
CHAPTER 6 — The Woman in the Shadow Lines 
 
Jim didn’t sleep that night. 
 
Every time he closed his eyes, he saw the metal plate in the annex. 
 
FOLLOW THE LINES 
IF YOU WANT TO LIVE 
 
And then the whisper: 
 
“…get out… he’s there…” 
 
Her words. 
The terror in them. 
The warning. 
 
But she had risked speaking. 
Risked revealing her proximity. 
Risked angering Ethan. 
 
That meant something. 
 
It meant she believed Jim was worth saving. 
 
Or at least worth not losing yet. 
 
By dawn, the unease crawled so deeply into his bones that he suited up again without hesitation 
— the light PAPR hood this time, for mobility. 
 
He left the CDC building through the south airlock, staying off open pavement, walking the 
uneven line where weeds fought through asphalt. 
 
He didn’t try to move quietly. 
 
He tried to move unpredictably. 
 
No straight lines. 
No obvious patterns. 
No steps that matched lane markings. 
 
She had warned him: 
He watches patterns. 
 



So Jim made himself patternless. 
 
 
--- 
 
The First Signs 
 
He headed toward the old maintenance yard but stopped halfway when he noticed something 
small, metallic, glinting in the gutter beside a storm drain. 
 
He crouched. 
 
A battery tab. 
 
A tiny, torn strip from a handheld radio pack — modern, clean, used within the last month. 
 
Not Ethan’s style. 
 
But hers. 
 
She had passed this way. 
 
Recently. 
 
He scanned the area, helmet light sweeping across the broken concrete, the pipe racks, the 
abandoned carts with rusted wheels. 
 
Nothing. 
 
No movement. 
 
But he felt it again — that sensation of being watched not by a predator, but by somebody 
deciding whether he was safe. 
 
Jim stood slowly. 
 
“Whoever you are,” he said softly into the quiet air, “I’m listening.” 
 
Nothing answered. 
 
But behind him, gravel shifted — a single step. 
 
He turned fast. 
 



Nothing. 
 
Just a rust-frozen ladder bolted to the side of Building 9, shadows pooling beneath it. 
 
Shadows that seemed deeper than they should be. 
 
 
The Woman Reveals Her Hand 
 
Jim backed toward a more open area. 
 
His radio crackled suddenly. 
 
Faint. Whispered. 
 
“…stop… don’t… he mapped that route…” 
 
Jim froze. 
 
She was close. 
 
He scanned slowly — not with the frantic jerks of prey, but with the deliberate sweep of 
someone expecting a signal. 
 
Behind the old transformer box, something moved. 
 
A flicker of cloth. 
A breath. 
 
He stepped closer — not too close — and placed the radio gently on the ground. 
 
“I don’t know who you are,” he said quietly, “but I think you’ve been helping me.” 
 
Silence. 
 
Then: 
 
“…you almost died yesterday…” 
 
Her voice — faint but clearer than in the annex — drifted from behind the equipment. 
 
“…he jumped early… he thought you’d run left…” 
 
Jim’s skin prickled beneath the suit. 



 
Ethan wasn’t just watching him. 
 
He was modeling him. 
Predicting his movements. 
Testing responses. 
 
“Why are you helping me?” Jim asked. 
 
No answer at first. 
 
Then, softly: 
 
“…you don’t follow lines… you make your own…” 
 
A pause. 
 
Then another sentence, one that carried pain, fear, and something else — something like quiet 
resolve: 
 
“…and because he can’t control you.” 
 
Jim took one slow step toward the transformer. 
 
“I want to help you too,” he said. “Whoever you are. You don’t need to stay hidden.” 
 
Silence stretched. 
 
A bird called somewhere far away, the first he’d heard in days. 
 
Then: 
 
“…I can’t show myself. Not yet… he checks for footprints… echoes…” 
 
Her paranoia wasn’t nonsense — it was survival. Ethan monitored environmental cues. Dust 
disturbance. Track direction. Loose pebbles. The man ran a surveillance system using the world 
itself. 
 
“Tell me your name,” Jim said gently. 
 
A long pause. 
 
Then, with breath so soft it barely reached him: 
 



“…Bonnie…” 
 
It hit him like a jolt — not because the name was unusual, but because it was human. 
Anchored. 
Normal. 
 
A human name, whispered in a world that had forgotten them. 
 
“Bonnie,” Jim repeated. “I’m Jim.” 
 
A rustle. 
A soft gasp — surprise, maybe relief. 
 
“…Jim… I knew… I hoped it was you…” 
 
His pulse jumped. 
 
“What do you mean?” 
 
But before she could answer, a sharp metallic ping echoed from the north — like a small stone 
striking sheet metal. 
 
Bonnie’s voice snapped into urgency: 
 
“…he’s close—GO. RUN.” 
 
Jim turned toward the sound. 
 
Movement — a shadow crossing between two storage tanks. 
 
Ethan. 
 
He didn’t hesitate. 
 
Jim grabbed the radio, pivoted hard, and sprinted toward the CDC perimeter — not straight, not 
predictable, cutting zig-zags through debris piles. 
 
Behind him he heard another voice — male, calm, almost conversational despite the distance: 
 
“Stop running, Jim. You’ll trip if you keep turning like that.” 
 
Jim’s blood went cold. 
 
He pushed harder. 



 
The hood fluttered with his breath. 
Dust sprayed beneath his boots. 
He cut right, then left. 
 
Ethan’s voice followed, still maddeningly calm. 
 
“You don’t understand what I’m building. You don’t have to be part of it, but you can’t break it.” 
 
Jim didn’t turn. 
He didn’t risk a stumble. 
 
He reached the airlock pad and slammed the cycle plate with a gloved hand. 
 
The outer door sealed. 
 
Only when he was inside the chamber did he allow himself to breathe. 
 
Through the narrow viewport he saw movement in the yard — Ethan’s silhouette stepping into 
view, posture straight, face unreadable. 
 
He didn’t approach. 
He didn’t threaten. 
 
He simply watched. 
 
After a long moment, he dipped his head in something like a nod. 
 
Then he walked away. 
 
 
Inside Again 
 
Jim stripped the hood off, heart pounding, breath ragged. 
 
Bonnie existed. 
 
She was near. 
She was intelligent. 
She was resisting Ethan. 
She knew his habits, patterns, traps. 
 
And Ethan now knew Jim’s name. 
 



Jim sank onto the bench and stared at the wall. 
 
Two adults. 
Two different philosophies. 
One silent war that Jim had just walked into. 
 
He whispered her name again. 
 
“Bonnie…” 
 
She was out there. 
 
Alive. 
 
Hunted. 
 
And for the first time since the collapse, Jim felt something like purpose sharpen inside him. 
 
He would find her. 
 
Before Ethan did. 
 
END OF CHAPTER 6 
 
 
CHAPTER 7 — The First Glimpse 
 
Jim spent most of the morning pacing between the lab benches and the airlock vestibule, 
unable to quiet the tension inside him. Sleep had abandoned him. Hunger barely registered. His 
hands shook every time he thought about the moment Bonnie whispered her name. 
 
Somewhere within a few hundred meters of this building, a living adult woman hid in the 
shadows, navigating Ethan’s pattern traps with a hunter’s precision. 
 
He needed to find her. 
Before Ethan did. 
Before the world swallowed her whole. 
 
But not with recklessness. 
 
The PAPR hood lay on the bench. He stared at it, then reached for the full hazmat suit 
instead—not because he feared the Toddlers at this moment, but because today he needed 
every layer of protection between himself and Ethan Cole’s unpredictability. 
 



He sealed the suit. 
Checked the gauges. 
Initiated the cycle. 
 
Outside again. 
 
The sky was pale, thin clouds burning off under dim sunlight. Toddlers drifted here and there, 
harmless but unpredictable shapes against the overgrown campus. 
 
Jim didn’t see Bonnie. 
He didn’t expect to. 
 
But the air felt charged, as if the ground itself held its breath. 
 
 
The Gift 
 
He made his way toward Building 14—a small structure buried behind shrubs and outdated 
equipment racks—because Bonnie’s warning echoed in his mind: 
 
“…don’t follow the lines…” 
 
So he chose destinations Ethan couldn’t predict. 
 
Except the moment he approached Building 14, he saw something sitting in the doorway. 
 
A metal lunchbox. 
 
Clean. 
 
Deliberately placed. 
 
Jim froze fifteen meters away, breath rasping inside the respirator. 
 
A gift. 
Or bait. 
Or both. 
 
The outside of the box was wiped down, fingerprints smeared into uniformity. He bent to see it 
without touching. 
 
Inside, sitting in a padded cloth: 
 
a handheld radio battery pack. 



Fully charged. 
 
A note lay beneath it, written in small, blocky handwriting on torn cardboard: 
 
THIS WORKS 
HE BROKE YOURS 
 
No signature. 
 
No name. 
 
But Jim knew. 
 
Bonnie. 
 
She’d watched him. 
 
She’d noticed his radio malfunction. 
Changed the battery. 
Returned it. 
Left a message in the only way she safely could. 
 
He forced down the tightness in his throat. 
 
She was helping him. 
Actively. 
 
Not just warnings. 
 
Actions. 
 
But why here? 
Why now? 
 
He took the lunchbox, careful not to disturb any surrounding surfaces, and turned to head 
back— 
 
Then he froze. 
 
Footprints. 
 
In the dirt behind the building. 
 
A woman’s smaller boot prints. 



Fresh. 
Not even twenty minutes old. 
 
And beside them— 
 
A larger pair of prints. 
 
Heavier. 
 
Deeper. 
 
Ethan. 
 
Jim’s pulse spiked. 
 
Bonnie hadn’t just been here. 
 
She’d been followed. 
 
 
--- 
 
Ethan’s New Modification 
 
Jim circled wide, not daring to use the same path Bonnie had taken. He reached a utility corridor 
between two buildings and stopped short. 
 
A Toddler stood in the middle of the walkway. 
 
But something was wrong. 
 
This one wasn’t shuffling or humming. 
He wasn’t distracted or drifting. 
 
He was— 
waiting. 
 
Standing unnaturally still, like a child ordered to stay in place. 
 
Jim approached slowly. 
 
The Toddler’s eyes tracked him. 
Not with recognition—Toddlers didn’t recognize much—but with a kind of conditioned focus. 
 



A vest hung loosely on his shoulders—reflective, with colored panels sewn into it. 
Blue. 
Yellow. 
Red. 
 
Jim crouched slightly, scanning the vest. 
 
Then he saw the stitching inside the collar. 
 
Numbers. 
 
A grid pattern. 
 
A simple behavioral code—Ethan’s training marker. 
 
Jim’s chest tightened. 
 
Ethan hadn’t just conditioned Toddlers to move. 
He had begun categorizing them. 
 
Assigning them roles. 
Positions. 
Functions. 
 
This one wore colors matching the tape lanes in the plant. 
 
He wasn’t wandering. 
 
He was posted. 
 
A living sentinel. 
 
Not dangerous. 
Not violent. 
 
But placed intentionally— 
to track movement. 
to act as a passive alarm. 
to funnel intruders down predictable routes. 
 
A human tripwire. 
 
Jim swallowed hard. 
 



Ethan wasn’t building a nursery. 
 
He was building a surveillance system. 
 
 
The Glimpse 
 
A faint motion caught Jim’s eye. 
 
On the rooftop of Building 12—quick, small, almost imperceptible—someone crouched behind a 
rusted HVAC housing. 
 
A silhouette. 
 
Slim. 
Hair tied back. 
Breathing hard, watching the Toddler sentinel. 
 
Bonnie. 
 
He knew without doubt. 
 
Before he could lift a hand, the silhouette darted away, moving too quickly for a Toddler, too 
lightly for Ethan. 
 
She disappeared behind the rooftop structure. 
 
Jim exhaled shakily. 
 
She was close. 
Watching the same modifications he was discovering. 
Tracking Ethan’s new system. 
 
He stepped backward slowly, keeping his eyes on the Toddler sentinel. The childlike adult tilted 
his head, not understanding anything he saw, but responding to a soft chime from somewhere 
behind the buildings. 
 
Another command tone. 
 
Another test. 
 
Ethan was nearby. 
Coordinating. 
Measuring. 



 
Jim’s radio crackled—a faint, urgent whisper. 
 
“…don’t let him box you in… move north… N O W…” 
 
Bonnie. 
 
He obeyed instantly. 
 
He turned north, cutting behind a storage shed just as a second Toddler sentinel stepped into 
the corridor from the far end—blocking the straight path he’d been on. 
 
Had he continued forward, he would’ve been trapped between them. 
Not attacked—Ethan wasn’t violent. 
But contained. 
Funneled. 
Measured. 
Observed. 
 
Bonnie had just saved him. 
 
Again. 
 
 
Ethan Arrives 
 
Jim moved fast around the northern corner of the shed—only to stop dead. 
 
Ethan Cole stood twenty meters ahead, hands in his pockets, posture relaxed. 
 
“Jim.” 
 
His voice calm. 
Confident. 
Knowing. 
 
“You’re learning quickly. I knew you would.” 
 
Jim felt his chest tighten inside the suit. 
 
Ethan wasn’t armed. 
He didn’t need to be. 
 
His weapon was the system around them. 



 
The Toddler sentinels. 
The chimes. 
The lanes. 
The placement of obstacles. 
The behavioral conditioning lattice that turned the environment into a net. 
 
“What do you want?” Jim said. 
 
Ethan tilted his head slightly, almost kindly. 
 
“I want you to stop interfering with the order I’m establishing. You, and the woman shadowing 
you.” 
 
Jim’s blood went cold. 
 
He knew about Bonnie. 
 
“I’ve seen her tracks,” Ethan continued casually. “She thinks she’s hidden. She’s not. Nothing is, 
not in my territory.” 
 
Jim took a step backward. 
 
Ethan raised one hand slightly—not to threaten, but to illustrate a point. 
 
“You can’t outrun the system, Jim. It’s built around you. Every time you move, I learn. Every 
choice you make teaches me more about your pattern profile.” 
 
He smiled faintly. 
 
“And hers.” 
 
Jim didn’t wait to hear more. 
 
He ducked left, sprinted toward the drainage ditch, vaulting the low concrete barrier, sliding 
down the embankment in a spray of gravel. 
 
Behind him, Ethan didn’t give chase. 
 
He only said: 
 
“You’re only delaying the inevitable. Order wins. Chaos dies.” 
 
 



Safety, For Now 
 
Jim didn’t stop until he’d reached the airlock. 
He slammed the cycle button. 
Heart pounding. 
Breath shuddering. 
 
The door sealed. 
 
He ripped the hood off once the chamber depressurized. 
 
Bonnie was out there. 
Being tracked. 
Hunted not by violence but by strategy. 
By a man turning humans into components. 
 
And she had put herself between Jim and Ethan’s trap. 
 
Jim looked at the charged radio battery sitting on the bench. 
 
He whispered her name. 
 
“Bonnie.” 
 
Tomorrow, he would find her. 
 
Before Ethan did. 
 
Before the system closed in around her. 
 
Or him. 
 
 
END OF CHAPTER 7 
 
 
CHAPTER 8 — PART I 
 
The Woman in the Lattice 
 
Jim waited until late afternoon before venturing out again. 
He needed daylight. 
But he also needed shadows. 
 



Ethan’s system worked best in clean light — clear patterns, visible lines, predictable movement. 
 
But shadows broke patterns. 
 
Shadows introduced noise. 
 
Jim’s helmet HUD flickered as the battery cycled. The PAPR hummed softly. Today he followed 
no path at all, skirting the perimeter of the CDC fence, weaving between utility boxes and 
smashed cars. 
 
He wasn’t looking for Ethan. 
 
He was looking for the places Ethan didn’t watch. 
 
Bonnie’s places. 
 
The in-between places. 
 
 
The First Sign 
 
Behind the fallen communications tower, Jim noticed a small bundle of cloth wedged under a 
slab of concrete. 
 
He knelt. 
 
Not debris. 
 
A message. 
 
A scrap of navy windbreaker tied around a rusted bolt. 
 
He tugged it free. 
 
Inside, a single word was written in scavenged charcoal: 
 
WAIT 
 
Jim straightened. 
 
“She’s watching,” he whispered. 
 
He did not have to wait long. 
 



A soft scrape behind him — deliberate, quiet, but not quiet enough to be an accident. 
 
He turned slowly. 
 
Near the base of a booster fan casing, nestled in deep shadow, stood a figure. 
 
Slim. 
Hooded. 
Still. 
 
Her breathing was faint, controlled. 
Her stance was balanced — neither defensive nor eager. 
 
Bonnie. 
 
This time she didn’t vanish. 
 
She stayed. 
 
Watching him as if he were a puzzle with no pattern. 
 
 
The First Words 
 
Jim raised both hands slowly, instinctively. 
 
“I got your message,” he said quietly. “And the battery.” 
 
She didn’t move. 
 
Her voice, when it came, was steady. Low. Calculated. 
 
“You’re unpredictable.” 
 
“Is that good or bad?” 
 
“Both.” 
 
A gust of wind rattled the metal plating above them. 
 
Bonnie shifted slightly, enough for the edge of her face to catch the light. 
 
She was younger than Jim had expected — maybe early thirties — with sharp eyes that looked 
like they hadn’t rested in months. A thin scar ran down her jawline, pale against dirty skin. 



 
She had been surviving, not living. 
 
“Ethan knows your name,” she said. 
 
Jim nodded. 
“He spoke to me.” 
 
Her breath hitched with a soft, involuntary intake. 
 
“He doesn’t speak to people,” she said. “Not unless he’s already mapped them.” 
 
“That’s what he told me,” Jim replied. “Patterns. Movement profiles.” 
 
Bonnie stepped out of the shadow fully now — slow, deliberate. 
Her clothes were mismatched, scavenged but layered smartly. 
 
Her hands were empty. 
 
Her eyes were not. 
 
“He’s evolving the system,” she said quietly. “Faster now. Because of you.” 
 
Jim felt that sink in like a weight. 
 
“He trained them as sentries,” Jim said. “Color-coded behavior markers.” 
 
Bonnie’s jaw tightened. 
 
“He’ll train them for more.” 
 
Jim stepped closer, just a meter. 
 
“You used to work with him.” 
 
Her head snapped up. 
 
“How did you—” 
 
“That scar,” he said softly. “It’s recent. Not a fall. Not an accident. Someone held you.” 
 
When she didn’t reply, Jim added: 
 
“He tried to keep you.” 



 
The wind carried the distant laughter of a Toddler from across the yard — a soft, eerie echo. 
 
Bonnie’s shoulders tensed. 
 
“I helped him build the early corridors,” she admitted. “Before he… changed.” 
 
“Changed how?” 
 
Her eyes hardened. 
 
“He started calling them components.” 
 
Jim felt a chill rise under the suit. 
 
“He wanted me to help refine the roles,” Bonnie continued. “To formalize the system. To make it 
efficient. I refused.” 
 
“And he tried to contain you.” 
 
She nodded once. 
 
“I escaped. Barely.” 
 
She looked toward the distant industrial structures, where a single LED strip flickered on and off. 
 
“Ethan sees a future where adults are the planners and the regressed are the machinery,” she 
said. “He doesn’t want partners. He wants compliance.” 
 
Jim took a breath. 
 
“And what do you want, Bonnie?” 
 
She hesitated. 
 
Then: 
 
“Not to be the last adult left alone.” 
 
Jim’s chest ached with the weight of that simple truth. 
 
Before he could respond— 
a sharp metallic CHIME cut through the air. 
 



Bonnie’s eyes widened. 
 
“No—he’s testing a perimeter.” 
 
Jim turned. 
 
The lights on the far buildings began to pulse. 
 
One. 
Two. 
Three patterns in rapid sequence. 
 
Bonnie grabbed Jim’s sleeve — the first time she touched him — and pulled him toward the 
shadows. 
 
“He’s funneling the Toddlers,” she whispered fiercely. “You need to move now before they close 
the path.” 
 
Jim didn’t hesitate. 
 
He ran. 
 
Bonnie followed, matching his pace, her footfalls soundless compared to his heavy suit. 
 
Behind them, the rhythmic CHIME came again — louder, sharper, more controlled. 
 
Jim glanced back once. 
 
A group of Toddlers began moving into a wide arc, forming a slow but deliberate wall. 
 
A human closing net. 
 
Ethan was not trying to trap them. 
 
Not yet. 
 
He was testing how they reacted together. 
 
Testing their coordination. 
 
Testing Bonnie’s presence with Jim. 
 
Testing their escape profile. 
 



They ran until the sounds faded. 
 
They didn’t stop until they reached the eastern loading docks — an area Ethan rarely used. 
 
Bonnie bent slightly, catching her breath. 
 
Jim steadied himself, pulse pounding in his throat. 
 
“For now,” she whispered, “this is the only place he doesn’t watch.” 
 
Jim looked at her. 
 
Truly looked at her. 
 
The survivor. 
The engineer. 
The hunted mind. 
The one who had been racing Ethan for months with no one at her side. 
 
And now— 
for the first time— 
she wasn’t alone. 
 
Bonnie met his eyes. 
 
“We can talk now,” she said. “But quietly. And not long.” 
 
Jim nodded. 
 
“Tell me everything.” 
 
She opened her mouth— 
 
And a distant voice echoed across the yard: 
 
Calm. 
Measured. 
Too close. 
 
“Bonnie. Jim. You don’t have to run anymore.” 
 
Ethan. 
 
They both froze. 



 
 
END OF CHAPTER 8 — PART I 
 
 
CHAPTER 8 — PART II 
 
The Man Who Builds the Maze 
 
Ethan’s voice rolled across the loading docks with the casual calm of someone giving a lecture. 
 
“Bonnie. Jim. You’re wasting time running.” 
 
Bonnie pressed herself against the concrete loading bay. 
Jim pivoted beside her, scanning for movement. 
 
Nothing. 
 
Just empty space, wind-tossed leaves, and the long shadows of derelict trucks. 
 
But Ethan was close. 
Close enough to speak normally. 
Close enough to know exactly where they were. 
 
Jim lowered his voice. 
 
“Is he tracking us?” 
 
Bonnie shook her head sharply. 
 
“No. Not exactly. He’s predicting us. That’s worse.” 
 
Ethan’s voice came again. 
 
“I’m simply asking for a conversation.” 
 
Bonnie’s jaw clenched. 
 
“He never asks.” 
 
Jim swallowed. 
The pilot training from years ago flickered back into his mind — the rule that had saved his life 
once in a storm over Nevada: 
 



Never let the adversary own the geometry. 
Change altitude, bearing, and pace. 
Break the pattern. 
 
He grabbed Bonnie’s arm gently and pulled her back, angling them away from the direct 
acoustic line toward the voice. 
 
“Move diagonally,” he said quietly. “Never straight.” 
 
Bonnie blinked at him — surprised, then understanding. 
 
“You flew,” she whispered. 
 
“Once. A long time ago.” 
 
“That explains it,” she murmured. “You don’t move like the others he’s mapped.” 
 
A metallic clatter snapped their attention to the north. 
 
Ethan’s voice followed—closer now: 
 
“Good instincts, Jim. But instincts won’t save you from scale.” 
 
Bonnie’s eyes went wide. 
 
“He’s not alone.” 
 
Jim followed her gaze. 
 
Three Toddlers had wandered into the far end of the loading yard. 
Not randomly. 
Not drifting. 
 
Placed. 
 
Each wore a reflective vest with colored squares stitched onto the fabric. 
 
“Sentinels…” Jim whispered. 
 
Bonnie grabbed his sleeve. 
 
“We have to go. Now.” 
 



They ducked behind an overturned forklift, footsteps muffled by debris. Bonnie led him toward a 
narrow gap between two storage containers. 
 
Jim hesitated. 
 
“It’s a choke point,” he whispered. 
 
“Exactly,” Bonnie said. “He doesn’t use choke points. He funnels wide. This is where he won’t 
anticipate us.” 
 
They slipped through. 
 
A moment later, Ethan stepped into the open, hands in his pockets, posture relaxed. He looked 
toward the loading yard, scanning slowly, then turned toward the gap— 
 
—and smiled. 
Just slightly. 
 
“Clever,” he said to himself. “But not sustainable.” 
 
 
The Shelter 
 
Bonnie didn’t stop moving until they reached a low concrete bunker—an old emergency 
generator building half-sunk into the ground. Its door hung open crookedly, but Bonnie didn’t go 
through it. 
 
Instead, she knelt behind the remaining portion of the wall and tugged up a piece of cracked 
floor tile. 
 
Beneath it: 
a narrow cavity dug into the dirt. 
 
Inside the cavity: 
a thermal blanket, two water flasks, a cracked pair of binoculars, and a whisper-thin LED strip. 
 
Her hideout. 
 
Her foxhole. 
 
Her last refuge. 
 
They slid inside, and Bonnie lowered the tile back down with practiced care. 
The darkness inside was soft, warm with trapped air. 



 
Jim felt his pulse slow from panic-but remain high from adrenaline. 
 
Bonnie leaned back against the dirt wall and exhaled. 
 
“He won’t come here.” 
 
“Why not?” Jim whispered. 
 
“Because he doesn’t know this place exists,” she said. “This is… mine.” 
 
Jim nodded slowly. 
 
“I need to understand something,” he said. “How deep does his system go?” 
 
Bonnie brushed loose dirt from her hands. 
 
“He built it in layers,” she said. “First the basic herding lanes. Then the waste zones. Then the 
feeding troughs. Then the behavioral grids. Each layer more refined than the last. Each using 
the regressed as both sensors and actuators.” 
 
Jim’s stomach twisted. 
 
“His goal?” 
 
“Control,” Bonnie said. “Total. Predictive. He wants stability. A world without noise. Without 
agency. Without surprises.” 
 
She looked at Jim. 
 
“That’s why he hates you.” 
 
Jim blinked. 
 
“What?” 
 
“You disrupt his models,” Bonnie said. “Every time you zigzag or randomize your path or stop 
without reason, his predictions fail. He’s never handled someone he can’t calculate.” 
 
“And you?” Jim asked softly. “He couldn’t calculate you either.” 
 
Bonnie’s eyes darkened. 
 
“He tried.” 



 
Jim leaned closer. 
 
“What happened?” 
 
She swallowed hard. 
 
“He tried to train me.” 
 
The darkness between them tightened. 
 
“He used the Toddlers first,” she said. “To guide me. Funnel me. Then to block exits. Then to 
isolate me in one of the old generator rooms. He didn’t want to hurt me. He wanted to ‘help me 
acclimate.’” 
 
“To what?” 
 
“To my role,” she whispered. “His ‘second adult.’ His co-designer. His partner in the system.” 
 
Jim felt a cold wave roll over him. 
 
“But you escaped.” 
 
“Barely. The Toddlers didn’t remember the commands long enough to hold me. And I… I got 
lucky.” 
 
Jim shook his head. 
 
“That wasn’t luck.” 
 
Bonnie looked at him for long seconds. 
 
Something softened in her expression—but only for a moment. 
 
Then she straightened. 
 
“We need to leave,” she said. “Soon. Together.” 
 
Jim startled. 
 
“You mean escape his territory?” 
 
“I mean escape the entire region,” Bonnie said. “Ethan’s building something sustainable. 
Something scalable. If he succeeds here, he’ll spread it. One controlled zone at a time.” 



 
Jim swallowed. 
 
“And you think we can leave?” 
 
Bonnie’s gaze turned sharp. 
 
“You flew once.” 
 
He nodded. 
 
“I did.” 
 
“There’s a small municipal airport not far from here,” Bonnie said. “Last time I checked it, a few 
planes were intact enough to repair. Ethan never bothered with them. He doesn’t think in sky 
terms.” 
 
Jim’s heart kicked. 
 
A way out. 
A real one. 
 
Bonnie whispered: 
 
“We could be in the air within a week.” 
 
He stared at her. 
 
“And then what?” 
 
“We find others,” she said. “Or we don’t. But we won’t die in Ethan Cole’s controlled maze.” 
 
Jim took a breath—but froze as a metallic scrape sounded above them. 
 
Bonnie’s hand snapped to his wrist. 
 
“Shh.” 
 
The scrape echoed again. 
 
Then a soft, intentional tap-tap-tap on the concrete above. 
 
Not a Toddler. 
 



Ethan. 
 
“Bonnie,” he said calmly through the vent slots. “Every time you run, you make the next funnel 
narrower.” 
 
Bonnie’s grip tightened. 
 
“Don’t respond,” she whispered. “Don’t move. Don’t make sound.” 
 
Jim didn’t breathe. 
 
Ethan’s shadow shifted above the ground-level vent. 
 
“You can’t hide forever,” he said conversationally. “Not from someone who understands your 
blind spots.” 
 
Silence. 
 
Then— 
 
“I’ll speak to you both tomorrow.” 
 
Footsteps receded. 
 
Bonnie let out a shuddering breath she’d held too long. 
 
Jim exhaled only when she did. 
 
A long moment passed before Bonnie whispered: 
 
“Tomorrow, Jim… we run.” 
 
Jim nodded. 
 
He looked into Bonnie’s frightened, fierce eyes and whispered: 
 
“Tomorrow.” 
 
 
END OF CHAPTER 8 — PART II 
 
 
 


