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Chapter One

Aran

 


“Stop. Halt. Don’t move.”

Aran’s shoulders dropped,
defeated. He heard the forceful instructions clearly and, obeying
the order, he froze. He was now staring down the nozzle of what
looked like a laser gun, and a Cynocast, dressed in sleek metallic
armor, was positioned behind it.

Aran had seen the laser weapon
in use before, but only from a distance when he’d stumbled across a
working party of Regulators and Cynocasts.

The rebellious Cynocasts hadn’t
lived.

With the laser aimed at him, he
had nowhere to run and nowhere to hide. Taking a steady intake of
air, he drew in what he thought would be his last breath.

Nineteen wasn’t too bad an age
to die, was it?

He’d survived longer than most
humans since the Regulators had migrated from their native planet
and begun a systematic annihilation of all the inhabited continents
on Earth. Earth, as Aran had known it, a planet he’d once freely
explored and loved, was no longer the same.

The Regulators, intent on
dominating the solar system, if not the galaxy, were now
methodically wiping out Earth’s civilizations.

Where houses and soaring
skyscrapers had once stood proud and strong, there was now only a
flattened landscape of twisted iron girders and distorted blocks of
stonework rubble. All around was a panoramic view of barren,
desolate terrain.

Like many capital cities across
the globe, Washington was no more. A year ago, it had fallen with
the invasion, and the land upon which it had once existed had been
captured and was now under the control of the Regulators.

Aran had never actually seen a
Regulator up close. They stealthily cloaked themselves in a power
field, making them invisible. Rumor was, they were lizard-like
creatures that walked on two legs, and only when they consumed
their victims was the cloak of concealment removed and they became
vulnerable to an attack.

When the asteroid erased
Washington from the surface of the Earth and a new city was built
to stand in its place, instead of remaining on the surface, the
construction had gone deep underground.

The new city was whispered to
be superior and far more efficient in every way, and stories among
surface dwellers were that the new design was nothing like the
original metropolis. The reconstructed city was entombed in the
bowels of the metro’s subway system resembling a caterpillar’s
catalyst, waiting to emerge from its coffin-like cocoon into a
butterfly. Washington New Under, as it was now named, was
transformed into a hive of sleek white tunnels and vast, lustrous,
light-filled chambers inhabited by Cynocasts.

Under the control of the
Regulators, Cynocasts had rapidly evolved from the need to merge
technology with the humans that had survived the invasion.
Programmed to serve, they were people with the ability to perform
manual skills and had become a high breed of humanoid and
Artificial Intelligence.

Standing before Aran, and
aiming his weapon with great precision to a point between Aran’s
eyes, was an armor-encrusted Cynocast.

“What are you doing here, and
who are you?” the Cynocast asked.

The shimmering heat of the sun
bounced off the cracked, blackened tarmac of the disused road. And
any main routes heading toward the demolished old city were lined
with fire-charred remnants of mature trees that had, in another
life, stood the test of time. They were now misshapen and distorted
after the Regulators had mindlessly incinerated anything within
sight that had been left standing after the asteroid had hit.

Silhouetted against the glare
of the sun, the trees looked like shadows of ghosts and ghouls as
they stretched endlessly into the empty distance.

There was no one in sight that
Aran could call to for help, and escape from his untimely fate was
impossible.

Unable to hold the heavy load
any longer, he shifted the weight of his backpack from one shoulder
to the other.

“Aran Akter. My name is Aran,
and I don’t mean anyone any harm. I’m just looking for…”

“Looking for what?”

“Food.” Aran tilted his head
and shrugged.

On the day of the invasion,
Aran had survived the asteroid hit simply by being in the right
place at the right time. He was sure that the morning spent
spelunking in the caverns on the outskirts of the city with friends
had saved his life. Their adventure below ground that fateful day
had saved them from being captured and converted into Cynocasts.
Just hours after an asteroid had hit the planet, the Regulators had
arrived, and life as Aran had known it had ended.

Within the space of a week, the
global world had shut down. Borders were closed, and freedom of
movement and freedom of choice were no longer options.

The Regulators had taken
control.

The invasion had happened a
year ago, and by hiding in the caverns and staying away from
communities where the Regulators ruled, he and his friends had more
or less survived, but only just.

They had wanted to stay under
the radar in the safety of the caverns, but short of supplies, Aran
had been selected to venture into the forbidden Zone A to forage,
only this time, he’d been caught.

“You do realize I’ll have to
hand you over to the Regulators, don’t you?” the Cynocast
asked.

The Cynocast was armed and
armored.

Wearing a visor helmet and
dressed in a slate-grey metallic shatterproof uniform that was skin
tight and covered practically from head to toe, the Cynocast looked
uncomfortably warm. Aran guessed the temperature inside the suit
must be unbearable. But this was a human AI soldier working for the
Regulators, and he looked as if he meant business.

Aran was beginning to wish he’d
never left the safety of the caverns.

“Look, you don’t have to take
me in. I’m not looking for trouble and as you can see, I’d be no
good to the Regulators. They wouldn’t keep me alive.” He pointed to
his leg where a long, jagged scar from numerous operations was
evident. As a young child, he’d had an accident. While running
along a cliff edge, he’d fallen from the cliff onto the jagged
rocks below and fractured his leg. The injury never fully healed.
And despite not having a major disability, his limp was sometimes
noticeable when his tendons contracted with overuse.

Aran knew that joining those in
Washington New Under, or any other new underground city, would be
the end of him. He wouldn’t last five minutes in the perfect
underground worlds the Regulators had created.

“Turn around and march,” the
Cynocast said, pushing Aran in the direction he had to go. “Head
for those tunnels over there.”

Trudging forward, Aran’s mind
was racing. Once he was handed over to the Regulators, he would be
doomed. They would see him as nothing more than a burden, a weak
link in their perfect society. He had to think of a way to escape
the Cynocast.

Aran hadn’t noticed the arch
entrances of the tunnels. And it wasn’t until the Cynocast pointed
them out that he realized a man-made structure of times past had
outlasted the destruction of the asteroid and the invasion of the
Regulators.

“I’m afraid my pace won’t be as
quick as yours,” Aran explained. But his words had fallen on deaf
ears.

“Move…”

This time, it wasn’t a forceful
hand that pushed him forward. It was the prod of the hard laser
nozzle in the small of his back that speared him on.

Walking along the dry dirt road
toward the tunnels, Aran’s sturdy army service boots and khaki
jacket, forage from what had once been civilization, became caked
in a covering of fine powdered dust. And looking about at the
heat-scorched scenery, he felt a sense of loneliness and
isolation.

For days, while searching for
supplies to take back to his friends at base camp, he’d had no
contact with other humans. Now, desperate for fresh supplies to
take home, he had ventured into the forbidden Zone A and had
crossed enforced boundaries that were the perimeter exclusion zones
of the haves and the have-nots.

Regrets for his daring
endeavors were beginning to surface, and he thought that perhaps he
should have stayed far away from the new city and the dangers found
there.

Where there had once been
physical walls and fences, there were now only invisible laser
beams that separated free humans from those that had been enslaved
as Cynocasts and were surviving below ground.

Aran stopped to ease the ache
in his calve muscles. His eyes darted around, looking for any means
of escape. But the Cynocast was always one step ahead of him.

“Keep going. We’ll soon be
under cover and in the shade.”

“I guess your discomfort is
worse than mine,” Aran said. “You must be baking under all that
armor.”

“I’m not in need of your
sympathy.” The Cynocast looked up, scanning the sky. “But if you
don’t hurry, there will be consequences.”

Aran heard the warning in the
Cynocast’s voice and did as he’d been ordered. It was agony, but he
upped his tempo and almost ran toward the tunnels.

The heat from the scorching sun
beating down on his back was brutal. And where the probing rays
managed to invade his torn clothing and touch his exposed skin, it
felt like blistering torture. Reaching the tunnels, the shade was a
cool, soothing, welcome relief.

Where his damp clothes clung to
his body, he pulled them away, allowing what little air there was
to circulate against the heat of his irritated skin.

“So, you’ve got me here in the
tunnels. What happens now?” Aran asked as he carelessly tossed the
rucksack he was carrying onto the ground.

It was strange. Taking a better
look at the Cynocast, Aran guessed they were about the same age.
Perhaps the Cynocast was a little older than he was, but not
much.

“Now we sit and wait until
they pass.”

Aran had no idea what the
Cynocast meant, but he soon found out. At first, there was only a
faint soft hum that could be heard, until the sound drew closer and
closer. And then, the noise was so loud that it was almost
deafening in volume as it echoed around the catacombs of the
tunnels.

“What is it? What’s
happening?”

The Cynocast lifted his hand.
“Keep still. Try not to move. There are surface drones overhead,
and like bats, they can detect sound waves and motion.”

Aran remained still, his heart
pounding in his chest as the drones passed overhead. He had never
seen anything like them before, with their sleek metal bodies and
whirling propellers, flying through the air. He could only imagine
the advanced technology that had gone into their design and
construction to enable them to fly low over the landscape.

After what felt like an
eternity, the noise of the drones began to fade into the distance,
until the sound of their motors was only a faint hum once again.
The Cynocast let out a sigh of relief and stood up.

“That was close,” the Cynocast
said. “We have to be careful when we’re out here on the surface.
The drones are always patrolling, looking for any sign of life. If
they were to detect us, we could have been in serious trouble.”

Aran was still feeling the
adrenaline rush coursing through his veins. He couldn’t believe how
dangerous the surface world had become, and he was grateful to the
Cynocast for helping him to evade the drones.

“Thank you,” he said. “I don’t
know what I would have done if you hadn’t been here to help
me.”

The Cynocast shrugged. “It’s
what we do,” he replied. “We help each other out here in the
tunnels. It’s the only way we can survive.”

Aran then realized just how
much he had to learn about this new world he found himself in.
Living in the caverns had isolated him from the changes the
Regulators had enforced. But now, more than ever, he was determined
to do whatever it took to survive and thrive in this harsh,
unforgiving environment. And then, he had his friends back at base
camp to think of. He had to return to them. He couldn’t leave them
to fend for themselves. They wouldn’t survive.

“You said we. Are you
saying there are more like you? More Cynocasts … here … in the
tunnels?” Aran asked.

“Yes, there are more, but not
many. A few of us rebelled and we managed to escape the Regulators,
but we had to go into hiding. We were due for termination and it
was a question of accepting our fate or doing something to change
our destiny. We chose the latter. It wasn’t easy, breaking away
from the power the Regulators had over us, but we managed to
regroup and start fending for ourselves.”

Aran’s mind was in a whirlwind
as he tried to make sense of the new information that had been
thrown at him. It was a lot to take in, and he was having a hard
time wrapping his head around it all. But one thing was crystal
clear, he had to get back to his friends and find a way to get them
to safety. If the killer drones were searching a wider area, it
wouldn’t be long before their base camp was discovered and
destroyed, and his friends captured.

“I understand,” Aran said, his
voice filled with resolve. “But I have to return to the caverns.
They’re depending on me to bring them supplies. Can you help me
find a way back to base camp where they are waiting for me?”

The Cynocast hesitated for a
moment, his eyes scanning the area, before finally sighing. “I can
try, but it won’t be easy. The Regulators are always watching, and
if they catch us, it will be the end for all of us. Not just for
you and your friends, but also for my team here.”

As the Cynocast removed his
protective helmet and visor and ran his hand through his
sun-streaked blond hair, Aran had a clear view of his face for the
first time. With dark blue eyes and a physique to die for, he could
easily pass as a beach bum if it wasn’t for the laser he’d just
returned to the holster that was fixed to his side. This was no sea
surfer. He was a Cynocast warrior and built to perfection.

“Do I know you?” Aran asked.
Something was familiar about the AI human, only he couldn’t put his
finger on it.

“I don’t know if you do. I’m a
Cynocast, and I doubt you’ve mingled with
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