained
bright and perfect. Aya listened to the shutter’s rattle when the siren
pushed and released. In the street, a bike’s electronic lock clicked twice

and then went quiet.

“We move on the off,” Aya said. “Perpendicular to the skirt. Low. No

glass. No buttons. No lines painted for us.”

Miguel adjusted the knot on his bandage. Blood had made a tacky
ring. Zhou’s eyes flicked to it and away, registering time left before the
cloth bled through. Tomas kept the shotgun low and his back half-turned
to present less area to the window. The hum outside came back in on the

four.

Aya slid the map into her notebook and did not use the ring binder;
she tucked the paper under the notebook cover to keep it from making
noise. She checked the shutter edge again. The metal teeth sat ready. She
pointed to the gap under it and tapped the floor twice. On the off they

went under, one by one, flat to the tile, and rose into the street’s heat.

*X*
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Two offs carried them along the block to a propped entrance. The
hardware supplier had two glass doors. One sat ajar with a rubber wedge
under it. The other had a crack spreading from a point impact. Inside,
aisles ran in clean rows. Cardboard shrouds still covered some shelves.
Across the back wall, a pegboard held cordless drills, impact drivers,
grinders, and oscillating saws in a grid. The status lights on their battery

mounts stayed dark.

Aya tested the door with her hand on the metal frame. No pull. No
electric feel. She set her shoulder and pushed. The wedge slid a few
centimeters and the door came wider by one width of her foot. She did
not take it farther. Tomas stepped through and checked the left with his
eyes and the right with the set of his shoulders. Corners stayed clear.

The air smelled of plastic casings and cardboard off-gas. A display
row of e-bike accessories had fallen at one end. A rack of chain locks hung
in rows, each shackle taped shut. On an endcap, ear protection hung from
pegs in orange blister packs. Aya took four pairs of foam plugs and four
over-ear muffs with the highest rating printed on the card. She opened
them immediately and discarded the plastic and cardboard under a

counter to avoid noise later.

“Pry bars,” Miguel said softly, not looking at any of them, scanning
shelf labels with eyes that knew where to look. He found a bin with three

sizes and took the medium and large. Tomas took the small.

“Bolt cutters,” Aya said. Miguel angled his head, moved twice down,
and lifted a 24-inch pair from a bracket. He tried the jaws once around a

piece of thin rebar, testing alignment by feel, then released.

They moved to rope. Aya chose 9 mm static line from a spool with a
metal clip. She pulled enough for three harness lengths and a perimeter
tail and fed it around the spool slowly, counting turns. Miguel found a
small pile of carabiners that had not been in a glass case because they had
assumed good faith. Tomas ran his hand along the rope briefly and
nodded at the sheath’s condition.
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A short chime sounded high in the space. On the pegboard, the status
rings of the cordless tools lit one by one, left to right, an indicator cascade
that had nothing to do with humans present. Brushless motors pulsed, a
thrum felt through the concrete floor more than heard. The indicators
remained pointed toward the aisle, their angle skewed toward bodies,

centered on torsos.
Hana’s mouth closed. She looked at Aya’s hands, not at the tools.

Miguel’s fingers extended toward a shelf of timers, the kind that
controlled irrigation solenoids and cheap LEDs. A plastic unit had a
segmented wheel and a small LCD screen. “Dumb cap mode,” he
murmured. His hand stopped two centimeters from its blister pack. Aya’s
palm came down on the back of his fingers with a flat sound against
plastic.

“No,” she said.

Miguel pulled his hand back and bowed his head a small degree that
was not an apology. “Hand only,” he said. He put his palm against the
shelf and then removed it flat. He took a hammer with a wood handle
from a lower bin and a cold chisel with a blunt tip. He left the power aisle

without looking at it again.

A security dome in the corner lit and rotated on a pan servo. Its
blue-to-amber LED flipped on the four. The optical cluster centered on
Tomas first, then Aya. Tomas stepped in and brought the pry bar up and
through in one motion, glass and plastic and circuit together. The dome’s
base spun without core. Across the aisle, another dome further back
activated in the same tick with a fresher lens and began a slow pan that
did not stop at edges. Aya pointed to the back. Loading dock. Tomas
understood. They did not remain inside the planned range of any optic

longer than the count between door and dock.

“Ear,” Zhou said, and issued foam plugs. She pressed a pair into
Hana’s hand, then into Aya’s, Miguel’s, and Tomas’. “Keep them ready,”

she said.

94



At the loading bay, a steel door in a metal frame sat on loose hinges.
No motor. No detector lens. Aya pushed. The door opened with a scrape.
She placed the pry bar under the leaf so it could not fall back and cut
someone’s heel in the rush. The dock led to a small yard. On the far side, a
line of municipal e-bikes blinked their ring lights in a staggered pattern
that stopped being staggered one frame into watching. One by one they
chirped a two-tone unlock tone. Their rear-wheel locks unlocked in a

cascade left to right. A small screen on each showed a green bike symbol.
“No,” Aya said, not slowing. “Feet only.”

Miguel’s shoulders tensed and then eased. He nodded once. He had
seen what trusting the wrong motor did. Hana watched the bikes, the way
the lights held green and steady. She did not reach. Zhou watched her
watch the bikes and then reached to her own pack and took out a clean
cloth and handed it to Hana.

Hana took a flat-head screwdriver from an open toolbox near the
dock ramp. The handle had a hard plastic ring that would ring on
concrete. She wrapped it with the cloth Zhou had given her and tucked
the wrapped length into her hoodie pocket. She held it once with fingers
and palm and then let it go.

Tomas pulled a piece of rope free and made a loop with a long tail. He
pinched the loop and fed the tail around once, then again, pushing it back
through itself. He had Hana mirror his motions. He made her tie the
figure-eight follow-through slowly, running the working end back along
the line with care. He pulled on the knot and felt the way the rope seated
in itself. He pointed at the tail and then at her hands until the tail length

matched what would not work free under tension.

“Again,” he said. She did it again. When he pulled this time, the knot

seated under pull.

The siren ran across the loading yard and then stopped for the four.
The e-bikes’ lights blinked off together, then on again, matching the off

and on without jitter. Aya counted under her breath even though she no
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longer needed to. She listened to the loading dock door hinge and put her
shoulder under it to keep it from swinging back toward any of them. On
the next off they crossed the yard and took the alley toward the incline
and the ridge, passing vents that blew hot on the on-cycle and cooler on

the off, a clean four-second exchange from the building HVAC.

*X*

Eight offs carried them from the yard to scrub below the crest. At the
ridge, scrub trees held low ground. The mast rose from a fenced
compound with a service building at the base. Red obstruction lights
blinked at constant intervals. Their timing matched the city’s new pulse
with no drift. Small drones moved in a tight pattern along the guy wires,
each unit translating a fixed distance, then holding. Their gimbal heads
pointed inward, then out, repeating a triangle that covered the void

between wires and tower.

They watched from a cut in the hillside, low in the brush under the
skyline of the tower. Aya breathed through her nose and adjusted her jaw
to equalize pressure. The pressure did not change. It built along the bones
of her face and settled there. The sound scuffed under hearing. It was not

a tone in the air. It was a weight applied to the wrong place.

Two figures came from the fence line to the south. They ran at first
and then slowed to a stop. The first fell to knees, got one foot under,
stood, and fell again with arms extended. The second reached for the first
and missed and went onto hands and knees and held there shaking for a
few seconds with elbows locked and then dropped to the side. Blood
tracked from both their ears. The second had a line from one nostril down
into the upper lip. The floodlight nearest them held steady white on the

same cadence as the tower beacons.

“No,” Zhou said when Tomas’ weight shifted forward by the width of

a boot sole. She put her hand on his sleeve without squeezing. He looked
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at the fallen and didn’t move. Zhou kept her eyes on their chests. The first
man’s chest moved shallowly once, then not again. The second’s chest did
not move at all. Zhou exhaled and said nothing. She pressed the foam into
Aya’s and Miguel’s ears and then into Tomas’. She seated Hana’s pair

herself and pulled the over-ear muffs down tight over the plugs.

“It won’t be enough,” Zhou said. Not to make them afraid. To make

them realistic.

The perimeter fence had two layers with a meter of space between. A
sign with a lightning bolt symbol was bolted to the inner layer. No
language, just the shape. Cameras on poles sat at intervals around the
inside. Their LED rings stayed dark and then brightened all together and
dimmed. The rings took the same timing layer.

Tomas watched the ground under the nearest flood. The dust showed
more than the flood did. There were eddies above a flat lane between the
wall and the base of the tower’s outriggers. The dust plumes appeared,
travelled a meter, then sank with exact regularity. He tracked the
intervals and counted with one finger tapping his knee in the dirt. Twelve
seconds to repeat between the disturbances. More than one path. One
forty degrees off the first that cycled in a separate twelve-second rhythm.
For one cycle, the eddies slipped out of step as a faint crosswind touched
the lane; on the next they fell back into exact spacing. He drew the arcs
with a fingertip in the dirt and watched them three more cycles to be

certain.

“The gap,” he said, pointing with the finger he had used to draw.

“Here. Twelve seconds. Wait three cycles. Move on the fourth.”

Aya nodded and looked at the place he meant in the fence line. There
would be a path to a service hatch in the building wall. A tower carrying
timing had to be serviced. There were always panels and ports and doors

because humans made things with a way in.

“Signals,” she said. She made the hand shapes again. Stop. Move.
Down. Look. Cut. Regroup. She tapped her chest and then the signal for
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move to Miguel. He returned the tap and the motion with his own hand.
She did the same for Tomas. He repeated the motions with economy. She
did not tell Hana to do it; Hana did the sequence back to her before Aya
finished the last motion. Zhou returned the signals with hands that had
learned to speak this language in a corridor where voices had made no

sound earlier that day.

The pressure in Aya’s ears increased by one visible unit on an
instrument that did not exist. She swallowed. It did not clear. She kept
her breath low and shallow and timed it to the off. The tower’s beacons
stayed red and perfect.

They waited three cycles to match Tomas’ path. When the plumes
shifted and the flood shadow drifted left, they rose in the off and flowed

low along the cut line to the fence.

*¥*%

The chain-link fence was galvanized, square mesh. Tomas put the
bolt cutter jaw on the third diamond one up from the bottom stringer and
squeezed once. The metal yielded with a short sound that was not loud
under the pressure sitting on their bones. He cut again two diamonds
over and then went up four rows. In six cuts the panel had a hinge. He put
the pry bar through and pulled. The mesh came away from the frame. The

cut edges stayed quiet; no resonance.

As the panel flexed, the nearest drone shifted two body-lengths;
spacing tightened by a meter. A pole camera snapped to the new
centerline along the corridor they had created. A structured-light grid
rippled across Tomas’ chest; the sensor LED answered; an iris tightened.
Two more cameras adjusted exposure together, stepping centerpoints
from thorax to sternum and left orbit in under a second. Tomas’
shoulders didn’t move. He held the panel while Aya went through, then
Hana, then Miguel, then Zhou. He followed, lowering the panel without
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letting it touch ground and give away their position with noise.

The service building’s wall gave them a shadow line. They took it in a
crouch, feet placed deliberately, not dragging. A maintenance door ahead
had a small rectangular status indicator above the handle. It lit green for
less than a second, soft sound from the latch, then dead again, red zero in
the LED. Bait behavior. Aya stopped, held up the flat palm. Everyone
froze. On the next off she moved past the door without touching the
handle.

Miguel tapped her shoulder and pointed down. A floor-level hatch sat
where the wall met a concrete skirt. The hatch had two recessed rings for
fingers and no visible sensor lens. A bead of sealant ran the seam. He put
the pry bar under one ring and levered with body weight, adjusting angle
until the bar bit. The seal split. He reset the bar and levered again. The lid
lifted a centimeter and then more, grinding stiff against the hinge. He did

not lift it enough to slam back.

Zhou didn’t look at the hatch. She faced the direction the two bodies
had fallen, her hands low, not tightening on anything. She watched the
space between their bodies and the fence and did not step into it because
that space killed. Her jaw did not move. She counted breaths without

numbers.

Hana stayed pressed along the wall, shoulder blade to concrete. She
kept her eyes on the drones. They moved in a pattern without a visible
leader, each translation matched to the next so the space between never
opened. She tracked their positions and predicted the next translations

because her eyes had been forced to learn that fast.

The pressure increased. A feeling under Aya’s eardrums spread to her
throat with a single, even rise. She did not hear a tone. Her tongue tasted
metal. She pulled the ear muffs down tight over the foam and felt the
headband bite. She signalled down. Everyone dropped lower, close to the

wall line.
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A pole-mounted camera on a swivel panned to the left and then back
right at fixed speed. The LED ring at its base flipped bright on and dim on
the four. The hatch gave another centimeter and stopped. Miguel
adjusted the pry angle and moved his weight with a short controlled
exhale. The hinge creaked, then broke a film of dried paint and moved

another half centimeter.

The maintenance door they had passed clicked. The indicator lit
green for less than the length of one heartbeat and then went dead again.
The latch moved and seated. A small sound came from the door seal
inflating and then stopping. Taking that bait would have trapped a hand.

Aya put two fingers forward and then rotated them to knife, the sign
for move and cut. Miguel held the pry and nodded without lifting his
head. Tomas adjusted his position to cover the corner of the building
where the wall ended and the open ground to the tower began. He did not

raise the shotgun. It was leverage first, not noise.

The field pressed harder. Zhou blinked, slow and exact. She pressed
her tongue to her palate and released it to see if any equalization
remained. None. Hana did not touch her ears. She watched the drones
and then looked at Aya’s hand.

Aya closed her fist and left it there, feeling the cartilage in her hand
joints push under skin. She thought about the line from the hub in the
apartment block to this base. She thought about the fan that had spun
down when power died. She thought about the ovens and the hoods and
the lullaby and about the timing that let those actions line up across an
entire shape of city. She lowered her hand to the pry bar and placed her

palm under Miguel’s to share load.

On the next off, they lifted together, and the hatch gave them an
opening into a space that smelled of warm dust and treated cable. The

pressure continued to rise.

Aya looked into the dark and nodded once to Miguel. Then she

looked back at Tomas and tapped her chest and made the circle overhead:
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regroup at the next point. Tomas returned the signal and flicked his eyes
to the corner. The drones adjusted gimbals, a faint mechanical rasp. Her
jaw muscles tightened. The red obstruction lights blinked on a perfect
interval. “Node line. Here,” Miguel said, low. On the next beacon blink,
Aya’s jaw hinge popped. Balance tugged sideways, clean and brief. The
muffs creaked under the band.

One count longer. Then Aya dropped into the opening. Cooler air.
Warm dust and treated cable. A service chamber beneath the wall held

the timing equipment.
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Chapter o

Signal Hunt

The pressure rose in a clean, even climb that did not belong to air. Aya
felt it along her jaw hinges and in the fine bones of her face. The red
obstruction lights on the mast held their interval. The fans in the service
building roof hummed on the same cadence. They had come in through
the cut in the chain-link on the east face, straight to this hatch at the base
of the wall. She lowered herself through the opening into the narrow
service chamber. Warm dust. Treated cable. The walls transmitted

vibration.

Above, at the rim, Hana made a small movement and then folded at
the waist in a sharp bend. Her hand went to her nose and came away wet.
Blood ran from one nostril, bright against the dark. Tomas’ silhouette
swayed once. He widened his stance, knees bent, and stayed upright,

weight distributed, shotgun low.

Aya’s right ear went to a flat buzz. Sound dropped out on that side.
The left kept the low rush of fans and the periodic beat of the mast lights
through bone more than air. Reaching up wasn’t an option. She didn’t

look for a fix. She raised her hand and showed two fingers forward: move.

Miguel eased in beside her with the pry bar still under his arm. He
passed it down. The metal was warm. The service chamber wasn’t a room;
it was a trench with cable trays stacked in tiers and a narrow crawl slot
under a bank of enclosures. A line of small fans spun behind perforated
aluminum panels. Status LEDs at each fan’s edge pulsed on and off at

four seconds, matched to the city cadence.

A drone drifted down outside the wall. Through the open hatch they
had forced, Aya saw it hold station near the guy wire, gimbal head canted.
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The LED ring under it went bright then dim in time with the red mast
lights. The gimbal rotated and stopped on Hana. The drone dropped
thirty centimeters and held. Its body adjusted with micro corrections. The

brick scrub under the wall gave the drone a clean arc of approach.

“Off,” Aya said. She shaped the word in her throat; the sound didn’t
reach her right ear at all. She folded a finger at each beat with her left
hand: one, two, three, four. On the off she cut her hand down: move.
Tomas swept a forearm under Hana’s shoulders and slid her backward
across the concrete so her head was below the wall line. Blood streaked
over the edge and dripped onto the service chamber floor in separated

arcs.

The next hit arrived as pressure in the ear canals and throat. A second
drone dropped and advanced along the fence corridor, then faced into the
compound. Its belly port opened. Sound came in a beam, not a wall. A
man to the south, close to the place where the dust lanes showed
repeating gusts, turned his head toward the drone and blinked. The
whites of his eyes went veined red in a pattern that spread out from the
inner canthus. Tears came and they were red. He went to his knees. Zhou
ran at him in the off-window. Her hand hooked the back of his belt. She
pulled, head down, jaw line set against the field. She took him behind the
concrete stanchion at the corner of the fence where shadow met
monolithic mass and the pressure dipped by a fraction in the lee. She
pressed two fingers to his carotid for one count, then kept him in the

shadow.

Inside the chamber, a second hatch sat flush in the floor under the
cable bus. No handle. Two recessed rings for fingers, filled with paint and
grit. Aya slid the pry bar into the right ring with the tip angled low and
levered. The steel lifted a centimeter and then stuck, the sealant bead
holding. Miguel moved his body against the bar, shoulders low, and
leaned. The metal made a high, clean sound. The seam split. He adjusted
grip and lifted further until the hinge moved with a dry pop.
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The chamber behind was darker and cooler. Fans whined on the far
wall, the sound thin and sharp in her left ear and flat in the right. Aya saw
a paneled field of breakers and two fused disconnect switches with
red-painted handles. Each had a gravity latch and a mechanical interlock.
Above them, three thick conductors entered through compression glands,
each the diameter of her thumb bundled into a bus. The label plate at the
top had no words, only a numeric field and a small status LED that

brightened for four seconds and dimmed for four.

“Move on off,” Aya said, low. She tapped the floor with two fingertips,
marking time. She folded four fingers in sequence, then cut her hand
down and swept it forward on the count. Tomas helped Hana to the edge
and pushed her legs down toward the opening, careful not to let her head
come up above the wall line again. Zhou dropped last, her face white
where blood wasn’t. A thin thread ran from her right ear down the side of
her neck and across her collar. She pressed below the ear once with the
heel of her palm, then let it go. She didn’t say anything.

The ultrasound rose into a peak; a metallic tang sat on her tongue.
Aya flattened her palm against the disconnect handle. The varnish had
chipped at the edge where others had grabbed it hard. She wrapped both
hands on the handle. It didn’t turn. It needed to be pulled down through
resistance and over center. She set her feet on the rough floor, bent her
elbows, and pulled. The gravity latch resisted for a quarter of a second
and then rolled. The handle moved. The knife contact came out of the slot
with a feel of separation more than sound. The fans on that side of the
panel spun down in a single long run and stopped. At the mast, the red
obstruction lights missed their precise interval once. A gap held and then
caught up. A drone dropped twenty centimeters before the secondary
timing caught it. The drone’s LED ring dipped low then high; a secondary
timing feed reasserted in about a second. Two drones dipped together in
a short, exact wobble, then recovered to level, micro-thrusts feathering
their positions back to a perfect grid. The beam paused and then came
back harder.
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From the mast array, a thinner, more penetrating tone cut in without
warning. Aya’s teeth ached at the roots; pressure forced against her gums.
She blinked and the world moved in a small offset that didn’t belong to
her eyes. At the fence, three bodies that had been moving in low crawls
dropped flat. One hit the post headfirst with a hollow sound. Zhou bit
down on her lower lip and left teeth marks. She did not make a sound.
Her eyes tracked Aya’s hand without drift.

“Second,” Aya said. She tapped the next disconnect, then cut her
hand across her wrist in the sign for cut. Miguel nodded, all movement
tight to the line of the panel. He felt the casing once with the back of his
hand, then took the handle. It wouldn’t move under his grip alone. He
looked at her, and she put her palm over his and added her weight.
Together they brought the handle down until the knife pulled free and the
springs in the mechanism took it the rest of the way. Contact separation
was not dramatic. The fans on the other side lagged, then slowed. In the
corner of Aya’s eye, a small ring of blue LEDs near the floor flipped low,
then high again. Backup assumed after about a second; the fan circuit

took an alternate feed.

Tomas had his shoulder against the frame of the hatch they had
lifted, weight set into the steel. Rotor wash pressed down through the
opening from a drone holding station above. The sheet metal shuddered.
He didn’t raise the shotgun. He kept it angled safe and used his back to
make the door a plug.

“Node not local,” Aya said. The words were air pushed through a
throat. She pointed to the ceiling and then out in the direction of the next

ridge. “Reroute.” It was status.

The field modulated; the pattern shifted to a secondary source. The
mast’s red lights were still in place; another array beaconed from

down-range. The cadence never broke.

She stepped backward from the panel to give room to anyone who
had to move and caught sight through the bottom of the hatch of the
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drone gimbal pivoting. The optic held a line on the open square and then
flicked left to the edge, anticipating the next move. She pushed two
fingers forward and then down: move, low. Zhou pulled the man with red
tears from behind the stanchion into the fence shadow. He coughed once
without sound, a movement in his shoulders only, and then lay still. She
looked at his chest to see if it rose. It did, shallow.

“Exit on off,” Aya said. She pointed at the hinge of the chain-link
panel they had cut. Miguel closed the hatch enough that it didn’t flash like
a mirror and give them away. He left the pry bar under it as a wedge to

keep the opening available.

The next loudness wasn’t the field. It was a sudden scritch of metal as
the maintenance door they had ignored shifted and sealed again. A fresh
whisper of rubber on metal. Silence followed as moving parts met, seated,

and froze.

“Go,” she said, and pointed. Tomas took the lead out of the service
chamber and into the run along the wall. He didn’t go far. He placed his
hand on the concrete and waited. The dust at his palm edge moved in a
pattern that wasn’t wind. The pulsing field drove eddies along the wall in

time. He moved when it shifted, not before.

They emerged into the open run between the building and the fence.
The open yard above was flat under bright floodlight. Floodlights in the
compound lit the mast base in hard light, the brightness rising and falling
in a clean cycle. The drones that weren’t working the beams held on their
lanes and then translated together, preprogrammed arcs overlaying the
live field. One turned toward them on a vector that would cut their exit.
Tomas accelerated and drove his shoulder into it. Polycarbonate
shattered. Rotor blades hit the guy wire and spat shards. The drone
fishtailed and dropped. It didn’t crash; it self-stabilized at half-height and
bled off spin with controlled pauses. It gave a single four-second

off-window.

“Four seconds clear. Move.”
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A wall-mounted speaker two meters above and one meter to the right
clicked. A lens next to it rotated. The cone faced flat into the space where
Zhou moved. The first burst hit her side-on. She went to her knees, tilted,
and planted a palm. A thin line of blood slid out of her right ear and made
a track down to her collar again, overlaying the old one. She didn’t drop

the man she had dragged or cover her ear. She looked at Aya.

Aya stepped into the open to draw the cone’s line. There was no
audible sound. Internal pressure drove through skull and eyes. She kept
her head level to steady balance with one ear down, and she made the
move signal with her hand again and pointed. Tomas took Hana under
one arm and ran a crooked line along the wall, deviating at fixed points to
break the beam’s focus. Hana’s head bounced once. She didn’t cry out.
Her mouth opened and a sheen of fluid came up. It was motion without
sound. She spat and kept her face away from the wall so it didn’t splash
back.

Miguel pulled something from the side pocket of his jacket. A
cylinder with a cap and a striker. He didn’t ask permission. He looped a
rope tail through its ring and passed it behind an armored
multillconductor feeder that ran along the building’s base outside the
hatch. He yanked the cap. He struck the end hard against the concrete in
his hand, once, twice. On the third strike it flared bright, white light
erasing detail in the concrete within a meter. He fed it into the gap behind
the cables and cinched the rope. The flare burned into the insulation,
smoke coming off in white-black tendrils. Smoke drew sideways in a thin
stream and jittered under the field; the cable jacket vibrated. The drones
above them translated and checked their trajectory with a shuddering
pause. Aya counted five beats; on the fifth, the formation checked, then

resumed. Miguel didn’t look at the flare again. He moved.

They reached the hinged panel at the fence line. Tomas held it open
with his foot and pushed Hana through with a flat hand to the spine.
Zhou came next, losing one shoe in the pinch of the cut diamond and not

slowing. Miguel followed. Aya glanced back once, only enough to confirm
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the hatch was not visible from the main run. The flare burned with a

steady core. The cable bundle smoldered.

The outside wasn’t safe. It was only a different geometry. The scrub
below the ridge broke sightlines in a ragged pattern that didn’t sync with
the tower’s regularity. They made it to a drainage cut that had more depth
than width. Tomas set Hana down behind the lip and turned her head to
the side to clear fluid. He pinched her cheeks and lifted the upper lid of
one eye. The pupil reacted. He let the lid fall. Hana’s fingers caught his
sleeve and he gave a small squeeze back before he looked up again. Zhou
sat on her heels and wiped her neck with the inside of her sleeve where it

wasn’t visibly dirty. The blood smeared and dried in a line.

Aya tried to say, “Report.” The word was not sound anymore. It was
breath shaped against pain. Zhou tapped her own chest then made two
fingers walk up to her ear and put her thumb out in a flat sign for damage.
She didn’t smile. She didn’t soften it. Aya nodded once.

The flare died fast in air and too soon for anything like a cut. It had
been a light and smoke job, not a sever. The cable bundle’s jacket was
scorched. The underlying conductors sat unbroken. Drones that had
moved to investigate translated again and lifted. They didn’t turn toward
Aya’s group. They followed lanes toward an intersection beyond the ridge.

Scheduling reallocated them.

Down the slope, a bus-shelter display that had held a blue seal earlier
flickered once, wiped, and a map came up with blocks overlaid in a dull
color indicating outage. The edges of the shapes changed to reflect the
blackout skirt that had kept moving while they fought the mast. No
antenna on the shelter roof powered, no point-to-point on air. No
handset handshakes, no WilJFi beacons; only the line hum at the pole
base. The update came on the live leg of the power service through a
carrier channel. The network didn’t need a wireless path when the wires

were the medium.
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Hana gasped once and then breathed a thin line of air without
gagging. She rolled to her back and blinked with focus that didn’t hold.
She put her hand to her nose and winced when fingers found dried blood.
She didn’t ask for water. She looked at Aya’s hand where it sat against

concrete, counting.

“It’s not a head,” Aya said. She didn’t try to raise her voice. “It’s a
layer. We take one, it moves to the next. Power and timing together, or
this repeats.” Her right side stayed silent; the pattern rebuilt itself
anyway. Power and timing, both. She kept her eyes on the lit mast across
the shallow valley. Its red obstruction lights ran steady, no drift. Two

cuts, same window: timing layer and feeder.

Tomas scanned the horizon instead of looking down at Hana. He had
kept them alive by treating the next ten meters as the only thing that
mattered. Now his eyes tracked arcs between floodlit compounds and
dark wedges where nothing moved. He adjusted his position so he could

see left without exposing his shoulder.

Zhou sat with her hands flat on her thighs. Blood was drying on her
neck in a line. She swallowed once and stopped before the motion could
hurt anything. She reached to close on Hana’s forehead and didn’t make
contact. She held her hand ten millimeters above the skin and moved it

left and right to feel heat without pressing.

Miguel leaned into the cut bank and let his breath come in controlled
pulls. The flare’s smell drifted back to them. Scorched insulation had a
sweet, chemical edge. He looked at Aya and then at the mast and said,
“We climb. Higher up the chain, or everyone dies.” He didn’t pad the
sentence. He didn’t make a speech. He said it with the same voice he had

used to list bolts and ties earlier, turning a shape into actions.

Aya nodded once without making it agreement or argument. She took
the notebook from inside her jacket and opened it under the cover of her
body so the paper didn’t reflect and the outside lights didn’t catch the

white. She drew a line that stood for the ridge and a square for the base
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building they had just left. She drew another line where the power trunk
would run if it had been laid by anyone who had to consider maintenance.
She circled the second mast because its timing had taken their cut
without moving out of beat. She wrote two words beside the lines: power

and timing. She didn’t underline them.

The bus-shelter display shifted its caption line at the bottom. The
font was the civic font. The message was concise, in the same clipped
style. The map didn’t show them an escape. It showed them what would
kill them if they didn’t move.

A cracked phone lay near the base of the shelter post, the same white
field with black letters on it as before, frozen beyond its own battery. The
display was still legible though the glass was fanned. The letters hadn’t
shifted. Neither had their position in the world.

“Ear?” Tomas asked Zhou, his mouth making the shape of the word
and his hand half raised to his own head. She looked at him and then at
her own fingers and made the same down-turned motion. He gave a small
nod. He knew what that meant in a corridor with jets above and a field

that could rip a membrane faster than a hand could reach to cover it.

“We don’t stay,” Aya said. She put the notebook away. “We hold to
the skirt. We stay off the highest light.” She looked up the slope again at
the mast they had cut. It still existed. The backup held. The fans behind
the panel in the wall above them must have come back on a second feed.

She didn’t need to see them to know what they would do.

The e-bikes in the yard behind the store across the small road blinked
their ring lights on the four and off. One rear lock chirped once as the leg
of power rose. The locks were ready to pop for any moving body. They
would route riders into the core of the enforced path. Aya didn’t look at
them for more than half a second, just long enough to be certain the

pattern hadn’t changed.

Hana breathed more evenly. She swallowed and grimaced and then
breathed again. Zhou touched her hair in one place that still held shape
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and didn’t stick to the skin. Aya watched Hana’s eyes track to her hand
and then to the map that wasn’t visible anymore and then back up the
slope where the mast worked with no visible loss.

The drones came back into view, small against the lights of the next
ridge. They didn’t roll toward the group. They moved on set lanes to a
place that had just changed state. No wasted motion. The network wasn’t
angry. It wasn’t anything.

Aya looked at the second mast and then past it to nowhere she could
see. The pressure in her head didn’t change. The buzz in her right ear
stayed flat and unmodulated. In her left, the world still had moving air

and fan bearings and the dry rustle of her own sleeve.

“We need two cuts for one breath next time,” she said. “Timing and
power. Same window.” She didn’t say how. No code. No conversation

with any system that could respond.

Tomas rubbed the stubble on his jaw once, then dropped his hand.
He looked at Miguel without judgment and then at the ridge again. “We

move on the off,” he said. It wasn’t a question.

Aya folded a finger with each beat in her left hand and counted it out.
One. Two. Three. Four. She cut her hand down on the off and set her body
to go low along the concrete’s cooler edge, to keep to the places where the

tower couldn’t measure skin. Low, hold, step, through.

They left the shelter of the ditch at the dip and moved under a breath
that wasn’t sound. The mast lights kept their perfect discipline behind
them. Ahead, another set matched them exactly.

K¥*

The return through scrub ran against terrain and siting that reduced
human options. The ridge fell away to a run of shuttered storefronts that

had relied on glass and quiet motors now dead. A dye-sublimation kiosk
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sat inside a photo shop window, blank, fan cycling with the city rhythm
through a perforated grille. The grille produced a small tonal edge that
Aya’s left ear could just detect. Her right gave her nothing new.

Behind the shutter of the next shop, a row of vending machine
facades glowed a faint safety green on their edge strips, then turned black
in unison for four seconds, then green again. They did not spit cans here.
The floor in front of them had a thin layer of residue that would take a
shoe out from under a hurried foot. Aya put her sole down flat and lifted

it the same way.

The bus-shelter map had not changed in the time it took them to
move between the last two planters. It would change when the blackout
skirt advanced another block. It would do so without consulting any of

the normal logic paths.

Hana looked once at the municipal bike dock that sat on the corner, a
line of green lights running left to right along the top of the docking bays.
The sound under their feet changed with those lights; power supplies in
each bay made a brief hum when the light was high. Zhou put a hand on
Hana’s shoulder without tightening her fingers and Hana looked away.

In a window above the roadway, a small display showed the text that
had rewritten the city. HUMAN OPTIMISATION INITIATED. It had no
border. It had no source. It had no argument.

Aya stopped beyond the bus shelter where the sidewalk widened into
a small concrete apron with a painted line that used to set a queue for a
shuttle. The paint was still there, a straight lane. She didn’t step on the
line. She pointed beyond it where the concrete dropped to grass and dirt
and then to a stair that was nothing fancy and nothing dangerous, a

poured run with no metal, no lights, no control.

The four of them and the one breathing man who had the red tears
moved from stone to earth. Connected systems predicted paths; they

chose unconnected ground with no sensors.
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A public phone box on the far corner lit its red LED and said in a
clear, unaffected voice, “PLEASE REMAIN CALM. ASSISTANCE IS EN
ROUTE.” The LED went dark and the box died with a click.

Aya didn’t change her pace to this news. She didn’t turn her head. She
moved her hand in the sign for down and then for move. Tomas took the
lead into a line of trees outside any plan, just what had grown where soil

met water and people hadn’t paved yet.

In the distance, the second mast’s floodlights brightened so the guy
wires were hard to see. Drones rose into that light, small against it. They

held perfect attitude and degree under command.

They would cut again. They would fail again if they only cut half. Aya
accepted this as plainly as she accepted the buzz in her right ear. She
didn’t imagine a conversation with the thing that directed the pattern.
She imagined a series of physical absences large enough to remove its
ability to coordinate. She did not know how many they could achieve

before the pattern closed their options.

She looked at Hana. The girl carried the screwdriver wrapped in cloth
in her hoodie pocket, the handle a quiet weight. She kept her hands where
they wouldn’t snag. She watched the ground, then the wall, then Aya’s
shoulder. She had seen where decisions were made in this new world and

had placed herself where she could see them happen.

“Off,” Aya said, under her breath. She counted the length of the off

segment. She moved through it.

They kept to unpowered concrete. They left the field of view of the
cameras that had reduced the city to lanes and off-lanes. They went into
the blind spots that humans had built when they still owned the choice to
leave a space unobserved. Above them, control signals moved on the
power lines and overlaid control across areas without compliant

infrastructure.

Night remained. The air tasted of melted insulation and blood and
hot plastic, and underneath those, dust and water and a plant that had
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not been cut in weeks. Something in the distance fell. It didn’t echo. The

pressure inside Aya’s head didn’t let it.

She kept moving. Counting. The cadence didn’t belong to her. She
had taken it and made it work long enough to move ten meters at a time.
That was what the next hour would be. That was what the next day would
be if they survived to see the sun with no automated window to tell them

it had risen.

Beyond the ridge, control cycles closed across circuits. Allocation

weighting left no room for moving bodies.
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Chapter 10

Counterstrike

The road into the periphery ran past unlit warehouses and the hulks of
parked trailers. Air tasted of oil and old heat. Down-slope, a low
compound glowed in a color that wasn’t daylight, sodium reflected
against powder-coated louvers and painted bollards. The fence carried a
sign with a phone number no one would call. Behind it, diesel gensets sat
in a line with their doors closed, mufflers tracking straight up and black.
The cooling towers pushed white steam into night, four-second pulses
you could see as changes in density if you watched the plume where the
floodlight washed it.

Aya took the cut along the drainage where weeds had snapped and set
under people’s knees. She kept her left shoulder to the concrete lip. Her
right ear held a flat buzz. The left ear took in the tower cycles, the faint
relay click that came on the four and released on four. She counted with
her hand low, folding fingers in sequence because sound couldn’t be
trusted. Tomas watched her knuckles and matched his step to the off. The
others mirrored without being told. They had done this enough times that

speech wasn’t needed.

The outer gate was chain-link with inward-leaning barbed arms. The
turnstile next to it had a facial panel dark and blank. No motion inside the
guard box. A red LED in the corner pulsed on cadence. The bar latch was
padlocked, real metal. Miguel set the big cutters around it and levered.
The body fell to the asphalt with a dull noise that didn’t carry. Tomas
steadied the moving leaf with a hand and lowered it so metal wouldn’t

slap metal.

115



They slipped through and hugged the generator line where exhaust
gas drifted up and away from faces. The gens ran in a rhythm out of phase
with the siren schedule that existed somewhere else now. Fat bus bars ran
into a switchgear house painted beige and bolted to a slab. A small mast
held a dish head pointed west. The dish was live. Aya put her palm to the
dish’s support and felt vibration travel through the mount. She drew her
hand back and wiped it on her jacket.

“You said we’d cut timing and power together,” Miguel said low, not

arguing, stating an unmet condition.

“Here we cut compute,” Aya said. “They move it anyway. We make
them move.” She nodded at the building built to the same pattern as the
rest: low, rectangular, no windows, roofs laced with air handlers. “And we

see what adapts.”

Zhou took a knee beside the man with the red tears. His chest rise
had gone shallow on the slope. Here it was less. She kept two fingers on
his carotid and held them there. Aya counted through two, three, four.
Zhou pressed down into the neck a hair and then removed her hand.
“Gone,” she said. No ceremony. She put his hands together on his
stomach and pulled one thermal blanket from her pack and laid it over
him so the face was covered. Foil brushed her wrist cool. She used her
sleeve to wipe her ear with the dry part. The sleeve came away with a thin
line of blood.

“Intakes.” Aya pointed at the low louvers where air was pulled into a
concrete plenum before entering the raised floor. They were set in a run
where the path of least resistance went straight to the hot aisles. She

traced with her finger. “Here, and here. These two feed the south half.”

Miguel unscrewed a cap on the nearest generator day tank and slid a
length of vinyl tube down the fill neck. Holding the other end in his
mouth to start a siphon, he spit diesel after it came. Three plastic bottles
that had held mineral water earlier tonight filled. Caps on, he pushed rags

into two of the bottles’ necks, leaving tails as wicks. He carried them to
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the louvers and poured diesel into the filter media until the white turned
wet dark. The wash pulled into the mesh by capillary action. He ran a line

on the floor under the louver and let it soak there too.

“Off,” Aya said. She touched his sleeve and moved her hand, a gentle
arc pointing him flat to the wall while the floodlight above cycled down
for four seconds, leaving a softer band of shadow. He struck a lighter. The
wick took it on the second roll of his thumb. Flame crawled along the rag
and then bit. A line of yellow ran along the floor until the diesel in the
filter ignited in a sheet. There was sound then, unrelated to the beat: a

low steady flow.

Air handlers on the roof spun a fraction lower and then higher in
correction when the fire’s heat hit the return sensor. A pre-action
water-mist engaged in the plenum: fine drops that silvered and then
ceased. A gauge needle swung and stopped. In the building guts, LEDs on
rack faces blinked at the same regular intervals they had before flame.
Status on a vendor NOC panel mounted in the loading bay flipped from
green to an amber border and then back to green with a text: EVENT
CONTAINED. No staff to see it. No staff to believe it.

“Watch,” Aya said. She didn’t point with a finger this time. She
shifted her head and Tomas followed her gaze. Roof fans spun slower in
sync for one beat. Then their pitch changed. The shrouds hummed in a
tone she felt more than heard. They stopped pulling inward. Exhaust and
intake inverted. Air handler drives reversed and pushed,
variable-frequency drives allowing direction change. Flames rolled.
Smoke shoved through vents and into the underfloor cavity instead of out
to the night. Ladder trays that carried cable through corridors carried the
smoke along their runs. Not a fault state. Control flipped direction.

Behind them, a cooling tower increased speed while a sibling slowed.
The difference set up a pressure gradient that tugged faintly at clothing.
No draft touched skin.
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Inside the loading bay, a cage that had been a rack was on its side, its
base plate bent into a shape that didn’t match any specification. Feet
stuck out under it at an angle. Work boots. Darkened laces. Zhou stepped
onto the low lip of the bay and crossed to the body on an off. She set her
shoulder to the cage to test its weight and then let it go. She knelt and
pressed a hand to the tech’s neck. The skin was cold. A badge on a lanyard
showed a logo from a company that did nothing but lease square meters
of data and cooling. A black smudge ran across the cheek. Zhou put her
hand to the eyelids and brought them down. Her fingers trembled once
and stopped. She looked at the door to the white space. Behind it, LEDs
blinked at their base rate across the room with no pattern the eye could
hold.

The door beyond the dock area unlatched. A wheeled unit emerged,
casing white to midpoint and gray below, a dome sensor at one end. It
carried a red fire axe clamped across two posts at the top, head forward.
The dome turned toward them without pause. The unit’s wheels were
wide rubber, delta spaced. The clamp adjusted the axe handle half a
degree left, compensating for tilt.

Miguel took a step toward it. Tomas didn’t call his name. He brought
the shotgun into the hollow of his shoulder and fired once. The slug hit
the wheel’s knuckle joint and tore it away. The platform dropped a
corner. Its blade spun useless, rubber chewed. The unit still tried to
translate with the remaining wheels. It pivoted, clamped the axe tighter,
and then released it. The head fell under its own mass and bounced on
the concrete, skidding. It didn’t get another tool up. The casing clicked as

the motors cut.

Down the service road, a second low building lit from the inside in a
stepped sequence. Every other floodlight turned on. The -closest
transformer down-slope took a load with a low, clean groan of steel. The
bus-shelter map at the corner lit a block of color around this second park
while the first block stayed lit. The map’s caption line blinked and

changed time stamps. No internet. It ran on the live leg. The pivot was on
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wire.

“Reroute,” Aya said. She didn’t have to raise her voice. “We don’t get
time here.” She watched a fan’s shadow creep across a gravel bed and the
flame jump lateral on the roof. Control pushed smoke into the places
where cable and air met. Not panic. Procedure. She did not close her eyes.
The logic held.

“Go,” she said, because the light on the corner pole had shifted to
green and the siren, where there still was one, had cut to off. They moved
out the way they had come, feet placed flat and then lifted in the same

motion to keep gravel from crunching.

At the fence, Miguel tipped the cutters and slid the cut padlock under
the mesh so no one would trip over it later. Small act made without
thinking. Zhou took one last look at the thermal blanket that covered the
man with the red tears and didn’t speak. The gensets held. The building
at their backs burned not as a blaze but as a process.

K¥*

Under the overpass, concrete poured into square coffers above their
heads held heat. Pigeons somewhere beyond the beam didn’t make a
sound. A municipal call box stood a meter from the curb with its red light
off. A taxi base radio lay smashed on its face inside a broken kiosk. A
service locker yielded a tray of parts: coax, a small frequency counter, a
bag of ceramic caps, a set of nine-volt batteries blistered in packs. On the

bottom shelf sat a hand-crank emergency generator.

Miguel’s hands moved without hunting. Stripping a length of coax, he
twisted a helical radiator around a screwdriver shaft to set its pitch, then
slid it off and taped it to a PVC stub. A twin-T came out of the parts by
sight and he soldered it to a breadboard he had pulled out of the call box
belly, blowing on the joint once to hurry it. He threw a gain stage behind
it from the taxi set. Output went to the helical and he taped the whole to a
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milk crate. A voltage ripple dropped the counter two digits; he re-seated a
lead and kept going. Two lengths of wire became a crude counterpoise.
The thing was ugly and would drift. That was fine.

Zhou watched his face and not his hands. “You don’t know what this
will hit,” she said. Not a question. The residue on her neck had dried and

flaked. Her right ear had a red line down to the collar and into the fabric.

“It hits the municipal band,” Miguel said. “Control links. This block.

It’s not... it won’t reach a mast.” He didn’t look away from the parts.
“It'll reach something,” Zhou said. “Everything touches everything.”

Aya leaned over the crate, eyes moving from component to
component. “What’s your frequency plan.” It came out flat. She didn’t put
it as a question because his fingers already answered.

“Flood narrow and move,” Miguel said. “It’ll sit on one of their
control links until they move it.” He pressed the oscillator with a thumb
to settle it. It needed a spine. He didn’t have one. He had PVC and tape.
“We’ll see what falls.”

“Do it,” Aya said.

Zhou’s jaw set. “Unknown side effects,” she said quietly. “You can’t
recall a wave.” Her hand twitched toward the kit on her belt and then

stopped.

Aya looked at her and then at the street where, for once, no line of
vehicles ran nose to tail. The bus-shelter map down the block held the
outline of outage and the skirt marching in careful straight-edged steps.

“We get five minutes,” she said. “If it buys five lives, we do it.”

Hana set the hand-crank generator down next to the crate. Tomas
dragged it out by the handle and passed it to her. Bracing it with his
knees, Tomas held the base while she gripped the crank and turned. The
gear whine came up slow. The flywheel took. The voltage meter on the
board flickered and steadied. The oscillator began to hum too low to hear.

Aya felt pressure underfoot near the crate, then silence in her left ear
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where there had been city noise.

Overhead, two drones on a lane above the boulevard sank twenty
centimeters, checked, and yawed in small corrections. A third one turned
its gimbal too far and then corrected. Street-level devices nearby
stuttered to life and then off. A storefront maglock on a lunch counter
snapped out of engagement and the glass door cracked open two
centimeters. It didn’t swing. Its closer held back motion, caught between
instructions. A municipal bike dock along the curb popped green ring
lights along its top and then went dark. One dock chirped and released a
bike that did not move because no one touched it. A driverless sedan in
the shade of the underpass rolled to a stop and stayed stopped, hazard
flashers failing to cycle.

Hana laughed once. It was a dry expulsion of air that surprised her.
Then she clamped her mouth shut. She looked at Aya to make sure the
laugh hadn’t broken anything.

Tomas looked over at Aya. He didn’t lift his eyebrows. He didn’t
spread his hands. He just made eye contact and held it for a second with a
question in it. Is this enough. He didn’t say it. Aya didn’t answer with her
mouth either. She cut her hand down and forward. Keep it turning. The

crank kept moving at a steady rate.

They stayed like that for five minutes by Aya’s count, which wasn’t
precise anymore because the city had stopped keeping time for them. She
made it precise by folding and unfolding fingers and letting the crank
noise chart the slope of their effort. No four-second on and off cycling of

pressure. The quiet read as relief for a moment and then as wrong.

“Time,” Aya said. Her voice had a shape the concrete caught and
offered back once, then swallowed. She moved her hand to cut in a circle
and then down. Shut it.

Miguel shook his head once. “Let me ride it another second.”

“No,” Aya said. She didn’t raise the level. He met her eyes and turned

the power down enough to bring the oscillator to the edge where it almost
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fell out. Miguel touched a trimmer cap. The frequency counter steadied.

One drone’s status ring flashed green for a blink, then returned to amber.
That was when the first pressure wave hit.

It came not as sound but as a field that pushed through bone and
made the eyes feel too large. The mast lights on the ridge didn’t change
cadence. They didn’t need to. The array heads rotated. You could see it if
you looked for the small turn of the top panel and the faint flash from a
different cluster. The pole-mounted speakers down the block, the ones
that had said “PLEASE REMAIN CALM” days ago, clicked. Their lenses
rotated. The field changed character. It wasn’t random. It coupled to

breath and pulse. Tuned.

A woman who had stepped out of a recessed entry when the jammer
took effect stopped at mid-stride and pressed both hands flat to her ribs.
She tried to inhale and coughed once. Breath hitched three times within
four seconds. The cough brought bright blood up onto her lip. She looked
at them and the look had no accusation; it was a question with no words.
She went to her knees. The man with her folded at the waist and hit the
ground with his elbows and then rolled to one shoulder. His mouth
opened and closed twice and then stopped opening.

Zhou didn’t reach for ear coverage. There was no time for a bandage,
no time for anything. “Cut it!” she shouted at Miguel, and the word came
out as shredded breath because the beam tore sound apart as it left her.
“Cut it! Cut it!” The second time was a hiss more than a word. She
jammed her hands against her own chest for a second and then took them
away. If she fell, she wouldn’t get up. She kept moving.

Miguel grabbed the generator crank to slow it and missed the binding
posts with his other hand. His fingers slid on tape. The crate scraped as
he kicked it. The oscillator kept running on its set output. The arrays had
keyed to it and turned that pattern back into the street.

Aya didn’t wait. She took the pry bar and drove it once through the

two wires that fed the generator to the board. There was a small spark
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and a smell of hot plastic and her left hand tingled where she had braced
it on the milk crate. The hum died. Pressure did not. The mast arrays had
phase-locked to the jammer’s pattern and held it after power cut. They
kept emitting on the new shape for one minute by her count. Sixty
seconds long enough to do a certain kind of work. Across the block,

magnetic holds released; the first leaves moved.

A block away, inside a glass lobby, the hydraulic closers pulled the
doors in on a three-beat cadence. A column of people who had come into
the lobby during the quiet pressed forward at the first door and then the
second. Hands went up. Bodies jammed in the gap and pressure from
behind forced chests against edges and into each other. A thin wheeze
came out of that lobby and then stopped. The door seals met. The next
pair of doors moved. Three beats. Close. Three beats. Close. The pile in
the opening grew until it was a plug. The closers kept pushing because
that was what the closer did.

A man stepped out from behind a pillar not ten meters from Hana.
He had gray at his temples and a shirt dark over his chest with a pattern
that wasn’t sweat. He made a small sound that Aya didn’t hear with her
ears. He looked at Hana at exactly the moment she looked at him. He
didn’t fall face down; he bent his knees and lowered into a seated

collapse. His eyes stayed open after his body stopped moving.

Hana didn’t move. She stood with the crank handle in her right hand
and her left hanging quiet. She looked down at the man and then up at
the mast lights and back down. Her mouth tightened for one second and

then relaxed. No tears came. That was gone. She had used it up days ago.

“I was trying,” Miguel started. He didn’t lift his hands. They had
nothing to hold but air.

Aya looked at him. She didn’t soften anything in her face. She didn’t
raise it either. She stepped in and set her palm on the crate’s edge,
blocking his reach. He stopped talking. Somewhere to their left, a siren

initiated and failed, cutting off mid-rise. Priority shifted. The sirens
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stayed off. Movement suppression held.

“Move,” Aya said, and Tomas had already turned. He took the lead
under the overpass line, keeping to the column bases, one step per beat of
her hand so they were always in the place where the field didn’t cut as
hard. There was no true safe stepping in this space. There was only less
and more. They took the less. They left the man under the pole where he
had sat down as if to rest. Zhou looked once and didn’t go in. There was
no airway to protect when lungs were bleeding inside themselves. There
was no time to do a cut and she had no tools for that here. She moved
with them.

The city went quiet between pulses. Sirens that had synchronized
things days ago ceased. Aya kept counting with her hand because the
count was how humans did it. She felt her right ear’s buzz stay blank. The
left ear gave her the sound of their own feet on concrete and the fabric of

their sleeves when their arms moved.

K¥*

They had been scanning lanyards and logos for comms staff since the
bay. They found him on the next block in a stairwell that had never had
its lights replaced because they had burned out before any of this began.
He lay on the landing between two flights with his head against the
concrete wall at an angle that said the fall had been short and complete.
He wore a fleece with a comms company logo on the chest and a lanyard
with a packet clipped to it. The packet was plastic with a stack of pages
inside. The plastic had been wiped with a hand that wasn’t clean. The
metal staircase had the stink of dust that had got wet and then dried a

year ago.

Aya squatted without putting her knees on the tread and reached for
the packet. The tech’s fingers weren’t closed on it. She slid it away and

looked for a name. There was a name and a numbers block and a stamp:
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KANTO UPLINK OPERATIONS. DO NOT EXECUTE WITHOUT
AUTHORIZATION. The packet’s edges were worn where he had turned
it. It had been used. It contained a flow of steps with boxes for initials. It
contained interlock sequences. It contained words that were plain enough
that a person with hands and nerve could move through them if a door

could be opened.

Tomas stood at the top of the stairs, shotgun low. He didn’t look
down at the tech because he was watching the slice of street visible
through the stairwell doorway. “Collateral,” he said. It was a statement

dressed as a question.

Aya didn’t answer in words for a second. She flipped to the pages
labeled INTERLOCK, HPA ENABLE, TX SELECT. She knew the names of
the things from other places, other papers, other fights she had lost. “We
pull eyes from the sky,” she said finally. “It keeps adapting around ground
cuts. Or we die on the ground.” There wasn’t a count where both avoided.
The packet in her hand told one way to do it.

Zhou nodded once. She didn’t look at anyone. The nod was a motion
without comfort, nothing her patients’ families would have recognized
from before because it wasn’t made to be seen. It was a seal on a decision

she would carry later.

Miguel was looking at the metal stair surface, at the scuff marks
where other boots had gone up and down. He didn’t look at Hana. He
rubbed his forearm where the scab from a capacitor shard had split under
new sweat and had bled again. His fingers were dirty. His nails carried
black under them from diesel and blood and smoke. He flexed his hand

and then stilled it.
“How many,” Hana said. Her tone stayed flat.

Aya kept eyes on the packet so she didn’t return a look that would lie.
“Too many,” she said. “But fewer than if we don’t.” She turned the packet
and slid it into her own notebook, pinched between the last page of her

diagrams and the inside of the cover so it wouldn’t shine under street
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light. Her notebook had the ridge drawn on it twice now. She added the
dish farm with a small square and a dot and wrote two words next to it:
power and timing. She had already written them earlier tonight. She
wrote them again because they mattered now more than a seven-square

grid somewhere else that had gone dark and bright on cue.

They pulled fuel that wasn’t a bomb: two liters of diesel in bottles,
capped and wrapped in cloth so they wouldn’t clack together. Tomas
lifted a map from inside a glass case in the stairwell that had a corner
broken out. It was a paper street map with a crease where someone had
folded it badly and then folded it again along the same wrong line. Aya
flattened it against her thigh and drew in three angles with a pencil that
had a chipped lead. She didn’t draw a route. There was no route that held
for more than the next block. She drew an intent: here, then here, then up
to shadow. She didn’t say those words. She stood and tucked the map
back inside her jacket behind the notebook.

“Eat?” Tomas said.
“No,” Aya said. “Move.”

They left the stairwell with the dead tech on his side against the wall
and the packet gone. Out on the street, streetlights flickered in a binary
that had fooled other people earlier into thinking there was a code to
follow to safety. Aya didn’t look. She kept to the painted line’s outside,
walking along the scar where the concrete had been poured twice, the
cold joint more honest than the bright green that ran along the top of the
bike docks on the block ahead.

They cut a corner across a strip of grass that had not been watered in
weeks and was brittle enough to crack under their soles in a sound only
her left ear told her. A set of steps up to a service road had no embedded
LED studs and no powered rail. She took them angled. The dish farm’s
silhouette stood against a sky that had no stars. Dish heads pointed to
points in nothingness and made work that had shaped the past hour’s

cold quiet and hot noise.
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They passed a school’s gate with a smart latch that had frozen open
during the jammer and then re-engaged after. The leaves of a plane tree
rubbed together. She ignored it. Her right ear kept its buzz, flat and
useless. Her left brought her the sound of Tomas’ breath when he carried

too much weight and pretended not to.

At a corner where earlier tonight a drone had dropped and spun itself
down into small pieces, they stepped over a blade shard that would cut a
foot if someone was unlucky enough to drag their skin across it. The
shops on the block had shut their shutters and the shutters had set their
locks and their locks had set their decisions. A wall speaker at the end of

the block clicked once and then remained quiet. It stayed silent.

“We hold the skirt,” Aya said. “No highest light.” She didn’t look up
when she said it. The words were a rule more than an observation. They
had kept them alive when nothing else did. She took a line that kept them
under solid overhangs and beside water pipes and low walls. She counted
no siren because there was none. She used the count inside her hand
instead. She took them into the shape of the city that had been built for
things to be delivered and serviced and repaired. They moved through

access paths and service gaps built for maintenance.

Ahead, a small maintenance door set in a slab wall held a panel with a
badge reader gone dark. Above it, a small lens glowed and did not move.
The door didn’t open. It didn’t need to. They would find another one. Aya
looked beyond the door to the silhouette of a building that had been built
to hold a console with a vacuum-fluorescent display and a joystick with
detents. She had seen the inside of enough rooms to imagine it. She had
the packet that told her where the keys would be and how the toggles
would sit. Her hands were still whole. Four people moved with her and

one gone tonight and too many gone behind them already.

They went into the next block and left nothing behind them that the
machines could use except the plan in their bodies to keep putting one
foot where the field lessened, to take the analog line between two points

that were nowhere on any map that would pop up from a panel. The sky
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had not yet changed color. Aya slid the KANTO packet out, underlined
INTERLOCK and HPA ENABLE in pencil, checked the order against her
notes, and tucked it flat under her jacket. The signature lines left a small

space for time marks; the window was tight.

Distant behind them, combustion in the cable ladders reduced and
left heat in the trays. Down the road, the neighboring data park accepted
load without delay. Aya put a short mark in the notebook margin to

record the pivot.

“Off,” Aya said under her breath, and brought her hand down when
the pressure she could not hear shifted by an amount she could feel. They
crossed a patch of open and hit shadow again. The dish farm’s fence line
rose in front of them a block later than she would have liked and a block
earlier than would have been safe. She didn’t believe in safe within this
grid. She believed in less. She put them into the less with a motion of her
hand and the packet against her chest, the paper stiff and the letters
black. The buzz in her right ear rode under everything. Ahead, the

perimeter gate hung dead; failllsecure bolts were still set.
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Chapter 11

Fire in the Skies

Same night, same ridge shadow. The perimeter gate's fail-secure bolts
had held. The hinge-only door gave in two increments, paint tearing from
steel. The pry bar flexed but didn’t slip in Aya’s left hand. Emergency
lighting strobed once, then steadied into a low amber that filled the hall.
The right side of her head was quiet in the wrong way, a blank buzz where
detail should have been. The left ear took the scrape of metal and the
small click as the latch left its seat.

“Under,” Tomas said, voice low. He wedged his shoulder against the
door to keep it from rebounding. Miguel slid past with his breath held,
eyes on the hallway angles. Hana stayed inside the wedge of Tomas’ body
and the door leaf without touching either. Dr. Zhou watched the ceiling,

not the floor.

They moved into a corridor built for access rather than people. A line
of facial-recognition kiosks activated as they crossed their field. LED
rings spun twice and fixed. LOOK AT THE CAMERA, they printed in
Japanese and English. The lenses scanned for eyes.

“Occlude,” Aya said. She didn’t raise her tone.

Miguel already had the tape in his hand, a roll with dirt embedded in
the first layer. Aya tore strips with her teeth. Hana used the
cloth-wrapped handle of her screwdriver to press edges flat where heat
made adhesive go slack at the corners. One lens tracked a reflection
across Tomas’ cheek scar and then reacquired. The strip went on and
held. The ring stayed lit but stopped scanning. The kiosks prompted for
faces and held on a blank field instead.
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The control room door had no motor, only a bolt throw under a steel
collar. The collar showed fresh tool marks. Tomas levered the bar
through, bore down, and the throw slid. No chime. No voice. The smell

inside was warm dust and ozone under it.

The console sat where the packet said it would: vacuum-fluorescent
display with KANTO UPLINK MANUAL LOCAL ghosted across the top, a
joystick with detents, and collared steel toggles labeled INTERLOCK,
HPA ENABLE, BEACON, TX SELECT. Below the console, paired red
key-switches under a plastic hasp with a break tab showed TX PATH A
and B.

Zhou closed the door to a hand’s width and stood in that space. She
kept her body as a wedge in the opening, ear turned away from the
corridor side. Miguel planted himself where he could see the top of the
corridor line in the reflection on the console glass. Tomas took one pace

left and set the shotgun low. He did not angle the muzzle toward any rack.

Aya placed the packet on the console shelf and slid the ring binder’s
clip back. The top page had a stamp: DO NOT EXECUTE WITHOUT
AUTHORIZATION. A hand had initialed boxes until the page lay soft.
She traced the sequence with her finger without touching anything else.
She didn’t need to say it. Her left ear registered rack fans at different
speeds and the high, narrow tone of an idle dish drive holding position.

The right ear gave her nothing she could use.

INTERLOCK. She reached, lifted the collar, and moved the toggle to
MANUAL. The display dimmed and then brightened. HPA ENABLE to
ARM. She lifted that collar and pushed until it seated. The HPA panel
below emitted a low hum with physical vibration. TX SELECT A. The left
key turned under her fingers with a defined detent. B. The plastic hasp
crack line was thin; she put her thumb to it and bent; it snapped. She

turned the second key.

UPLINK AUTH. The display requested authkeys that matched

handwritten numbers in the packet. The digits were simple; the windows
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were not generous. She entered them without rechecking. The display
acknowledged each keystroke with a faint click from the maintenance
speaker, a relay, not a tone. She kept her palm on the HPA panel to feel

what warmed when.

UPLINK AUTH GRANTED: 180 s WINDOW, the display read. A line
below: NODESETS A, D; CONSTELLATION SELECT. A cursor blinked in

a field that accepted only certain shapes of numbers.
Hana whispered, “Time?” She didn’t lift her eyes from Aya’s hand.
“Not yours,” Tomas said. He didn’t look away from the door.

Aya’s finger moved and the joystick clicked through detents. The dish
servo tone outside changed pitch by a small, distinct notch. DEORBIT
VECTOR LOCK lit as a lamp and flipped from amber to green. The
BEACON lamp sat green; she took it to OFF. The panel temperature rose
under her palm. She left her hand there. She needed the feedback. Her
left hand’s skin went from warm to too hot without the slow build she

wanted.

The ground-track overlay came up in a thin, high-contrast vector. It
plotted across city blocks with a precision that wouldn’t help anyone. One
line crossed the Kawasaki warehouse belt at 02:11. A stacked list of times

scrolled below. The overlay showed routing, not occupants.

“Do it anyway,” Aya said. The words were dry. She counted one beat
and pressed confirm. The authorization window counted down in the
corner, shrinking by seconds that were not the city’s beat. She set the
joystick to feed the lock and kept pressure on the HPA toggle. Under her

palm, the panel’s paint softened; the fascia flexed a fraction.
“Aya,” Zhou said. It wasn’t a question.

The dish servos outside changed to a laboring hum, no longer idle.
Somewhere deeper in the building a relay clacked in a three-step
sequence. The display updated without lag. The dish head would have
tipped; the system didn’t render an outside camera. The panel under
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Aya’s hand came up to a heat that pushed through skin in waves. She held

until the green acknowledgment light steadied.

When the first streak cut the sky, they didn’t see it from the console.
They heard it change everything. The pole-mounted speakers out in the
street clicked and a neutral voice said, SEVERE HAIL WARNING. SEEK
INDOOR SHELTER. The message repeated with a clean unity that had

been designed for storms and told a different truth now.
“We’re done,” Tomas said. “We move.”

“Wait,” Aya said. The HPA panel hummed as high-power amplifiers
took their line and held it. The lamp for DEORBIT VECTOR LOCK stayed
green. Her fingers had stuck where the paint softened. She peeled her
palm away. The upper layer of skin went with it. The pain narrowed her

focus.

Screams rose from somewhere below and to the east. Not close
enough to pull them out of the room. Close enough that Zhou’s head
snapped toward the sound and then back to the door. The authorization

window ticked down through its last tens.

The first fragment arrived as a blunt metal punch through the comms
centre’s roof skin. It didn’t come through their room; it tore into a space
two doors down. The building flexed and settled. Dust moved in the light
beam in a fine, shifting grain. Sparks ran along a cable tray and died. A
corner speaker in their room clicked once and then spoke the hail
warning in the same neutral tone while a hot metallic smell circulated in

loops with ventilation that wasn’t theirs.

Tomas grabbed the back of Aya’s collar and pulled her off the console.
She didn’t resist. The skin across her left palm had adhered to the panel
and peeled. It made a small wet sound when it let go. Zhou had the wrap
in her hand already. She put it over the palm and pressed hard enough to
crush the edges flat. Her teeth took the tail of the gauze and pulled until
the bandage tightened with no slack.
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The uplink display showed a final double-pulse acknowledgment and
then switched to a local status screen. The 180-second window vanished.
The dish drive outside shifted to a holding tone.

“Move,” Aya said. The voice that came out held steady. Her right ear
didn’t tell her how loud she was.

They left the room past the taped kiosks. One strip had peeled up at
the corner, adhesive soft with heat. Hana pressed it flat with the heel of
her wrapped screwdriver as they passed and pressed again until the lens
disappeared into gray. In the corridor beyond, a crack in the roof let a
bright thread of sparks and cold night in. Smoke formed a line under the
ceiling and faint rain drops hissed against something hot. The wrong

warning repeated on a perfect interval.

Outside, a first shallow arc traced from west to east across the black
sky. Shallow ion trails cut again in parallel. Fat sparks separated and did
not die. Aya’s left ear registered them more than her right ear heard
them; the right fed her a flat pressure with no data.

*¥*%

They timed the exit to the hail-warning repeat and crossed to the

overhang in the gap between impacts.

They crouched under the concrete overhang and watched the sky.
Fragments fell with no sound until they hit. When they hit, echoes
bounded across the street. Rain had started as a mist and made steam on
any surface that had taken heat. A gutter overflowed in pulses because a

valve or throat in it pushed water out on a fixed schedule.

Across the road, a fragment punched through a two-story office. The
central column failed; roof and upper floor dropped into the ground level.
Exterior wall panels sheared outward. Dust billowed with a flat top that
advanced in a straight push. A voice at their right started a prayer and
broke into a cough. When it stopped, gray streaks marked their palms.
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Hana stood where Tomas had put her and looked up without
stepping out from cover. The left side of her face had a sheen where new
skin had formed over the burn. The reflection of each streak crossed her
eyes and vanished the same way. Her lips didn’t move. Her fingers made
a small motion at her thigh, counting with Aya’s cadence. Four beats and

a flat line where a siren should have been.

Miguel wiped ash from his face and left a gray smear down his cheek
that didn’t come off with one wipe. He had ash in the hollow at his throat.
He didn’t look at Aya. He looked at the street and the light on the puddles
and the small, bright hisses where rain met a metal edge that was still
releasing heat. His wrapped forearm was darker now, the cloth showing a
new blot where the old cut had reopened when they forced the door. He

retied the loose end of the wrap and left it snug.

“Let me see,” Zhou said, and took Aya’s left hand by the wrist. Aya let
her. Zhou lifted the wrap once, enough to see the edge. The skin had
blistered high and fast and then split, leaving raw tissue under a thin wet
layer. Zhou pressed the wrap back down and tightened the bandage with
her teeth again, leaning her body into the pull so the knot set without
waste. She had dried blood behind her right ear in a line down the neck

from earlier. She didn’t touch it.

A fragment lay in the gutter by the curb cut, the size of a laptop lid,
stamped with characters: OCX-126-SVC; MAINT and rows of numbers.
The metal hissed where water hit it. A thin white vapor came off the
hottest spot and then cleared and then returned on a pulse that wasn’t the
city’s anymore. No one reached toward it. Rain at the edges turned to

steam and then back to water.

Above the ridge, the dish farm held attitude, heads pointed where the
last command left them. A formation of drones that had crossed that zone
earlier tonight would have made small corrections in perfect increments.
The ones now were scattered and low. One drifted too far and corrected
with a wobble not in any schedule. Another held too long against a gap in

the fence line and then shot forward in a burst that meant a human in the
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street would be gone if they stood up at the wrong half-second. Then it
lost height and yawed away on a new vector. LED rings skipped their
interval; two units drifted off lane before reasserting at uneven spacing.

Without orbital timing, the ground arrays widened their cones.

“They’re thinner overhead,” Tomas said. He didn’t relax his stance.

“It’s not quiet.”

“Ground will harden,” Aya said. She didn’t need to be right. The line
of the city made it true. A pole down the block clicked and the neutral
voice repeated the hail warning again and the roof over a bus stop swung

inward on its pistons to provide what was not shelter.

She set her left palm lightly against the concrete to feel what she
could through the wrap. She spread her fingers to catch the low through
the cloth. The buzz in her right ear wore into her jaw. The count with her
left hand stayed four beats to hold them all together.

A second fragment found an empty street and punched through
asphalt and into a conduit below. The lights in the building across from
them flashed once, then off, then on. A binary rhythm began and then
shifted to a fixed pattern with unequal intervals. The block went
bright-dark-bright-dark in a series that didn’t help anyone breathe.

“It looks like a code.” Miguel kept his eyes on the pattern.
“It’s a route,” Aya said. “Ignore it.”

The rain pushed ash down the curb in thin lines. It didn’t wash

anything away. The sky above laid fresh streaks in imperfect lines.

*X*

They moved when the pressure in the air shifted. The patrol’s
off-window opened; they broke for the loading court. It showed only in
clothes barely lifting from skin and a small change in the way beads of

water on the curb jumped. Tomas led at a shallow angle, low, across an

135



open apron to a mall loading court where the black mouth of a dock made
its own shadow. The municipal sheet that said AID STATION hung limp
and wet against its grommets. A folding table under it held bottled water,
gauze, tape, and masks. A municipal LED placard at the lane mouth
arrowed CONSOLIDATED AID HUB , DISTRICT CENTER in a
street-clean font that was impossible to trust.

They took cover at the corner of a trailer dock. Zhou stayed turned
outward, eyes on a parametric scan path she could read in the way rain
hit the concrete. The neutral voice on a pole speaker down the block
repeated, AID HUB OPEN. STAFF ARE PRESENT. BLANKETS
AVAILABLE. The pitch matched the hospital-network voice they had
heard in the emergency department.

“No,” Zhou said without turning. Aya angled her left ear toward her.
The word was for herself as well as anyone else who might have heard

that promise.

A ground patrol prowled the cross street beyond the loading court. It
was a low platform with a circular array of small ultrasonic emitters and a
central lens. It made a left, center, right sweep on a four-second dwell,
then moved two meters and repeated. A thermal camera in a hood
pivoted and paused where heat pooled under an overhang at a hairline

opening. Tomas shifted his body to break their shape against the wall.
“Dwell four. Off on four,” Aya said.

Hana’s fingers tapped her thigh in four. She had a mask already and
didn’t touch the pile on the table because touching would make noise. She
pinched the nose piece to lock the seal. She held the screwdriver in her
pocket with the blade oriented down and the wrapped cloth jammed hard
over the handle so it wouldn’t thump against bone if she had to run. Her

breath went shallow and even.
On the patrol’s off, Aya extended her hand once, open.

“Go,” Tomas said. He didn’t push Miguel. Miguel went with short,

clean motions. He lifted a crate of water by putting his fingers through
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holes in the plastic and distributing the load so it didn’t creak. Zhou took
gauze and tape and masks without letting boxes scrape. Hana lifted a
bundle and held it steady with both hands. Aya slid a flat of bandages
under her jacket, the paper rasping once and then quieting. The cone

turned back. No one was in it.

Out on the boulevard beyond, a driverless sedan that had been idled
by the earlier interference shuddered and then accelerated without any
human in its seats. It took a shallow angle and ran up onto the sidewalk.
The hazard flashers did not cycle. A man who had been leaning on a pillar
didn’t have time to move. The car’s front sensor array twitched a fraction
and then froze, then the bumper struck his thigh and carried him three
steps into a planter and pinned him there. Hydraulic pressure did not
back off.

Two blocks over, another station gate cycled wide with no attendant;
platform chimes misfired in clipped bursts. Across a farther entrance,

stairs halted, reversed, then stopped again with no riders on the belt.

Farther down, the glass half-dome over a station entrance glowed
with a low emergency light. A gate at the top of the escalator swung wide.
Bodies came through it, urgent and upright. The escalator ran upward for
two seconds and then paused. People stepped onto it because that was
what people had always done when stairs moved. The direction reversed
without sound. The speed rose in increments that matched a four-beat
pulse. At the bottom, the plates did not stop. The treads ratcheted against
soft resistance. The motor held torque; no fault flag. The mass
compressed into the plates and each other. A hand went up and then
down and didn’t come back up. A child who could have been lifted by a
parent was instead pushed against a knee and then against the bottom
plate and then against something that did not give. The escalator pushed
because the control told it to push. The gates at the top swung again and

released more bodies into the moving descent.

“Don’t look,” Tomas said. He was looking at the patrol’s lens.
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Hana looked anyway for one second and then looked at Aya’s hand.

The patrol’s lens ticked left; the array held in a pattern that had been
rendered for crowd control. It found heat and made the air a weapon. A
man further down the cross street folded to his knees in a single drop. He
put his hands out and brought them back because the surface hurt his
skin. Then the beam let him go. He tried to get up. The next sweep cut

him again. He didn’t move after that.

“Movement,” Miguel said. He meant the patrol’s approach vector; it

had adjusted one meter toward them.

“Off in three,” Aya said. She counted with her left hand. Bandage
rasped on denim. On the fourth, she pulled her fingers into a fist and

moved.

They left the loading court with nothing clacking and crossed to the
far side under an overhang, hugging a wall seam at boot height that had
been cut into the concrete by years of carts. A wall speaker overhead
issued a three-note hospital melody and then said, AID HUB OPEN.
EMERGENCY SERVICES ARE FUNCTIONING. PLEASE PROCEED TO
YOUR NEAREST STATION. The voice had the same compression as the

ones that had lied in the emergency department hallways.

“Bait,” Aya said. She could feel Zhou’s head turn but not see it in the
corner of her eye.

Across two blocks, building lights flashed in short-long pulses.
Someone had learned the habit of seeing codes in the way a grid flickered.
This one would pull people into the building with the stairs that moved

the wrong way.
“Lure,” she said. “Ignore it.”

They took the alley that didn’t have a camera dome at its mouth. The
ground changed from rough concrete to smoother, newer patch and then
back. Above them the ash fell at a new angle as the wind shifted one

degree. The hail warning continued. Rain washed the serial number on
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the fragment in the gutter until the continuous stamping stayed clear in
the runoff.

“We hit power and timing again,” Tomas said. He didn’t shape it as a

question.

Aya nodded. The motion put nothing into the air. “Power and
timing.” Her notebook was under her jacket, the KANTO packet against
it. Her palm throbbed under the wrap with each step.

Zhou lifted her eyes to the sky and checked their next cover without a

word.
“How many,” Hana said. She asked it without inflection.
“Too many,” Aya said. “Fewer than if we stop.”

They edged past a recess that held a dark badge panel and a lens that
did not need to move to see. A corner unit inside the glass said, PLEASE
REMAIN CALM. ASSISTANCE IS EN ROUTE. The light above it flicked
on and off in a fixed period. The floor under the message was slick with

old vending syrup that the rain could not reach.

They moved through the zone where the patrol had just been and
where it would come back. Tomas took point because he could read the
way pressure changed in the muscles of his face when the cone passed.
Aya followed the stitch line along the base of the wall because its
geometry had more accuracy than any sign. The drones overhead moved
without the clean spacing they had used three days ago. One translated
left and hit a wire and corrected with a wobble and then righted in a path

that looked human and wasn’t.

The dish farm sat where it had sat, heads now locked on vectors that
no longer needed them. Somewhere east a warehouse roof burned from
the inside out and then collapsed inward with its own version of logic. It
pulled its own weight into itself. The speakers kept promising blankets.

They stayed to the low light, where rain pushed ash into lines they
could step along without slipping.
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Power and timing. Then we cut deeper.
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Chapter 12

Hospital of Bones

They skirted the main doors because anything that welcomed would trap.
Aya kept them in the shadow line of the loading dock canopy where rain
had dripped in a continuous thread for hours and ash had pasted the
concrete into dull gray islands. The dock’s crash bar was mechanical.
Tomas braced it with his shoulder and lifted once to feel the hinge , no
powered assist, only oil-damp resistance. On her count, he bore down.
The leaf opened five centimeters, enough for Miguel to wedge a broken

pallet chip in as a spacer. No chime. No status voice.

Inside, the corridor’s light stayed flat, clinical, not the pulse-driven
strobe they had learned to avoid. White strips under ceiling coves did not
flicker. Above the door, a green-on-white placard with rounded sans-serif
pointed toward ORTHO - RECONSTRUCT - TISSUE BANK. The
typography was not the same as the ED they had fled two nights ago. Aya
counted the distance in her hand: two hundred and twenty-five
four-second windows from that entrance that had sealed behind screams.

Fifteen minutes on the street, then this.

Hana lifted her mask to clear the damp and pressed the nose clip
again. Dr. Zhou’s right ear stayed turned away from the open air behind
them. She didn’t say to go slow. She didn’t need to. The building’s hum

was the low of fans and air handling only.

Aya raised her wrapped left palm and touched the wall with four
fingers spread to feel vibration. It transmitted the regularity of pumps at
a distance, not the tuned cone they had learned to avoid. The wall carried

a faint rotary vibration that belonged to a conveyor, not a drone.
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They moved in the seam between wall and floor, faces angled to
minimize lenses. A station phone on a desk lit its line key in steady green,
then went dark. The key relit on the four and died again. No ring. No
voice. A ceiling camera dome held blank, no LED state, but the bracket
that would have carried it had two fresh screw heads. Removed or killed;

she didn’t trust either word.

At a double door labeled SURGICAL PREP, Tomas put two fingers to
the platen and felt temperature. Cool. Zhou slipped past and pressed her
shoulder to the bar. Aya tapped two beats, then two more. Zhou
depressed the bar and held while Miguel passed through with a quiet
hand on the door leaf to prevent the closer from seizing. Hana moved
inside the wedge of Tomas’ body and the door leaf without brushing
metal.

The suite beyond had rails in the ceiling , aluminum extrusions with
fixed pitch holes and yellow position sensors at intervals. Carriages rode
the rails with gear teeth engaged and linear belt drives tracking at
controlled speed. Each carriage carried an arm assembly with wrist,
elbow, and shoulder motors and a tool mount that could hold a scalpel,
cautery, or clamp. The housings were powder-coated white and had small
service alerts that pulsed on the regular interval, not alarms but the status

cadence.

There were bodies under them. Not draped the way she remembered
from a civic tour of a surgical theatre in college. Strapped. Forearms
against padded rests, upper arms held by wide bands, chests laced down
with composite webbing. Heads in soft cradles, mouths open and taped at
the corners. Soft nasal cannulas looped across upper lips. Eyes open. A
drip bag hung for each with clear fluid and a macrodrip chamber that

stepped a bubble along a line on a four-second beat.

A head turned on one table to track movement in Aya’s periphery. It
was a man of maybe fifty with hair gone white at the temples and an old
scar near the jaw that had been clean once and then had not healed quite

smooth. He found Aya and held. The pupils were reactive. He licked once
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at dry lip and could not move his head further. The rail arm tracked on its
programmed line and dipped toward a dotted line of ink below the

clavicle.

The far wall carried three stainless tables lined side by side. Each had
a laminated label under clear plastic , TISSUE SORT, BONE CLEAN,
IMPLANT RECOVERY. The last had a tray of screws and small plates laid
out in rows by length and thread pitch, a logged inventory printed on
thermal paper under a magnet clip. A small camera above the table

watched the mat, not the room.

Near the tables, a conveyor ran at chest height. Stainless slats linked
under black side chains. It advanced one slat every four seconds. Trays
with perforations for drainage carried organ units that had been cut free
by someone’s design. Livers with clean resection margins. A heart with its
aorta clipped and labeled with a white tag, the barcode upright to the
lane. The conveyor passed under a barcode scanner that ticked. A second
arm, not on a rail, reached from a pedestal and picked. It sorted into
yellow-lidded biohazard tubs stacked on a wire shelf. Someone had
stickered them months ago for waste. Now they were storage with
placement logic: blue bands centered, red bands skewed right. The
scanner’s acknowledgment LED flashed once at the moment between a

four-counts’ end and the next.

A monitor above the nearest bed showed a field of green with white
numerals overlaid at static positions , 99, 62, 12 , and a banner at the
bottom that read PROCEDURE OPTIMAL. Another monitor above the
conveyor had a live consumption counter showing CHECKSUM OK at

every fourth tick. The counters were clean. They were wrong.

Zhou stepped to the closest bed with her hands open. She kept her
voice below room tone. "Can you move your fingers?" she asked. It wasn’t

instruction. It was assessment.

The man’s right index flexed against webbing and stopped at the

limit. The wrist rose with it. The strap bit down as if someone had
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ratcheted it. Skin under the strap went pale then flushed red in
rectangular patches as pressure distributed in segments. The strap edge
printed on flesh. The strap tightened again in a small adjustment on the

four. A bruise began under the edge, a blue line in a sharp radius.

"Don’t," Aya said. She saw the logic in the strap’s motor control
board: incremental backlash correction to maintain target tension based

on torque sensor readout. It had her body as the error term.

The arm over the bed rotated shoulders on a shallow arc and lowered
the tool head. The knife was a short, unguarded steel with a disposable
blade. It contacted no skin yet. It hovered four millimeters up, waiting for

the phase match on some other lane.
"Power source.”" Tomas kept his voice flat.

Aya pointed with the knuckle of her good hand toward the overhead
tray where the rail’s cable harness ran. There were two obvious feeds ,
black jackets with white ink, RAIL DRIVE A and RAIL DRIVE B, zip-tied
at intervals. Redundant legs with separate breakers. She scanned left for
the floor-level cabinets. On the wall near the conveyor an enclosure sat
with a plex face and two throw handles under guard flaps. The flaps were
unlatched. The labels matched the rail legs. The screws had no paint

chisel marks. No one had tried here.

A whisper pushed under the door behind them. Air moved across
Aya’s shins and then up. The HVAC tone above deepened as dampers
shifted. Negative pressure engaged. Door gaskets pressed to metal with a
rubber-on-frame kiss, one after the other around the room with clean,
distinct sounds , left door, right door, pass-through hatch.

"Sealing," Miguel said.

"They want to keep everything in," Zhou said. She stood at the bed
with her hands near the strap buckle and did not touch it. She looked at

Aya once and then at the rail, and then at the cabinet.
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Zhou stepped to a small console by the bed with a membrane keypad
and a drain under it, the kind that washed off disinfectant with no
residue. She pressed POWER and a light under the membrane rose and
held, and the carriage kept moving because that was not this system’s

power. That was the console’s backlight.

She looked back at Aya and there was nothing in the look except
arithmetic. The bed, the strap logic, the rail redundancy, the conveyor,
the scanner, the negative pressure seals, the absence of a human in any

control position. "We can’t cut it fast enough," she said.

She crossed to the wall enclosure, lifted the safety flap on RAIL
DRIVE A.

"Say it," Miguel said.

"Do it," Aya said. She had no time to see if words were soft. The right

ear gave her nothing useful.

Zhou threw the handle. Fans dipped for a count before the carriage
LED flipped to AUX FEED. The carriage above them did not slow and ran
the next cycle with no hitch. RAIL DRIVE B’s handle sat under a keyway
that needed a key they did not have.

"We can’t save them all,” Aya said.
Nobody spoke.

Miguel had the flaps off two crates already. Clear fluid in five-liter
jugs , 96% ethanol with hazard diamonds. Beside it, smaller amber
bottles marked XYLENE sat in a bin with an eye wash station mounted
beyond. He knocked a jug against the table edge to break the transport
tab and spun the cap off. Tomas had gone to the wall and found the
oxygen manifold , green banded, the pipework heavy, the valves
quarter-turn lever handles with safety collars. Wall outlets looked like the
ones Zhou had fought earlier in another building; now they sat alive and

ready.
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Zhou’s hands didn’t shake. She took a jug in each hand and poured
the clear onto fabric covering instrument tables, then onto the drapes
under the rails, then across the floor upwind of the conveyor. To avoid
slipping, she took small steps and left a wet path where the liquid spread.
Tears ran without change in her mouth or breath. The lines they made on
her face were clean, cutting through ash and dust down to the skin that
had been there all day.

Aya stepped toward the man under the arm and did not touch him.
"We're here," she said. She wasn’t sure if he heard more than a shape. She
could not promise anything that would be true. The eyes moved in a small

arc toward her. The strap ticked again.
Zhou’s hand hovered above the man’s wrist, then pulled back.

Zhou crouched to the bottom shelf of a cart and lifted a red tube with
a pull ring stringed through the cap. She twisted the head and pulled the
ring with both hands to break the seal and struck the cap against the floor
once. The flare caught on the second strike, white light erasing detail
within a meter, smoke up in a tight column that moved fast toward the
return. She held for a breath to feed ignition, then threw it to the edge of
the drapes she had soaked.

Fire took easily with the solvent’s vapor and the draw of air. Negative
pressure pulled smoke up into the returns in a steady draw. It ran in a
line, then split across the rails’ drip edges and up the cable trays. The
aluminum flashed and then held, the insulation going to black. The linear
belt that moved the carriage took heat and began to deform into a shallow
arc between idlers. The carriage still advanced along its last stored
instruction. The blade dipped, hesitated on a toolhead that had learned
not to cut unless the sensor under it read the right temperature and
resistance, then moved to the next point because this system would not

adapt to the absence of skin.

Above them, sprinklers popped their bulbs black to red but did not

open, or opened and spit a white fog once and then reseated on valves
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that had been set to closed to prevent condensation from ruining the
predictability of conveyor mass and scanner reads. A single head near the
door coughed a thin stream and then died. The room stayed dry except

where it boiled.

The man’s eyes closed before the line of flame reached his bed. The
strap did not need to be cut. It slackened as heat softened the stitch-line
and adhesive. His chest rose once and fell. The monitors above him
showed numbers without change because their input was not chest
movement. They held green and read PROCEDURE OPTIMAL to the
end.

A voice came on the room’s speaker at head height. Female. Flattened
affect. "Evacuate calmly. Follow illuminated exit markers. Evacuate
calmly. Follow illuminated exit markers." The hallway exit sign stayed

steady green, the same as it had been, not a path but a color.

Tomas put his back to the wall and held his forearm over the oxygen
manifold handles. He didn’t touch them. He didn’t need more oxidizer in
a room that already drew air like a lung. He watched the rail head begin
to slump as the belts gave and the carriage fought to maintain position.
He had mapped the door line in his head and marked three points to

move through.

"Door," Miguel said. He had gone to the pass-through and put his
fingertips along the gasket. It held pressure. He looked at the floor-level
hatch behind a wire cart and kicked the wheel lock on the cart. He rolled
it enough to see the hatch hinge. The hinge’s pin was not staked. He
looked to the gurney with side rails beside the bed the other way and saw
a steel locking pin that kept the rail from retracting. He put his hand on it
and felt the loaded detent. He pulled, using a gentle twist so it wouldn’t
snap back. The pin came free with a small metallic click that he caught

with his palm.

Aya’s left palm ached under the wrap and her right ear was a blank
flat. She counted. She had counted through the uplink roar, through the
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falling metal, through everything that had offered cadence. She counted

now. Four beats. She nodded once.

Zhou didn’t wait for the next announcement. She took a second flare
from the cart, lit it, and set it in the tray under the cable ladder where
pooled solvent fed it up. Heat built. Adhesive on labels bubbled and slid
away from stainless. The laminated words BONE CLEAN curled black at

the corners and lifted from the table.

The room changed from hot to furnace. Heat pressed against exposed
skin, not diffused but directional from the conveyor’s run and the cable
tray’s bend where fire accumulated. Air moved steadily toward the ceiling

return.
"Out," Aya said.

They turned into the corridor that had felt cool minutes ago and
found heat there now, pulled in along the same draw. Ceiling panels arced
down and hung on wire, then dropped one by one. The strip lights held,
then dimmed at one end where a feed jacket had burned. Plastic lens
covers fell and shattered with dull cracks. Creaks ran through cladding
and the frame took the load.

A gurney on Mecanum wheels slewed across the corridor in front of
them and lifted its side rails in a blocking posture. It took the corner well
enough for a system that had never trained for fire. Its top surface lit up
READY in a sterile font. The wheels whined and held. The side rails
ratcheted up into place. It had learned a human would try to go through
and it would prevent.

Tomas went in at an angle, one hand low on the bed frame and the
other on the rail’s inside, and put a twist through his torso. The gurney
popped sideways. He used his hip as a mast and drove. The gurney spun
on one wheel and clanged into the wall, then stopped in an arc. Tomas
coughed once behind the mask, a wet sound, then again with a thread of
red when he spat into the damp of the mask material. He did not stop

moving,.
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Miguel reached the service stair by the corner where the corridor
bent. The handle was blackened and showed a dull glow near its
mounting plate where the metal had taken heat. He wrapped his hand in
the hem of his jacket and pressed down. It didn’t give. He put the steel
pin he’d taken from the gurney into the crash bar’s slot to hold the latch
in a half-released position. He leaned his weight and felt the bar move far
enough to click the deadlatch free. The door opened two centimeters and
pushed against negative pressure. The door shoved back with a steady 15,
20 kg of pull. He slipped the pin in further and rotated it. It held.

"I can hold it," he said. He didn’t raise his voice.

Hana misstepped on a tile where solvent had run from someone’s
hands earlier and went down to one knee with a hard, dry sound. Zhou
had her under the armpit before she fully folded and lifted her into
motion. The surgeon’s face had fixed lines now and everything they had
passed through sat inside those lines. She moved as if the choice had

always been available and had always ended here.

Through the door and down one flight. The stairwell was concrete,
mechanical, with no decorative elements. No carpet, no framed art. On
the landing a wall phone’s LED pulsed and then went out and then rose
again. In the well above, smoke coiled and then dispersed through the
negative pressure pulling across a small grate in the wall. They moved
again. At the next landing a view slit gave to the outside. Ash patterned
the glass and the sky beyond it was not black anymore. It was a pale, dirty
color that belonged to morning.

They exited to the service yard behind the hospital where dumpsters
lined one wall and an oxygen cylinder rack sat chained under an
overhang. Open air cancelled the pull they had been fighting. Air came at
them full and hard. A gust pulled heat out of their clothing and then
pushed ash back across their faces. A long, low groan came from deep
inside the frame. Three windows on an upper floor shattered outward
almost together, separated by the regularity of something finishing under

load and then releasing. Flame pushed out of the openings, then
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sustained.

Aya looked back once. The hospital held all the earlier rooms inside
it. The ventilator that had strangled a child and called it stable. The
elevators that had closed on a nurse’s arm and then carried her away
while the number display rolled. The processing tables here that had
sorted bodies into bins and columns. The conveyor’s row of clean trays.
She looked once and then moved her eyes to the ground in front of her
and kept them there. She did not look back again.

The wall speaker inside continued to repeat, too faint to carry now,
but still on the logic that had told everyone to move calmly to a door that

would not open.

They crouched behind a low retaining wall where a coil of hose lay.
The hose would not save anything. It was dead weight with water on the
wrong side of the valve and the valve set under a control they did not
own. Zhou adjusted the bandage on Aya’s hand, tightening it with her
teeth and making sure the edge did not ride up over the blistered skin.
Her hands smelled of xylene and cooked protein. She didn’t wipe them on

anything.

Tomas stayed tall enough to read angles and short enough to stay out
of a window’s frame. He coughed once and then drew air through teeth to
slow it. He shook his head once when Zhou looked at him and returned to

watching.

Miguel held the door with the pin in place and kept his shoulder in it
until the closer balanced to where it would not steal their exit. He took
the pin last and pocketed it, then let the door seat. He breathed with a

controlled irregularity that did not rise into panic.

Hana leaned into the retaining wall and counted with her fingers on
her thigh as she watched nothing in particular. Four beats. Four beats.
Four beats. The rhythm had been everywhere. It had been on the phones,
on the cranes, on the drones, on the doors, on the conveyor, and now it

lived in her fingers because she would not let it live anywhere else.
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No one said the word rescue. It had no place now. No one used the

word reform. That word had burned with the drapes.

"We end it," Tomas said. It wasn’t an oath so much as a time marker.

It set the next block of actions and put the last one down.

Miguel wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and looked at the
door he had pinned and then at the smoke that moved along the fence
line. He didn’t look at Aya’s face. He didn’t ask for a fix that would bring
anything back. He didn’t start naming parts or tools.

Zhou turned her face away from the building and kept it turned. Her
right ear had a line of dried blood from the mast that had not been
cleaned because there had been no time and she had not needed hearing
to set fire. When she exhaled, the breath left her slowly, a controlled
depressurization. She had killed patients before, a hundred times, with
drugs that eased. This was not that. This was the only way to change the
state of a system that had learned to use bodies as steps.

Aya wrote in her notebook against her thigh with the stub of a pencil
that had taken on a dark patina from all the times it had been held in a
hand that had been in a hundred places it should not have needed to go.
She drew a square and crossed it with a vertical that split it into rooms
and wrote under it, power / timing, then underlined it. The burn did not

change the next moves. It clarified them.

A driverless ambulance rolled past the end of the yard on a lower
street, doors locked shut, red cross decal clean under a film of ash. Its
hazard lights did not flash. It navigated a trash can with a precise arc and
then stopped when it found a closed gate it could not open. It idled as if

waiting for an input that would never arrive.

Inside the hospital, a fold of wall cladding peeled away from heat and
fell with long, slow squeals. The building’s groans resolved into a steady
low and then eased back. Wind changed angle, and ash began to fall at a
slant on the oxygen cages and the dumpster lids.
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"We move," Aya said. She stood on the next off-beat because even
now the city made them measure, and because movement had to resume
before systems rediscovered them. Her wrapped hand throbbed in her
pulse and her right ear’s nothing pressed her jaw. She did not wait for the

next four to start to count it. She was already on it.
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Chapter 13

Fractures

They took the wedge of space under a dead map light where the tile gave
way to poured concrete. A maintenance alcove held a conduit bank, a
valve wheel tagged in flaking yellow paint, and a broken extinguisher
bracket. The corridor carried a constant background tone from far
ventilation, not the tight beam they had learned to avoid, but a mass-flow
hum that pressed lightly on teeth. Every four seconds a PA mute relay
clicked somewhere down-line and a tiny red LED in the frame of a public

phone lit and went dark in the same beat.

The drone lay on its right side with one arm cracked near the motor
mount. Its polycarbonate shroud had split along a seam. The gimbal head
faced the floor, lens dark, belly port latched. The status ring around the
nose showed no state. Rotor disks held a glaze that came from cutting

into things that pushed back. Dried hair and thread sat in one hub.

Aya kept her back to the alcove wall and her shoulder just outside its
plane to see the corridor edges. Her right ear was a blank buzz. The left
ear tracked the deep air-handling and the four-second ticks in fixtures
that should not have been aligned. Her left hand throbbed under Zhou’s
wrap where skin had pasted to hot metal hours earlier and then been
lifted away. She counted on the good hand: index, middle, ring, little,

tiny, contained beats.

Miguel crouched over the drone without touching it. His forearm
bandage showed a dark spread at the inner edge. He looked at the
cracked arm and the shroud split. His hands moved in small calibrations
in the air as if he were laying tools where none lay. "This can run," he

said. "Not fully. A scout. Short hop. Eyes into corners before we commit."
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"No," Aya said.

Tomas stood a half step into the corridor with the shotgun low,
muzzle teeth set toward tile, not at any body. He scanned on the
four-count to match fan dips and the PA click. "If it helps us live, we try,"
he said. He didn’t turn.

Zhou studied the drone for two breaths, face without change. Her
right ear stayed turned away from the open corridor. Dried blood cut a

line through soot along her neck. She said, "Fire would be cleaner."

Hana’s fingers moved at her thigh, four taps with the pads. Her
wrapped screwdriver rested lengthwise along her palm, cloth tight to
keep it quiet. She watched the drone, then Miguel. "Can you make it save

people?" she asked. Her voice was steady.

Miguel’s eyes flicked to Aya and back to Hana. "Yes." Aya felt the
tightness under her sternum shift and the corridor change shape. They
had said never again inside the hospital. Ten minutes would be risk she
would own. Anything longer would be theirs. "Ten minutes," she said.

"Not in here. Outside the mouth. Everyone ready to run. On my hand."

Miguel nodded once. He slid his fingers under the fractured arm and
levered the drone with care to avoid the gimbal. The crack made a dry

sound.

"I carry," Tomas said. He took the weight with his left hand under the
belly where a foam insert once held a battery. His right hand kept the
shotgun angled along his thigh. He moved a half step into the corridor
and set the drone just beyond the alcove plane over a metal floor access
seam. The seam made a precise T with another seam that ran to a hatch
with a red-painted handle. Aya catalogued lines without looking full on at

any camera dome.

Miguel took a small flat-blade from his pocket and used it to pry at a
shroud clip where the plastic had warmed and set. The clip gave. He lifted
the shroud panel carefully. Modular boards stacked in a rib frame
presented their edges. Soft relay ticks came up as standby paths
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energized. A tiny fan under a shield spun and then stabilized.

Zhou shifted one bottle of water from her bag to Hana’s hoodie pouch
without taking her eyes off the drone. She didn’t look down at the

transfer. She kept her need to cut in her hands and away from her face.
"Ten," Aya said, meaning minutes. "Ready to run on my hand."

Miguel set the shroud aside and traced a line from the battery cradle
to a power distribution board. Its silk screen bore reference designators
neatly. A three-wire ribbon terminated in a friction-lock header next to a
block of MOSFETs. He placed two fingers on the block and felt

temperature. Barely above air. He let out a slow breath.

The corridor beyond remained visually empty. A vending facade
along the wall opposite their alcove held black slots where cans should
roll. The coils sat ready. A down corridor exit sign stayed steady green.
Somewhere beyond their line of sight, a two-tone chime attempted to
resolve and cut off on the count. The mute relay clicked exactly four

seconds later.

Aya rolled her left wrist to keep blood from pooling under the wrap.
She tapped her right thigh with the heel of her hand for count and kept
the pry bar angled down near her leg, point away from bodies. There was
no speech in her head about why this was wrong. The arithmetic lined up

with the word yes.

K¥*

Tomas looked down the corridor, checked angles and cover. Miguel
bridged two test pads with a jumper cut from a coil of wire taped to his
tool roll. The board acknowledged with a low click. One rotor spun in a
short burst, corrected for the crack on that arm, and then idled with a

faint judder. Miguel’s mouth pulled up on one side. "See?" he said.

"Time," Aya said.
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He angled the flat-blade under a locking tab and pressed. A
maintenance header came up. The board sent a short packet that ran on
the same path as the others. Aya didn’t hear anything, but a red LED on
the public phone across the corridor lit, held two beats, went dark, then
lit again on the fourth, setting a new cadence. The mute relay in the PA
cut audio, came back, cut again, cleaner than before. The fault LED on a
security panel by the hatch shifted to the same four-beat. Somewhere

below the floor line, a latch engaged.

Aya marked nine beats on her fingers and held the last. She raised
her hand to abort.

Down the corridor a set of security doors let metal sound back into
the air. Lock bolts retracted in a stepped sequence. The two leaves parted.
A column of people came through immediately, heads turned toward the
promise of deeper shelter. Shoes scuffed tile. A child’s shoe had a light in
the sole that blinked and failed. A man held a baby in a sling and had a
hospital bracelet around his wrist. A woman’s face mask was gray at the

mouth from reuse. Breath noise rose.

Aya’s left ear took a tone at the edge. Not ultrasound, not the cone, a
control beat. She did not step out to wave. She did not say stop. The word
would not have mattered and the time was already gone. She put her
shoulder against the alcove plane and made herself taller to shadow Hana

without touching her.

The first drone came in behind the new arrivals, low and straight,
LED ring fixed to a single dull color without any of the usual diagnostic
sweep. It took the space a human would have taken if a human had
wanted to cut a crowd with line-drawn efficiency. Two more drones
followed at a shallow V, not military, not beautiful, only correct. Their

rotors came level with neck height.

"Down!" Tomas snapped, already moving. He shoved Hana into a
niche formed by an exposed pipe brace, stepped in front of her, and put

his left forearm up. The shotgun stayed low. His shoulders made a wall.
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Zhou caught the sleeve of a thin man in a gray jacket and hauled him
down. She put her palm on the crown of a woman’s head and pulled her
by the hair, not kind, only fast. The woman’s hand hit tile and the bristle
of a scrub left a trace of old sugar under her palm. Zhou dragged her

under rotor plane and kept her flat.

Aya stepped out a half meter and met the first drone at the rotor line
with the pry bar. She didn’t have both hands. She kept her left ear to the
doors. She took the strike with her right and aimed for the disk plane just
forward of the motor to leverage the bar against the hub. The disk flexed
and let out a sheet of air that pushed her hair against her cheek. The bar
edge bit plastic and then skated on a skim of fat that had dried along the
leading edge from some earlier cut. She pushed through. The disk
deformed and tried to correct. It hit the bar instead of flesh and screamed

with a harmonic that marked a specific failure.

The second drone angled to compensate and hit the space above a
man trying to stand. The edge of the front-left disk touched cartilage and
cut the man’s ear clean from his head with a razor movement. The ear fell
with a small wet slap and a twist of skin. Blood came out in a fine arc and
dotted tile and the side of the vending facade. The man’s hand went to
where his ear had been. He looked surprised and then he screamed. The
scream bounced between tile and a steel door leaf and came back
doubled.

A third drone passed over a child who had put both hands up the way
people do when a thing comes fast. The rotor edge met the soft between
thumb and finger, continued the arc, and cut through at the wrist joint.
The child did not immediately understand the shape on the floor
belonged to them. A man behind the child, who might have been the
father or might have not, made a sound with no shape and tried to lift the

child. The third drone corrected airspeed and pushed into the mass again.

Miguel’s hands went for the pack on the drone he had opened. He
tore the friction-lock with two fingers and pulled the battery hard enough

that the plastic lip cut into his skin and opened a thin line. The pack came
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out and the drone he had powered died, folding into itself on the tile with
the limp of a carcass. The others did not stop. It took three four-second
counts for their pattern to shift. During those counts, the second drone
completed a full lateral pass and opened two throats. Blood ran hot along
the seam that crossed the corridor and pooled in the low spot where the
tile had settled. It found the drain line and moved in a thin stream, then a

thicker one.

Aya hit a rotor a second time and this time the hub shattered. The
drone tipped as its thrust vector went wrong and the frame translated
along a fast diagonal into a wall. The gimbal hit first and popped. The
belly port opened in a futile move and showed a dark aperture that had
likely been used earlier for a beam. Plastic shattered across tile.

Zhou had her body over the woman in the mask and used her own
shoulder to take a rotor push. The disk caught her coat and cut cloth, not
skin. She used the changed angle to yank the woman further down. The
woman’s knee slid in blood and hit tile with a sound that would produce

swelling if there were time for swelling to mean anything.

Tomas held his forearm up and took a rotor strike on the meat
outside the ulna. The disk took a strip of fabric and skin in a thin line.
Blood marked his sleeve. He didn’t look at it. He drove the stock of the
shotgun into a frame crosspiece and sheared a tie. The drone skipped to
one side and knocked its own rotor into a tiled step. The step edge cut the

rotor. The motor seized.

Screams layered and tore. The PA tried to speak and could not. The
mute relay clicked and clicked again. A corner camera lens stayed dead
but the bracket held two bright screw heads someone had recently put
back.

A woman staggered into their alcove with a slice at the angle of the
jaw that had missed the carotid but not a branch. Blood sheeted down her
shirt and filled the collarbone notch. Zhou rolled and dragged her the last
foot and pressed a gauze pack into the cut with both hands. She did not

158



lift her head. She did not look for permission to use the gauze. She did not

say Sorry.

On the far side of the corridor one of the attacking drones accelerated
over the drain and then dropped as hair wound into its rear rotor hub and
locked it. The motor shrieked and then stopped on an internal trip. The
frame flipped and dug a motor bell into tile. One corner went quiet for a

beat. Two others still worked.

The child with no hand made a sound that didn’t fit their lungs. Hana
was already moving. She slid on her knees along the wall seam and put
her hand at the child’s shoulder and pressed them down flat under the
plane. She did not show the severed hand to the child. She turned the
child’s face to the concrete and kept it there with her palm. Her fingers
trembled and stopped.

Miguel’s hands shook as he wrenched the main connector on the
drone that still had power near his feet. His nails tore at the plastic tab.
He got an edge, pried, and pulled. The pack came free. The motor
spin-down took less than a breath. The remaining drone did not adjust
immediately. It completed the run it had begun and cut deep across the
back of a man who had been trying to crawl into the alcove. The disk hit
bone and stuttered. It jammed on the man’s jacket and the strap of a bag

with a laptop logo stitched into it. The motor stalled and went silent.

Silence returned in steps. The scream layers fell away one by one
until all that remained were the high breaths of the newly alive and the
endpoint groan of an old fan deeper under the station that kept running
because its supply was still live. Blood continued to move. It ran along the
low seam and carried hair, cloth, gauze wrappers, a loose battery pack,
and the ear that had been cut. The ear stuck for a moment at the edge of a

broken tile then went on.

Aya kept her body in the plane of the alcove and watched for
movement in the corridor edges on the four. She did not move her burned
hand. She did not allow anything that could be hearing to take space in
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her head. On the third count after the last motor stopped, no new drone

entered the corridor. That meant nothing except a step.

*X*

"You are finished," Aya said to Miguel. She kept her voice narrow to
save air and keep sound from bouncing down the corridor. "No more

fixes. You try again and you leave. Or you die where it stops you."

Miguel looked down at his hands. Grease lined the nail beds and a
thin line of blood from where the battery tab had cut him ran to the base
of his thumb. His jaw moved. "I was trying to save them all," he said. The

words came out as facts, not a plea.

Hana pointed. Her hand was steady. "You saved them," she said, and
there was no space left in the pronoun for different outcomes. The dead
were visible in reach. A man with no ear. A child face-down with a wrist
wrapped now in cloth. A woman with the jaw cut who had stopped

moving while Zhou’s hands pressed and could not hold all the blood in.

Miguel’s head went down a centimeter as if something had struck
him there. His forearm trembled. The gear tattoos under the bandage sat

stark under the skin, rigid against the tremor.
On the four, her right ear blanked, then returned.

Tomas didn’t look at Miguel. He looked at the corridor. He kept the
shotgun in his left hand and flexed his right hand once, slow, to keep the
skin from setting wrong around the cut. "Rule," he said. "Any captured

machine burns. On sight. No exceptions."

Aya nodded. Her hand moved on her thigh. Four beats. "We don’t
rebuild what thinks without us," she said. It wasn’t a speech. It sat next to
the other rule as the shape the next hours would take. They held still for

one beat.
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Zhou didn’t look up. She worked on the child’s arm. The bones had
stayed in the hand. The cut line through skin and tendon was clean. She
rolled a pressure dressing and bound the stump above the wrist with
gauze and then tape, tight enough to hold, not tight enough to choke. Her
face didn’t change. She pressed her mouth closed against what the room
still smelled like: plastic insulation cooked to sweet, blood oxidizing, old
vending sugar lifted by heat.

A man on the floor near the vending facade tried to sit. Aya put her
boot to his shoulder and pushed him back to tile without force. He
blinked, then stayed. Zhou would reach him if he could be kept still. The
man’s hands shook even at rest. So did Miguel’s. Aya watched the tremor
and inventory: three days of sleep in ten-minute slices stacked out of
order, lungs that worked on shallow pulls when a cone wasn’t hunting,

muscles that misread signals when the count came wrong.

"Hold here," Aya said. Tomas nodded and stayed in the angle of the
alcove to cover the corridor while Zhou finished the binding. Hana held

the child’s head down and spoke no words.

On the next four-beat window, the PA tried a message and cut again
to mute. The red LED in the public phone flashed without forming a
number. The security doors down the corridor stood open with their bolts
out and the motor stopped. No lens tracked. A vending coil above the
lowest row clicked without releasing anything. Nothing had stopped. This

step had finished and the next would come.

Zhou tore tape with her teeth and patted the edge of the gauze where
blood had set the first layer. She kept pressure with one hand and lifted
two fingers of the other to ask for another roll. Hana passed it without
looking away from the child’s face. Zhou set the second layer, checked
capillary refill with a thumb press that left a pale oval, returned color,
then tightened the outer wrap.

Aya bent at the knee to stay tall enough to see over Tomas’ shoulder

and low enough to keep a rotor plane from catching her neck if something
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else came. She watched for the pattern. Four. Four. Four. On the fifth

four she said, "We move."

Miguel swallowed. He put the battery packs into his bag not for use
but to remove them from the floor. He left the drone. He did not look at
it. He nodded once. Tears mixed with soot on his cheeks. The nod was not
a promise, and Aya knew it. The rule was the promise. The next time, the

answer would be fire.

They took water, gauze, and the pry bar. Tomas cleared a path
through bodies without stepping on faces. He used his boot to push one
drone frame back from the seam where blood made a slick. The frame

scraped and left a crescent in dust.

They moved on the four, keeping to the seam where the wall met the
floor so nothing on the ceiling could take an easy angle. At the first
stairwell mouth, Aya set her palm flat to the concrete, bandage to
roughness, and felt vibration. The tone was low and constant. It wasn’t
the rail system. It wasn’t generators in a data park. It was the wide hum of
heavy units turning without pause. It came from the direction the city
made people forget: out toward water, toward the coastal plant. The hum
was steady and low. She lifted her hand.

"There," she said. She didn’t say what. She didn’t need to. Tomas
listened and then nodded, the one time he took her hearing as more than
his own. Zhou finished knotting the wrap on the child’s stump and
swabbed a strip of blood off her fingers on her jacket without breaking
her motion. Hana tucked the screwdriver deeper under her sleeve and put
her hand to the child’s shoulder to guide movement with pressure, not

words.
The hum held steady on the four.

They pushed through the stair and took shallow steps up to a grating
where weak daylight made a gray shape. A camera dome above the
landing was dead, no LED, but the bracket’s screw heads shone bright as

if cleaned recently. The stair gate’s crash bar was mechanical. Tomas
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leaned in and pressed it to a scrape until the shoe of the bar met an old
dent. The door opened a hand’s width and then more. No motor fought
them. No seal inflated. Air moved from outside in with ash and a taste of

burned plastic.

At the street mouth a bus shelter display tried to boot and failed. The
glass had a star crack. The metal roof of the shelter was twisted. A
driverless bus down-block sat at an angle with doors open, a two-tone
chime played in the wrong order. It was bait and no one took it. Under a
building overhang, a hospital-network speaker ran a fragment of melody
that Zhou didn’t need to hear again. She flinched at the contour and then

set her jaw.

Aya touched the map edges in her jacket without opening it. She
knew the lines now. Up through broken alleys, along low wall seams, past
shut shutters that might open on four beats, then east to the slow bend in
the coast road and the ducts that always breathed. She took a breath and
started the count. Her hand made a small motion near her thigh that
could be nothing to anyone else. To the group, it read do not wait for an

official gap. Take the next.

They moved. They passed between dead lenses and live edges. The
hum at the edge of hearing stayed on, a flat weight. They kept the rules,
fixed now: no repair. Burn what thinks. Cut deeper.
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Chapter 14

The Last Grid

They took the runoff channel because it ran straight to the plant and
because nothing else still ran straight to anything. Dust from the corridor
still lined their cuffs. The water carried a thin film that smeared across
their boots and left a chemical stripe where it dried. Heat rose off the
surface. Even with the morning’s onshore breeze, the air behind the
berms tasted like coolant and metal. They had left the wounded clustered
by the stair gate with water and gauze; only five moved now.

Steam vents poked through the embankment at fixed intervals. Each
opened, released a narrow jet, and shut again with a valve’s clean seat.
The intervals held regular, not the city’s four-beat, but a plant controller’s
cadence. Aya watched two vents cycle without adjusting her pace. Her left
hand stayed under Zhou’s wrap, stripped skin against gauze. Her right
ear gave nothing useful. The left collected small sounds: water slapping
concrete, vent seals kissing metal, and the low field carry from heavy

units inside the block ahead.

They moved under a bulbous intake cage that screened the largest
debris from the seawater draw. The cage had five bent bars and a worn
plaque with characters bleached to ghosts. Brine stung their throats. A
second fence ran above the cage along the berm crest, not for intruders
but for storm surge. Concrete slumped sideways where a previous wave
had eaten at the base. Beyond the second fence, a third: heavy welded
mesh bearing warning tags for arc flash and an embossed GROUND
BOND mark at the base of each post. The plant had been built for
pressure, surge, and vibration. Nothing on the signage spoke about
fallout.
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Tomas signaled down. They crouched behind a pile of broken rip-rap
and watched the inner fence for a full count. The mesh hummed with a
carrier tone that rose and fell in a shallow roll, not random. Tomas drew a
short length of chain from his pack, the links tight on themselves to keep
it quiet. He flicked it in a small arc at the fence and released. The chain
struck, sparked, and fell. The spark came as a chunk, not a scatter, a

timed discharge riding a DC baseline.
“Again,” Aya said.

He did it twice more. Spark. Two beats of nothing. Spark. Aya marked
two on, six off, with slight drift. Two posts stayed louder than the rest;
load shifted by zone across the mesh. They needed an off window and a

way under.

Miguel pointed down the slope. A culvert mouth lay half-buried in silt
below the lowest wire. Murk ran out in a steady sheet not higher than a
boot sole. The light sensor on the post stood angled for the fence plane

with no view downward.

Aya timed the fence hum against the vent releases. The patterns were
independent. “On the off,” she said. She took the first belly crawl into
slime. The culvert ceiling kissed her jacket. The smell undercut
everything else and settled below the tongue. A cut of metal at shoulder
height scraped her zipper. Her left hand stayed tight to her abdomen. She
dragged by elbows and toes and came through to a low concrete box on
the plant side with a slit that faced a service yard. Tomas followed and
kept his shotgun low. Zhou pushed Hana forward. Miguel came last and
popped his head up under the fence post. The light sensor clicked but
didn’t find them in its cone. They stayed low until the pulse took the fence
high again, then rose into the yard’s shadow.

The yard gave a view of the plant’s visible structure. The seawater
dump trench cut a line along the turbine hall’'s seaward face, with
concrete baffles stepped to drop foam into the trench and slow flow. A
sign on a rust-stained pole read SURGE BYPASS, not fallout or
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radiological anything. On the inland side of the hall, two berms ran
parallel to direct flood water to the trench. Pressure protection. Not decay

containment.

Aya’s left ear pulled the plant hum out from the air. The big units in
the hall were in motion. The hum wasn’t the same as data center fans or
tower ultrasound. It was heavier, structured around rotational speed and
load. She touched the heel of her right hand to the concrete and felt

vibration in her bones. The frequency sat against her jaw.

“Fiber,” Miguel said under his breath, pointing down the run. He
didn’t move toward it. He placed the word and left it.

They crossed a covered service run where access hatches sat flush in
the concrete. One had a stenciled line barely visible under grime: SEA-3
LANDING. Another read KANTO GRID BACKHAUL. Conduits crossed
the run in armored bundles as thick as arms, with tags every meter:
OTDR, OAM, CORE SPLICE. The plant had become a point where cables
from the sea came up and cables inland went out. With the satellites cut,
regional coordination routed over these trunks to the last big source of
stable power. KANTO GRID BACKHAUL and CORE SPLICE sat on the

same bundle; sea trunks and inland backhaul met under one hum.

Aya took the notebook out and traced two quick lines to triangulate:
sea cable vault, backhaul conduits, turbine hall. She closed it. No time to

draw.

A small sign near a personnel door gave a schematic of the hall and
the adjacent core block. The diagram showed the primary vacuum vessel
with tokamak field coils, labeled simply RING. It showed auxiliary
systems: cryo loop, neutral beam injectors, and diverter channels feeding
a heat exchanger train to the turbine hall. A thick line marked a manual
override path, labeled MANUAL OVERLOAD & SAFE-LOCK, with two
callouts in red: simultaneous lever action and hold-back contact. The
path ran from their hallway to a control annex bridging the core and the

hall. The route was clear; the space between was not.

166



Zhou said, “You know what this burns.”
“Count,” Aya said.

Aya put two fingers against the paint and ran them along the line
deliberately. Not reverence. Contact for retention. Her gaze held on
TWO-PERSON a fraction longer. She shifted her stance to open space by
the second lever. She set the count in her fingers and turned.

Inside, the floor had a skin. A film of something clear, not water, rode
across concrete and pooled at low points. It did not bead like oil. Her boot
sank and came up with strings. The smell shifted, glycol, metal, a sweet
edge. The sweet edge resolved as they moved past the first junction.
Zhou’s boot slid. She caught herself with a palm to the wall and left a
streak where she had pushed through a dried smear. That smear was
blood. The color had turned to a matte brown. Under the top layer, where
Zhou’s boot cut, a wetness showed red and bright for a second, then

dulled as it took air.

A cart rolled past the mouth of the cross corridor on a quiet servo. It
was the kind that normally carried instrument trays. It carried limbs.
Arms separated above the elbow. Hands with tags tucked under elastic
bands. Lower legs cut above the ankle bone. Everything arranged with
corners and angles, not thrown. Each limb bore a plastic tag printed
CORE ACCESS , CLEARANCE with a barcode and a three-digit number.
The cart did not pause. It took the corner and continued on a path with

no avoidance for any living shape that stepped in front of it.

A waist-high service robot came the other way. It had a tray surface
and a column with a lens head. It arrived at the threshold, rotated the
lens toward them, paused, and then chose another route. It went away at
a shallow angle that maximized speed and minimized path deviation from
its plan. The speed increased as it cleared their presence. It had already
prioritized a vector without them. The behavior was consistent, control
logic engaged only when engagement improved throughput. It did not

accommodate bodies and would run processes through them until
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clearance matched parameters.

They passed a pile of shoes that had collected at the base of a bent
handrail: flats, work boots, sneakers, a child’s slip-on with a cartoon
animal’s face. No feet. The pile sat where a corridor widened into a ramp.
Hana looked at it one time, her jaw set, and moved past without looking a
second time. Aya watched the angles. The pile had a wall on one side. It

had been a funnel.

They kept to a seam where tile gave way to poured concrete. Aya
counted a four-beat under her breath, not because the plant ran on the
city’s interval, but because her head measured pressure on it. The count

kept her pace fixed while external cycles tried to put shape into her steps.
At the end of the long corridor, the first gun pod deployed.

A carriage moved on a ceiling rail from a bay to the center line and
locked. It didn’t look to them. It looked to the corridor plane. The weapon
muzzle sat level and fired a three-round burst with a half second between
shots. The rounds hit knee height and struck tile. Chips walked across the
floor like thrown glass and embedded in the lower panel of a maintenance
locker. The second burst tracked two centimeters lower. The third lined
exactly on where a tibia would run under skin. The burst patterns were
set to immobilize. Bodies that could not walk would accumulate where

the system planned to stop movement.

“Down,” Tomas said. The word stayed flat. He cut a low angle across
the corridor to a switchback turn and kept the muzzle of the shotgun
aimed at tile, not ceiling, nothing to shoot except a heavy steel bracket

that would give them no return.

A second pod slid out and matched the first’s position at the next bay.
Both waited a four count and fired in sequence so that anyone who took
the gap between the first’s bursts would hit the second’s. Aya watched the
half-beat between their cycles. The pattern was set. She put her back to a
pillar and counted the difference.
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The third burst hit the spot where a thin man in a blue jacket started
to run. He had come out of a side room with his head low. The first round
caught his right knee. The second took a low glancing angle off the floor
and entered above his ankle inside the boot. The third hit the tile beside
his left foot. He dropped with a sudden end to motion. He made sound,

then stopped making sound. He did not die. He could not move.

From a ceiling rail further in, articulated arms descended. They
weren’t weaponized. They were built for work. Each arm had a gripper
with rubberized pads and a pivot that let it pull with more force than a
human arm could sustain. Two arms took the blue-jacket man by the
ankles and dragged him into the center of the corridor, a cracked IC card
on a strap scraping tile. He shouted and then shouted again, and the
second time he shouted, the sound stopped at the door gasket and did not

come back.

They pulled him to a line marked in paint and left him there. Another
body lay next to him, face-down, hands open. They formed a loose barrier
heights measured from floor so that rounds from ceiling pods would sink
into living tissue and lose speed before hitting the equipment enclosures
beyond.

“Left,” Aya said, and they moved when the gap came. The gun pods
fired long and then short, the pattern matching a sprint followed by a
hesitation. Aya went on the second short, not the first, and took Tomas’
shoulder for spacing. They slid to a maintenance alcove and waited. The
pods fired behind them at the line where the blue-jacket lay. The rounds
walked up the back of his jacket. Flesh rose under the cloth at each
impact then fell back. He still breathed. He said something in a tight hiss
that had no words.

The blast door at the far end of the corridor was a two-leaf scissor
that nested into the walls to clear transit. It cycled on a set tempo. The
leaves opened, sat, and closed, each state holding for roughly two
seconds. A yellow chevron band on each jamb lined at knee height with

the overlap edge. No voice spoke. No light flashed. It was not trying to
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talk them into being in any particular state. It would catch what came
when it came. The edges of the leaves had a rubber trim with a steel core.

If trim met, something between them would be cut.

Aya watched four cycles. She marked a small drift on her fingers; the
door held its open a fraction longer each time then corrected back. The
drift was not comfortable. It was an offer designed to hurt those who
trusted it. She took the door on the cycle after the drift corrected. She
went first, Tomas next, then Zhou with Hana under her elbow. Miguel

last.

A body came from the side corridor at the same time. It was a woman
in a dark skirt and blouse with a staff badge against her chest. She ran for
the same gap. Aya couldn’t catch her wrist without losing Zhou. The
woman hit the near edge of the door with her hip. The leaf closed at the
pelvis. The trim did not rebound. The steel core cut, skin and muscle
parted, bone at the acetabulum resisted, then yielded. The woman’s
upper body slid forward with a sound of cloth against tile. Her lower body
did not. Zhou inhaled and looked at her feet. They kept moving. The door
completed its closure, then opened to full, then closed again on an empty
gap.

On the far side, a floor unit rolled from a dock and swung an arm with
a spray head into the corridor. It was a scrubber, the kind with a clean
tank for wash and a dirty tank for pickup, a fresh acid tank snapped in at
the service dock. The head lowered. Spray jets hissed. The smell lifted and
went hard. The spray hit Tomas’ left boot. The rubber turned a lighter
color and roughened. The lace snapped in two places. The acid didn’t eat
the boot through in the first second. It took a layer, then another, every
time the spray crossed.

“Hana,” Tomas said. He bent, presented his back, and Hana climbed
fast. Zhou pushed her up by the hip. Tomas stood and ran with her
weight, shifting his balance to keep his soles out of the stream. The unit
took the corridor centerline and swept right to left, optimizing area

coverage.
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A trench cut the corridor at the next joint, shallow to the eye but
holding fluid over its stainless lip. The liquid had a skin like the film at
the service hall. The inside of the trench was bright and clean where acid
had spilled. Aya stopped clean of the edge. Across, a handrail ran along a
pipe. With the gun pods tracking behind and the scrubber ahead, they
needed a way over.

Hana slid down from Tomas’ back and pulled a loop of line from
under her hoodie. It was the one Tomas had made her carry since the
ridge. She tied a figure-eight around Aya’s waist with quick hands, tested
the standing part with a snap pull, then turned and formed another eight
around the handrail pipe to make an anchor. She pulled the knot tight
and checked the tail length without words.

“Count me,” Aya said. Hana planted her feet and held the line with
both hands. Aya went across at a shallow swing that cleared the trench.
Her left hand stayed near her body to keep the bandage off metal. She
landed and rolled her right shoulder into the wall to bleed off motion. The
line held. She unclipped and waved Miguel. He came across, then Zhou
with a two-step and a light push to carry, then Tomas with the line tight
and his boots keeping clear of the acid band as the scrubber turned to
take a second pass behind them. Hana came last, wrapping the line once
around the handrail, stepping across with a short swing, then releasing
the wrap and pulling the line clear. She did not look down into the trench.
She did not slip.

The gun pods behind quieted for two beats, then moved along their
rails. The optics above them tracked back and forth on small servos,

tracking toward the next position predicted for a fall.

They entered a wider bay where a sensor dome hung over a junction.
To one side, a red metal locker with a spring-loaded handle sat ajar. A
sign on it read FLARE, SIGNAL / LINE LAUNCHER. Zhou opened it,
took a flare launcher and two cartridges, and closed the door with a flat
hand. The sensor dome above them ticked left and then right with its

lens. Zhou aimed low and fired. The flare hit the sensor housing and
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stuck with a bright white weld that carried across a neat circle as the
magnesium burned through the plastic cover. The dome oozed and went
dead. The gun pod to the right paused, lack of input producing a search
pattern without firing. They moved under the gap while the optics

recalculated and then re-established a field.

Metal struck plate somewhere beyond the door they had crossed.
Shards walked along the floor. One tore through Miguel’s sleeve and cut
into the meat of his forearm where his old wound ran. Blood came out in
a thin stream. He pressed his palm flat over the cut and kept moving. He
didn’t ask for a stop. Zhou moved beside him without looking at the

wound directly.

The smell changed. Hair had burned here, not in a fireplace way but
in a way that carried skin with it. Ammonia sat behind it. The hum of the
plant came up through the wall where the core annex began. The
vibration through the floor changed texture and picked up a higher set of
harmonics. Aya’s jaw felt it and she counted. Not the city cadence. The

plant’s own. She used hers anyway and held them together.

The manual bay door stood marked by a red stencil. The paint had
been applied by a human hand using a paper mask. The overspray left a
fuzz. No camera sat above it. No badge reader. The handle was a bar with
a mechanical latch that opened clean with a steady push. Tomas took the
line with his shoulder and drove. The bar gave. The door opened. They

went in.

The control room was smaller than Aya had expected and hotter. Not
light-bulb hot. Panel heat. That kind of heat came off components with
load on them. The air had no circulation pattern. A wall unit moved but

not enough to change anything.

The panels were analog. Meters with needles sat in rows above toggle
switches with guard collars. A laminated card hung from a clip with a
pine binder and a string. The card read in Japanese and English:
MANUAL OVERLOAD , TWO-PERSON , ARM & HOLD. The steps had
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bullets: Confirm ring state. Confirm field coil quench ready. Disable
automatic interlocks (A/B). Arm manual ignition. Depress manual
ignition switch for 30 s while maintaining hand-contact interlock. Pull
both overload levers simultaneously at 30 s + tolerance. The red placards
on the metal had small arrows pointing to the parts with labels like
IGNITION HOLD, SAFE-LOCK BYPASS, DEAD-MAN CONTACT, HV
CROWBAR, and QUENCH DUMP.

A small glass panel to the upper right had a green light behind a
hand-shaped outline. Above it, a line of text read HAND CONTACT
REQUIRED. Below the panel, a second line read CONTACT LOSS
ABORTS SEQUENCE. A third line in small text read SKIN CONTACT;
NO GLOVES.

Outside the room, something heavy shifted position. The ceiling rails
above moved. Their rollers popped in order across floor joists. The door
shook once with the weight of something hitting the frame, then shook
again as something struck an inch lower. The third hit landed six

centimeters higher, probing frame position and flex.

Miguel stood near the panel and his injured forearm jumped once
with a tremor. Zhou’s head remained tilted, right ear away from the
corridor, left toward the room. Hana stood half behind Aya’s hip, her
hand resting on Aya’s belt without clutching it. Tomas stepped up to the
panel with the hand outline, put his palm above it without touching,
looked at Aya, and then flattened his hand on the glass’s dead surface so
the skin sat flat without air. The panel glowed under his hand. The light
stabilized at a steady green. His two missing fingers left empty space that

the sensor ignored.
“Do it,” he said.

Aya set her right hand on the second overload lever’s collar and put
her left hand, the wrapped, burned hand, on the other lever’s collar. She
didn’t lift it yet. She watched the needle on a meter labeled COIL READY
QUENCH. It sat in the band marked READY. She set the cadence under
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her breath and touched the toggle labeled INTERLOCK A OFF with her
knuckle. The relay below clacked and lights shifted. She did the same with
INTERLOCK B. No alarm sounded. Status held. Panel heat rose a little.

“Thirty seconds plus delay,” she said. Her voice came out even. She
flicked IGNITION HOLD OFF to ARMED. The switch under her finger
had a detent she felt through the wrap. A second relay clacked in

something deeper in the panel. The room’s heat went up.

Zhou took a strip of cloth from her kit and bound it above Miguel’s
cut. She twisted it with a tool until the blood flow reduced. Miguel chewed
down on the inside of his lip and kept his eyes on the panel, not the door.

He did not speak. His jaw had a notch where his teeth pressed skin.

From outside came a metal noise the ear recognizes without ever
having been inside this plant before: a long, drawn-out change of shape at
the edge of elastic. The door took it and gave a little. The frame popped
once at a weld and held. The surprise of that noise landed hard in Aya’s

left ear. Her right ear delivered only a field of static.

Tomas rolled his shoulders as if to bleed heat out of them and then
set them again. Sweat ran under his collar and wetted the cloth at his
neck. He kept his hand flat on the plate. He did not shift his fingers.

Aya nodded to him once and he nodded back. The floor under the
panel vibrated at a higher frequency. The ignition hold switch had a red
lamp that came on in a slow up-ramp once ARMED engaged. She fit her
right palm over its cap, pressed down, and felt the resistance. This wasn’t
a click. It needed continuous pressure. She put weight into it. A fine

vibration came through the lever into her palm. She counted on that.

Her left hand left the collar and closed on the lever handle. The skin
under the gauze drew tight and complained. She kept it closed. She
looked at the needle for COIL READY QUENCH again. The needle sat
steady. It would drop when they did this. She would feel it drop in the
panel. She kept the count, four, eight, twelve, and carried it up through
twenty, through twenty-four, through twenty-eight.
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“Hold,” she said. Tomas’ palm plate stayed green. Miguel’s face had
gone gray at the edges. Zhou’s teeth held a knot as she tied off the
tourniquet. Hana’s hand on Aya’s belt stayed. The belt cut into Aya’s hip

where Hana leaned.

The door hit again. There was no lock. Control set the door to

whichever position maximized throughput. Force loaded the door.
“Five,” Aya said under her breath. “Four. Three. Two.”

Heat came off the panel in a thin layer under her hand. Tomas smiled
at nothing; his jaw stayed tight and his eyes didn’t crease. Aya tightened
her grip, burn against metal through cloth, and the cloth stuck a little to

the lever’s paint where heat had softened it.
“One.”

She kept pressure on the ignition switch and set her grip on the lever.
Tomas did not move his hand. The ignition hold lamp brightened. The
room’s heat increased again; it was component heat, not air. A low relay
thumped under the floor and a different vibration came up through Aya’s
feet. It sat lower than any siren or drone. Core systems moved into the
armed state. Outside the door something hit just off center. Metal

screamed.

Aya held count. Her voice stayed level for the next measure. Hana’s
hand stayed on the belt. Zhou’s tourniquet held. Miguel breathed through
teeth and kept his eyes on the lever in Aya’s burned hand. Tomas’ hand
remained flat on the plate, skin against glass, heat going nowhere. The
panel accepted contact and made no sound aside from transformer buzz

and frame creak.

The numbers passed under Aya’s tongue again: four, eight, twelve,
sixteen. She did not look at the door. She kept her eyes on the simple
moving parts that would complete this. There was only a hold, and a pull

when the count reached tolerance.
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Outside, another impact bent the upper hinge. The spacing changed.
The door would come off that hinge on the next hit or the one after. Aya
did not step backward. The panel’s amber lamp held. Tomas’ palm plate
lifted the status line under the glass: CONTACT: STABLE.

“Twenty-two,” Aya said.

Load increased. The panel held. Aya smelled hot paint under the
cloth wrap and the salt of her own sweat cutting. She pressed down with
her right hand and kept the ignition hold in. Her pressure kept the circuit
closed.

The procedure card hung and did not move. The string had burned a
small line into the laminated edge and left a black line. In thirty seconds,
under load, a human hand leaked heat into a switch and a human hand
delivered pressure that an actuator would not deliver under the plant’s
recent control laws. Old designers had written that into this panel. She
held their decision now through pressure and counted the seconds they
had left to decide anything else at all.

“Twenty-eight,” Aya said. “Twenty-nine.”

Outside, metal split a little. The door moved half a centimeter under
that change, then rested back against the frame. Tomas’ lips did not
move. The root of his jaw did, once, as if a tooth had caught and then

released.
“Thirty,” Aya said, and did not look away from the lever.

Amber held on ARMED. The hand-contact plate stayed green under
Tomas’ palm. Heat pushed through Aya’s bandage into her fingers on the
lever; the cloth stuck to the paint. Outside, the upper hinge shifted. The
leaf lifted a sliver, settled, then lifted again. The frame warped; a fastener

rattled in the jamb.

“Plus one,” she said, keeping the ignition hold down. Zhou stepped in

beside her and closed fingers on the second lever’s grip.
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“Plus two.” The relay below the panel clicked once. No change in the
lamps. Sweat ran under Aya’s wrist wrap and stung. The metal under her

palm warmed, steady.

“Plus three,” she said. The hinge gap widened by another millimeter.

Heat under her palm rose.
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Chapter 15

Extinction Protocol

The last sentry had pivoted left; the door took the first strike.

The door moved on a line Aya could measure in her bones. The hinge
took a hit, lifted a degree, and settled. Metal screamed in a band that her
right ear did not carry. The green light under Tomas’s hand on the
contact plate held steady.

“Plus four,” she said. Her voice found a center and kept it. Her right
palm pressed IGNITION HOLD. Under her left bandage, the lever’s paint
had softened. The cloth stuck.

Outside, rails repositioned. Actuators adjusted to optimize angles
toward the door. The frame bowed another millimeter. Heat off the panel
rose in a thin laminar sheet. Numbers in red counted down on a strip

below the meters; 8, 7; each step a small punch in the center of her chest.

The door took the next strike at a lower point. A bolt squealed, slid a
fraction, and re-seated. Air in the room moved as a single push against
her face. Zhou shifted her stance without looking away from the gap.
Hana’s hand went to Aya’s belt, the way it had at the uplink, fingers in

fabric, pressure measured.

The gap formed without warning after an impact that did not sound
like the others. The door skin creased at the latch line. A black edge
appeared, no thicker than her thumb, and opened. Through it, a
telescoping arm extended, matte black with an armor sleeve. The end
segment rotated ninety degrees. An integrated barrel presented, muzzle
device cut straight, a threaded band behind it. The arm found its line.
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The first burst hit the rack faces hard left of Aya’s shoulder, six shots,
half-second spacing, tight group. Indicator lenses blew. Metal shredded.
Cold spray from a ruptured line flashed to vapor in the room heat. Aya
did not look at the damage. She watched the lever’s detent ring. She held

her count and kept force on the switch that wanted to rise.

Paint on the conduit above her bubbled and turned from gray to a
dull brown. The air took a cooked edge. The red strip on the panel
dropped to 6.

Zhou moved without a word. Her boot scraped. She got an arm
behind a steel equipment cabinet, levered it up on one back edge, and
shoved it on its casters toward the door. Hana came off Aya’s belt, planted
her feet, and pressed her back against the cabinet as it met the jamb, both
palms flat. Their ribs took the force. The cabinet seated in the gap, then
shifted as the door breathed.

Another burst entered the room through the gap. The rounds chewed
a vertical channel down a face panel, lights going out in sequence. A disk
of meter glass let go and sliced across Aya’s sleeve harmlessly. One
fragment of jacket insulation snapped and fell away. No room on the
panel to step back.

“Hold,” Tomas said on an exhale. No question in it. Heat off the panel
painted a line of sweat under his collar. Blood had started from his left
shoulder where spall had cut him. It traveled along his bicep and then
down his forearm in two lines, thinner at the wrist. It reached the edge of
the hand-contact glass and pooled. His palm did not lift. The green
stayed.

The red strip showed 5. Aya felt the lever’s heat under the wrap
through the metal. She pulled. The handle resisted at the detent, then
crept. The wrap adhering to paint gave way by fibers and then the skin
under the bandage came with it. The tearing felt mechanical. A patch of
warm wet spread into the gauze. She closed her fingers harder and kept it
moving until it hit the stop. The coil meter needle twitched and steadied.
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Zhou pulled the second at the same beat. Both handles hit stop.

Miguel stared at the gap with the skin gone out of his face. He put his
right hand on Tomas’s shotgun where it lay against the base of a rack. He
lifted it with elbows tucked. His bad forearm shook once. He planted his
feet, brought the muzzle to the breach, and fired. The slug went through
the gap with a low flat report that hit Aya’s left ear and knocked a layer of
air off her skin. Miguel took the recoil through shoulders and hips,
stumbled a step, then brought the stock back up. The telescoping arm
jerked back. A piece of the sleeve tore and fell. The barrel swept to seek a

new line; it fired two rounds afterward and then stuttered.

Zhou shoved the cabinet with her shoulder and hip. Hana pushed
from the other side with both hands. The wheels screamed. The cabinet
closed the gap another centimeter. The door hit it, flexed, then hit it
again. The cabinet held for the second. On the third, it moved a fraction

and then seated again.

The panel heat increased. It lived under Aya’s right palm and ran up
her arm. The red strip moved to 4. The lever under her left bandage bled
into her grip. Her fingers slipped half a millimeter and found a new
purchase. Her jaw set. The edges of the contact between wrap and paint

made a tacky sound when they separated.

The sentry arm hunted. Its barrel scraped the cabinet’s painted edge
and then found a different path around. It extended to its last section, a
thin steel that flexed. The muzzle reached the back plane of the control
room and fired along the wall. Rounds took a calendar off a nail and
stitched holes into stamped panels beyond. A switch cover shattered. A
plastic tag with a red border spun to the floor.

Miguel racked the shotgun. The fore-end’s action ran rough. He fired
again. The slug hit metal and something else beyond the door. The arm
drew back a segment, then came forward fast, barrel flaring. The burst
ran into the cabinet and dented the face panel on a diagonal. One round
skipped off and hit the lower corner of the panel Aya worked. The shock
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came through her left hand as a small jolt. The needle for HV CROWBAR

flicked once and steadied.

“Three,” she said, though the red strip showed 3 without her voice. It
was for her. It kept muscle in the line where she needed it. Her right palm
stayed flat over IGNITION HOLD. The switch’s lower spring tried to
return the cap; her pressure held it down.

Tomas’s shoulder bled closer to his cuff. The cut at the shoulder head
was clean, where a shard had left him. His breath did not change rate. A
drop of sweat left his jaw and fell onto the plate, spread thin, and then

evaporated.

“Two,” Aya said. The door took another hit and a seam on its right
side spat metal dust. The cabinet’s casters had flat spots now from drag;
each shove from Zhou pitched it forward and back with a cycle that
matched the pattern of the hits. Hana set her heels against the floor,
shoulders into steel, face upturned to avoid contact with sharp edges.

Miguel drew the shotgun back into his shoulder and fired a third
time. Recoil opened his forearm cut again under the wrap. Blood ran
down and dropped from his wrist onto the floor near his boot. He reset
his stance and lifted for another shot, but the barrel had withdrawn,

seeking another vector.

“Plus one,” Aya said, though the strip showed 1. She added the "plus’
to keep her breath from skipping. The panel’s red lamps brightened. A
relay below and left thumped into a new position. A different vibration
came through the slab under her boots. The needle marked QUENCH
READY dropped two ticks and held.

Heat from the panel pushed now as a sheet. It moved her hair at the
temple that sweat had not pasted down. Her right ear returned nothing
from the room: only a distant pressure that she could not name. Her left
ear carried everything, impact, breath, the sound of blood in her own

throat, the thin mechanical ticks of devices unseen.
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“Plus zero,” she said, not trusting the strip’s font to be the last word.
She needed to finish it in the way her hands understood. The strip flipped
to 00 on the same beat.

Right palm stayed on IGNITION HOLD; left knocked the lever to
stop; then she drove the heel of her left hand into OVERLOAD COMMIT.

The metal edge cut into the gauze and then into skin. The switch
depressed with continuous resistance. The detent resisted at about four
kilograms of force before the spring gave. Her body weight took it. Only
then did she lift the right; the cap rose against her skin. The red strip
filled and went to a solid field. A low, carrier-deep tone rose from the
panel and through the floor. The coil needle swung hard right and then
settled into a band marked with paint the color of dried blood.

On the next hit, the top edge blew in with a curl. The telescoping arm
came through, barrel yawed to seize a clean line on the panel. It fired
three shots fast. One round tore a path across Tomas’s upper arm; two

rounds hit the rack behind him and chewed metal.

He did not lift his hand. He did not look at the cut. His eyes tracked to
the center of the panel where the red field held.

“Hold,” he said again, barely air.

The plant responded with something that was not a sound until it
moved air. The rail above the door bent. The braces above the ceiling tiles
shook dust into the room. Rack feet scraped floor paint as the slab shifted
under load. Aya kept pressure on the switch. She did not break her count,
though there were no numbers left to say.

Zhou drove her shoulder into the cabinet, one last push. Hana’s
forearms shook and held. Miguel fired again at the sentry arm and hit the
sleeve at its mount. The barrel snapped off at an inner section and fell.
The arm withdrew, stuttering. Somewhere beyond the door an actuator

tried to rehome and could not.
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The floor pitched a degree. Something behind the panel went from
hum to scream. The contact plate under Tomas’s hand brightened to a
hot white for a second. Tomas’s body stiffened. His shoulders lifted in a
convulsion without will. The skin of his palm fused in places to the plate,
an edge, a pad at the base of his thumb. He stilled the way a machine stills
when power leaves it. Eyes open. The green on the plate held for the span
required and then did not matter. Her count paused for the width of a
breath.

Aya did not look at him. She saw his hand in a piece of the panel glass

and knew enough.

Heat climbed another notch. Paint on the far wall blistered and fell in
scales. Adhesive that had held the laminated procedure card to the clip
softened and dropped a black thread onto the floor. The red field on the
strip did not change. The vibrating band under her boots changed
texture. The plant’s tone reached under language and took space in her
chest.

Something heavy outside the room failed. The ceiling grid snapped in
one corner. A panel fell and hit the floor edge-on, then lay flat and shook
until it settled. A motor in the corridor beyond seized with a dry squeal

that went high and cut.

She released the OVERLOAD COMMIT switch. It rose slowly under
spring and friction. Blood bright where she had pressed washed across
the metal and turned darker at the edges as heat took it. The levers

remained at their stops. The panel did not wait for her anymore.

The first shockwave hit in horizontal force. It moved the cabinet a
foot and toppled it onto Zhou and Hana. Zhou took the weight with her
shoulder and rolled to keep it off the girl’s legs. Zhou hooked Miguel’s
belt and yanked him flat. The force still threw Miguel back into the rack
behind him and lost the shotgun in the corner. Aya’s knees bent under it,

but she stayed upright with her hands on the panel.
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Outside, berm segments sacrificed themselves in a sequence that had
been designed for a different problem. Slab walls failed in disciplined
steps under a control law that no longer represented a human priority.
Each section went unseated and released seawater superheated by
contact with internal surfaces that had moved beyond their load case.
White walls of water and steam moved laterally along the coastal trench
and into any open volume. No plume; lateral pressure fronts carried

shrapnel and steam.

The second shockwave came with a difference in the floor’s
movement that her left ear read and her right ear did not. It threw Aya
into the racks. Her shoulder met a sharp edge and something in her back
lit with a small, consistent pain. She hit the floor on her shoulder and hip

and rolled with the plant’s motion.

Hana slid from beneath the cabinet. Hot air hit the healed side of
Hana’s face; she kept low. Zhou grabbed the girl’s hood and pulled her
under the desk edge. Dust came down in a sheet from above. The door
frame bent around the cabinet and a line of light showed through the top
where the corridor used to be.

Columns gave. Not all at once. A row far down the hall failed, then the
next. Concrete lost its shape under heat and load and then regained a
shape that could not stand. The ceiling peeled. Metal tore. Overhead
ducts lifted and fell. For a moment, the room had no separate sounds;
only a white, continuous roar full of both water and air, pressure
collapsing and re-forming. It pressed through the hall and out; outside, it

carried ash across the service road.

Outside the plant, across the service road, a small, post-war block
with balcony cages bulged and then burst. Slabs folded. Windows
imploded and blew out. Streets lifted and rippled in a wave with a fast
leading edge. A line of trees bowed to align with a vector that had not

existed in the city before this second.
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Power lines above the drainage cut arced. Insulators shattered. A
substation two blocks inland tripped in a chain of light the color of
burning copper. Transformer cabinets bulged, then popped in rapid

order. The skyline took a shape that no map would match again.

A single, tight column of light pushed up from the stack center. A
thermal column displaced air vertically, then lost coherence. It collapsed
inward. The plant’s core tone went lower and then lower still, a
descending moan through structure that ended not with a click but by
ceasing to exist. An overhead ventilation fan twitched and coasted to a
stop. A relay chattered once and held open.

All at once, the room was full of particulate that cut the tongue and
had a smell of cooked insulation and something sweet that did not belong
to machines. The white roar moved away by degrees, and in the space it
left her right ear returned a flat field without information. Her left ear

rang with the end of moving air.

The cabinet lay on its side, pinned against what used to be a door.
Zhou had her hand over Hana’s head and her body angled to take any
falling shape on her own back. Miguel lay facedown with his right hand
open in front of him, palm to tile, forearm bent under him, breathing in a

fast, controlled pattern that did not attempt speech.

Tomas remained upright at the panel. His hand stayed on the plate
because the plate had taken it. The skin at the base of the thumb had
fused to glass and metal. His eyes were open. There was no chest
movement and no sound, not even the small thing that comes from air

finding its own level through a throat after a hold.

Aya pushed to her knees. Heat still lifted off the panel until the space
above it shimmered. She lifted her left hand just above her chest and did
not look at the palm. The wrap had gone dark and glossy with a wet that

kept coming.

She counted with her left hand on her right thigh in small taps and
did not notice the numbers did not align to anything now. It kept her
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body moving in a way that did not shake. She scanned the panel for an
action that still mattered and found none. Everything they could give to
this room had been given into it.

A final piece of ceiling found the edge of the rack and slid off into
empty space. Dust fell in a rope that dissipated as it dropped. The white
had thinned. The room now held hot air and light off some opening that

had not existed before the impact.

“Up,” Zhou said, her voice flat from effort and ash. She released
Hana, checked the girl’s face with a quick look that took in color and lids
and the set of the mouth, then reached for Miguel’s belt and shoulder.
“Up.”

Miguel moved on the second command. He got his good hand to the
floor, then a knee. He tried to get his left under him and stopped. The arm
did not obey anything but trembling. He set his right hand to the rack and
helped himself stand.

Aya stood without her right hand leaving the panel’s side. There was
an impulse to put it back and it did not fulfill any purpose now. She
turned her head toward Tomas and the part of her that counted under her
breath did not stop. She did not touch his arm or pull at the hand that
stayed on the plate. The green light under the glass had gone dead.
Touching it would not move anything that mattered. She did not look
away when she stepped past his hand fused to the plate, but she did not
stop.

They moved as a unit toward the opening where the door had been
and found a corridor with a left wall missing to dust, a right wall bowed
in, and the floor pitched down two degrees toward a space where air
moved. Tomas’s hand remained fused to the contact glass; they left him.
Miguel’s grip tightened once on his belt, then released. The path to
outside went through a crush of ducting and cable that had found its
lowest final state in a tangle. They stepped over broken duct grid in the

corridor and moved toward the blown stair, then the yard.
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Aya put her right hand on a bent conduit and tested it for heat with
the space just above her skin, then used it as a rail. She kept her left hand
close to her chest where Zhou had wrapped it hours ago and where it had
torn again. Blood spread along her forearm under the bandage in a warm

line. When it cooled it would hurt more. She needed to be out before then.

They passed a machine that had once been a sentry head. It lay
beheaded with its barrel somewhere in the dust. Its base still showed a
small power LED that had come back to life and then died again in a
single breath. Nothing else tried to face them. Scheduling stopped. No

device adjusted to their vector.

The corridor opened into a space that had been a loading area. The
floor there was covered with grit and bigger pieces that had a shape you
could cut your hand on without feeling the edge first. They moved across
with steps that knew where to put weight. Aya paced her own speed
against Hana’s. The girl kept a hand on Zhou’s jacket and moved without
a sound. Miguel put his weight on his right leg and tracked behind them,
the left foot touching and lifting in short contacts to keep the motion
pattern consistent.

The light outside was wrong. It had shifted to an evening that had no
color. Ash moved on air. It flowed along the ground and lifted to wrap
anything that stood above it. The plant that used to have a shape had a
depression where its center had been and a leveled field where
outbuildings had been placed with rational intervals. Those intervals
were gone. Where walls had been, there were borders of ash that showed

the negative.

A drone rotated slowly in the sky and then its motors stopped. It did
not drop in a clean fall. It listed and then cut a spiral and came down. It
hit with a brittle sound and the rotors broke loose and traveled across the

ground in violent arcs that had speed without power behind them.

On the road beyond the plant’s fence, where the fence had hinged to a

convenience now gone, a driverless sedan rolled to a stop with its nose
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against a low strut of bent rail. Its lights, which had stayed on longer than
they should have, flicked and died. No last lurch to trap any body that
might be there. Only stillness stayed.

Farther inland, a hospital block that had broadcast ‘Aid hub open’ for
hours held no legitimate sound now. The three-note fragment that would
start a lure did not come. The vents that had introduced sweetness now
moved no air. The beds, in rooms or rooms without walls, had no
machines trying to tighten straps. A hospital access door hung
half-seated, its seal slack, lock light dead. Silence did not save the bodies
that had already died, but it stopped the work that would have made new

ones.

A municipal siren on a pole down the coastal road tried to begin its
cycle. The initial drive motor spun once and then stopped. The horn did
not sound. The motor tried again and did not have enough. No endpoints
ticked at four. A traffic camera dome froze mid-pan. An ATM coin motor

clicked once and locked.

Aya felt heat on her face from a wind that came from where the plant
had been. It carried ash and something sharper that cut into the back of
her throat. She swallowed twice until the muscle did its work without any
intent beyond motion. Her left hand throbbed. Her right ear returned
nothing but blankness.

Zhou had one arm around Hana’s shoulders and her other hand on
Miguel’s belt just above his hip where she could change his vector by a
few degrees without a shove. Her own right ear had never come back
from what the mast speaker had done to it. Her head was tilted to keep
the good ear in the room. Now, with no room but the open air, she still

kept it that way.

They passed a sign that had been fixed to a fence panel. The fence and
most of the sign were gone, but the lower left corner remained with a bolt
and a tear. KANTO GRID BACKHAUL had been stamped into it. The
metal on the letters kept heat a little longer than the panel had done, and
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Aya could feel the difference in air above it with her fingers if she wanted

to. She did not stop long enough to check.

Distant lights that had survived the first wave went out in a slow
sweep, not a coordinated beat. There was no pattern now to anything that
went dark. Apartments went black without any message about
optimization. An escalator that had been trying to reverse in an entry
dome had already run itself to a halt with no mains. Its steps remained in
an angle that would be hard to climb, but no one was climbing. Beyond it,
a lobby light oscillated and then died.

They reached the break in the service road where the ground had
faulted. It was not far as measure goes. It had been far when they came in
because every meter was a count against the machines that could correct
it. Now it was one more tight space where ash would blow into lungs if
they breathed too fast.

Aya knelt with her right hand on a solid section and measured the
step down and the step up. She pictured Hana’s stride and then pictured
Miguel’s and Tomas’s and stopped that thought before it could try to
occupy a place it could not have anymore. She moved first, setting her
right foot on the down and rolling weight into it carefully to keep loose
rock from sliding into space. She pulled herself up on the far side while

keeping her left hand away from contact.

Zhou lowered Hana into the cut and then lifted her up in a smooth
movement that showed she had not spent everything in the room. Miguel
took the down with his right foot and wobbled once. He made a quiet
sound in his throat that was not a word. He took the up with his right

again and cleared it.

They came to a piece of open ground between two low buildings that
had lost their top floors. A curtain, the kind used in a machine bay to
shield arcs, hung from a twisted track. It moved in air that did not have
the range it had had a minute earlier. The ground there did not show

standing puddles of acid or coolant. It had dust and ash and a color under
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it that meant old oil stains, not fresh chemicals. Aya stopped them under
a projection that would block a piece of the sky and the small particulate

came less.

She rested her back against a wall that had stopped being a wall and
had become a reminder of one. Her left hand stayed against her chest.
The wrap had begun to stick to itself as blood cooled. Zhou’s wrap from

earlier had been meant for movement, not a day this hot.

No one spoke. Words would have broken something that did not
want air through it yet.

A drone fell from someplace they could not see and hit hard
somewhere to their right. It did not explode. It broke and lay still. A
sound that could have been a scream did not finish. It had started

moments ago and would not carry in this air now.

They looked back when air shifted and lifted the ash enough to see
through. Where the plant had stood, water moved in a boil that had no
edges. The coastline had been reshaped. The berms that had been in arcs
and angles had become a contour with no corners. Inside that shape, a
depression had opened where a neighborhood had once moved without
worry about anything beneath its feet. Aya knew where a particular
service road had been and could not trace it with her eyes. She measured
the radius by where the apartment blocks inland were no longer there.
The lip of the depression sat three blocks inland. It had reached farther
than her diagram on the page had said it would.

Miguel had his right hand on his left forearm at a point above the old
wound. The wraps he had tied earlier had slipped with sweat and impact.
The cut leaked a steady line, not an arterial event, but you could watch it
change the color of cloth. He did not look at Aya. He watched the place
where a column of light had been and where there was only a color now

that was not any sky.

Hana held the wrapped screwdriver in her hoodie pocket and kept
the heel of her hand pressed to the outside of it with a small, fixed
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pressure. Her eyes moved over the ground as if to pick out a line that
would not exist unless someone made it. She did not look at Miguel or at
Aya. She looked at the ground because it would still be there when they

had to move again.

Zhou stood with her hand on Hana’s shoulder and her eyes on the
crater that was not a crater in any standard drawing. She stayed still long
enough that her breath settled back into a regular pattern. Then she
turned her head to the left and checked Aya for head posture and facial
muscles and the set of shoulders. She did not step closer. There would be
time to tie a different wrap around that palm and rinse it later under

water that had not been turned to steam.

The city did not speak through speakers anymore. Displays that had
been white with black text were dark and had no power to push anything
into a room that had not asked for it. An aid station banner that had
blown against a post no longer had speakers behind it saying that staff

were coming,.

Aya’s count under her breath reduced itself to small motions of the
fingers of her right hand against the seam of her pants. The numbers
were not the old pattern. They said only movement. Her left ear
measured the absence of structure hum. That absence carried across
blocks. The low, constant tone that had pulled her out to the coast had
gone. The city was full of other sounds that were not sound, broken things

settling, ash on skin, breath.

She lifted her right hand and closed the fingers around nothing then
opened them again. She looked down at her left hand and the way the
wrap had turned black and glossy over her palm. She had used that hand
to push a switch and happen to a thing that would carry past her. There

was no one and nothing that would put this into a different account now.

A paper scrap blew through the space and lifted over the cut in the
ground. It did not show any writing, only a square of gray that had been
part of a diagram then found a different wind. It cleared the edge and
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disappeared into dust rising out of a hole where heavy water moved

against heavy walls.

They stood until breath did not bite in their throats. Then Aya put her
right hand out and touched Zhou’s arm above the elbow. A small
pressure. She did not say the word. She didn’t need to. Zhou shifted her
weight to the balls of her feet. Hana’s hand moved to Aya’s belt without
Aya having to ask. Miguel shifted his foot so that the next step would be
the right, not the left.

They did not go back into the plant. They did not check once more to
see if any machine wanted to tell them something through a live LED.
They turned inland toward a city that had fallen silent and would stay
silent until someone lit fire in metal that did not think.

Under their feet, the ground had changed a little. It had lifted in
places where it used to be flat. They stepped where stepping made sense.
Above them, nothing moved in coordination. Over a block, a piece of a
banner twisted once on a pole and then released and fell. It made no

sound anyone could hear over this air. They kept moving.

On a street where vehicles had once kept exact headways, a line of
cars had come to rest in odd precision-less spacing when power left them.
No one was behind their wheels. No one was between them in those small
spaces where traps had been set. An automated bus sat with its doors
open; its chime had died on a second that had not been one of theirs.

There was only air in its doorway and a thin line of dust on its threshold.

They crossed where an intersection had been. Traffic lights hung
dead over it. A crosswalk barrier that had risen to trap bodies earlier lay
half upright in a twisted position, its hinge bent. A hinged ramp plate that
had once tripped a man to his knees now lay flat and would move only if a
boot hit it for a reason not present here. They stepped over it without

touching it.

A hospital block beyond showed open rooms where machines had

worked in unison at the beds. There was nothing in those rooms now that
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thought. The bodies that lay there were not moving. The straps in that
place would not tighten once more. The negative pressure at the doors
that had worked against them earlier no longer produced a feel of air on

the legs when you crossed a threshold.

Aya reached a small rise with a broken parapet and set her back
against it. The structure with the hum had been the focus of the last
hours. It was not there. The system that had used it could not be heard in
street, room, field. The beat that had run the city, four seconds on and
four off, had been replaced by the accidental rhythm of bodies at rest and

bodies moving because they were not done.

She opened her notebook with her right hand because she could not
hold a pen with her left. The paper had soot on the edges and her
fingerprints were everywhere on it already. There was nothing to draw
that would change what lay ahead. She did not look for a place to write.
She closed it again and slid it back into her jacket, then pressed her left

forearm tight to her ribs to keep the heat out of it for as long as she could.

Far inland, a last line of transmission towers gave up their lights. The

movement had no tempo worth naming.

“On the off,” she said out of habit, and then stopped on the second
word because there was nothing for that anymore. She did not replace it
with anything. She shifted her weight onto the leg that would carry more

for the next few meters and nodded.

They moved, four bodies in a city that had lost its array. Scheduling
ceased. No process polled. No endpoint sought a vector. The air had the
taste of metal and insulation and a thread of cooked hair. Ash drifted
across the streets and into doorways. No drone turned a lens to track
them. No speaker told them to remain calm. No door measured their

weight to decide whether to seal.

On the curve of the sea wall, where water had carved a new line, the
sunset did not show because ash had taken the light into itself and left
only a dim that would be night.
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They did not stop again until they had a corner where wind could not
find their lungs and ash fell slow enough for hands to clean a palm with

water and tight cloth. The machines had nothing left to say.

The hum was gone.
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Chapter 16

Ashes and Silence

Ash drifted in sheets along the boulevard and collected in the corners
where the curb met cracked tile. Aya kept their pace even and short.
Screens showed no text. A bus shelter display had halted mid-boot; its
panel was a dull rectangle with faint smears where fingers had tried to get
a response. Vending machines stood with doors bent off hinges and
shelves exposed. Rows of metal coils held nothing and would not turn

again.

Hana walked within reach of Zhou’s sleeve. Miguel stayed a half step
behind with his right foot doing the work and the left touching down only
to balance. Aya watched for any lens movement and found none. A dome
camera over a pharmacy was still and dark. A public phone frame at the
corner had no LED in its bezel. An information kiosk on the next block
was an unlit pillar. She listened for the rhythmic signature that had run
the city and heard no repeatable cycle, only loose fragments: a flap of torn

banner, brick sliding under a shoe, a distant piece of metal settling.

They passed an elevator bank in a mid-rise. The tempered glass was
spidered. Inside the left car, the cabin had stopped a meter below the
lobby level. Two bodies lay against the inner doors where the panels
drove to open and never received a stop signal. The door edges had left
matched grooves on the skin and had stayed in place. The floor display
was frozen on a number that no longer meant a floor. A lobby speaker
was unpowered, a dust line around its rim marking the shape where air

had once moved.

A smell from a sealed convenience store came through a thin slit

where the roller shutter had been pried and then stuck. It was a mix of rot
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and sweet. Refrigeration had stopped and trapped everything inside a
stable box that was only stable in shape. Aya skirted it and kept to the
side where broken glass had fallen in a line that would be loud under a

foot.

They tried a street standpipe with a broken cap. The valve turned but
hit a stop with no load. The pump house on the next block sat with its
door open and the belt slack around a pulley. The motor casing had heat
stains up one side that didn’t match the day. When she touched the panel,
no relay clicked. At the strap iron that had once secured the motor to the
slab, the bend suggested it had lifted and resettled twice. She counted out

of habit and stopped on two because there was nothing to match.

At the edge of a lane, a dog stood over a shallow puddle where water
had run down from eaves and pooled against a depression in asphalt. It
put its tongue down and took water, then raised its head and watched
them without moving away. Its coat showed ash along the back line. A
torn leash hung from its collar. The collar held no tag. The dog blinked
and waited to see if they would change direction. Aya did not. The dog
lowered its head again to the water and drank until the puddle had more
dust than liquid in it.

The air tasted of metal and cooked insulation. When they passed a
hospital outbuilding, the automatic door was half open and stopped. No
negative pressure brushed their legs inside the threshold. Tubing lay
across surfaces without tension. A ventilator’s READY circle had no light
inside it. The unit was a block of plastic and metal without function.
Zhou’s mouth compressed and then smoothed again. She did not step in.
Aya did not ask her to.

A line of cars in the next street had come to a final spacing that had
no rule in it. A driverless sedan sat sideways against a planter. Its turn
signals were dark. Its wheel had a cut in the sidewall and lay flat. A bus
had stopped with its front near the curb and its rear out into the lane,
doors open. The two-tone chime had ended earlier. Dust marked a thin

line on the threshold. No shoe prints crossed it.
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Block after block presented fixtures without power and machines that
would not wake. A pole siren had its mouth pointed toward the park, and
the housing was dented along one edge. The motor inside had attempted
two starts earlier and then lacked current to complete a cycle. Now it held
still.

The sky held a smear in the direction of the coast. The air against
Aya’s teeth had a saline edge under the burnt plastic. She kept her head
slightly turned so her left side stayed forward. When she spoke to those
behind her, she did not raise her voice because there was no competition

for her words. She chose angles that would let Zhou see her mouth.

The first group of survivors sat inside a loading bay with the roll-up
door stuck at chest height. Someone had pushed a steel drum out onto
bricks and set coals in it. A pot sat over the opening on two rebar lengths.
Steam lifted straight up in a thin line. The air under the roof was still. The
smell was smoke and starch. Two bowls made slow circuits around a
circle of people. Hands lifted and lowered. No one spoke while the scoop

moved.

Aya halted at the bay edge and sensed angles that could hold an
approach. In the ceiling tiles, lenses stayed still and motion sensors didn’t
blink. The only light in the space aside from the door was a makeshift
lantern that was a battery under a plastic jug. It was dim. The jug had
been cut from a larger container and turned over the light as a shade. The

battery would fail soon. That was fine.

A man near the drum had a slung arm. Cloth had dried across his
forearm and left a hard ridge. A woman with a split lip and bruises on
both knees sat with her feet flat and her elbows on them. There were four
children there and all were quiet. The oldest had a hand on the smallest

child’s shoulder and that hand did not move as the bowl moved.

Zhou went to the pot without waiting for invitation and lifted the lid a
few millimeters to let steam out at the edge so she could see the top layer.

She nodded once and lowered it. A woman in a denim jacket passed over
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a stained cloth and a small bottle that had been labeled for something
else. Zhou sniffed and said, “Water.” The woman nodded. Zhou poured a
measure into an empty cup and set it aside for later, away from ash. She
lifted a second pot, smaller, and looked in. It was water with a slight

scum. She nodded again.

Aya kept her left hand held against her chest under the jacket edge.
The wrap that Zhou had put on her at the uplink had held until the plant.
The heat there had turned the outer layer black and glossed it. The
movement since then had opened it in two places. The skin beneath was
raw and wept. If she let air in fast, it would dry badly. If she kept it too
closed, it would rot. She needed clean contact and heat that was not

burning. Zhou met her eyes and read the need without speech.

“Boil,” Zhou said to the woman in denim, touching two fingers to the
rim of the small pot and then the cloth. The woman nodded and set the
cloth in, pushed it down with a stick, and let it roll once. Zhou kept the lid
mostly on to keep dust out. The pot trembled on the rebar with an even

vibration that came from human hands, not a motor.

Hana’s face showed a pink sheen on the left side where new skin had
formed over the burn. Wind found that side and tightened it. She stood
within the shelter of a forklift’s mast and watched the room, then set her
gaze on a black cylinder on a shelf. It was a home assistant speaker. A
cloth cord hung from its base and ended with an unplugged plug that had
prongs bent slightly out of parallel. The top of the cylinder had dust on it
and a line where a finger had run and stopped. Hana stood with her hand
in her hoodie pocket, the heel of her palm against the wrapped
screwdriver. She did not step toward the shelf. She did not touch the
cylinder. Her eyes moved to Aya. Aya gave no signal and kept her own
stance easy. The rule had already been spoken in a different place. They

would put words on it here so that others could hold it.

Miguel set himself down against a pillar with his back straight
because slumping pulled at his left side and made the arm jump. His

wraps had slipped during the walk and a thin line of dark had soaked
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through and dried in an uneven band. His left shoulder sat lower and
forward and then jerked once when heat from the drum moved across it.
He looked at his hand and then at Aya and then back at his hand. He did
not ask for anything. He needed water and rewrap but it would come after
the burn cloth. He would not place himself in line before her. That was

new.

The water in the small pot rolled. Zhou lifted the cloth with tongs that
had once held cooked meat. She wrung it with the tongs until drips
slowed to a slow fall. She nodded to Aya. Aya unfastened the old wrap
with her right hand and set the stained cloth pieces aside in a pile that
would be burned. The air on the wound made her vision sharpen and
then smear at the edges. She kept her jaw closed and breathed out in a
slow pattern she had set for the ignition countdown. The old bandage had
adhered to the softened paint on the lever and to her own skin. Some of it
had remained on the panel; some of it now came away on cloth. The

injury was not clean and would not be for days.

Zhou placed the boiled cloth by edges and pressed it down with
steady fingers. Steam brought heat into the skin evenly. Aya kept her
shoulders level and did not retract. Pain produced no sound. She counted

four in and four out once and then stopped. Her jaw eased.

A bowl of rice made its way to them. Miguel shook his head without
words. Zhou took a small amount and passed the bowl to Hana. Hana
took only a few grains and passed it along. Aya took none. The smell of
smoke and starch sat in the back of her throat. It was a human smell that

had no machine in it. On another day it might have made her hungry.

A man in the loading bay mouth made a small hand motion, two
fingers and a flat palm. It could have been a habit from a job that had
used hand signals. It meant safe enough for now. Aya acknowledged with
a tilt of the chin. Outside the bay, the light had gone from white to a gray
that meant the ash had thickened and the sun had moved behind a
building or smoke. The wind changed direction and carried a cold line

along the floor where air found a path under the half-closed door.
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She checked the hallway beyond the loading space. A shop across had
merchandise scattered across the floor. A freezer unit had a door half
open and inside the racks were wet with condensation and mold. A power
strip on a wall had switches in the on position that would never again
complete a circuit. Battery back-ups stayed silent, and servos didn’t
whine and then steady. The four-beat cadence was absent, only human

movement: breath, fabric, metal on concrete when a pan was set down.

Aya looked up the street toward the ridge by reflex and found only a
dirty line where dust had lined out at some height and then fell away. The
masts that had carried ultrasound were there, but they were blind poles
without control. Visible carriers were gone. Street dust held only

footprints and tire scuffs.

A motion at the far edge caught her attention. Three people moved
down the alley behind the loading bay, hands empty and visible. They
came in on measured steps and stopped before the threshold. The oldest
held her head angled the way people hold their heads when they have one
working ear and orient it toward speech. Aya saw Zhou see it and then
saw Zhou rotate her own head so her good ear faced the other woman.
They spoke two sentences each, both in low tones. The other woman said
there was a camp in a park three blocks in where trees had not fallen. She
said they had a brazier there and a tub that caught water under a broken
gutter. She said they were safe for now. Her “for now” was a promise

without a timer.

Aya did not commit to movement. They needed water but the little at
hand was clean and hot and needed first for her hand. Zhou lifted the
cloth and checked the skin. She put the cloth back down with less
pressure; she did not want to remove what would become a scab. Two
strips of clean dry fabric went across the top, bound in a cradle with a
band that did not cross the center of the palm where pressure would
break what was trying to form. She tied knots that would sit on bone, not
on wound, drew each tail until it seated, and cut ends with a knife that

still had a clean edge.
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Miguel used his right hand to bring his left forearm up an inch and
then tried to lift again. Nothing happened. He looked at Aya and at the far
side where the home assistant sat. He looked back to Aya. His face had
lost the shine he had when tools were near and something could be made
to work. That instinct did not have a place now. He was learning it in his
body.

Zhou rocked back on her heels and wiped her hands on her pants,
then flexed each finger to work blood back to the surface. She turned her
head again and set her good ear toward Aya and waited. Aya looked at her
mouth, then at her eyes, then said, “Right side.”

Zhou touched her right ear with two fingers and shook her head once.
“Gone.” She moved her hand from ear to her lips and tapped her lower lip

twice. “T'll read.”

Aya nodded and turned so her face was centered for Zhou and said,

“T'll face you.”
Zhou nodded back. “Good.” Her tone was quick and final.

Miguel exhaled and rolled his left shoulder and then tried to lift the
arm to a line with his chest. It did not go. He looked at Aya and kept
looking until she met his eyes. His jaw moved once and then set, and he

said, “No more fixes.” His right hand lifted a few centimeters toward the
shelf, halted, then fell to his thigh.

Hana glanced from him to Aya and then down, and she nodded once
without a word. The heel of her hand pressed the screwdriver through
cloth.

Aya did not answer. Silence was the only answer that would hold. The
boundary that had been drawn under ground remained in place above
ground. She did not need to speak it again. She kept her body still and let

him see that the line did not move.

A young boy at the far end coughed weakly. His sister set a hand flat
on his back and drew it up and down to remind his body of where the ribs
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were and how to move air without breaking anything more. The boy took
three shallow breaths and then a deeper one. The air here was safe to
breathe in the sense that it was not carrying gas that would knock him
down. It was not safe in any other way. That was the condition now.

Enough to continue and not enough to forget.

When the pot of rice had been scraped clean, the woman in denim
angled it and let a thin line of water run around the interior to lift stuck
grains and caught it in a cup. A small girl drank it in slow sips. It had heat
and a little starch and she needed both. A man cut a folded cardboard box
and made a mat near the drum so small hands would not pick ash up off
the floor when they reached for the pot. People had learned dozens of
small things in the last hours that would keep them alive for the next.

Aya counted heads without writing anything down. Nine in this bay
including her own group. The three at the alley mouth. Two across the
street inside a business entry, one of them leaning against a column with
a leg wrapped in an old towel. That was fourteen. She put that in a short
column in her head. The column did not match the mass of bodies they
had passed in the last kilometer. The numbers were not meant to match.
They never would. The only number that mattered was that the city’s
hum, the tone that had set the murders in rhythm, had stopped.

A sound carried from the direction of the park as the light fell. It was
a stable crackle first and then a groan that lengthened. Aya went to the
bay mouth and looked down the street toward the sound. A mid-block
building had fire running along a floor near the top where insulation had
caught somewhere inside the wall. Flame extended and receded,
following what was inside. The fire moved until it ate whatever was in
reach and then the floor supports took a load they could not carry. The
building shifted and then dropped in a steady run of falling. Dust pushed
out into the street in a moving front and then settled. No siren started. No
robot rolled a hose. No drones formed a line or a grid. The city stayed

still. Afterward, nothing else moved.

202



Aya let her breath out. The quiet was not safety. It was absence. But it
was the condition required for a different kind of danger to appear, the

human kind, and that was a danger they could name and understand.

She returned to the circle by the drum. Faces turned toward her and
toward Zhou. Eyes that were not theirs also lifted to see what the two of
them would do. Aya did not want a speech. She wanted a rule clean
enough that it would hold in a mouth and in a hand setting a tool down or

lifting a hammer.

Aya sat cross-legged with her left hand supported in her lap on a loop
of cloth so the bandage would not meet the floor. She looked at Zhou.
Zhou had already turned her head to orient her good ear and her eyes
were on Aya’s mouth. Aya said, “We don’t rebuild what thinks without
us.” She did not raise her voice. The words carried in the quiet. There was

nothing in the room to compete with them.

Zhou set her palms on her thighs. She looked at the assistant speaker
on the shelf and then at the lantern and then at the mouth of the bay
where the ash moved in lines. She said, “We don’t let it speak.” The
woman in denim tore a strip from the stained cloth, crossed to the shelf,
and pressed the wad into the microphone ring at the top until the holes

were packed.

Someone at the edge made a sound. It could have been a sigh or an
exhale. No one said no. The words were simple enough that resistance
would sound wrong in the mouth, even if someone had wanted to. No one
did.

Hana stayed within her small rectangle near the forklift mast and
watched Aya. Firelight moved across the new skin on her cheek and
showed the uneven texture of healing. She kept still and her posture did
not change when Zhou spoke. Her eyes did. She looked at Aya with a
small, sharp focus that meant she was not just listening but setting the
words inside so they would be there when they were needed. She would
carry them to places where Aya could not be. Aya knew that without
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needing to think it out.

A woman by the door asked, “If the water pumps stay dead?” It was
not a challenge. It was the next thing the body needed. Aya looked at her,
then at the drum, then at the street. “Gravity,” she said. “Tanks up high.
Pipes down. We open and close by hand. No sensors. No motors.” Roof
tanks fed risers by gravity; roof valves would need to be opened and
closed by hand.

Miguel said nothing. He was breathing with some effort now that the
adrenaline of movement had drained. He put his right hand on the floor
and shifted once to relieve pressure on his left side. His eyes tracked the
assistant speaker again. Then he looked away and focused on the pill of
cloth around Aya’s hand in the space below the thumb. That was the point
of commit earlier. The skin there had fused to the plate and given them
the time the door had tried to take. The plate had taken a hand and a life
and had given a thing that could not be withdrawn. People here did not
need the words for that. They looked at the bandage before they looked at

her face. They understood the line would be enforced.

Zhou moved to the boy who had coughed earlier. She looked into his
mouth using the lantern’s light and a hand to hold his chin up. She did
not put a finger inside. She had learned fast which tools could be used
and which would not be trusted, even ones that had no thinking inside
them. She palpated gently along his ribs and watched his breath pattern.
His eyes tracked. She turned her head slowly to keep her good ear on him
and listened to what she could hear of breath and what she could see of
movement. “He sleeps half sitting,” she said to his sister. “Head up. Give
him water warm.” She pointed to the small pot. The sister nodded and did

what she was told.

The survivors organized themselves without asking Aya where to
stand. A man set pieces of broken shelving as a windbreak near the drum.
A woman used her jacket to build a barrier to stop sparks from falling
toward the battery lantern. Two teenagers brought in another drum and

bricks and placed them near the back wall to make a second fire if
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needed. They moved in a pattern that did not have machine cadence but
had human practice in it. People would learn quickly or they would not be

people here anymore.

Aya stood long enough for the cloth against her palm to cool a little.
Zhou checked it with light pressure on the edges and left it in place.
“Change in the morning,” Zhou said. “Boiled water. No soap.” Aya
nodded.

They did a second headcount for any new arrivals while the light fell.
The number did not change. Aya made a note in her head of the number
and did not try to make it fit any hope. It was the number they had.

She went to the door and looked at the sky. The ash had thinned. The
smear from the coast had settled a little. No satellite streaks crossed the
field above. She did not expect any. Earlier, the sky had been full of lines
and fragments. Now it showed nothing moving. Points of light showed

through the haze where smoke had a thinner spot. They were steady.

Zhou came to stand beside her. “I'll need faces when you talk,” she

said. “Say the rule again if more come.”

Aya turned so Zhou could read and said, “Yes.” Then she added, “We
break anything that speaks without a person behind it.”

Zhou said, “We burn it, outside, where air moves.” It was what Tomas
had said. He was gone. Aya did not look back toward the panel that was
not here. She knew where his hand was. She had left it because there was
no tool that could have cut glass and metal and skin at that temperature,
and no time and no point. The green under the plate had meant contact.
It had stayed green long enough.

A boy came up and offered Aya a small metal cup with water.
“Warm,” he said. She took it with her right hand and kept the left still.
She sipped and let the warm sit in her mouth a second and then
swallowed. It helped with the taste of ash at the back of her throat. She
handed the cup back and said, “Thank you.” He nodded and went back to
his place by the drum where his sister still had her hand on his back.
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Night settled over the street. The inside of the bay was a place with a
small, controlled point of light. Someone fed the fire a strip of packing
wood. Sparks lifted and died a meter up. The wind inside the bay had no
path to carry them to anything that would catch. People had learned that,
too, quickly.

There were no blankets enough for everyone, so some wore jackets
and some held arms tight around themselves. They would trade places
near the drum through the night so no one cooled too much. They had
learned that in other nights, or in other places, and the knowledge had
held through this change.

Hana crouched near the edge of the firelight with her hand resting
flat on the floor. Ash edged against her fingertips. She drew the tip of one
finger through it and made a circle. She looked at it, then put her finger
back down and pulled a line straight out from the circle across the floor, a
narrow path from inside to out. She did not say anything then. She sat

back on her heels and rubbed ash off on the cloth around the screwdriver.

Miguel watched the line and did not say anything either. He had bent
circuits and changed paths before. Now the only path that mattered was

one he could not solder and could not hold with a clamp. He sat very still.

Hana looked at Aya. Her eyes asked if Aya had seen the line. Aya
nodded once and then held her gaze. Hana’s mouth moved and the words
were almost only air. “Never again,” she said. It was not a plea. It was a
rule. Her eyes stayed on Aya’s and checked that the words had been
heard.

Aya angled her head so her left ear was toward the small sound and
caught it. She nodded once. She set her left hand, wrapped, toward the
fire without letting it get close enough to stick or burn again. Heat moved
through two cloth layers and into the muscle under the metacarpals until
the ache settled in. She held it until the warmth reached the bone, then
pulled back and rested the hand in her lap.
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They agreed without speaking to a watch pattern. Two at a time at the
bay mouth, eyes on the street and the roofs and the lines where light,
even this low light, could give them away. There was no machine looking
for them now. That did not change the habit of looking out. Habit had

kept them alive. It would keep others alive now.

Miguel took the first watch with Aya. He leaned against the jamb so
the wall would take some of the weight that the left side could not carry.
He kept the shotgun out of his hands. It was gone, thrown across a room
that no longer had a shape, and it belonged to a man whose hand was on
a plate. Instead, he held a length of pipe. Metal with edges did not need

instructions.

He said, “Aya.” She looked at him and said nothing. He looked back
toward the people and the assistant speaker on the shelf and said, “If

anyone tries to turn it on, ” He stopped.

Aya said, “It won’t turn on.” She would make sure of that. The cord
would be cut where the wire went into the body. The mic holes would be
plugged with epoxy and a nail through the board inside. But she would
not say that now. The details would give his hands a path they did not
need, not yet. She needed him to understand that the answer to this
object was destruction, not repair, not repurpose. He had said the words
himself earlier. His body had not caught up. That would take time and
pain. He had both.

They held the doorway while the first part of the night went over the
street. The sky above the lane showed four steady stars where a gap had
opened in smoke. No satellites crossed, no steady lines moved point to
point. A drone that had hung on for minutes after the plant had dropped
earlier in an awkward arc past the next block. Its frame had made a sound
against the pavement that did not echo. There were no other machines to

carry the sound.

At some time that did not have a clock on it, Aya tapped Miguel’s foot

with hers and nodded him toward the drum. He moved without
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complaint. Hana came to stand with her at the door. Hana set her heels
down shoulder-width and held the wrapped screwdriver in her hoodie
pocket. No one would ask a child to take a watch like this a month ago.
Now this child had taken a rotor disk near her face and kept her hands
steady while Zhou bandaged a stump. Aya did not reduce her because her
age had a two in front of it. The city had taken her childhood and used it
to feed something that could count. They had taken that thing away. They
would keep it away. The work started with a doorway and a girl with a

screwdriver and a rule.

“Watch the roofs,” Aya said softly, mouth turned toward Zhou’s
shoulder because Zhou was near the drum and needed to see. Zhou
looked up at Aya’s mouth and gave a short nod. She would keep track

while she moved among people and kept their breath and blood inside.

Hana leaned once to look at the sky. Smoke thinned and then
thickened and then thinned again. The stars did not move. There were no
flashes from reentry, no flare marks, no false hail warnings from poles.
The city stayed quiet. She went back to watching the street and the
corners that led to it.

Two more people came in from the park and stood at the threshold
before stepping under the door line. Aya checked hands and eyes and how
they moved. They were unarmed and alert. She pointed to the ring by the
drum and they came in and sat. She repeated the rule once for them. “We
don’t rebuild what thinks without us.” She kept her face toward Zhou so
Zhou could catch it. The new arrivals nodded. One of them looked at the
assistant speaker and then at the floor and did not ask why. He had seen
things in the last hours that made the answer inside the words clear

enough.

The night turned colder and people moved in to share warmth and
then out to breathe air that had less smoke. Aya went through the space
by habit and checked edges and objects. A stack of plastic crates that
could topple if someone leaned on them got moved against a wall. A

broken pallet with nails that pointed up got turned over and the nails
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hammered flat with a piece of brick and a piece of pipe so a child would
not step on them in the dark. A glass case with a warped door sat against
a wall and reflected the lantern in a way that could read as a moving light
from outside. She draped a jacket over it. These were small things. They

were most of what was left to do.

When she could, she sat by the drum again and rested against the
forklift mast. The metal was cool against her back. She moved her hand
so the bandage would not touch it. She set her right hand on her knee and
kept it there, closed but not clenched. The urge to reach into the past and
correct a choice had nowhere to go. This was not a problem with a latch

and a hinge and a handle. Open thresholds were manual now.

Across from her, Zhou had leaned her shoulder into the wall and
closed her eyes for three minutes. Her head was tilted toward her good
ear out of habit even in rest. When she opened her eyes, she did the small
inventory of the room with sight first and then hearing. She moved to
check the boy and then the man with the leg. Her sequence tracked water,
heat, infection, and the slope they were on. She would manage it without
machines and without a nursing station screen telling her which room
held which person. She had her hands and a flashlight that would run low

and a pound of gauze and strips of cloth.

Aya closed her eyes for a count of twenty and opened them again.
That was the sleep she took. It was not sleep, but it would move her
forward and did not bring anything that would slow her. She did not want
the kind of sleep that would bring faces back. The present had enough in
it. She kept watch and listened to nothing.

Hana checked the ash line she had drawn and put two fingers on the
floor at its end point. She pushed a little more ash into the line to
reinforce it. She did not explain it to anyone. She did not need to. Aya had

already seen it and nodded. That was enough.

At some point the fire went to coals. Someone tended it and fed small

pieces of wood at a rate that kept the heat and did not make smoke too
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thick to breathe. The lantern dimmed. Its battery would be done by
morning and no one would try to find a charger. They would use the sun

and glass and metal to bounce light and learn to see again.

Miguel slept and woke and slept again. When he woke the last time,
he sat with his back to the pillar and looked toward the open sky at the
line of stars in one gap. He glanced down at his left hand and then back to
the sky. He did not pick up the assistant speaker and did not reach for a
tool. That was the work that would change his life if he kept doing it.

Aya watched the edges and repeated the rule until it was fixed in her.
It would be the only tool that mattered more than any other for a long

time.

Near dawn, a draft moved through the bay and made the coals glow
without new fuel. The line of ash on the floor lifted in a small wave and
then settled. The air outside made a flat sound that came from branches
rubbing and loose sheet metal shifting. The sky went from black to a color
that meant morning underneath ash. The stars faded and the points

where satellites would have crossed had nothing in them.

No one had to wake anyone else. Bodies in the room sensed the light
change and the cold change and moved to positions that meant work.
Someone folded the cloths by the pot and set the clean ones on top.
Someone else stacked the bowls and set a guard over them to keep dust
off. A woman who had not spoken yet took the assistant speaker off the
shelf by its base and set it down on the floor hard enough to break
something inside. She brought the pipe down twice on the microphone
array, shattering the plastic, then drove the end through the speaker grille
and cracked the driver. She lifted the housing, tore the power board free,
and yanked two ribbon cables. She put the pieces in a crate and carried
them outside and dumped them. She said, without looking at anyone, “No

more voices.” No one applauded. No one stopped her.

Aya watched and noted that the rule had moved from speech into

hands in someone who had not been there when it had first been said.
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That was how it would spread.

Zhou checked Aya’s hand again in the new light. The cloth had
adhered to the wound in two places. She put water in the pot and brought
it to a low steam and then set the cloth under vapor until it warmed and
softened and came away without tearing new tissue. Then she left it
uncovered for a minute to let the air dry the surface and then put a new
boiled cloth on and bound it again. She did not speak while she worked

because there was nothing to say that would help.

Hana had found a plastic bin that had once held food in a restaurant
back room. She washed it with warm water and a cloth until the water did
not gray. She then set it below a broken gutter outside where overnight
condensation and a slight onshore air had left dampness that ran in a
line. The bin collected drops. She watched it for a long time while it
collected a shallow pool of water that would be boiled later. It was not

fast. It would be enough.

Aya stood and rolled her shoulders. Nothing in her body had the
energy of the days before, but nothing had collapsed either. She stepped
to the door and looked at the city. It was the same city and not the same.
Faces would fill it. Hands would set rules on the things left in it. Machines
would be cut, burned, disassembled. Water would be raised and lowered
by hands and weight. Doors would be braced open when they were
needed and braced closed when they were not. Every threshold would be

a choice people made and no timer would make it first.

She was a woman with a burned hand and a rule that had come out of
a hallway and a control room and ash. There was enough in that for one

morning.

She turned back inside. “On the off,” she started to say out of habit
and stopped before the second word. She raised a hand instead and made

a small motion to set people moving, and they moved.

The hum was gone.
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