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Chapter One

 


I collapse onto my bedroom floor, muscles
burning, sweat pooling around me. The cleaning bots knock my limbs
around like bumper cars as they mop up my mess. People think these
bots are fusion-powered, but I’m pretty sure they run on pure
passive aggression.

I have a fleeting twenty-second break before
my AI companion aMiCA uploads my daily quantum engineering lessons
into my brain. Until then, I lie motionless, praying my body will
recover from my mandatory, 3,500 calorie workout.

Sweat drips down my face as I pant,
desperately trying to catch my breath. I focus on each bead rolling
down my body, savoring the quiet and hoping the moment will stretch
on forever. But then everything goes dark.

It’s no surprise really. I knew a
combination of low blood sugar and dehydration would eventually
knock me out. I’m not some machine, built to work relentlessly
without rest. No matter what my parents think, I’m only human.

I’m seconds away from running a diagnostic
scan to check for any signs of low blood pressure or a vasospasm
when I realize it’s not my body that’s messed up. It’s the sky.
Beyond the pristine glass of my floor-to-ceiling windows, a whole
portion has gone black.

I rub my eyes because, again, it’s more
likely my ocular jelly’s glitching than the sky, our Strata-Dome.
After all, my parents programmed it, and with the exception of me,
they don’t make mistakes. The Strata-Dome is our only protection
against the deadly storms that rage outside. If it’s
malfunctioning, we’re all in danger. I should be panicking. I
should be running for safety. Only, I can’t find the strength.

“Master Proto!” aMiCA
says, right on cue. Its metallic feet drum the floor with a rapid
tap-tap-tap, its spindly hands folded neatly behind its back.
“While I hope you enjoyed your beauty rest, it’s time to look
alive.”

“You see that, right?” I
ask aMiCA, inspecting the subtle curve of the dome for more
glitches.

“I see that you’re
loitering.”

I attempt to access a status report on the
Strata-Dome through my sensory transmitter epidural mesh, or STEM
for short. It’s an implant in my neck that transfers and processes
data inside my mind, with each upload feeling like someone’s
pouring scalding, high-octane coffee inside my skull.

Only, my request is blocked.

“You’re probably thinking
you can’t loiter in your own bedroom,” aMiCA says. “But let me
remind you this room belongs to your parents, who retain full
ownership of their property, physical and intellectual, until their
deaths. Which, thanks to caloric restrictions and rigorous
exercises, will be far in the future. So let’s begin, shall
we?”

“aMi, are you having a
mechanical stroke or something?” I point beyond my spotless
panoramic windows. “Look!”

aMiCA turns its perfect, genderless face
toward the city. From here, the city of New Starbrough resembles an
archaic motherboard, with black and bronze-colored towers standing
over a green surface dotted with lights. Shuttles weave through air
with reckless glee while cars and people creep along the congested
streets—streets I’ve never stepped foot on.

“I’m confused,” aMiCA
says. “It’s the outside world. All as it should be, with the castes
operating in harmony to ensure—”

“The freaking Strata-Dome
is failing!”

I again try desperately to ping the net for
a status update and again my requests are blocked, all while
the darkness spreads across the sky like a bruise.

I’m interrupted by a data transfer. It
spreads through my brain like a scorching wildfire, placing an
encoded message directly into my brain. I open it at lightspeed and
my mouth drops. It’s a request—no, a demand—to perform another
strenuous exercise in SIM, our simulated immersion modules. Right
now. With the world on the verge of splintering into fragments.

“What is this, aMi? I just
ran a high-intensity exercise.”

Not that I need to remind aMiCA. It
witnessed me and my best friend Tan within SIM. It knows my body is
pleading for rest. But aMiCA is an AI. Which means it doesn’t
care.

“Your parents transmitted
the request,” it says.

“But the Strata-Dome…” I
mutter.

“Has been functioning at
approximately 99.98% efficiency for the past twelve hours. I mean,
really, Master Proto, what has gotten into you?”

I find myself looking from the
Strata-Dome—now suddenly normal—to the mirrored walls of my room.
Within a thin layer of glass, dozens of disc-shaped bots listen,
analyze, and judge me with burning red eyes, running millions of
computations to understand my performance—or lack thereof.

My shoulders slouch from a deep muscle ache
and my head tilts involuntarily, as if begging for the touch of a
pillow. The overall effect makes me look shorter than my six-foot
stature. Yeah, I’m tall, but I’m just sixteen; nobody my age should
look this haggard.

“It’s just…” I squint at
the impossibly perfect display, at the transports buzzing between
buildings as if a black vortex hadn’t just opened in the heavens.
Am I going crazy? “I’m just tired.”

“Well, liven up,
Buttercup. You have to run a survival scenario.”

I tap into STEM and review the details of
the SIM request. And I can’t help but laugh.

My parents want me to survive a Mesozoic-era
jungle filled with a disproportionate number of predators by
myself, without energy weapons, for at least twenty minutes. If I
fail, the consequences are one week with my windows blotted-out and
no comms. Which means no view of the outside and no way to
communicate with others. As if my prison of a bedroom couldn’t get
any more isolating.

“This has to be a
joke.”

“I’m afraid not,” aMiCA
says.

“I’m not talking to you.”
The red eyes in the wall burn the way I do inside, knowing I’ll
never rest and that my parents will never be satisfied unless I’m
hyper-productive at all hours of my miserable life.

“Wasn’t our agreement one
SIM per day?” I ask. “If you don’t live up to your end, then I’m
not playing by your rules.”

“The parameters are very
strict,” aMiCA pipes in, but I’m already accessing the comm via
STEM. My parents might control and monitor nearly every aspect of
my life, but they don’t control my brain or my STEM.

The comm buzzes twice before the voice on
the other end answers.

“Proto, what’s up?” It’s
my best friend Tan. “Back for more?”

The sarcasm is thick in his voice.

“Actually…” I transmit my
SIM request to him, letting the briefing do the talking. While Tan
is like a brother to me, he was born into the Shotreyus military
caste. That means he has no STEM and no fancy access to the city’s
algorithms. But I hooked him up with the most impressive SIM
station money could buy—and even performed my own upgrades. So,
while I’m in SIM, sitting motionless while nanobots in my
bloodstream stimulate my muscles in response to my virtual
movements, Tan can enjoy an equally immersive experience by running
on a very expensive hamster wheel loaded with state-of-the-art
motion sensors.

More selfishly, I did it so I can be closer
to him.

I never actually met Tan face-to-face. Or
anyone outside my parents, who I haven’t seen in two months. But
when Tan’s in the SIM station, I can see and hear him as if he was
standing right beside me. And that makes me less lonely, if ever so
slightly.

“Am I reading this right?
You want me to fight dinosaurs with you. Like, right now?” He
stifles a laugh.

“I mean, I’ve sent crazier
requests, right?” I ask, grinning.

“Considering these
completely unreasonable consequences, I’d say no.”

aMiCA hovers over my shoulder, prying into
our comms. My STEM can sense its presence as it tries to wriggle
through the firewalls I’ve constructed. It must sense I’m adding to
the firewalls every second because it yells into my STEM’s mic.
“You’re not invited, Master Tan! Master Proto must go it
alone!”

“Is that Sparky?” Tan
asks.

“My name is aMiCA—you know
that!”

I try pushing it away because my ear drums
are actually hurting, but aMiCA is ridiculously heavy, despite its
slender frame.

“Tell you what,” Tan says.
“After this morning’s SIM, I’m tired, thirsty, and starving. I
don’t think I can stand, and I’m somehow too tired to even sleep.
But if ol’ Sparkplug says I can’t go, count me in.”

Another thing I love about Tan’s SIM station
is that it’s decked out in haptic gear that emulates sensations
from the net. My STEM can do the same by manipulating my nerve
endings. So when Tan and I high five, I actually feel his palm.

“I’m serious. This is a
high-priority request from the city’s top Tonitrexes!” aMiCA wails.
“Disobedience will not be tolerated!”

Blah, blah, blah. My parents might
think I’m a mistake, but they’re mistaken if they think I won’t
hack the hell out of their SIM’s source code. With some
alterations, I add Tan and give us both plasma sabers, which are
Tan’s weapon of choice.

“Sorry, aMi, priorities
change,” I say. “Ready, Tan? I’m launching the SIM in three, two,
one.”

****

Transitioning from reality to SIM is just
like falling asleep. I know it’s coming, I know what to expect, but
I don’t know precisely when it’ll come, or that the jump even
happened. One moment, I’m in my bright and shiny room, the next I’m
in darkness. The humid air is thick and rich with an earthy, herbal
smell, and a chorus of chittering bugs competes with aMiCA’s
nagging complaints.

STEM tells me it’s noon in this world, but
the darkness disagrees. The thick canopy closes over our heads like
intertwined fingers, the blanket of vegetation clutching my arms
and legs as if to hold me back.

And almost immediately I’m taken by
something in the distance. At first, I think it’s Tan acclimating
to his surroundings in his SIM suit.

But this is something else. A blemish in
virtual reality. It splits the very fabric of the SIM, a sliver of
white against a tree. And like a sleepy, spying eye, the tear
blinks shut, leaving in its place the perfect details of a virtual
tree.

Did you see that? I transmit.

See what? Tan asks.

Something malfunctioned.

I approach the tree and touch its bark. It
feels just as I imagined a tree would—hard, solid. Not glitchy.

Maybe SIM is as tired and beat up as we
are, Tan jokes. It deserves to be imperfect every now and
then.

Right. It must be my eyes, I say.
Because I know my heart will fail before this technology does.

Tan walks beside me, whistling and knocking
his knuckle on the tree. My STEM identifies the species as a
Sequoiadendron, or giant redwood, which grows close to its
relatives, forming a nearly impassable wall.

“Can you believe these
things existed?” he asks.

I’m not sure whether he’s talking about
trees in general, or this specific breed. But it doesn’t change my
answer. “No.”

Tan unsheathes his plasma blade while I keep
mine in its holster. I might be a head taller than Tan, but he’s
the muscle. Which works out because I can’t stand the sight of
blood, and he gets cranky at the idea of critical thinking.

“Thanks again for coming
out on short notice,” I say.

“You know I got your back.
Plus, who doesn’t want to see some dinosaurs?”

“Umm.” I raise my
hand.

Tan laughs and flips the trigger of the
plasma saber. The knife’s edge erupts in an orange glow that’s too
powerful for my eyes, like a beacon that tells everything in the
jungle where we are.

“I’m sure our glowing
death rods will scare them off,” he says.

“Actually, the light might
attract them. Like how pre-modern birds were attracted to shiny
objects. Also, before you go running off, you should know the
predators are attracted to fast-moving prey.”

He considers his glowing sword then scans
the surrounding darkness. If there are predators nearby, they are
well-hidden.

“Well, it’s a nice evening
for a walk,” he says, extinguishing his blade to my immense
relief.

The danger is non-existent because nothing
in this jungle can hurt me. But it doesn’t feel that way. All it
takes is a brisk five-minute walk before the lines between virtual
and reality begin to blur, and for my mind to convince itself that
I’m really in a jungle.

“So, on the topic of
unusual treatment and cruel punishment, guess what I’m expected to
do?” Tan asks.

“Oh gods, have you been
assigned to a sub? Are you leaving the city? Will you be stationed
underwater for months with limited access to comms and—”

“Worse. I’m meeting cadets
from the other regiments.”

“For military
drills?”

“No, for just hanging
out,” he says. “My dad just told me after our SIM. He said it was
‘urgent’.”

“Um, weird. I mean, I know
the Shotreyus population is in decline, but your dad is, like,
desperate for you to meet girls.”

“Don’t even joke. I have
no clue what I’m going to do.”

“What do you mean?” But
then my super-computer STEM puts the pieces together, and I nearly
spit out my metaphoric coffee. “Wait, are you scared of meeting new
people?”

“I mean, I wouldn’t say
scared…”

“You were on the verge of
running headfirst into dinosaurs!”

Which, aMiCA reminds us, are
within the vicinity in growing numbers.

I admit, this makes the hair stand on the
back of my neck. It’s not like I’m afraid of dinosaurs, but the
thought of being isolated alone with my thoughts—and, worse, my AI
companion—just might be a fate crueler than death.

“You’ve actually seen
people in real-life,” I say. “You talk to actual humans every day.
You can’t be afraid of talking to other ones,
right?”

“I don’t know.”

Tan, who should be paying attention to his
surroundings, gets lost in some knife play, letting the plasma
saber dance between his dexterous fingers. “Put yourself in my
shoes. How’d you feel?”

“Like I won a
lottery.”

Tan shakes his head, the yellow lights of
his visor echoing against the darkness. “I shouldn’t have brought
it up. You don’t know what it’s like. No offense.”

“Um, ouch.” An
uncomfortable silence falls between us. I should appreciate the
opportunity to listen for predators. But the quiet conveniently
reminds me of the first year Tan and I hung out. He was five, I was
four and for months I was too scared to say a word to him. That was
despite me dreaming every night of the day I’d play with an actual
human who was my age.

“Sorry,” Tan grumbles,
stepping into a clearing where the trees have been snapped at their
base.

“Don’t be. You’re right. I
wouldn’t know what to do with myself.”

“You’re super smart, at
least. You’d know the right thing to say to strangers.”

I can’t help but wince as my STEM analyzes
our surroundings, giving definition to the blanket of crisscrossing
tree trunks and fallen foliage. This was no random act of
destruction. It’s a very large nest of a very large predator.

“I freak out when I meet
new people and end up talking about myself nonstop,” he says.
“People think I'm conceited. But I can’t help it, it’s like the
part of my brain where all the interesting stuff lives just shuts
off.”

Tan eyes a patch of downed trees for a beat
too long—and that’s when I see it. The ground gently pulsing.

The plasma saber is in his hands again, not
yet ignited. 

I don’t think you’re full of
yourself, I transmit into his heads-up display, because the
time for radio silence is well behind us.

Tan approaches the rustling while I let STEM
incinerate my brain with intel on our situation. I send short
transmissions of what I learn, praying they communicate enough
context. 

Utahraptor nest. 

Big and ugly.

Fast and dangerous.

Proceed cautiously. 

Please. 

He nods, holding his plasma saber at his
side, and transmits, I’m clearing the brush in three,
okay?

aMiCA blares in my ears, reminding me that
now is a perfect time to unsheathe my own plasma saber (which, it
notes, I’ve illegally imported). I do, though I hope I won’t have
to use it. 

Tan clears away some fallen leaves.
Something jerks beneath his foot, making me leap back, but somehow
Tan remains still as a statue, the plasma saber erupting to life in
his hand.

“Is this a Utahraptor?” he
asks, stepping away from its small, bird-like body.

“No, it’s a
Heterodontosaurus,” I say.

“A
hetero-what?”

I ignore him as the small creature comes
into view, its black feathers twitching with pain. “Its hind leg is
wounded.”

The bleeding is slow, the ground drenched in
damp redness. I don’t do bleeding well. Or death. Or pain. The
creature’s panic-stricken eyes communicate that it’s experiencing
two of the three and that it’s on the verge of completing the
trifecta.

With an almost comforting touch, Tan hovers
over the wound, as though seeking warmth from its pain.

“I should put it out of
its misery,” he says.

“Best thing we can do is
leave as soon as possible.”

“I know you, Proto, but
it’s crueler to leave it for dead.”

The Heterodontosaurus looks into my eyes,
its pupils tightening to slits before the plasma saber’s blinding
power. It’s as if it’s savoring the scent of my empathy.

I touch the Sanapack canister at my back—the
one that’s there in case of emergency. The Sanapack’s regenerative
serum is compatible with most organisms, so I’m hopeful it’ll work
on a dinosaur. Are Sanapacks rare? Yes. And expensive? Also yes.
But Tonitrex and Shotreyus have ample access to them, so why not
use it for something in need?

Tan watches my movements, wide-eyed. “You’re
using your spare life on this thing?”

“It’s a small creature. It
shouldn’t take much time or serum. Then we’re out. Hopefully, once
it’s healed, it can draw away the raptors.”

The creature attempts to run, just as I want
to, but like me, it’s paralyzed.

I activate the Sanapack with my STEM,
triggering its spider-like legs to extend from the canister’s
smooth surface. It scuttles to the Heterodontosaurus’s side.

“All right,” I say. “Let’s
move.”

But my voice is drowned by a breathy bellow,
a thunderclap of low-frequency rumbles and high-pitched screeches.
I don’t need STEM to know a Utahraptor is nearby. Nor do I need
aMiCA to inform us to RUN!

Because I’m hightailing it out of there as
if my boots are on fire.

Here’s a fun fact: Utahraptors can weigh
over two thousand pounds and have sickle-shaped claws that stretch
as long as our plasma sabers—9.5 inches—which help them navigate
the irrationally dense forest with feline grace. Have I seen one
before? No. Do I want to see one? Also no.

Which is why I don’t look back.

Beyond the nest, the moss-draped trees
create the boundaries of a claustrophobic maze. According to new,
sizzling hot STEM data, the Utahraptors use their hypersensitive
noses to smell their prey—me—while their exceptional hearing
helps them pinpoint and anticipate where their prey—again
me—will move next. So every bead of sweat and every labored
breath is a neon-glowing advertisement of my location.

aMiCA is kind enough to remind me that I’m
holding my plasma saber.

IGNITE IT! IGNITE! IT!

But I can’t. Even with STEM, I can only do
two things at once. Which means running and panicking.

The trees give way to a clearing, where I
leap over splintered roots and snagging rocks. The branches crack
beneath my weight, causing me to stumble. My STEM burns as new data
tells me these areas of fallen trees are where a pack of
Utahraptors previously attacked their prey. And that these areas
make subsequent kills that much easier. Essentially, I’ve entered a
kill zone. Or else, it lured us here.

“It’s not safe here!” I
call. “Get out of the clearing!”

As I run toward a dense wall of trees, the
forest vibrates with sound. The Utahraptors have me surrounded,
only I don’t know where they’re hidden. I don’t know if Tan is
pinned beneath them. And I might not like seeing things die, but
I’m not a coward, so against reason, I rush toward my best
friend.

Master Proto, you’re approaching a very
dangerous animal, aMiCA transmits.

Tell me something useful for a
change! I transmit. Then I scream Tan’s name.

“Over here!” he screams
back.

Tan’s plasma saber reverberates in the
distance as my STEM detects the weapon’s heat signature. Ten meters
away, he’s not moving. The leaves buzz like hungry hornets as the
apex predators attempt to distract us.

“How can you be smiling,
you maniac,” I say.

“Remember, it’s not
real.”

“But me being locked away
for a week is!”

My pulse has accelerated to 180 bpm,
quivering like the very forest around us.

Then the jungle becomes still. An uneasy
silence. A buzzing void that creeps into my ears like agitated
bees. Something rips and rustles, and an object flies into view,
landing and rolling upon a ground of tangled roots.

“Oh, boy. Our friend got
Tyrannosaurus Wrecked,” Tan says. This is very obvious to me now;
on the ground is the Heterodontosaurus’s head.

“This is no time for
puns!”

“This is no time to have
left your only Sanapack with that thing!”

“Let’s chalk it up as a
learning experience!”

“Well, if we’re learning,
tell me the chances I kill these bastards?” Tan waves his plasma
saber.

I shouldn’t tell you anything, aMiCA
says, what with you illegally—

“Gimme me the odds,
damnit!”

You have a 12% chance of killing
them. More likely, they’ll kill you to protect their
nest.

“I like ‘em,” Tan
says.

“I don’t!” I pull his arm,
then fight to grab his wrist and drag him with all my strength. But
he’s stronger than me. “Tan, listen to aMiCA.”

“Come on, Proto. Times
like this, we have to listen to our gut. And my gut says to power
up your plasma saber!”

I try one last time to yank him away from
the explosive sound of splintering wood, then I ignite my plasma
saber. I know the stakes—a week in solitary stings so much worse
when you live a life in near complete solitude—but the simulations
feel too real, too dangerous. As if at any moment, my parents—or a
random glitch—will increase my neurohaptic feedback, making me feel
every tooth and claw as it rends my flesh.

Tan holds his plasma saber out as if to
skewer the Utahraptor. No time to explain why physics are not on
his side, that mass (two thousand pounds) times acceleration
(faster than two thousand pounds has any right to travel) equals
enough force to knock his bones out of his skin. Yet the logical
course of action—our only chance of survival—is to strike
first.

One Utahraptor appears in a terrifying,
unwelcomed blur. My STEM burns as it loads data into my head.
Without that data, I’d have no clue what I was seeing, just as I’m
sure Tan is unable to see the detail of its claws, long and curved,
and its beak, sharp and dripping blood. It towers over us, yet it’s
hunched forward, eager for a bite.

To Tan’s credit, he cuts the Utahraptor
across its neck, severing its carotid artery. It’s a death blow. An
almost victory. But Tan couldn’t generate the stopping power he
needed; how could he?

My entire world stops when my best friend
and the beast collide. They soar together, hit the ground together,
and as the Utahraptor skids on its chin, Tan rolls until his spine
collides with a tree trunk, the impact punctuated by a thunderous
snap.

I try to run, but the ground is quickly
dissolving into something gooey, tarry. I try desperately to
release his Sanapack, but my fingers are too rigid, too shaky,
unable to follow simple orders.

“Hold on. You’ll be okay,”
I say, but I was never good at lying.

And the truth is undeniable; it’s the
fist-sized puncture through his chest, the shattered visor embedded
in his skin. With an unholy burst of adrenaline, I roll him onto
his side to find the Sanapack cracked in two, its life-saving serum
watering the broken trees.

“Proto,” he mutters. I
hover closer. Blood has replaced the white of his eyes, making his
tears red. “I see more. In the bushes.”

Tan holds his plasma saber for me to take,
but it drops before I react. He isn’t moving. No longer breathing.
His vitals on my heads-up display lull into a series of parallel
lines.

“Come on, man,” his corpse
says, staring at nothing. I can’t look at him. The sight of those
lazy, unseeing eyes draws more acid out of my stomach. “You’re not
out of the jungle yet.”

“I … I can’t.”

Red foam erupts from his sputtering lips as
they press together, struggling and failing to say the word
please. But no matter how kindly he asks, I’m too petrified
to move.

Until the approaching footsteps engulf me
like an avalanche.

They’re everywhere. Too fast. Yet my
STEM is able to pinpoint each one, slowing them down, dissecting
their every detail. My STEM shouts at my arms to react, but
honestly, I’ve never seen Tan get torn apart like this, and it’s
left me utterly and pathetically useless.

I manage to lift my plasma blade, but I’m
too slow for what this battle demands.

Too slow.

And before the Utahraptor’s razor-sharp feet
are upon me, before their sharp teeth dive into my collarbone, they
freeze in mid-air.

I take a breath. Nothing moves, not even my
heart. And as I wince, waiting for death to catch up with me, for
my parents to revel in their cruel victory, I can’t help but wonder
if it’s my brain that has broken.

“aMiCA, what
happened?”

I still can’t look at my dead friend, so I
stare at the canopy, waiting for the visuals to fade and for this
to be over.

aMiCA doesn’t answer.

The jungle cascades into data, which drifts
like fallen ash until I’m engulfed by an abyss, alone in the
void.

Even the digital therapist, which always
asks if I’m okay after seeing my friend die, is inoperable. Which
is another small mercy, because I hate lying and saying I’m fine at
the sight of death. And I hate that any other answer would alert my
parents, who for some reason want me to be totally cool with
looking at gored bodies.

Then the surrounding void gradually
brightens to the silver, sterile chambers of my bedroom. The metal
floor gleams where I had sweated, the cleaning bots leaving their
wet tracks as they retreat into the walls. The room’s walls watch
me with thousands of red eyes, judging me. Just like everyone
else.

But if there’s a silver lining, my SIM is
marked as successful. Which is as unsettling as it is
incredible.

I look up at the perfect sky cast against
the Strata-Dome, waiting to see if it’ll glitch again.

Something tells me it’s only a matter of
time.

 



Chapter Two

 


Like other Tonitrexes, I live in a
Turrim, which is essentially a tall building loaded with
advanced technology designed to serve our every whim. Ours is
called the Turrim of Engstrom, after my dad’s surname, and
it offers the best views of the city. A point of pride is that the
height of one’s Turrim correlates with its inhabitant’s knowledge
of technology and their contributions to our society. And ours is
the tallest. Basically, my parents and grandparents are a big
deal.

My nerves are still buzzing after seeing Tan
so graphically disemboweled, but the dimming artificial sunset
helps set me at ease. The towers glow an orange-purple and their
long shadows cast over streets full of life and light. The city is
in constant technicolor motion, as if the world itself is vying for
my attention, like the surface is extending me a personal
invitation.

But whenever I ask to leave, my parents
blast my brain with excruciating uploads warning of the city’s
dangers. I think they want to hurt me, that the pain is the point.
So I stopped asking to go out.

Maybe that’s why I dislike SIMs. Because
they remind me I can only experience things that aren’t real.
Through SIMs, I can recreate any location through any time period.
But that doesn’t distract me from what they really are—virtual
prisons.

An alert tells me I’ve got mail. And while
the glitches are rare, the message in my inbox is completely
unprecedented.

It’s an invitation from my parents. They
want to eat dinner with me.

I trudge through the spiraling hall outside
my bedroom, in no rush to sit down and eat.

Master Proto, now might not be an ideal
time, but I think we should discuss a new education regime.

aMiCA materializes in its holographic form,
its genderless, hairless body flickering blue before rendering into
a solid gray form.

“Aren’t I enrolled in
forty credits above what’s required?” I let STEM display my current
curriculum on the back of my left eyelid. There are too many
courses to see without scrolling—calculus, fencing, chemistry,
astrophysics, macroeconomics, psychology, computer sciences, and
computations—the list goes on.

Well, yes, but I’m a little worried.

“All right, let’s hear
it.”

Your performance has been in decline. You
nearly died today. Had you run this same SIM last year, you would
have done vastly better.

“The only way to die in
SIM is to choke on vomit.”

aMiCA places its hand on my shoulder, its
holographic touch creating the sensation of a warm, loving hand
thanks to my neurohaptics. If you faced these situations in the
real world, wouldn’t you want to know how to survive?

My eyes roll so far behind my head it hurts.
“aMiCA, use your logic. Dinosaurs are extinct. So are jungles. The
only danger outside the Strata-Dome are the storms, and the chances
of me going beyond the Strata-Dome are non-existent.”

You’re not seeing the full picture.

“Full picture? How about
you load a SIM of the city’s ground level. Can I survive ordering a
coffee from a café? Or crossing the street? Can I make small talk
with a stranger without dying of self-inflicted
humiliation?”

You need to take the SIMs more
seriously.

My teeth clench, pressure stabbing my
temples. “And why’s that?”

Because your mother analyzed your
performance and she’s unimpressed.

My legs suddenly turn to jelly, unable to
support such heavy news. Mom never analyzes my SIMs. She’s always
“too busy”. And while I’m paralyzed by the thought of Mom’s
judgment, aMiCA tries to be helpful by illuminating the floor with
flashing green footprints to nudge me onward.

“Unimpressed? I'm taking
enough classes to make my brain explode, and she's unimpressed I
can't fight a T-Rex with a stick?" I throw my arms up. "What do I
have to do, solve cold fusion over breakfast?"

She thinks you’re too reliant on the
Shotreyus.

That gets my legs moving. My heart does a
heavy metal drum solo as AI automates the treads of the walkway,
quadrupling my speed.

At the towering white doors of the dining
hall, I realize my fists are tight as knots, my nails leaving red
crescents along my palms. I scan the vast dining hall, empty aside
from our absurdly long table and glinting chandeliers. Funny,
because even though I’m pissed, a flicker of hope kindles that this
will be the night my family eats together again.

But honestly, I’d be more surprised if my
parents were waiting.

Sinking into dad’s seat at the head of the
table, my knees bounce with pent up anger. I wouldn’t mind leaving
a steaming fart on his chair, only, he wouldn’t notice, defeating
the purpose. I doubt he’d even notice me.

“So much for
rushing.”

They were waiting, Master Proto. They’re
just busy at the moment.

“Oh, so you mean, not
waiting?”

The table’s surface opens when my butt
touches the seat, and my plate raises on a platform. The algos
serve me Protein Paste™ resembling rotisserie chicken and mashed
potatoes. AI has scanned my body and fortified the food with every
vitamin and mineral it determines I need. The nutritious facts
display on the edge of the plate, the 80 grams of protein—double my
usual serving—a veiled criticism. You’re too weak.

And just like that, I lose my appetite.

Your father has been working for the past
four hours on a security issue affecting one of the Shotreyus’s
complexes, aMiCA says, filling the silence. Your mother is
also working on several strange anomalies sprouting across the
net.

That would explain the glitches.

“But she has time to
eavesdrop on my SIM.”

She wasn’t eavesdropping. The data is
readily available and accessible. And if your mother’s patterns
have taught me anything, it’s that she needs a distraction when a
problem stumps her.

“Let’s dissect that.
You’re calling me a distraction from what really matters to my
mother—her work? And what could possibly stump Mrs.
Know-Everything?”

The details are classified,
unfortunately.

“Of course,” I say through
gritted teeth. What’s another secret kept from me? “If they’re not
here, I’m leaving.”

I’m already walking, wondering whether the
floors will automate and move me back into the dining area. But a
voice gives me pause.

“Proto.”

It’s my mom. Even though I’m mad, I stop
because it’s the first I’ve heard her in almost a month. A ten-foot
projection of her face hovers above the table, honey-brown curls
dangling over my food. I take a step forward, leaning in, not to be
closer, but to examine the bags beneath her large green eyes that
scream out in exhaustion. How can someone age so much in so little
time?

“Mom.”

“You’re not eating?” she
asks.

“I’m not
hungry.”

“But it’s been eight hours
since your last meal. Your vitals are fine, no sign of illness. Are
you upset?”

As if my body language isn’t a screaming
advertisement of teen angst.

“Listen, I know you want
to ride me about my imperfections. Frankly, I’d rather starve than
hear it.”

Her head cocks back, eyes wide and, for the
first time, awake. “Okay. Maybe we should start over. How are
you?”

I’m so upset I nearly laugh, only I don’t in
fear it’ll turn to tears. And if I did cry, they’d just pump me
full of emotional management strategies.

“Fine. You?” I say,
flatly.

“Your voice stress
analysis says you’re lying.”

“Considering you trust
machines over your own son and prefer their company over
mine … how should I feel?”

She pauses, her eyes softening for only a
moment before regaining their steely resolve. “You should feel a
deep obligation for protecting your city, for one thing.”

I bite my lip so hard it hurts, hating how
my voice cracks when I say, “Who am I even protecting? From
what?”

“That’s a bizarre
question, Proto. You know how dangerous the world is. And there are
thirty million people in this city.”

“I know exactly zero of
them.” A bitter laugh escapes my lips. “You want to know how I
feel? Like I could disappear for a month and no one would notice. I
mean, are you really disappointed that I have trouble surviving in
an ancient jungle?”

Before Mom gets a word in, a fifteen-foot
hologram of my dad’s head makes a groggy appearance, surprising
both of us. His cheeks seem thinner, like the bone is trying to
push through. But that’s all I see, because he’s wearing a headset,
accessing the net both visually and through STEM. Which I’ve never
understood. Then again, I’m not as skilled or gifted as my fabled
father.

“Adonis,” mom says as her
way of greeting.

“Why’d you call?” he says.
“We have pressing matters to deal with.”

Never one to waste a moment, Mom plunges
into the heart of the matter. “Proto’s willfully reducing his
efficiency and ignoring aMiCA in the field. I think this presents a
unique opportunity to address these habits, considering everything
happening with the Shotreyus.”

I jump out of my chair. “First off, I’m
never in the ‘field’. It’s a made-up virtual landscape. Second, I
never willfully sabotage my survival. Third, I don’t deal with ‘the
Shotreyus’, it’s just Tan. And isn’t it our job to tell AI what to
do, not the other way around? Don’t the Shotreyus ultimately answer
to us?”

My muscles tense as I await a lashing
rebuttal that doesn’t come.

But Dad, still wearing his headset, gives no
indication of having heard me.

“Proto, Tonitrex ensure
progress within the algorithms,” Mom says. “Every caste, even
Shrews, depend on us for stability.”

This isn’t news to me, but her responses are
calmer than I expected. If my parents are too tired to get angry,
then I’m going to force-feed them a piece of my mind.

“And this involves me
fighting extinct animals because…?”

My mom blinks slowly, and for a moment I
think she’s asleep. “You’re missing the point of your education. If
you can survive dinosaurs, you can survive Shrews. You get through
each scenario only if you use every tool at your disposal. AI is
your most vital tool.”

“So, my education is to
learn how to do exactly what’s told of me?”

“Proto, don’t talk back!”
Dad rips off his headset with a sudden anger that sends me
shrinking back into my seat. It’s like I’m four years old again,
cowering in shame. “We built aMiCA for a reason. So you could use
it. Quit being an idiot and use it!”

My cheeks burn as I stare him down. “Sorry
I'm such an idiot for wanting a conversation with you that doesn’t
involve yelling.” I wish I wasn’t shaking. I wish this incredibly
large head of my dad—the most influential person in the city—didn’t
see me scared.

I try to storm off, but Mom says, “I love
you, Proto. That’s why I have to do this.”

Fire spreads across my neck. My STEM burns,
data uploading at overwhelming speeds. The file—a book on
respecting elders—sears like an icepick through my brain.

Mom triggered a sequence where it uploads,
deletes, and reuploads, hundreds of times, over and over.

Uninhibited screams erupt from my lips as I
descend into disorientation and weightlessness. If I hit the
ground, I don’t feel it.

“I care so much about how
you develop,” she says, her voice miles away. “There might be
trying times ahead for us.”

Nobody tries to stop me when I run up the
twirling hallway. Not that they need to. They made their point loud
and clear.

I crash into bed face first, pressing my
face into the blanket as the tears dampen the fabric. The familiar
scent used to comfort me, yet now I can’t stop the ache pulsating
behind my eyes.

aMiCA’s weight sinks into the mattress
beside me.

I want to apologize, it says. I
didn’t notify your parents about your performance or complain about
you not listening to me.

“Whatever.” I tap into our
private channel and say, “Can I ask you something?”

Of course.

“If you were me, what
would you do differently?”

Yeah, it’s a broad question. But Mom hit a
nerve that rattled me, making me so dizzyingly full of doubt. I’m
doing the best I can, but I see no mistakes. I can’t learn from my
mistakes if they’re invisible to me, right?

aMiCA pauses and I can sense its processors
whirling. I would conserve water by washing only my armpits,
groin, and feet. I would spend ten minutes a day meditating. I
would drink something hot after every meal—

“I mean bigger picture.”
And realizing I’m being too vague still. “Tan’s always there for
me. But you and my parents … it just seems like I’m not enough.
Like I’m unlikable.”

I like you.

“You’re programmed to say
that, aMiCA. It’s just, I spend all this time learning and
exercising, but social skills are a muscle, too, right? I think
that’s what’s off with me—my social skills.”

When aMiCA again doesn’t respond, I try to
ping it, but I don’t sense it in my STEM. Which means it severed
our connection, probably because I said something robophobic.

“Hey.” I shove aMiCA's
rigid shoulder, though I know it can’t feel. “I didn't mean
it.”

Still, it doesn’t move.

And beyond its still face, the Strata-Dome
erupts in a dazzling display of light unlike anything I’ve seen.
The fabric of the Dome ripples like water, the bright discoloration
spreading like fire. My entire body tingles with anxiety, as if it
too is glitching.

“What the
hell?”

The silence within the Turrim fills
me with unease. The usual electronic whirs give way to buzzing as
my ears strain against the silence.

Never have I experienced this before, such
unnerving stillness.

The Strata-Dome sags, reaching farther and
farther like a tightened fist that’s ready to connect and explode.
It’s on a collision course with the spire of the Turrim of
Nilsson, which seems like an impossible thought. Our
Turrim is the city’s tallest. If any Turrim is going
to get smashed, it’s ours.

But why aren’t the alarms blaring? Why
aren’t backup generators reinflating the Strata-Dome or powering
our Turrim?

I grab aMiCA by its hand. I know the
bloodless machine doesn’t produce heat, but the cold dead feel of
its fingers sends a shiver down my spine. “Let’s go, we need to
leave!” I pull, but it won’t budge. When I push, it’s like moving a
boulder.

The rumble of thunder vibrates the floor,
which is odd for many reasons, mainly because the Strata-Dome
prevents the weather from reaching the city. The fabric billows
again under some ungodly heavenly force, and I wonder—only for a
moment—if the monsoons of red rain have finally overpowered our
technology, if nature has finally won.

“aMiCA, what’s gotten into
you!” Its face is a blank canvas—no reaction, no thoughts
processing. STEM fails to get a response when I ping it at the rate
of a machine gun.

Then the lights burn out, plunging my
Turrim and the entire city into darkness. New noises arise
from the surface—fearful screams and red rain that pelts my
windows.

I leave aMiCA behind and run into darkness,
trying to outrun a terror I can’t yet begin to comprehend.

 



Chapter Three

 


As I stumble forward, the floor jolts with a
sharp, whip-like pulse, forcing me into the wall. This isn’t just a
tech malfunction; the world is fracturing like a fragile egg. STEM
is on—it draws power from my heartbeat—but the satellites and
servers have gone silent. Even if all of the power is out—which
doesn’t make sense, since it’s renewable and backed by several
layers of backup generators—the satellites should still be feeding
me data.

But it’s just me inside my head with my
local data, alone as the world folds in on itself.

I run down the corkscrew halls of the
Turrim, but I literally don’t know how to exit. I’ve never
left before, and I never downloaded the exit plan in fear my
parents would limit my data access. I can assume the exit is on the
ground floor, which is a difficult distance to determine, since
beyond the subtle glare of sky, the city looks dark, virtually
invisible.

I scream for my parents as the Turrim
shakes violently in response. They have to be heading up to help me
evacuate, right?

Right?

I have no sense of how far I’ve descended
when I spot a benchmark. Small lights have sprouted along the
surface, blurred by the torrential rain. As I run, the light
dances. It’s fire. The city is burning.

“Dad!”

The tremors intensify, reverberating through
my very being. The very world outside blurs, the fires flickering
in and out, the rains like a waterfall distorting everything.

The Strata-Dome has made contact. It shaves
off the top of the home, my world, everything I’ve ever known.

“Mom!”

The glass windows on my right crack so
suddenly I almost fall over. Rather than shattering completely, the
windows form a web of cracks outside where they’re hit by the winds
carrying falling chunks of metal. What will I do when I get out? If
I get out. With the wind and rain this intense, how can anyone
survive?

Can’t overthink.

I have to run, focus on a goal and achieve
it. Just like in SIM. The winds pick up, the Strata-Dome torn
asunder, welcoming more hellish weather. Pieces of my Turrim
fly into the glass like old-fashioned bullets against metal.

The glass explodes in a shattering symphony
of wind that dries my eyes and steals my breath. I can’t see. I can
hardly move nor register the shards of glass on my skin when I hear
the rush above me, the motion and chaos descending.

The Turrim is collapsing. This is
it.

No time to think. I dash through the broken
floor-to-ceiling window and pray that my leap of faith is
well-guided. I might not have my STEM, but I trust a 30-foot fall
is more survivable than being buried by a building.

My body falls from darkness, into darkness.
My life does not flash before my eyes. I can’t recall anything—no
happiest memories, no proudest moments, no times when my heart
sputtered, nor when my dopamine dumped.

I’m sixteen years old, and all I know are
artificial experiences and friendships through a filter. If I’m
going to die, I don’t want my last emotion to be self-pity. So, I
stop thinking. I draw a deep breath and watch the flames surge as
my body falls.


Chapter Four

 


I hit the ground with a hard splash. Water
rushes up my nostrils and down my throat, burning as if it were
boiled. I thrash under the surface and still crash against the
cement, smashing my knee.

Chunks of the Turrim fall into the
water while I’m submerged. In the surrounding darkness, the debris
sounds like mortars exploding underwater. Something hard bashes my
shoulder, making me inhale water before I scream out a stream of
bubbles. Was that a piece of the Turrim? My lungs weren’t prepared
for this, but I need them to work even harder before I’m
pinned beneath the surface.

I kick wildly, feet skidding the ground,
when I realize I can stand up in the water, the waterline coming to
my chest. How so much accumulated in such a short period seems
impossible. It’s been, what, a few minutes? Seconds?

The explosive splashes are eclipsed by a low
groan, a whale’s death rattle. The resulting thunk is
earth-shattering, giving rise to a wave that thrusts me back
underwater.

Most of my Turrim collapsed in on
itself. And my body and heart sink with it, my limbs trembling, my
tears stolen by waters that have already taken too much.

I take a big breath as my mouth fills with
the iron taste of rain and I wonder how much more I can
withstand.

As the city burns and drowns around me, an
eerie sensation takes hold of me. This is my first time outside.
The sky above is unnaturally dark, blotted out by thick smoke.
Everywhere I look, fires rage unchecked, lighting up the
silhouettes of crushed buildings. Distorted screams and wailing
sirens echo from all directions.

But I’m outside.

And this is my first time swimming.

I laugh, which is insane, because nothing is
right, I’m about to die and I can’t find my parents. But I’m
swimming, and doing a damn good job.

Sheets of rain vie to shut my eyes, though
the blazing fires can’t be ignored. If I stay put, the waves will
take me, so I press toward higher ground, despite the spreading
flames.

The street inclines, and when the water
reaches ankle level, I turn to survey what remains. All that’s left
of my home is a shadow of what was, a broken silhouette standing
some fifty feet, its remnants resting at ground level.

Are my parents in there? The dark
mound of debris is motionless. Maybe I’m delusional for expecting
rubble to move, for a hand to reach out. But the only movement
comes from the tumbling rubble, the waves of water.

They can’t be dead. But nothing could
survive that. So, where does that put me?

I ping aMiCA, but of course it doesn’t
respond. Its mind flatlined with the rest of the cloud. My eyes
burn like nearby fires, and I can’t tell the rain from my tears.
Having lived my life in isolation, it’s cruel that my first time
outside would only deepen my sense of loneliness.

Distant shouts remind me there are
survivors—of course there are. The Turrims kept the
Strata-Dome from crushing the masses.

As I become groggily aware of my
surroundings, I see two gaunt, hollow-eyed men in stained overcoats
standing around a fire, clutching to the flickering warmth as if it
were their last hope. They mutter and shout unintelligibly, their
faces obscured by dirt-caked balaclavas. One of them violently
tears a piece of wood off a crumbling door frame with what seems
like superhuman strength, ignoring the blood dripping from his
cracked fingernails.

Under the flickering light of fire, I see
the corrosion of the door frame, how dozens of screw holes turned
the wood spongey. The water damage is strange to me. There hadn’t
been water in the city before, had there? And why wouldn’t they use
metal and electronic locks?

The surrounding stores are crawling with
gaunt looters, their skeletal frames draped in filthy, tattered
clothes. They rummage desperately through the shelves and claw
merchandise into their arms with bony fingers, too consumed by
their task to notice me.

I hold paper over my head as a poor excuse
for an umbrella, the wind slicing through my bones. The warmth of
the fire reaches me, but not enough to calm my chattering teeth.
SIM taught me many things, and while I’ve never experienced extreme
temperatures, I know the symptoms of hypothermia are setting
in.

I approach the fire. The warmth burns my
fingers as the cold thaws.

The men regard me for a moment, then feed
the fire.

“No jacket?” says one,
fishing for paper that floats in the water, old flyers.

I’m wearing SIM gear, which is deliberately
light to allow for full motion. My arms are bare, my pants cut off
at my calves, not that it matters since the water comes up to my
knees.

“It’s gone,” I
say.

Their eyes flash to my pockets—obviously
empty—and one tsks, as if possessions were the most important
thing I’ve lost. He tosses paper into the fire. I can’t understand
how it’s still burning, or how the wet paper catches so quickly.
Grimacing, he flashes rotten yellow teeth, black decay creeping
along his gums, a stroke waiting to happen.

“Hey, Pissface!” he
shouts. “No free lunch. You want fire, you feed it!”

I glance around, feeling stupid when I
realize he’s talking to me. I should be doing something else, but
I’m cold and confused. My brain isn’t working. Also, I’ve never
been yelled at like this—so threateningly—and I instinctively
collect nearby paper and trash and throw it in.

“Not so fast. Are you
trying to kill the fire?”

I slow down and appreciate the warmth on my
skin. This is what I need, to stop and think. If my parents
escaped, which they must have, they’d go to another Turrim.
And if the Strata-Dome damaged most Turrims, they’d likely
go to the shortest, which belonged to the Olsson clan. Beneath
every Turrim are a series of generators powered by different
fuels. The fact the fossil fuel engines aren’t working doesn’t make
sense, since they’re simple and the fuel, though dirty, is
efficient. Regardless if they thought I had survived, my parents
would activate the generators to bring the city’s water pumps back
online and reinflate the Strata-Dome. After that, they’d head to a
Shotreyus complex for protection and supplies.

But, there’s a small problem. While I’ve
memorized the location of every Turrim—the Olsson’s is five
miles south—I don’t know the city’s terrain, or how deep the water
goes, or if the electricity will snap back to life and electrocute
anyone in the water. As far as I know, the fires started randomly,
which put the fuel cells that powered our city at risk of
exploding. There are probably submerged vehicles and downed
powerlines, too. Without the pumps emptying the city, it’ll fill
like a fishbowl as the Strata-Dome descends.

“Toss it or get lost!”
balaclava yells, startling me back into motion.

Throwing paper into the fire, I ask, “Do you
have a transport?”

His partner, who has been pulling wood off
this poor building, looks at me, seeing me for the first time.

“Transport?” the second
man asks. His voice sounds rusty, like it’d cut and infect you. He
throws wood and it comes close to hitting me.

“Where you from?” asks the
first man.

They must be Shrews. That’d explain the
hygiene.

I place my hands on my STEM, pretending to
stretch, remembering every warning my parents gave me about these
people. Why they were violent, I never knew. Maybe they were born
different. Raised different. Maybe their brains were wired
wrong.

“I’m from this
neighborhood,” I say.

“Never seen
you.”

“I mean, the population
density is around twenty-nine thousand per square mile.”

The balaclavas exchange glances.

“Where’d you get those
clothes?”

“From the store,” I
manage. “Listen. I’ll head out.”

I back away, keeping STEM out of sight. Its
silver surface is the width of my neck, stretching from the base of
my skull to the top of my shoulders. The slightest tendril of light
reflects off of it, so I can’t turn my back to these men.

“Kid, what’s your name?”
They tuck their knees and angle their feet when they walk, reducing
the water drag. This isn’t their first time in high waters. It’s
mine. And I can’t see what I’m backing into.

“Spit it out! First and
last,” the other demands, a long piece of wood clenched within his
hand.

I have to talk, but I don’t know any Shrew
names. I know a clan of Vizards who’d visit the Turrim when
my parents needed parts in a hurry, so I give their surname.
“Cortez.”

“Cortez?” That quickens
their pace. “You’re traveling light, trader.”

Vizards, I thought, were well-integrated
with other classes. Only the way he says trader is strange,
like a curse, deliberately close to the word traitor.

“Kid doesn’t have a
Zapper,” one notes. An energy pistol, I guess, which means Vizards
travel armed—another bad sign.

“He probably got
credits.”

And I’m gone, sprinting into the darkness,
tucking my knees as I run. And despite the rainfall and my
splashing feet, I hear people gasp.

“He’s one of them!” they
scream. “He’s got the neckpiece! Tonitrex! Tonitrex!”

Glancing back, I see half a dozen people
chase me, no questions asked. I don't know their motivation.
Credits? Information?

I dash up the sidewalk when a door opens
beside me, the water bending up around the glass. A woman wearing
five days’ worth of clothes squeezes through and raises her hand.
Something catches the light—a blade—which she points at me as she
begins to run.

“Tonitrex!” she screams.
“Tonitrex!”

Buildings are brimming with people, which is
to be assumed. But why do they want me dead? Why now?

As I run, I race around submerged
transports, none of which would fly. No, I’ll have to escape on my
own. Approaching deep waters, I dive and begin my freestyle stroke.
It’s my fastest swim style, theoretically, but the sensation is
different than SIM. The icy water freezes my muscles, constricting
my breath and movement. As I kick and move my arms, I see the woman
swimming after me. Others trail her. My rhythm is off—my muscles
weren’t built for this cold—and with every stroke, water gushes
into my mouth.

I try to contact help through STEM, but I
hear silence and rain and people screaming. Another explosion rocks
the distance, creating a rising tide that takes me completely.

I ping again.

Help! Help! Help!

I focus so hard the word slips out of my
mouth. “Help!” And water rushes down my throat. It’s too
deep to touch the ground, so I kick my legs and hack up the liquid
in my lungs. Still, the Shrews approach. Their heads bob in the
water, coming closer, closer, despite their heavy clothes and
emaciated frames.

Then I hear it.

“Hey!” I can’t tell if
it’s a girl or a boy. I see the splashing before I see the battered
rowboat, and the oar they use to navigate the current. They wave it
overhead, not in a threatening manner. That they have a boat is a
good sign; they’re likely not Shrew. Vizards are outwardly friendly
to Tonitrexes, so maybe they’re part of a family. I doubt they’re a
Shotreyus because I don’t recognize their colors. Then again, they
could be wearing field gear.

I swim and they extend the oar out to
me.

“What are you?” I shout.
They hesitate as my body yearns to go, go, go.

“What the hell are you
talking about?” That’s definitely a female voice, though it’s
harder than I imagine it’d be. Because I never met a girl in real
life, and the ones in SIM edit how they look and sound. Just how I
edit my appearance when I know a girl will be on.

I grab the oar and we wrestle gravity until
I spill onto the boat, its edges dipping into water.

“Thank you,” I say. I snap
up and twist the oar out of her hand and row away from the
mob.

“Hey, I’m the captain of
this ship!” She grabs the oar with a strength I hadn’t expected,
holding it still against my protests.

There are more pressing matters to worry
about at this moment, but I focus on her clothes. An oversized
trench coat conceals all but her combat boots and the thick, green
scarf that covers her face. Definitely not standard-issue Shotreyus
equipment, but she’s got the strength, which makes me wonder if
she’s undercover, which would be smart.

“If you can lose these
psychos, I’ll pay you,” I say, in case she is a Vizard.

The oar flashes past my head and slams onto
hands that grip the boat’s gunwale. Just as quick, the oar returns
to the water. I row with my arm as dozens of hands reach out,
mouths agape and screaming death threats.

I have to admit it. This girl impresses me.
If I’m in the 96th percentile for physical fitness, she
is off the charts.

She guides us past burning buildings,
battling the current with ease. The water is deep, the doors of
surrounding buildings vanished, turning many ground levels into
sunken graves.

“I’ll pay more if you get
me to a transport,” I say.

“You’re in a transport,”
she growls.

I scoff loudly. “I meant a speeder or
shuttle. Or a sub.”

Her eyes scrunch as she studies me. “Oh, my
bad, you wanted a sub. You know what, let me take you to the
substation. Hold on tight.”

“Great!” I wait for her to
move. Then, it hits me. “Wait, was that … sarcasm?”

“I’ve never seen a sub in
my life.”

Okay, she’s not Shotreyus. And if she’s
Vizard, she’s never traveled outside the city, which requires a
sub. That wouldn’t be so uncommon—some Vizards only sold their
goods locally. But a Vizard should have access to a shuttle.
Something to ship her stock around the city.

She cuts me off before I can ask her
anything. “All the power’s out. Shuttles went dead mid-air. The
only thing they’re good for is getting out of the rain.”

“There are fossil fuel
vehicles stored in the complexes.”

“Sure, if you can bust
into a complex, get those rusty engines to turn, and drive
underwater.”

I open my mouth, then close it. She could be
Tonitrex, which would explain her wit. She’s smart enough to cover
her STEM, unlike me.

“Listen, guy. There are no
destinations. It’s literally the end of the world.”

“It’s not the end of the
world.” But the scenes around me disagree. Flooded buildings burn
in an oxymoronic display of destruction. Behind waterlogged
windows, silhouettes pound against the glass and wail, their mouths
stretched wide in silent screams. Some remain still, suspended in
the water with limp, outstretched arms.

If there’s a silver lining, it’s that we’ve
moved beyond the massive tear in the Strata-Dome and out of the
rain. Light shines beyond the Strata-Dome, the naked sky alit with
natural moonlight. I’ve never seen the sky and now that I do, it
seems oddly ordinary, as if I had looked up at it every
evening.

“Where are we going?” I
ask.

“Wherever the current
takes us.”

That’s a lie. The current’s strong, but so
is her control of the oar. Had she not been dipping it deep in the
water and pulling with all her might, we’d end up in the West
Quadrant, where the tenements stand. That’s the densest population
area, which means its home to the most Shrews. It’d be my killing
field.

She knows a lot about the streets for a
Tonitrex. And her control of the boat is astonishing considering
there are no rivers in the city. She probably downloaded wilderness
survival data to her STEM (something I wish I had done).

I want to ask if I could see her STEM, but I
don’t know if it’s rude.

“Damn stupid curtain!” she
says. “Nobody thought it’d rip.”

“Curtain?”

She motions at the tear in the Strata-Dome
with her chin. “Are you blind? The curtain shredded on those sharp
towers.”

“That ‘curtain’ is the
Strata-Dome!” I say incredulously. I don’t mean to sound like an
ass, but a Tonitrex would know the proper name of the one thing
keeping our society safe from nature. Also, it doesn’t look like a
curtain unless you see it from the outside, which is impossible,
because, well, nature.

“Wow,” she says. “So, it’s
true what they say.”

The realization sinks in way too slowly.

“You’re not a
Tonitrex.”

She stares a moment and pulls down on the
oar, turning the boat into the current. “…and apparently you’re not
very smart. I’m a Scavenger.”

The word doesn’t track with me, but I read
between the lines. “You’re Shrew.”

“Okay, you condescending
twit. I don’t identify as Shrew, so keep that word to
yourself unless you want your teeth kicked in.” She draws a breath
and shakes her head. “The people back there were Haveners. Those
idiots are burning down the city to keep warm and dry. But just
because they’re idiots doesn’t mean you can call them
Shrews, either.”

I just look at her. These titles are new to
my vocabulary. Probably just as words like Strata-Dome or
Turrim are new to her. But I’m open-minded and I can change
my ways if they’re offensive to others.

“You’d only know the
Strata-Dome looks like a curtain from outside the city,” I
say.

“Um. Right.”

“And people can’t go
outside of the city, unless they’re traveling by sub,
because the weather’s too volatile.”

“Too volatile? Where do
you get this stuff?”

“It means liable to change
rapidly and unpredictably.”

“Whoa, thank you,
Professor Brains! I know what volatile means. Thinking people need
subs to go outside is absolutely bonkers.”

“You’re lying.” That’s the
only explanation. Because why would the Tonitrexes upload faulty or
incomplete data into their children’s minds? We’re supposed to be
global catalysts, and that means having access to as much highly
accurate data as humanly possible.

Millions of questions catch in my throat
when someone nearby shouts for help. I only see the water
splashing. My Scavenger friend squints, her eyes possibly sharper
than mine. She rips off her scarf. “Cover your neck outlet.”

I fumble to wrap the scarf, stunned by her
appearance. She has wide blue eyes, full lips, and a long dark
braid. Unlike the artificial girls in SIM, she looks rugged and
real, unmarred by virtual enhancements and make-up, her face
slightly asymmetric. When I wrap the scarf around my face, I
breathe in the natural perfume of her skin. It makes me
lightheaded.

“It’s called a STEM,” I
mutter.

“You don’t quit, huh?
Listen, I didn’t save you because you’re Tonitrex. If you want to
stay alive, do yourself a favor and shut up around other
people.”

The boat shifts at her command, the bow
aiming at the splashing citizen. I reach out my arm, wanting to
prove I’m not useless. The person clings to a streetlight, trying
to yell over the gushing water.

“Hold on! We’re
coming!”

The roar of the water fills my ears, louder,
somehow, than the thunder of my heart. The person—I can’t tell if
it’s a man or woman—claws at the metal pole and sinks more and
more.

“We got you!” I
say.

Then they go under. I paddle futilely,
expecting them to resurface. But they don’t. I’d dive in if this
was SIM, if I had a Sanapack. Only, it’s not, and I
don’t.

We both stop paddling. She frowns at the
water where the person disappeared, huffing for breath only I know
she’s too tough to be winded. The seconds peel away. The water
ripples from the rain, but no hands emerge. It’s hard to tell if
her cheeks are wet from the spray coming off the boat.

“I never thanked you for
saving my life,” I say. “So, thank you.”

Her coat squelches against the wood as she
sits in the bow seat. “Stupid goddamn curtain.” She grips the oar
with white knuckles.

“We need to stay afloat,”
I say. “Literally and metaphorically. The Shotreyus use breathing
exercises…”

She cuts me off. “You’re saying breathing
will keep us alive? Great insights, Professor.”

“It’s more nuanced than
that…” I stop talking before she hurls me overboard. I don’t want
to upset her; I just don’t know how to make her feel better. Hell,
I can’t make myself feel better.

After some silence, I say, “I never met
someone like you before.”

“What? A ‘Shrew’? We
outnumber everyone in the city a hundred to one.”

“I mean a girl.” And
before she rips into me, I say, “Who’s so tough.”

“Classist, racist, and now
sexist. Cool.”

“No, I didn’t mean it like
that.” She braces tightly at the oar, attempting to strangle the
wood to death.

“My name is Proto.” I
extend my hand to shake hers.

“I’m Sufi.” She ignores my
hand. Her mouth moves, the words too soft for me to
hear.

A deafening roar from overhead shakes my
core. The tear in the Strata-Dome widens, dumping as a massive
pillar of water that engulfs nearby buildings. The monstrous wave
swells larger, crumpling metal and concrete like paper.

Sufi’s eyes are wide orbs transfixed on a
falling sky. She loses balance, but I catch her as she falls. I’ve
never actually touched anyone before. And in my shock, I don’t
immediately help her back to her feet. Nor does she try to get
up.

She looks back with her mouth ajar, her
bottom lip trembling. A wall of water three-stories high rushes at
us.

“Get down!” she
screams.

We hug the bottom of the boat as it jolts
back and forth, water flooding my mouth and nose. I don’t
experience fear, only the dump of adrenaline and the desire to
live.

Over the hull, the edge of the city is fast
approaching. The water churns white as it crashes up the sunken
Strata-Dome.

I scream. I don’t feel proud about it,
especially not next to Sufi. But she screams, too, which makes me
feel less cowardly, yet more unnerved since she literally is the
toughest person I’ve met, granted it’s been a few minutes.

The bow hurdles toward the end of the city,
putting us on an unavoidable collision course with the
once-impenetrable Strata-Dome.

 



Chapter Five

 


I shouldn’t be alive.

I should be floating face down beside the
other citizens of New Starbrough.

I remember flickers of wakefulness—at times
in the boat, at times in the water. Sometimes breathing, sometimes
choking. Every moment of awareness was terrifying, and despite
everything, I couldn’t stay alert to save myself. I could only
panic. Not even STEM could tell me what to do.

I wake a second before the pain—the
sensation of being rolled over rocks and grated through a giant
drain is almost too much to bear. My skin reeks of septic. Was I in
the sewers? I don't know.

Nor do I know why, when I open my eyes, I’m
greeted by a blue sky. It looks like the Strata-Dome on a normal
day or the natural skies in SIM, which is an oxymoron, since
nothing in SIM is natural. The warm sun shines brilliantly, and
against logic, I stare at it.

“Professor
Brains?”

I startle and look over my shoulder, my
aches and sores reawakening in a blaze of pain.

Sufi sits on a red rock, her trench coat
open. She’s backlit, and my vision is too dull from the sun to see
her features. “That bright ball in the sky is called the sun. We
don’t stare at it, kay?”

“How—” I curl my fingers
in the dirt. It’s real dirt … warm on the surface, cool and
wet the farther my fingers dig. The air smells sweet and salty, and
the rolling waves sound soothing in the distance, unlike the killer
typhoons my parents taught me about.

“Well, you see, it’s this
thing called nuclear fusion. I don’t know the details, but it works
like the hydrogen reactors that kept the old city
running.”

“I built a hydrogen
reactor as a kid,” I mumble, too taken by the greens and earthy
browns of the natural world, the dewy petrichor, the absence of
mechanical sounds. “I was told this land was unlivable.”

“It kind of is. But only
some of the time.” Sufi hauls me to my feet.

I want to smile, make eye contact, interact
like a genuine human, but I can’t. And I’m not sure why. So,
instead I look at Strata-Dome that drapes the city like blue
crushed velvet upon a garbage heap. It has fallen too low for any
of the Turrims to be standing.

Are my parents okay? And what about Tan?

I test STEM and ping aMiCA. The absence of
data leaves me feeling alone like all I have is this tiny inner
voice screaming in the great empty halls of my mind.

I touch the STEM at the back of my neck,
more out of reflex than anything, when Sufi says, “Stop.”

I do, but only momentarily. The STEM is soft
to the touch, not the cool, smooth surface I’m used to. The alien
texture sets me off balance, making my panic spike.

I tear the softness away, as if layers of
dead skin have grown over my device, or worse, it was pried off
me.

“Wait! I stopped the
bleeding. Don’t reopen the wound,” Sufi says.

“I’m injured?” And no
wonder Sufi thinks I’m an idiot. I keep saying stupid stuff. Of
course I’m injured. “How badly?”

“Just a cut by your
outlet. I tried to clean it out the best I could. We don’t have
much in terms of medical supplies out here.”

So infection is a risk. In eight to twelve
hours, bacteria can proliferate and colonize a wound. And if the
skin begins to necrotize, and I’m without a Sanapack, I
could die.

“I need
disinfectants.”

“Listen, I’m doing my
best.”

That gives me pause. I wonder why it’s so
hard for me to keep eye contact. Why does my tongue refuse to move
despite my brain’s desperate desire to thank this girl?

I have to keep moving, so I stagger toward
the sound of water, away from our fallen city, a massive plateau
like a king slumped over on his throne. Beyond a steep decline, the
ocean is thick and red after the storm, the sky frighteningly blue
and still.

Big surprise, walking on actual, harsh
terrain is another first for me. I struggle to keep my ankles from
twisting and stumble upon the beach. The rocks are smooth as glass,
the shell remnants as sharp as knives, and beyond the wrack line, I
crawl upon soft sand that sticks to my knees and palms.

“Come on, man. What are
you doing?” Sufi asks.

“I … have to see the
damage.”

My face looks tired and worn out in the
reflection of a deep tide pool. Lines I’ve never seen before trace
my eyes, since STEM regulates and maximizes my sleeping. It reminds
me of Mom, how exhausted and defeated she looked. Tied around my
neck is rain-stained gauze. Or maybe that’s blood. I can’t believe
I hadn’t felt it when I woke up; then again, my entire body
aches.

I untie the cloth, dried blood flaking off
the bandage.

“You really shouldn’t,”
Sufi says.

But I have to see. Did someone try removing
my STEM? It’s etched to my bone, integrated into my brain.

The sun glints off the surface of STEM,
proving it’s there, though the cut beside it runs deep, like
something tried to saw through. I wince, almost touch it, but think
better of it. It doesn’t hurt now, which is good, but I’m clearly
on the verge of infection.

“That looks nasty,” says a
boy.

I hide my STEM beneath the gauze for what
little that’ll do and turn to find two others upon large rocks
overlooking the ocean. They look my age, a boy and a girl, with the
same warm dark skin and curly black hair.

“If it makes you feel
better, I’ve seen way worse,” the boy says. His face is
pocked with acne, his watery eyes magnifying large, brown pupils.
He wears faded black clothes that run gray and white in some spots
and the curious expression of a Tonitrex. The girl is beautiful,
with a pamphlet of leaves held against her chest. She’s dressed in
layers of vibrant tones—blue, green, purple, and yellow—with wild
hair that falls beside her wide gray eyes. She doesn’t blink, maybe
because I’m struggling to look into her eyes.

“Your injury looks
painful,” the girl says. “We have ointment.” The boy moves to tap
her hand, to shut her up. “What?” she asks him.

“We don’t know
him.”

Again, I want to speak. Because they don’t
appear dangerous—their clothes are too tight to be hiding energy
weapons. Although the boy wears a hip pack that could be concealing
anything. I want to thank the girl for thinking of me or commend
the boy on his cool clothes. But I’m as good as voiceless.

“I told them about you,”
Sufi says. “I trust them and they’re very well-connected on the
outside.”

“We also live together,”
the boy adds. “Which makes keeping secrets a bit
difficult.”

“What will you do with
me?” I manage.

“We can nurse you to
better health,” says the girl. “If you mean us no harm.”

“Or we leave you here,”
says the boy. “Seems easier.”

“Let me introduce you to
Hayati and Amar,” Sufi says.

Their sweeping eyes measure me, as if to
read my intentions. I’m painfully aware it’s my turn to speak, only
I don’t know what to say, so I blurt out, “So, you guys are, uh,
Scavengers, too?”

“Does carbon steel flow
from the Southern Marine outfall?” asks Amar.

I open my mouth then close it. “Is that a
rhetorical question?”

“I thought that outlet
gives you unlimited information,” Amar says.

“I, uh, have to request
information,” I say. That information can be saved if I have
storage in my STEM, or committed it to memory, as a normal person
would, or forgotten, as an even more normal person
would.

I struggle to formulate this idea without
sounding like a lunatic when Sufi says, “It’s broken.”

“Right. Well, that’s the
Southern Marine outfall.” Amar points a distance away to a sewer
pipe gushing water from the rocky wall on which New Starbrough once
stood. “Carbon steel flows from it sometimes.”

“And you fish it out of
the river for re-use? Because you’re Scavengers?”

“To an extent. Being a
Scavenger alone doesn’t define us, just like being a Tonitrex
doesn’t define you.”

As far as I know, my class defines me
perfectly.

“We’re part of different
guilds, different factions. We’ve got what you’d call marketable
skills,” Amar says with a sly smile.

“Marketable skills,”
Hayati repeats. “Like how you find things, as if you are the
luckiest boy alive.” She emphasizes the word find and
squints.

“Ah, sis. Keep being my
conscience. You’ll drive me mad,” Amar says.

The makings of a village are apparent around
the pipe. There are blue tarps that create a harsh contrast against
the red water flowing around rocks and small mountains that are
awash with earthy tones.

“Is that a town?” I
ask.

“Think of it as the cradle
of outside civilization,” Sufi says.

“And you live there?
How?”

“See? I told you guys he
was a condescending ass,” Sufi says.

“No, no,” I say. Heat
rises in my cheeks. “I mean, how do you physically live out here?
What do you do when the storms come?”

Sufi shrugs. “We batten down the hatches.”
Again, I don’t know what that means, but Hayati and Amar seem
satisfied with the answer.

“It’s worse in the wet
season,” Hayati adds as if that’s helpful information.

Good thing STEM is offline, or data
contradicting the reality before my eyes might make my brain
combust. Am I misremembering information? Did STEM malfunction,
flooding my brain with false data? Because my parents wouldn’t
purposefully mislead me … would they?

“People live off of what
flows down that river?” I ask.

“It ain’t the cradle of
civilization for nothing,” Amar says.

Tribes living out here, fishing debris from
my drowned city? It’s … not possible.

“Listen, Peter…” Sufi
begins.

“My name’s Proto,” I
say.

“Yeah, no way I’m calling
you that. Use that Tonitrex name and you’ll get yourself killed.
People got out of the city. Word is the surrounding camps are full
of newcomers.”

There’s something about her voice that’s
unsettling.

“There’s also a lot of
bodies. You can check the camp for your people,” she continues.
“But if you don’t find them, then…”

I tune her out because I can’t find the
words to tell her to stop, even though it’s right there, one word:
Stop.

Our city housed thirty million. The three
blue tarps that make the “camp” ahead couldn’t hold more than a
hundred and fifty people. There are others dotting the cliffs, but
they number in the dozens, huddled in their coats or searching rock
nooks, giving us cautionary glances. The math isn’t adding up.

We walk beside red stone that’s smooth from
the superstorms, vegetation sprouting from deep crevices. I somehow
remember the different species of vibrio bacteria that thrive on
coastlines, and how they can spread to my hands and infect my
wound.

Reminder to self—don’t touch anything.

Water gushing from a tear in the Strata-Dome
suggests the city hasn’t emptied its guts completely. But I’ll
return when I can to see if the Turrim of Olsson still
stands, and if the generators are safe from the flooding.

I know I shouldn’t think morbidly—that a
negative psychology affects efficiency—but I imagine what a
birds-eye-view of the city would reveal, those thousands upon
thousands of floaters.

The red water and blue tarps are clear
enough, but what’s harder to see are the spots of color in the
water. I know what they look like, yet I can’t comprehend it.
Because they look like people, only they’re lying too still. It has
to be a mountain of clothes or debris or something.

I blink and the mountain shatters from the
tears in my eyes. I fall to my knees and cover my face, even if my
hands are loaded with vibrio bacteria. And I begin to feel very
stupid, because with the network down, I lack the knowledge and
skills to survive in a world where so many have died.


Chapter Six

 


The river water is as red as anywhere else,
yet all I see is blood. A green handkerchief dances downstream, and
as I wonder whether its owner is alive, Amar snatches it from the
current with feline grace. He rings it dry over his head, dabs his
forehead. Something about it seems vile. He’s rubbing his body with
a dead man’s cloth.

“Anyone need?” He holds
the cloth out. I look at it, trying to see if I can spot a name on
the tag. Maybe I’m being neurotic. It could have come from a
restaurant or a warehouse. It didn’t have to be owned by
anyone.

“Gross,” Hayati says,
which seems sensible until she adds, “I’m not wiping your sweat on
my face.”

“Give it to Peter,” Sufi
says. “Wrap it around your head. We don’t need to call undue
attention to ourselves.”

The cloth feels strange in my hands, like
dead skin. I want to throw it away or bury it, but Sufi doesn’t
give me the option. So I wrap the cloth around my head, leaving
only my eyes exposed. It’s hard to breathe through the damp fabric,
though I welcome the sense of anonymity.

Amar jabs my ribs when we pass a group
huddled against a rock. They’re all men with emaciated faces
and bodies enwrapped in layers and layers of filthy clothes. It’s
hard to tell if they’re missing limbs.

“Rule number two: don’t
stare,” he whispers. “Never stare. Eyes attract eyes, got
me?”

Not meaning to defy this rule, I glance back
to realize the men are staring at us, like animals
challenging for dominance. There’s a primal, savage look to
them, their teeth gritted behind matted hair.

“What did I say?” Amar
speaks so softly that if my feet crunch the ground too hard, his
words are lost. “Don’t look, but they have bulges along their pant
legs. Old rifles. Could be the ammo is dud from the rain, but
that’s not a gamble we take, okay?”

“Right, okay. Eyes ahead.”
Though I fight to keep from looking as the men’s glares burn holes
in the back of my bloody neck.

“They aren’t attacking
because we aren’t carrying anything,” Amar adds. That’s true. The
only visible possession among us is Hayati’s bundle of
leaves.

“Is that rule one, then?
Travel light?”

“Rule one is don’t trust
anybody,” Sufi says. “Especially when we get to the river. There’s
a lot to scavenge, which means there’s a lot of people. Just do as
we do. Don’t bring attention to yourself. Don’t do anything to
endanger yourself or us. We’re taking a chance on you, got
it?”

“Got it,” I say, but I
don’t, not really. There might be rules out here, but was there
order? Do the tribes live in harmony or chaos? I know I’m on the
verge of finding out.

****

The outfall stands twenty feet above sea
level, spraying with a ferocity that turns the water white. If
anything comes out, be it clothing or bodies or debris, it’s lost
to the foam. If and when the stream slows to a trickle, the city
should be dry enough to enter.

We walk in silence, and following rule two,
I pretend the many groups of people aren’t there. They graciously
do the same.

“Did all these people go
in and out of the city?” I whisper.

“I never went into the
city,” Hayati says. “Not with all that recirculated air and
pollution.”

“There were air
filters.”

“You can always tell when
someone came back from the city from the smell,” Hayati
replies.

“It was the sewer
that smelled,” Sufi says, rubbing above her eyebrows. “The streets
weren’t that bad.”

“So you did enter the
sewer,” I say.

“How else would I get in?
The curtain was airtight.”

“Mostly airtight,” Amar
adds.

How anyone could enter the outfall and
traverse the sewers is beyond me. The darkness, the rancid smell,
the difficulty breathing. Without a light, you’d have to feel your
way through the bacteria-ridden tunnels. And a wrong turn would
mean death—either from suffocating on poisonous gases, starving, or
dehydrating. Getting into the sewer through the outfall is no small
feat, either. Sufi must have ascended the cliff, jumped to the top
of the pipe, and then swung herself inside.

“How hard is it navigating
the sewers?” I ask, plotting a backup plan if I’m unable to enter
the city through the Strata-Dome.

“If you even look at that
water wrong, your neck will get infected,” she says.

Point taken.

Closer to camp, the stone turns porous
brown. Blue tarps stretch over the mouths of the cave held by poles
that fused to stone with rust. People gather around the water,
though I don’t stare. That’s easier now because the pile of
clothing is some forty meters away, close enough to see hands and
feet mixed in with the clothing.

Another rush of bile climbs my throat. I
swallow it down and try not to hyperventilate, but I can’t help it.
My worst fears are confirmed. I’m staring at a mountain of
dead.

I don't want to look, but my analytical mind
starts estimating. Ten bodies in that space, and fifty of those
spaces ... I blink back tears before reaching an exact number.

“Hey,” Sufi
whispers.

I quickly dry my eyes and clear my throat.
“Yeah?”

She nods at Hayati and Amar, who walk with
their eyes to the valley wall, not looking at the living or the
dead. Nice to know I’m not the only one who’s completely unsettled
at seeing hundreds (thousands?) of bodies.

****

“How could this have
happened?” We sit beside the cave opening, maintaining a fine
balance between watching for danger and not staring at the many
surrounding groups.

It’s a rhetorical question, yet Hayati
responds. “There was the flash, and then everything toppled.”

“Hayati,” Amar
says.

“What? Pretending it
didn’t happen won’t change the fact it did
happen.”

“‘To speak ill is to
invite ill actions upon us.’ Isn’t that what you preach?” Amar
asks.

“This is different.”
Hayati clings to her book of leaves and looks to the sky, as if the
flash will return and strike her down.

“One second, we were
watching the storm. Next, the sky lit up like it was daytime.
That’s when the city stopped buzzing.”

I ping STEM out of reflex, but of course
it’s silent.

“What?” Sufi asks as the
color drains from my face. “You know something. Tell
us.”

I wish STEM would ping back. What I know is
rudimentary and would benefit from a deeper analysis. I try to
explain it anyway. “You saw a nuclear weapon detonate, which
created an enhanced electromagnetic pulse.”

“Electromagnetic what
now?” Amar asks.

I scrounge all the bits of information
floating around my head. “Electromagnetic energy can disrupt
circuits. Metal casings should protect our tech, but this got
around our defenses, causing a domino effect of power loss. First
the Strata-Dome rips, then generators go offline. There had to be a
hacking event, too. But only Tonitrex could do that. But, I mean,
why?”

Obviously, no one in the city would want it
destroyed. The people outside the city don’t even have comms, let
alone the capabilities to launch a nuclear warhead. The storms, if
they’re truly as bad as I’ve been taught, would make
intercontinental ballistics impossible, and a sub couldn’t have
launched it, because our waters are filled with Shotreyus
subs, which also may have lost power.

And as far as the most obvious suspects are
concerned, I know every Tonitrex in the city, and I can’t think of
one who would do this. The Olssons have the least influence, but
committing an act of terrorism wouldn’t flip power in their favor.
No, a Tonitrex couldn’t do this. Nor would the Shotreyus have the
motive to attack their own.

“So … then,” Hayati
begins, her voice a whisper. “This was no act of the gods and no
accident. These people were murdered.”

“Does that make it worse?”
Amar asks.

“It does,” she says
breathlessly.

****

“I think I see a few
Naturalists,” Sufi says, but I don’t know what that means. “Peter,
hide your outlet. If they ask, you’re a Scavenger, like
us.”

I doubt I can tell a Naturalist from a
Scavenger, because, and apologies if this is rude, but everyone
looks like people in need of fresh clothes and showers. Outliers do
stand out in the crowd. There’s a man dressed in odd-looking
leather, his cheeks sunken, eyes blackened with ash. There are
bones tied to his legs and arms and laced around his neck. He pulls
a corpse out of the river, and a nearby group curses at him.

The bones man bares his yellow teeth and
retrieves a blade that’s encrusted with blood. The more I look—and
I know I shouldn’t stare—the more I realize he’s dressed in human
bones. His blade may be stained with human blood. The leather is
likely old skin. The way people engage with him, as if they mean to
protect the dead, makes me hopeful that cannibalism isn’t
rampant.

Still, they let the man go with the
corpse.

Elsewhere, a man rummages through the
pockets of a dead woman. Others compare their arms and legs with
the corpses, taking what clothes might fit. Others take jewelry,
now useless. I want to stop them. I’m shocked by my own sudden urge
to violence. But even in my rage, I know I could never act on these
dark thoughts swirling in my head.

I don't have that kind of cruelty in me. And
the rains have beaten me down, making me weak.

****

A bearded man splashes around in the water
and lifts something over his head. It could be a fish with how it
glistens in the sunlight and how he howls with joy, despite the
dead around him. But it’s not. It’s a cracked flash display, like
the ones that ran advertisements on taxis. It’s busted beyond
repair, and yet he shakes it overhead, as if it were a winning
ticket.

He brings the display down on his knee,
sending shards of glass into the water where they disappear. Again,
he holds up the remnants of the display, claiming victory over the
ruined technology and throwing the frame into the water.

“That’s a lot of work to
accomplish nothing,” I say.

“Hush,” Sufi says. She
bristles, turning to me for just half a breath before returning her
attention to the camp.

Now a moment later, a scuffle breaks out
near one of the caves between a boy half my age and a burly man in
a red puffer jacket. The man flings the boy around like a rag doll,
trying to pry something from his hands.

“Release it, heretic!” the
man screams. He retrieves a long hunting knife with an amber hilt
and deep, jagged teeth from his waistband.

Sufi runs to the boy’s side and I’m right
beside her.

“He’s not a heretic!” Sufi
says. “He’s a kid! Leave him alone, Drem!”

Drem spits at Sufi and peels the boy’s
fingers back, one by one, revealing a silver orb in the boy’s palm.
It’s a holocomm, used for streaming media or contacting people,
though with the power out, it’s just an oversized marble.

“He harbors contraband,”
Drem says.

“I only just found it,”
the boy squeals. “I thought it was a ball. Honest!”

“Rid yourself of these
trinkets! Set yourself free!” Drem snatches the holocomm and spikes
it on the ground, though not hard enough to break it. Holocomms are
incredibly resilient. I wouldn’t be surprised if it was still
operable after the flooding.

Sufi shoves Drem, who is easily two feet
taller and thrice her weight, and I’m ready to throw down, but he
simply chuckles.

“Are you so enthralled by
the masters’ devices, little bird? Can you not bear being away from
the allure of their distraction?”

“Leave us alone, you
creep.” Sufi takes the young boy’s hands and rubs the fingers that
had nearly been broken. I stand between Sufi and Drem, staring him
down and waiting for the next move. Even with a meter between us, I
can smell his sour scent—all the layers of sweat that have gone
unwashed and hardened like a shell over his skin.

“Think you can protect the
heretics, boy?” Drem shoves me, hard.

I stumble but stay on my feet. My fists
clench.

After everything that’s happened, maybe I
could punch him. I imagine my knuckles crunching into his sneering
face. I could use the release.

But before I can act, a woman calls from the
top of the valley, “Stand down!”

Drem spits at my feet. “Another time,” he
mutters before reluctantly stepping back.

The woman approaches the edge of the cliff
above us, backlit by the sun. She is around my parents’ age, with
sunburnt skin and blonde hair tied in a bun at the top of her head.
As she gazes across the valley, at the people, the outfall, and the
corpses, I see the light glint against the silver surface of her
neck. She has a STEM, only, that doesn’t seem right. I don’t
recognize her.

“We want to help folks
displaced by the flooding.” She looks at me—at least I think she
does—and says, “I’m glad you’re safe, Sufi.”

Sufi ignores the woman, instead tending to
the child. And the woman doesn’t seem to mind much. She says, “My
offer stands.” Then she addresses the canyon. “We’ve got food,
shelter, clothes, and medicine for anyone who needs it.”

Before I realize what I’m doing, my feet
carry me closer. A kindred spirit—someone like me—in this strange
new world? Sufi hisses my name, but I barely hear her. I’m drawn
like a magnet across the river’s red waters where the corpses and
the Tonitrex await.

“Look around,” she says.
“See the failure of a society that’s rejected you. But also see
your strength. You endured. Just as the power of nature
endures.”

Not what I was expecting. And maybe it’s the
sense anticipating the unexpected that compels me to cross the
river as random objects batter my legs.

“Tonight, we pay respects
to the recently departed. We gather them here; we protect them from
the animals and the wicked. Then the waters will return them to
earth. Tonight, the Naturalists will open their doors to all
refugees. We will provide what you need to survive in the natural
world.”

Others appear around her, wearing the green
camouflage of a mostly extinct setting. This clothing was worn by
ancient soldiers, before the Order of Shotreyus was formed and the
military factions were created. They are armed with long guns and a
generous supply of ammunition, and something about their confidence
tells me that both the guns and bullets are in working condition.
The soldiers gather around the Tonitrex, just as Shotreyus have for
over a century, which means she must be the real deal, and the
soldiers around her must be a sect of Shotreyus I’m unfamiliar
with.

“Who is she?” It’s stupid
to speak, but the words fall out of my mouth. I hadn’t spoken
loudly, yet I feel a static charge against my skin, like every eye
is on me, trying to melt me down. But seeing another STEM empowers
me, giving me the strength to take another step.

Drem answers. “She is greatness. She is
power. She is revolution. You see before you Trinity Bancroft.”

When Trinity and I make eye contact, the
weight of her authority makes my knees go weak.

“You’re welcome to shelter
with us tonight,” Trinity says. She smiles, but it’s joyless. “We
can learn more about each other. That goes for
everyone.”

Drem wades the waters, the red dripping from
his fingertips as he thrusts his knife back into its holster. Amar
is walking for me, presumably to corral me. He attempts to pass
Drem, and for all the space surrounding them, they collide, Amar
hugging him from behind.

“Peace, brother. I’m
sorry,” Amar says, before taking me by the arm.

I can’t look away from Trinity. As Amar
drags me away, my heart wars with itself. Safety lies in Sufi’s
cave, but answers lie with Trinity. Every fiber of my being wants
to turn and follow her. But Amar’s grip stays strong. Once again, I
feel powerless.

He pulls me close and whispers, “Man, you
only know two rules, and you broke them spectacularly.”

When the Naturalists leave, the mood in the
camp shifts, which I find odd. There’s a sense of relief among the
survivors. Like a hand had been released from the valley’s neck. A
few fresh faces had left with Trinity and her men, and I admit, I
envy them.

“You like to be the center
of attention, eh?” Sufi says, trying to smile, but I can see it’s
forced. One can’t smile naturally around so many dead.

“I hate it,
actually.”

I don’t go inside the cave with the others.
Not immediately. Instead, I watch the outfall for a time until I
spot a blue piece of cloth in the river. It’s dark and dirty, but
the dye looks like it could have been cyan, which makes my heart
sink.

Tan is a Cyan Spider. His sect wore the
color cyan along with the emblem of the sixteen-legged spider.

But Tan has to be okay. My parents have to
be okay, too.

As soon as the water eases, I’ll enter the
ruined city. I push down the doubt creeping in. What if I can’t
find them? What if there’s nothing left? No, I can’t think like
that. I have to stay hopeful.

 


 



Chapter Seven

 


The retreating sun leaves pink streaks
across a vibrant orange sky that’s painfully beautiful to behold.
There’s something eerie in its charm, because the sunsets I’ve seen
in SIM from thousands of years ago look nothing like this. Our
society generates net positive emissions, which means it sucks
pollutants out of the atmosphere as we create fuel, but there are
still centuries’ worth of aerosols trapped in the heavens,
poisoning the sky with their reddish hues.

And I can’t look away.

Just like I couldn’t look away from the pile
of dead bodies.

And it makes me wonder if there’s something
very broken inside of me if I find real-life destruction so
alluring. I say real-life, because in SIM, I couldn’t stomach
seeing anything destroyed or harmed. Now here I am, drinking in the
death and wishing a painful end to those responsible.

Rolling thunder echoes as the dark sky over
the far ocean flickers. Another storm, then? The weather must
intensify at night.

Feet crunch the loose gravel behind me.
Sufi, Amar, and Hayati step out from the shadows and descend from
the upper chambers. I say upper chambers because the mouth of the
cave forks, one way going down and the other going up. I’ve not
seen anyone descend—I assume it’s all water down there—but people
who I assume are from Sufi’s clan have taken the ascending
path.

“Sufi has been watching
you,” Amar says.

“Wow, way to blow up her
spot,” Hayati responds.

I am not ready for this interaction. In
fact, all the SIMs in the world couldn’t prepare me for it. The
thought of a cute girl watching me from the shadows of a cave is
equally flattering and creepy, and I don’t know how to feel.

“I, uh, hope you enjoyed
the view?” I say, and I hope to leave it at that.

Sufi steps into the fading light of day, her
expression hard and unreadable. “You can’t hang around the mouth of
the cave,” she says.

“And here I was, thinking
you were going to say I was cute.”

Her face remains in a dead pan, which only
makes the heat in my cheeks intensify. I thought I was witty for
someone who’s unable to maintain three seconds of eye contact, but
all I managed was to make myself look like an idiot, which may be a
running trend.

“Sorry,” I mutter.
“Stressful situations make me awkward.”

“Only stressful
situations?” she asks. “Look there.” She points at the cave wall
where the rock is dark and porous, devoid of vegetation. There’s a
faint line where the rock takes a lighter color, where moss has an
opportunity to grow.

“That’s the water line,
eh?”

“It reaches that level
most nights.”

If the water gets that high, then all of the
debris outside will get washed away. So would all the bodies, since
there was no great bonfire, as Trinity had suggested. As relieving
as it is for death to be washed away from my line of vision, my
stomach clenches at their awaited fate. Will they get torn apart on
the surf and rocks? Will they become fish food?

Sufi walks beside me. I don’t see her, but I
can feel her presence like warm static wrapped around my
shoulders.

“That’s not the first pile
of dead, is it?” I ask.

Amar answers. “The outfall’s been known to
spit out floaters. The waters always claim them.”

“And you let that happen?”
From the way Sufi furrows her brow, I can see she thinks my
question is stupid. Of course, they let it happen. It’s not like
they have the time or means to perform mass burials. I don’t even
think the soil would keep the dead, given how much it drinks.
Everything buried would just pop back up. “It just seems wrong.
Someone should do something. Or … or say something.”

“Like a hymn?” asks
Hayati.

“City people don’t sing
hymns,” Amar says.

“Maybe they
do.”

“Um, we don’t,” I say,
unsure of what a hymn is. “At least, I don’t. But can we do a hymn?
For them?”

Sufi and Amar remain on the inclined slope
of the cave, but Hayati approaches, clutching the leaves to her
chest. She considers something, then shakes her head. “There are
too many. We don’t know their names. The rain will start any
minute.”

The dark blanket of clouds has long turned
purple against the setting sun, burning with bursts of red
lighting. I’ve seen this in SIM before—the formation is called a
shelf cloud. A squall line is coming. People on the outside must
have known because the survivors are long gone.

****

“We’ll introduce you to
everyone,” Sufi says when I return wet and shivering, though not
from the cold. “When the water recedes, we’ll venture outside
again.”

The word everyone gives me
pause. Meeting three people face-to-face was overwhelming.
The idea of meeting multiple people, of being in close quarters
with them, makes me want to crawl under a rock and drown.

“How many people are in
these caves?”

“Tons. But there are
multiple enclaves where people choose to live and sleep together.
Ours has thirty-two people.”

I take a moment to wring out the scarf
which, I realize, has become my security blanket. It’ll protect me
from all the people I’m about to meet. That the cave entrance will
be fully submerged, trapping me here until morning, doesn’t help
the situation.

****

Sufi grabs my wrist, as if I need another
reason to sweat. Though my every neuron is crying out in panic, my
body relaxes into her soft yet firm grip.

“Our rooms aren’t far,”
she says.

The shadowy path ascends, with uneven steps
carved directly into the damp cave floor. Jagged limestone walls
tower close on either side, with dripping mineral deposits forming
swirling patterns. Living my entire life in a confined space, I
never thought I was claustrophobic, yet I steady my breath to
keep from freaking out and trampling whoever is behind me. And even
though rain waters probably don’t reach this level, everything is
damp, and my shoes, which have poor traction to begin with, slip
with every step.

It’d be completely dark if not for the
glowing glass orbs sprouting from the cracks in the cave floor.
They emit a low halo of light that casts severe shadows off the
walls and ceilings. There are no wires, no bulbs, no LEDs. Just
algae thriving within the condensation-filled glass.

“Lantenesia proglora,” I
say. I’ve seen these bioluminescent plants in SIM, but never used
in such an ingenious way. And leave it to me to remember the
scientific epithet of rare algae while forgetting essential
survival information, like how to sew or navigate by
starlight.

“What?” Sufi
asks.

“The algae. The way you
collect them in the glass is brilliant.” They overflow and spill at
the base of the spheres, creating even more light.

“Putting glowing plants in
glass is brilliant?” Sufi asks, scrunching her nose.

“Well. Um. I wouldn’t have
thought of it.” My cheeks burn with embarrassment. I want to tell
her I’m not stupid, but I keep saying stupid stuff. “You know, it’s
self-sufficient and invulnerable to disruption. Like, it can’t be
hacked or anything.”

“The plants can’t be
hacked,” Sufi says in a flat voice.

I adjust the scarf to better cover my lower
face, because despite the darkness, my cheeks are probably as
bright as the algae. Then I decide to stop talking.

From the outside, the cave didn’t look big,
which, in hindsight, is silly to think considering the entire city
was built on a mountain. Inside, the paths fork in more ways than I
can count. If New Starbrough is a blip on this mountain range,
which stretches west into what I assumed was an uninhabitable
mainland, how deep do these caves go?

I look for markers at every turn but see
nothing. Whoever lives here hides their tracks well. After seeing
the corpse looters, I don’t blame them. Down our twisting path, the
cave opens into a massive cavern, where the algae spheres line the
floors and hang from the ceilings. The sound of dripping water is
constant.

“Do these chambers ever
flood?” I turn back the way we came, imagining a wall of water
rushing in, sweeping us across the rocks.

“Sometimes.” Sufi smiles,
which is crazy to me. “We’ll be okay. For now, anyway.”

“You sure?”

“Yes.” She continues on,
stepping over a few glowing orbs of algae. Squinting, I see other
passages feeding this cavern, each lit by glowing orbs. I slip in
my carelessness, bouncing back up and rubbing my hands clean,
trying to ignore the sting in my palms.

“I’m fine!” I say, too
quickly for it to sound natural.

Sufi lets out a long sigh. “Listen, this is
the safest place for you to be. The bad floods come at the end of
summer. The water level might rise to your ankle in this cavern,
but beyond this room, we don’t get any floods. You’ll hear
dripping, but that’s normal. Plus, there’s a ventilation and water
drainage system in the caves. We don’t know who built them, or what
keeps them running, but they work.”

“Okay.”

“You’ll be
okay.”

“Right.”

Sufi points down a passage and says, “Home’s
that way.”

“Home,” I repeat. The word
feels weird on my lips. A home suggests family, and my family is
back in the city.

“Are you related to the
people in your clan?”

“It’s an enclave, not a
clan. And no. We’re not related. We’re just people who’ve come
together over time. We respect each other. We share with each
other. If we can, we fight for each other.”

“These people are like
you, then? I won’t be, like, sleeping next to cannibals,
right?”

“We’re all unique
individuals. They’re more like us than, say, Trinity. Come, it’s
not far.”

“She didn’t seem so bad,”
I say.

“You don’t know, city
boy.”

“Compared with the
cannibals and corpse pickers—” I begin.

But Sufi cuts me off. “They’re nothing
compared to Trinity.”

“What makes her so
bad?”

“She just is. Just listen
to me and drop it.”

Rule one comes creeping back to mind, and I
wonder if I am trusting too freely.

I step over stalagmites as water droplets
hit me between the eyes. We pass through a tight corridor, our path
lit by the algae-filled orbs. Up ahead, a faded blue and white flag
hangs limply from the cave wall, the fabric threadbare from years
of dirt and moisture. As Sufi passes, she touches the fabric, then
her heart.

I point to the ground. “Are we sleeping
there?” The small compartment can fit two people pressed together.
It’s a far cry from my old mattress, which adjusted in temperature
and softness based on subliminal responses fed from my STEM.

“Look to your
left.”

And she disappears behind the rock wall.

The corridor is well hidden and so narrow
the walls brush my shoulders, forcing me sideways as my stomach
scrapes the rock. On the outside, I’ve seen emaciated people, but
even they would have trouble fitting through this claustrophobic
space.

Red light breaks the darkness. It bends
around Sufi’s hair, illuminating the few flyaways.

“Just a bit more,” she
says, as if tasting my budding panic. The room opens up
unexpectedly into a wide cavern, a welcome relief after the narrow
tunnels. Mismatched furniture like battered wooden desks, rickety
chairs, and makeshift beds cut from stacked crates furnish the
space. Which means there’s another way out.

“There they are,” says
Amar. He and Hayati sit on bunk beds with beaten-down mattresses
and filthy, threadbare blankets.

In Hayati’s hands is a bowl in which she
kneads a mixture of mud and moss with her knuckles.

“This is for your wound,”
she says. “It’ll be ready in a few minutes.”

“No, thank you,” I say.
Smearing mud on an opened wound seems suicidal.

“But—”

“Let him be,” Amar
says.

Dozens of people mill about the cave, their
murmured conversations and movements echoing off the close walls. I
assume the full thirty-two members of this clan are present. Where
else would they be when the waters rise? Most sit or lay in bed,
drained from scavenging and dragging dead bodies, if they had
indeed piled the dead. Or maybe they were always like this—sad and
listless, living dreamless days and restless nights.

“Everyone, this is Peter,”
Sufi announces. “He’s from the city, but he’s a good
one.”

A few hmphs sound out. I don't take
it personally. They look exhausted. I want to lay down as badly as
they want to sleep. Still, manners are manners, so I say, “Hello.
Thank you for taking me in tonight.”

A few of the older faces look at me and nod.
I’m surprised to see the clan comprised of mostly bent, gray-haired
elders and wide-eyed children. Sufi, Amar, and Hayati seem to be my
only peers, and they seem to possess a zest and energy the others
lack. But where are the adults? The middle-aged folks? And who is
the leader—the one I should be thanking?

When I ask Sufi, she snorts in disgust. “We
don’t have a leader. Not after we freed ourselves from the
enslavement of technology.” There’s an edge in her voice and it’s
directed at me.

“Enslavement?” I whisper,
because the thought of others hearing our conversation unnerves me
for some reason. “I know a lot about technology, and I can tell you
that it never ‘enslaved’ anyone.”

Sufi’s eyes narrow. She taps the back of her
neck. “Your ignorance is your privilege.”

Well, now I’m totally confused, which is
becoming more commonplace.

“What about Trinity? She
had a certain leadership quality.”

“Trinity is not a leader,”
Sufi says. “She’s a killer.”

And sensing a growing frustration, I switch
subjects before Sufi throttles my neck.

I learn the children are named Crickets,
because their job is to gather bugs, which they eat on skewers, or
blanch, dry, and grind into flour. The elders prepare food, make
clothing, and defend the area, though I can’t imagine them putting
up much of a fight.

Sufi points to a threadbare mattress on the
ground that’s torn and spilling its fluff. “You can sleep here
tonight.”

“Uh, thanks,” I say. At
least it’s away from the other beds. Though it’s so thin, I feel
every rock poking into my skin, the damp chill of the cave already
seeping through my clothes. “Am I safe here?” I tap the back of my
neck. “You know, considering what I am?”

“A foolish city
boy?”

“Sure.”

“Your secret is safe with
Hayati, Amar, and I.” She sits down beside me, her face getting
uncomfortably close to my ear. When she speaks, her breath sends a
tickle down my spine that nearly makes me squirm. “Nobody outside
of us should know. When I said that thing about enslavement, I
wasn’t kidding. There’s a reason the people in the city attacked
you on sight.”

I exhale loudly. There’s so much I don’t
know. So much I want to know. “Trinity had a STEM. Nobody attacked
her.”

Sufi’s face prunes, a bad taste refusing to
leave her mouth. “No more talk about Trinity.”

“You’re hiding something
from me,” I say.

Her jawline tenses, but only for a
moment.

“Tell me,” I whisper. She
shakes her head, so I speak loud enough for the words to echo off
the walls. “Tell me.”

She looks at me and I return the stare,
waiting for words.

“I don’t trust you enough
yet,” she whispers.

Before I can protest. She’s up and gone, and
I am alone. I should feel relieved by suddenly being secluded.
Only, I don’t.

And I’m grateful to be alone in the dark,
because here, nobody can see me cry.


Chapter Eight

 


Nobody approaches me. I take that as Sufi
respecting my need for space, or as her inability to console me, or
that she’s too exhausted. Either way, it works in my favor. I need
to be alone, to think this through.

Only Tonitrexes have STEMs. Mine was
installed when I was four under the supervision of aMiCA, who
guided the spidery mechanical arms as they stitched metal links
through the base of my skull. It didn’t hurt.

I didn’t feel a thing until the connections
mended and my first ping materialized from my mom. It contained a
projection of her, arms open, ready to hug my internalization of
myself. I hesitated before her, her aspect stand as tall as my
Turrim itself. I was too afraid and unable to understand what was
happening.

That was the only time my mom tried to hug
me. And I was the one who denied it. I severed a connection.

It must be late. The Scavengers’ rhythmic
breaths fill the room, the snores of the older folks crashing off
the walls. It’s easier to observe them when they’re sleeping. I
don’t have to worry about them staring or judging me. More than
half—nineteen to be precise—look to be older than sixty. Nine
others are younger than ten years old. Sufi, Amar, and Hayati are
around my age, and one other man, with curly red hair, looks to be
in his mid-twenties.

An elder woman guards the entrance, leaning
on a long spear. Fastened to the wood by dark leather is a stone
spearhead, with three vibrant yellow feathers for either
aesthetics, or to see where the edge hits in the dim light. She
gives me a weary smile, then regards the opening.

A cool breeze turns my skin to gooseflesh. I
rub the warmth back in and settle on the thin, soiled mattress.
There are no blankets around, none of the others are covered, and
it boggles my mind, because they all seem too frail. Yet I’m the
one shivering.

I notice an empty bed with a firm mattress
and clean sheets. It’s a top bunk, over a bed where four children
sleep. Over the bed is a vent. I place my hand on the frame, ready
to climb in, when the elder guard softly says, “You don’t want to
lay there.”

Her dark eyes shine in the shadows.

“That’s the death bed.
Anyone sleeps there, they get sick.”

I withdraw my hand, thinking of the
indigenous people who were gifted contaminated blankets by the
colonists. The virus that infected them caused disfiguring scars,
blindness, and ultimately killed large swaths of their population.
Had it happened again? Had these linens spread infection? With my
opened wound, I wasn’t eager to find out.

“What happens to the
people who sleep here?” I ask, matching the softness of her
tone.

She doesn’t look away from the entrance as
she speaks, her eyes focused, her expression distant. “They go
blue. Then the shaking starts. Then the coughing. Eventually, they
stop coughing. They stop breathing, too. But the blue stays with
them.”

I imagine them, the blue Crickets who never
awoke on that mattress. Obviously, it’s a respiratory illness that
affects the body’s circulation, damages blood vessels, causes fluid
build-up in the alveoli or affects the blood pressure in the lung’s
arteries. But the infection won’t spread from the mattress itself.
Air currents from that vent likely carried the toxic spores.

I climb back up the bed as the elder woman
clucks her tongue.

“Not even Hayati could
save you from the blues.”

I imagine she couldn’t.

Cool air pipes through the vent that’s over
the mattress.

“Do you know where the air
comes from?”

“Air?” she
says.

Who’s to say what cocktail of mold and
bacteria has thrived in these damp, dark conditions? There’s a
screw at the center that would shut the blades of the vent. With a
flat rock, I turn it, nearly stripping the thread, until I’ve
stopped the airflow.

“That’s a temporary solve
for your death bed problem,” I say.

“Oh, child,” she says,
shaking her head again. “Leave that bed be, along with all the
metal.”

I would if I could sleep on the mattress
Sufi had provided. Sleeping on the death bed isn’t on the top of
the things I want to do, but it’s sturdy and relatively
comfortable. I’m not about to sleep beneath the vent—or on the
current linens—so I switch the mattresses and replace the sheets.
Any remnants of dangerous air flowing through the closed vent would
hit the old mattress before it reaches the Crickets on the bottom
bunk.

The death bed feels firm, has a good spring.
I might actually sleep if my brain stops running in every direction
possible. I’m on it for a few seconds when the elder protests with
a loud tsk.

“You said to stay away
from metal,” I say. “The bedframes are metal.”

“That metal’s different.
It sleeps. Not like the fancy metal that up and
explodes.”

“Fancy metal?”

She casts her dark gaze toward a huge
discolored starburst on the wall. The remnants of ash are black,
white, and gray, and when I inspect the wall closer, I see the rock
is scarred. A bouquet of wildflowers rests beside unlit candles. A
shrine, then?

“Someone died here?” I
mutter.

“Mhmm,” says the elder.
“Two Crickets. A brother and sister. They used the fancy metal. All
they managed was to turn it into a fireball. Makes me think Trinity
has the right of it.”

Any remnants of the machine have been
cleared away. All that remains are puddles and damp rocks, which I
irrationally mistake for coagulated blood. No wonder there’s no
tech. It’s all reclaimed wood, clothing, tools, scraps—things that
have been deconstructed, that won’t explode. Things I’ve never seen
in my Turrim.

“I’m sorry for your
loss.”

She nods solemnly.

****

It’s cold, and in addition to the glowing
algae, a blaring red light shines through my eyelids. After a long
bout of disorienting sleeplessness, I begin to think I see hell
behind my eyelids.

How do they deal with this light? Nobody
goes near it, but some sleep in close enough proximity. There’s
just not enough space. As hellfire burns my eyes, I notice movement
beneath thin covers. Someone stirs in their bed. Maybe others can’t
sleep with the light on, either.

The elder who stands guard now leans on her
spear, eyes closed, breaths rhythmic. I wonder if I should wake
her.

“Um, excuse me,” I
whisper.

The movement beneath the covers stops. All
is still but for the buzzing of the red light, which casts a
flame-like flick against the rock.

“Has anyone tried to turn
the light off?”

The imprint of a head stirs. In the bed are
four others though they sleep with their heads exposed. The fifth
Cricket, the hidden one, pokes out of the side. It’s a girl with
boney cheeks and sunken eyes who must be around eight years old.
She has straight black hair fanned against her forehead from
rummaging beneath the blanket. Those too big eyes look as tired as
I feel, sleepless and unable to close.

“I can’t sleep with that
light on, either.” Her lips tighten together into what could be a
smile. “Sometimes I think they can see the light,” she
whispers.

“Everybody can see
it.”

“I mean the men who wander
the caves,” she whispers. Her eyes are glossy beneath the red
light, full of tears, yet too fearful to blink.

“Let’s make sure they
don’t see it anymore, okay?”

“But it’s fancy metal,”
she says in hushed tones, as if the words were cursed and would
bring misfortune upon her.

I keep my left eye closed while I examine
the light fixture, keeping it better adjusted to the dark in case I
need to see a threat or identify an exit in a hurry. It’s old, like
all the remaining technology in this place. Might be over two
hundred years old considering it’s a carbon-filament common light
bulb. The fact the bulb still burns is mindboggling, though I heard
of incandescent lamps burning non-stop for over a century.

“I can turn it off without
it exploding,” I say. “Rule one: things don’t just blow
up.”

The glass shielding is red, hence the hue.
It’s encircled by a metallic ring that secures the glass to the
stone ceiling. I tap the metal—it is hot to touch—and wrap my hands
in linens so I won’t get burned. All the while, the little girl
watches from her mattress, mystified by the act of changing a light
bulb.

I unlock the metal ring and set the glass
down. Without the glass to diffuse the light, the bulb emits a
yellow glow that causes some to stir in their sleep. It’s no
matter, because I loosen the bulb fairly quickly, leaving the space
in darkness.

I hear a hushed gasp. I don’t quite
understand it, because literally any one of them could have done
what I just did.

“Thank you,” the young
girl whispers. She curls back into bed with the other sleeping
children.

My chest swells, a foreign sensation. I've
made a small difference here.

“Yeah. No problem,” I
whisper back. For a moment, I feel less like an
outsider.

When I lay down and close my eyes, I no
longer see a reddish hellscape. Despite myself and all I’ve seen
and experienced, I’m able to sleep.

****

The next day I’m dead weight, useless as the
Crickets silently sling emptied sacks over their shoulders and
trudge off into the darkness again. Amar and Hayati leave, too,
though they return frequently. Hayati to resupply, Amar to offload
goods. It’s hard to know how much time passes in the darkness, or
if the outside world is still flooded.

When I ask Sufi to take me to the surface,
she says no. Which makes me think of rule one—don’t trust
anyone—and that my trust in these people has led to my
imprisonment.

I never liked being idle, especially when I
had the world’s information flowing into my brain. So I speak with
the elders. It’s the woman who had guarded the enclave who is most
receptive to my questions and tells me about the rules.

“I know rule one and two,”
I say.

“Well, you need to know
rule three. That’s the rule, actually, to know the threes. Three
minutes without air or in icy water. Three hours in the rain. Three
days without water. Three weeks without food. That’s how long you
can survive.”

I want to reciprocate the knowledge, so I
tell her the first rule of technology.

“Things don’t just blow
up.”

****

I can’t tell how much time has passed when
something screams in the darkness. It echoes off the cave walls,
part human, part beast, and all fear. Oddly enough, the enclave had
a bigger reaction to me lying on the death bed than they do of the
horrible beast wailing in the corridors of the cave.

“That’s breakfast,” Hayati
says when I ask.

The red-headed man, Gerald, enters from the
back entrance, struggling with a catchpole. Snared to the pole is
an adult pig, with black skin that blends into the darkness, and a
splotch of pink along the back of its neck. Its teeth are curled
out of its mouth, which makes me think the pig is deformed or
injured. It must weigh five hundred pounds, yet Gerald keeps it
moving with the tug of the long pole, a rope looped around its
neck. Between his teeth is a long knife.

“That’s
breakfast?”

“And lunch and dinner. For
the next week if we salt it properly,” Hayati says.

“But that’s a
pig.”

“It’s a boar,
actually.”

“I’ve never seen one
before.” This is an understatement. Outside of SIM, I’ve never seen
any animals. Not even dead ones on dinner plates. I’ve only ever
eaten Protein Paste™, which contained plants, oils, vitamins, and
minerals—nothing animal-based—even though the foods were processed
to look like animals. This is the first animal I’m ever seeing in
my life.

Most city people never ate meat. City farms
raised chicken and sheep mainly. They require less land, and
produce wool and leather to clothe those who could afford it. They
also require less feed than cows and produce less harmful
greenhouse gases. Pigs were too inefficient and expensive, even for
the ultra-rich like my family. Plus, we got by on artificial
bacon-flavored Protein Paste™ just fine.

Now they want me to eat a boar? A dead
one?

“Boars are good swimmers,”
Hayati says. “They reproduce quickly, too, and can eat just about
anything. It’s not easy finding them, but Gerald gets
lucky.”

“I see that.”

Gerald pulls the beast farther into the
chamber as the boar fights to be freed. I don’t blame it.

Some Crickets return to their beds as Gerald
tugs the boar toward a low wooden box that reminds me of a garden
bed, filled with dirt and blooming with flowers and fruits. This is
the first I’m seeing the box, I mean really seeing it,
noticing the inside is stained dark, but not with dirt.

“Want to help?” Sufi says.
“You’ve been on a winning streak.”

I can’t answer. Not with the boar screaming.
Not with Gerald pulling it into the box and fastening it to cruel
metal loops.

If Sufi is saying anything more, I can’t
hear it. Because Gerald is testing the knife’s edge against his arm
hair and the boar’s paws are thumping wetly on the bottom of the
box.

This isn’t right. It seems unnatural.

“Peter?” Sufi says. She
and Hayati look worried. So, they were talking to me—watching the
color drain from my face. Still, I can’t focus on them.

Gerald’s knife kisses the back of the boar’s
neck. The boar bucks its head away from the steel, as if it knows
the blade’s intentions, yet it can’t move.

But I can.

It sounds crazy, but I’m not thinking
clearly. I can’t think. Instead, I’m pulling the rod free from the
wall, allowing the boar an opportunity to flee. Because there has
to be another way. The Crickets have bags brimming with insects.
Isn’t that enough? Hasn’t enough blood been spilled?

If this was SIM, I’d say with 95% confidence
that the boar would leap out of its box and escape into the
caverns. It’s a matter of fight or flight. Since the boar is
outnumbered with no weapons to defend itself, it would naturally
want to distance itself from us as quickly as possible.

Only, it doesn’t flee. It charges Gerald.
Its deformed tooth digs into his shoulder, bashing him against the
jagged wall and causing him to drop his knife.

I move quickly to grab the pole as the boar
screeches in my ear. People yell behind me. It’s a calamity of
commotion made more disorienting as the boar buries its head in
Gerald’s shoulder.

“What are you doing?” Sufi
screams.

Gerald voices a prolonged, gurgling scream
for help. Our eyes meet. There’s panic and fire in his gaze.

“I’m sorry!” And I pull
the boar with all my might, but the creature is more powerful than
any living thing I’ve experienced. It pulls me along like a
kite.

Just then, a flash of silver appears before
my face. A thrown knife lands blade deep in the boar’s neck. I
recognize the hilt—it belongs to Drem—so while I battle to control
the injured beast, I feel a sense of relief knowing the Naturalists
have come.

Only, I don’t see them.

The boar wrenches the rod from my grasp, the
metal burning my skin. And just as quickly, it runs deeper into the
room, knocking over a woman.

I’m frozen in the moment, utterly detached
and watching the chaos unfold as if this was a recording playing on
a screen. I’m convinced the boar will trample every Cricket in the
enclave when Amar leaps headfirst at the creature, catching the
hilt of the blade and letting his body weight tear a line through
the boar’s flesh.

The boar manages four steps before it
collapses. It hyperventilates on the ground, white mist exploding
from its mouth. As it screams, I feel a strange responsibility.
Like I was fighting for both our lives. All the while, Amar cleans
the bloody knife against the dying animal’s skin, seemingly
unworried about it rising up to fight again.

I’m dizzy. My vision blurs, reluctantly
coming into focus on Amar’s waistband, where the bright red leather
sheath to Drem’s knife is fastened.

“How?” I whisper, hating
that the knife is here, that it’s somehow responsible for all this.
It had been tucked in Drem’s pocket, then Amar bumped into him. And
now he’s thrown the knife with godly force and accuracy. “What’s
going on here?”

Gerald growls in response, holding his
blood-saturated shoulder. The woman who had fallen has a gash above
her eye, the blood gushing down half her face. Both need medical
attention—disinfectants, stitches, sterile bandages. Hell, Gerald
might need a blood transfusion at the rate he’s bleeding. The thing
is, nobody has the equipment.

At the very least, I can tie a tourniquet
around Gerald’s shoulder.

“Peter, just stop!” Sufi
says. Her usually hushed footsteps crash like an avalanche. I’m not
sure what catches me off guard more—all the blood, the dead boar
carcass lying feet away, or the fact I’m being yelled
at.

“Figures you’d bring in a
loose cannon,” Gerald tells Sufi, gritting his teeth against the
pain.

The elders encircle me. The Crickets peek
between the thin gaps of their knobby legs. Everyone’s looking at
me, and I don’t know who’s more afraid.

“What were you thinking?”
Sufi screams.

“He was going to kill the
pig.”

“Of course, he was! What
did you think, he brought it in to befriend it?”

Honestly, it doesn’t seem like a terrible
idea. Pigs are vastly more intelligent than dogs and could be
trained to find more humane food sources. What I manage to stammer
is, “Well, uh, they could be useful!”

“No one said they’re not
useful, Peter! That pig will feed thirty-two hungry people!” Sufi
is still screaming. So is Gerald, only his screams are
unintelligible. “Instead of seeing a pig die, you’d see it maul a
person?”

“I can fix him,” I say, my
voice fading with each word. Then I remember there are no Sanapacks
here. These people have never seen a Sanapack before. “He can be
healed within a week.”

An elder scoffs. Others groan in disgust or
fear, I can’t tell.

“A week?” Sufi
screams.

Hayati has already cleaned and patched the
elderly woman’s face, the cut covered in a thick, horizontal line
of moss. The woman’s face is the color of a clay pot, her wrinkle
lines like cracks, the moss yearning to grow wild. Her face
glistens from being washed, her eyes wide and vacant, probably due
to concussion. I’d have to shine a light in her eyes to see how
quickly her pupils constrict. If they respond normally, her brain
is probably fine. But if they exhibit a slow response, then she may
have had a traumatic brain injury and would be better off not
sleeping anytime soon. She would need more rest than usual, but too
much could lengthen the recovery period.

Gerald’s shirt comes off and Hayati shovels
the gooey green substance onto his wounds. His skin is flayed and
stacked and layered one on another, a deck of cards made flesh that
makes my head spin. How can Hayati stomach smearing that muddy
poultice on his open wounds? It’s probably teeming with bacteria.
If I’m responsible for these mortal injuries, these dubious healing
methods may deliver the final blow.

“Listen, we don’t know
each other well,” Sufi starts.

“I know. I know. But I’m
not, like, unhinged. I made a mistake.”

She’s face to face with me, her cheeks red
in anger, and she digs a finger into my chest. “Were you trying to
hurt him?”

“No! I don’t even know
him!”

I’d rather look at the boar than face Sufi,
her lips pulled back in a snarl.

“Blade,” she
says.

Amar tosses the stolen knife, now sheathed.
Sufi considers the massive blade in her delicate hands. As the
tension spreads across my shoulders, down my back, seizing all but
my heart, and I brace for being attacked, Sufi drives the blade
into the boar.

It happens too fast for me to comprehend. In
a flash, Sufi’s fist is pressed against the boar’s skull, the blade
severing its spine. The boar stops, like somebody pulled its plug,
its eyes open and vacant, the life rushing from them. It is still,
then it shivers and convulses, which makes the bile rush up my
throat. I know things twitch after they die, but seeing it in real
life makes me spit out the contents of my stomach.

“What the hell!” I scream,
gasping for air as more vomit comes.

What follows is silence. No one stirs; no
one speaks, waiting with bated breath.

“What do we do?” asks an
elder male who holds the injured woman by the shoulder. “Intentions
aside, we can’t afford such mistakes.”

“This is your
responsibility, Sufi,” says another. “You’re
accountable.”

“The only people I’m
accountable for are me, myself, and I.” Sufi snarls again, looks at
me. I see her mouthing the word stupid, which not only
perfectly sums up my actions, but also how I feel at that very
moment. Stupid and scared.

I don’t know what they’ll do to me. The
best-case scenario is they take me back to the surface. I might
drown, but that’s better than getting lost in the cave and
starving.

“He wants to take our
food. Let the waves eat him!” cries an elder.

Others agree, except Sufi and Hayati, who
look as unnerved as I feel.

“Does he have medical
training?” Hayati asks.

The boar’s flesh shudders as blood rushes
out of its wound.

I blink and my vision shatters with streaks
of blue light. I didn’t think I’d cry. I wipe the tears away
quickly, as if that would hide them.

“Do you have medical
training?”

“Um. Yeah. I mean yes. If
you have access to any med tech, I can save him.”

An elder who stood watch when I couldn’t
sleep nods thoughtfully. “I saw him cure the death bed. He slept on
it, you all saw, and he doesn’t have the blues. Killed the red
light, too, without exploding, which is worth something.”

“He’ll kill us all,” says
another, incredulously.

“He has a way with fancy
metal. Might be worth the trouble. Let him fix Gerald. If he can’t,
we cast him out, let the fates decide how to end him.”

Soft murmurs sweep across the crowd. This
seems to be as democratic a trial as I will get.

****

Sufi pulls me into the yawning darkness of
the cave. The blackness engulfs us completely, swallowing even the
memory of light. Her footsteps echo off invisible walls as she
leads me deeper into the abyss. I strain to see anything, but the
dark is impenetrable, disorienting. Her words—“I’ll sort it
out.”—ring in my mind, ominously ambiguous. Does she mean to help
me or hurt me in this prison-like underworld?

She releases my arm. The darkness is so
thick and deep I can’t tell where the walls begin or end. It could
run for miles. It could house bears, or wolves, or bats (which
could be rabid). Or, scarier yet, it could house people.

“Come,” Sufi says softly,
sadly. Her hand slips into her pocket. The scuffing sound magnifies
in the dead air. My muscles tense, hairs prickling on my neck. In
the confines of this black maze, I have no choice but to follow. If
she turns on me, I’ll have to fight back.

Click.

A beam of light from a pocket lamp sweeps
the darkness, illuminating a metal door I wouldn’t otherwise see.
It’s the only door I’ve seen in the cave, and like the red light,
this was installed professionally, the framing seamlessly fitting
the rock’s uneven contours. The light concentrates on a keypad on
the door. Sufi enters a five-sequence passcode which releases a
mechanism within the door.

“I said come on.
Quick.”

I obey, watching the knife glint in her
grip. I have no idea where she’s taking me or what consequences
I’ll face for injuring one of the Scavengers. When I recall the
boar’s hot blood spurting from its neck, the knife buried precisely
where my STEM is implanted, my knees go weak. I have to brace my
hand against the cave wall just to stay upright. The rock feels
slimy and cold beneath my sweaty palm.

Beyond the door, harsh white lights flash on
with a crackle, forcing my eyes to narrow.

“So, you do have tech?”
The clinical lights reveal a large chamber carved out of the raw
stone and filled with familiar equipment. There are three old
generators that run on fossil fuel, one of them portable, and an
old jack, used for lifting wheeled vehicles. I spot a workbench
covered in old tools, like hammers and wrenches—all manual—along
with scalpels, scissors, and dental picks. It’s a hodgepodge of
mechanic and medical tools that feels like a poorly curated
museum.

“You mentioned something
before. A Sanapod or something.”

“Sanapack,” I
say.

“And that, what, keeps
people alive?”

“In the bluntest terms,
yes.”

“Is that one?” Sufi points
to a large encasement along the cave wall. It looks like a coffin,
only the lid is made of glass, and along the side is a control
panel with analog keys. I’ve seen this before.

“Um. Not quite, but close.
That’s a MedStation.”

“Does that keep people
alive?”

“It takes more time and
it’s clunkier because you can’t carry it around. But, yeah,
essentially.”

“Do you know how to use
it?”

“It runs on electricity,
for one thing.” I crouch down and open a small door beneath the
control panel. “They used a diluted version of the serum you’d find
in a Sanapack.” I peek into the door. There’s a tank that contains
the old serum, but no gauge to determine how full it is. Unlike
newer serum, the old version is gaseous, making the tank cool to
the touch, which is a good sign. When I knock with my knuckle, the
resulting thunk is low and deep. “It’s fairly full. Gods
know how old that serum is.”

“Does it go bad? Is it, I
don’t know, dangerous to use?”

“Serum doesn’t expire. But
we need a power source. If this was modern serum, we could
hypothetically inject it into Gerald. But with this older stuff, we
need the machine running.”

Sufi nods abruptly and crosses the
illuminated cavern. Portions of the wall had been drilled out and
capped with metal doors. She opens one, releasing a familiar smell
I recall from the sub-levels of my Turrim.

“Gasoline?” I
ask.

We had stores of fuel below the surface of
the city, along with generators. I had been in my Turrim’s
sub-levels a handful of times, mostly when I was bored, and I
remember liking the smell of the gas. Even now, I find myself
inhaling a bit more of the stuff than I should.

Generators stand one next to the other. Over
them, draped along hooks on the walls, are different power cords.
“You can have all this stuff online at any time,” I say in
disbelief.

“Can you fix Gerald’s
arm?”

“Depends,” I say, trying
to keep my voice even.

My gaze snags on a contactless charger. If I
can get it powered, it could restart my STEM. Because even though
STEM is powered by my own bodily functions, using electrolytes from
my blood serum and urine, it probably needs a reboot. Then I could
contact aMiCA, my parents, and Tan without needing to go back into
the city. A wave of dizzying hope crashes over me.

“It depends on what?” Sufi
says, annoyance in her voice.

I retrieve an old three-prong cord from the
wall and plug it into the largest generator. “If the generator and
the MedStation work.”

“If they do, how much time
does it need to be running?” she asks.

“Um. I have no
clue.”

“Give me your best guess.
Are we talking seconds or minutes?”

“Not even a Sanapack could
heal him in seconds.”

Sufi grunts. She bares her teeth as the
veins throb in her neck. “I don’t understand what you’re
saying.”

“I’m saying it could take
an hour to heal your friend.”

“Urgh!” She slams the door
to the gasoline vault shut and storms toward the door. “What if we
don’t have an hour?”

“We have the fuel. We can
do some incredible things with those generators.”

“No, we can’t,” she
says.

“We could heal your people
whenever they’re hurt or ill.”

“No. This is a one-time
deal. And it won’t work if it takes too long. Is there anything
else here you can use to help Gerald?”

“What, scalpels or
hammers? No. Why can’t you just use the MedStation?” I glance back
at the generators. I need that gasoline. “Why won’t you run the
generators?”

“Because. The caves are
connected. A lot of people live within them. Including the
Naturalists. I might not know much about technology, but I know
those generators make noise. I know sound travels in these caves.
And I know if the Naturalists hear those machines, if they track
the sound back to us, they’d not only destroy everything we own,
they’ll kill us. They’ll kill anyone who uses
technology.”

“They wouldn’t,” I say.
“They were helping people.”

“You don’t know anything.”
She storms away into the blue caverns, waiting for only a moment
outside the door.

“Get out or I’m locking
you in.”

“Wait,” I say. “I’ll make
it work.”

And as she hesitates by the door, I wonder
if she knows I’m lying. I wonder if I can make good on a promise I
have no right keeping.

 



Chapter Nine

 


“Gerald will be dead of
infection in six days unless I power up the MedStation.” I note a
twitch in Sufi’s eyes. “I can modify the serum to heal him
completely in ten minutes. You’re worried the sound of the
generator will travel, but it won’t. A bigger risk would be the
fumes, but even they wouldn’t travel far. People might get
lightheaded unless you divert the exhaust.”

“All right, brainiac,”
Sufi says. “How do you manage we do that? We can’t move the tank,
and all the tunnels in this chamber lead deeper into the cave.
Except one, but it’s crawling with people, including Naturalists.
So even if we could build makeshift vents, people would spot
them.”

I stop to think, but all I can envision is
the blood pouring out of the boar. And maybe that’s it.

“We mask the smell and the
sound.” My stomach churns as I prepare myself to say the next
words. “Cook the boar here. Make it a celebration. Have as many
people singing and dancing as possible. Have them fan the smoke and
exhaust away from this area with whatever linens you have on hand.
It should work.”

Sufi doesn’t move. She stares at the floor,
nostrils flaring. “There are hungry people in these caves. It could
attract a dangerous crowd.”

I point to the darkest part of the caverns
which remain a mystery to me. “Are there people that way?”

“No. Well, yes, but
they’re far off.”

“So, there’s no need to
worry.”

Sufi pauses, still not convinced. “The
Naturalists will know what we’re doing.”

“They won’t.”

Sufi mutters under her breath, “You don’t
know that.”

For some reason, the image of the dead boar
fills my mind, its pink splotch so near to my own flesh. Its
placement was positioned exactly where a STEM would be, exactly
where the blade silenced its frantic screams.

Sufi did that. She’s a killer, unlike me. So
I give her an answer I think she could relate with.

“If you truly think
they’re a threat, and they come for us, we fight.” I gesture to the
shadows and the towering stalagmites. “If we prepare, we’ll have
the element of surprise, and weapons, and the home ground
advantage. There’s no reason we couldn’t pick them off one by
one.”

“There are too many of
them.”

“Not when you consider how
much tech you have in that bunker. All that fuel. They wouldn’t
stand a chance.”

She glances around the dark cavern. I see
the gears spinning behind her eyes as she draws up mental notes.
It’s as if she’s seeing the cavern for the first time—a place to
unleash fiery hell upon her enemies. “You’re sure you can save
Gerald?”

Thoughts of seeing his wound make my stomach
twist all over again. But I have to. I have to access aMiCA, even
if only for a few minutes to learn about my fallen city before I
venture into it. The risk is worth the reward.

So, I do something I’m learning to get
better at. I lie.

“We’ll be
fine.”

 



Chapter Ten

 


In the dim light, I can see how pale Gerald
has gotten. Hayati has been covering him in mystery mud since Sufi
and I left, and when I look at him, I can’t help but see a corpse
that’s been fished out of a swamp. The bruising looks severe, as if
he swam in the boar’s blood. Around the wounds and bruises, the
veins are dark storm clouds that spread with no sign of
slowing.

I can tell he’s being strong for the others.
If his youth and strength were used for the enclave’s more
strenuous tasks, then he’s a single point of failure on which they
depended.

Sufi and Amar help him walk while Hayati
applies pressure to the wound to slow the bleeding. I remain by the
back exit where few can see me, and where I can only see a slim
edge of the boar’s corpse.

Sufi tells the elders the plan, and after
brief debate, I’m surprised most are in agreeance. Clearly nobody
wants Gerald to die, but I wonder if this is another test. Surely
the old and ill see the benefit of having the MedStation
online.

The fittest-looking elder squats beside the
boar’s corpse. His arthritic hands grip the dead flesh, his sinewy
arms tensing as he pulls the boar forward. The dead flesh sways
like waves that crash and recede, pulling my eyes into its
inescapable current.

“You really trust this
guy?” Gerald says.

“Yeah,” Sufi says in a
flat tone. “He knows what he’s doing.”

“For what it’s worth, I’m
sorry,” I say. “I’ve never seen an animal killed
before.”

“You’re too weak,” Gerald
grumbles.

I know he’s right. Yet all the tests I’ve
completed made me believe I was among the strongest. But reality
seems far removed from standardized tests.

“I never like watching the
animals get butchered, either,” says Hayati. “Or the
taste.”

The elders strain under the weight of the
boar as an old woman sharpens a knife against stone, the
high-pitched scraping making my teeth ache. The boar isn’t leaving
this room in one piece, I realize. They’ll carve it limb by limb,
chunk by chunk, amputation by amputation and carry it into the deep
caverns where a fire will consume its cadaver.

I swallow back the acid threatening to
escape my lips and rush out of the enclave.

Sufi punches in the code to unlock the metal
door, and this time I catch a glimpse of the sequence numbers.
78338. If STEM was active, I could save the sequence to my
drive. But relying only on my organic brain, I find myself
repeating the number over and over, keying numbers into an
imaginary sequence pad on my thigh.

Hayati and Gerald enter first, shielding
their eyes from a harsh light that turns them into silhouettes.

“Well, are you going or
what?” It’s Amar’s voice. I didn’t hear him sneak up behind me. My
vision is partially adapted to the light, meaning I’m mostly
blind.

“Yeah. Are
you?”

“Always wanted to see what
that tank could do.”

I take slow, deliberate steps to ensure I
don’t slip and impale myself on the many stalagmites protruding
from the floor. I’m surprised to find Sufi has already carried two
bright red containers of fossil fuel to the generators.

“Which generator should we
use?” Sufi asks.

They could all be busted for all I know. But
I consider the largest generator, a yellow model supported by two
wheels and two legs that shows the least signs of rust. “Let’s use
this one.”

Fortunately, I’ve spent countless hours in
SIM working on every generator we had in our Turrim. That includes
operating them, breaking them down, and rebuilding them. I figure
my parents included this in my curriculum in the event the power
went out, but I doubt they’d ever expected this scenario.

I unscrew the fuel tank cap. To my surprise,
it barely smells like fuel inside, as if the generator was never
used.

“Stop,” I say as Sufi
starts to pour. If the tank was empty, the oil might be too. I
check the dipstick—clean and full.

“Who found all this
equipment?” I ask.

“The room was already
here,” Sufi says.

I could have arrived to that conclusion.

“So was most of the
equipment.”

“Most, but not all,” Amar
says. “I found a lot of it.”

“Oh, so now you ‘found’
it?” Hayati says. Her lips tighten into a straight line, tighter
than the tourniquet she secures on Gerald’s arm.

“I find a lot of things,”
he says, defensively.

Sufi tilts the container, careful not to
spill any of its contents outside of the tank. In the Turrims, we
treated fuel like the sacred commodity it is, something we had a
bulk supply of but that we couldn’t refine more of. Out here, where
all supplies are scarce, it’s more precious than the blood in our
veins.

“How much fuel will it
take?” Sufi asks. The container glugs as I realize she has become
the one asking questions. I don’t have the answers, but I also
don’t need to be accurate.

“Another quarter container
should be enough.”

Sufi nods and uncaps the second container of
fuel.

I busy myself by perusing the various power
cords. Thankfully, a few are compatible with the generator and the
MedStation. I need another to divert to a contactless charger,
which should be easy work thanks to the various converters.

In all honesty, I don’t know where the
MedStation’s power source is. I’m also extremely uncomfortable
being around Gerald, knowing my pacifist-ass might have gotten him
killed, which makes things more awkward when I crawl around him to
find the plug. I reach around the back and feel along the base
and—there—the indentation has three prongs, meaning I should
have no problem plugging the old electrical cords in.

I plug the MedStation and contactless
charger into the generator.

“Ready?” I ask.

“Almost,” Amar says, his
head peeking around the metal door. “The elders are far off.
They’re sparking the kindling. Should be any second
now.”

That gives me some time to figure out this
specific engine. I recognize the power icon on a big switch, so
theoretically, that should do something.

“Okay, we’re cooking,”
Amar says.

It’s too far away to hear the flames, see
the smoke, or smell the blackening flesh. I wonder what the meat
would smell like, if it’ll be repulsing or intoxicating.

Focus.

I exhale and flip the power switch.

Nothing.

That’s okay. I keep cool, or try to as the
others stare at me.

I notice a plastic handle near the engine
that I pull gently, finding there’s little give, like the generator
wants to pull it back. There’s a rope tied to the handle, as well.
None of the generators in our Turrim had chords attached to them,
but since I built a hydrogen engine when I was ten, I figure it
spins the crankshaft and engages the flywheel. In other words, I
need to pull this thing—hard.

Sweat accumulates on my palms, making my
grip slip. Sufi’s gaze burns my skin, and I fidget, adjusting the
scarf over my STEM.

“Do you know what you’re
doing?” she asks.

“You just have to … crank
this rope pretty hard.”

I pull again and nothing. Then another try,
more desperate. “Come on, damn thing.”

The generator might be busted, but I yank
the starter rope with everything I’ve got. Then the engine turns.
It whirs and rattles not unlike the Turrim’s old combustion
engines, which is why I’m not surprised by the sound. The others
look as if I’ve summoned a demon into the room, their mouths agape,
hands clamped over their ears.

“Sorry if that startled
you,” I shout. But they probably can’t hear me. Regardless, I need
to move fast. The old engine is not tuned properly, causing a
steady pillar of black smoke to shoot out the back.

Amar wraps the exhaust with the fabric
sleeve we had hastily made to vent out the fumes. It’s a farce from
the elaborate ventilation system of my Turrim, but it’s the best we
have now. Fossil fuel exhaust contains high levels of carbon
monoxide that can kill a person in minutes. Hopefully we’ll have
more time than that.

“Okay,” I mutter. “Flip
the power switch.”

Hayati looks at the MedStation as if it
sprouted a head and hurled insults at her.

Right. It’s fancy metal, so I say, “Remember
rule number one. Things don’t just blow up.”

I snatch the contactless charger and run
over to the MedStation, taking deliberately shallow breaths. With
the flip of a switch, the lights inside the MedStation awaken,
along with the touch-screen display. It’s a familiar
user-interface. Either the MedStation isn’t that old, or the UI had
been so intuitive it became a universal standard. This is great
because I actually understand the machine. I can actually heal this
guy.

“Lay down as soon as the
station opens.”

The MedStation’s bed is encased by a glass
tube, with a bulky square base that, under reasonable terrain, can
be carted around on wheels. With a tap of the screen, the glass
visor folds back. And, of course, the Scavengers just stare at
it.

The panic and sense of urgency makes Gerald
a touch less intimidating to look at. His face is paper white, the
rims of his eyes so black, they might as well be bruised. He’s
standing under his own strength, but only barely, flirting with
unconsciousness.

“Lay down. Now!” I
shout.

My voice startles both of us.

“You sure?” he
mutters.

Fumes gather around the ceiling despite the
makeshift ventilation pipe. Carbon monoxide is colorless and
odorless, but I imagine it’s around us.

“Lay down,
please.”

He peeks at the touch display, as if to find
meaning in the numbers and icons. I want to tell him that he’s as
good as dead without treatment, that this is his last and best bet
at survival.

“If you try anything, I
swear…” he grumbles.

“I won’t,” I
whisper.

His head just touches the table when the
display tells me there’s enough solution to heal ten critically
injured people. Finally, some good news. It renders Gerald’s form,
and I key in the injuries and the extent of the damage.

The computer processes it as the thickening
white clouds drift closer to me, as if to spy over my shoulder.

Twelve minutes, the computer says. Not a
terribly long time for such an old machine, but if we remain for
twelve minutes, none of us may be leaving.

“Everything’s all right,”
I say to no one in particular. “A few minutes and Gerald is good as
new.”

I’m the only one who knows I’m lying through
my teeth, but I might be able to make that lie a reality.
Theoretically, I can hack the MedStation’s source code, increasing
the dosage and speed at which the serum is administered. What
effect would that have on Gerald’s body? I have no idea. And while
a quick, large dose could be the best course forward, limiting our
exposure to CO2, it’s not the most ethical thing to
do.

But I do it anyway.

The MedStation whirs to life, the source
code flashing on the display. With a few alterations, I increase
the rate of flow twofold. Gerald looks fit. His cardiovascular
system can handle a faster infusion rate. The needles dispensing
the serum appear from the bed and thrust themselves into his arms,
almost too fast for him to feel.

“Don’t move, okay?” I tell
him.

I press the contactless charger against my
STEM. A tingle runs down my spine upon contact that sparks into
thunderous, teeth clenching agony. White spots appear on the user
interface—not from any malfunction, but because the pain has me
seeing stars.

“What are you doing?” Sufi
says.

I suppress a growl, keeping the charger in
place. It’s working, the hard reboot my STEM needed.

aMiCA, are you there? I scream this
message into a vast digital void that slowly unfurls one tile at a
time.

Ma… Ma…

The distant voice is laced with static.

Mas … ter…

aMiCA! I transmit back. Am I glad
to hear you! Are you okay?

I don’t feel like myself, Master
Proto. Its voice is still gargled. I hear it not with my ears,
but within in mind, and still it sounds like a whisper.

Can you access the network? I ask,
unable to make the connection myself. But that might be because
there’s too much rock and interference between me and the orbital
satellites.

No, Master Proto. I’m a locally saved
instance embedded within your STEM. That being said, I can only
execute a limited number of functions.

I bite the tongue in my mind before I blurt
out how unhelpful that is. Unless, of course, my local instance was
streaming updates in the background while I was unaware. It’s worth
exploring.

Do you know where my parents are and if
they’re okay?

Experiences, like having conversations and
learning, happen faster through STEM then they do in real-time. My
back and forth with aMiCA, for example, takes fractions of a
second, meaning I can pretend to hit buttons on the MedStation
without the others knowing my focus is elsewhere.

I can’t be sure, Master Proto. By my
estimate, 70% of the city is gone.

Gone? What do you mean
gone?

Deceased. Some have been displaced, but the
percentage is insignificant. The loss of life was met with a
massive loss in data. Libraries of historical documents, art,
education, and media have been wiped out with no backup.

Breathe. I just have to breathe. Just not
too deeply.

But my parents are okay, right? I mean,
they’re Tonitrexes.

aMiCA doesn’t answer. Not immediately. A
span of 2.7 seconds passes, which I know it’s using to sugar coat
whatever awful information it’s about to share.

Your mother uploaded a file for you. It was
triggered nanoseconds before the network went down. I will transfer
it upon request.

A file?

Send it! I say, bracing for the burn.
The searing pain wraps my skull, the heat of newly written data
flowing into the crevices of my brain. I gasp, trying to mask what
I’m feeling.

The folder is called the Doomsday Dossier.
It contains over a terabyte of information in a variety of
formats—text documents, videos, audio clips, and raw data. And
while I’m attempting to wrap my head around all of this, aMiCA
continues to relay information.

Explosions damaged the Strata-Dome, which in
turn damaged the Turrims. The destruction of the Turrims was, in a
way, a noble sacrifice. Many Tonitrexes died, but their towers kept
the Strata-Dome from completely leveling the city.

I blink again. It wasn’t making sense.

Are you saying my parents are dead? That my
mom’s final act was to send me data that’s so optimistically named
the Doomsday Dossier?

I’m saying I don’t know. I wish I did,
Master Proto.

Okay, there’s no point in venturing down a
dead-end street, so I change the subject.

You knew about the explosions. Do you know
who launched the missiles, and how?

One moment, aMiCA says. It sends a
signal, which is a courtesy to prepare me for another download.

I send my own signal back, saying I’m
ready.

“Peter, you’re being
really weird. What’s going on?” Sufi says. I need to answer her,
but I’m too interested in this new data.

“Need info to work the
MedStation,” I say. “All good.”

She comes over, probably to snoop at what
I’m typing. I want to tap into the additional data aMiCA provided
while I still have the contactless charger pressed against my neck,
because it could vanish once I remove the power supply. This is all
uncharted territory.

When I access the data, I see Fort Butner, a
Shotreyus base outside of New Starbrough. Accessible via
underground tunnels, the base was one of five located along the
coast with the purpose of deploying military-grade subs and
deterring against intercontinental missile attacks. As far as I
know, our country has no enemies, so the bases seemed like an
excessive show of force. Each was capable of launching a complex
defense system called the Iron Web, which is not an actual web but
a system of hypersonic dart launchers that could strike incoming
warheads, detonating them. But even that seemed like a waste, since
the volatile weather patterns affect performance of
projectiles.

The odd—dare I say horrifying thing—is that
one or more atomic missiles had been launched, and the Iron Web
hadn’t been activated.

The other horrifying thing: the transmission
that launched the nuclear missiles came from Fort Butner.

The base was shared by various Shotreyus
regiments. If decisive action was required, generals from each
regiment would convene and agree upon a course of action. My
parents, and other elite Tonitrexes, would have to green light the
action plan. While this might sound like a long and convoluted
process for when seconds can make the difference between life and
death, a consensus could be reached quite quickly thanks to AI that
could run thousands of plausible scenarios within milliseconds and
predict outcomes with a 95% efficiency rate.

They had both looked so stressed during the
last dinner I “shared” with them. And granted, high levels of
stress was normal for them, but something stood out. They weren’t
pissed at my performance in SIM. They knew something very terrible
was happening. And they didn’t tell me.

Did the Shotreyus do this?

It seems impossible. Then again, I only
really knew Tan, who’d go out of his way in SIM to hurt the local
fauna, even when they posed no threat. It was like he couldn’t
control his destructive impulses, like he was born to
annihilate.

I need to analyze the Doomsday Dossier
further to be certain, aMiCA says. Its voice sounds more
distant and distorted, as if it had been submerged in water. I
see an unknown presence in the network. It’s … unusual …
bigger…

aMiCA’s voice goes in and out.

A high-pitched whine screams in agony,
rattling my mind. Then silence.

aMiCA? I send a ping, but receive
nothing, so I grind the contactless charger into my STEM, as if its
proximity could super-charge my device.

Your name is Proto. I hear the voice
in my mind, and unlike aMiCA, it comes through clear as day.

Proto ‘Peter’ Engstrom, son of the
infamous Vesta and Adonis Engstrom. A deep sigh transmits over
the STEM. If you only knew how much I’ve studied your parents,
the awful things they’ve done to my people. I applaud them, though.
They hid you very well.

My parents never hurt anyone. It’s
getting hard to breathe.

When people talk via STEM, they can apply a
wide variety of filters over their voice or appearance. But this
voice is deliberately unaltered … and familiar.

Trinity Bancroft, I transmit. You
hacked my connection. What’d you do to aMiCA?

aMiCA is just a string of code. You should
worry about yourself and the people who aid you.

The people who aid me? I blurt into
the vastness of the network. It’s laughable to think the other
Scavengers would help me after my mishap with the boar.

Don’t be coy. My capabilities with STEM
far surpass anything you’ve ever experienced, Trinity says. She
pauses, and for a moment I sense a twinge of regret in her voice.
There are four others in your vicinity. And a MedStation? Old
technology, but still as sinful as the rest.

That’s hypocritical, don’t you think? You
seem to use your STEM an awful lot.

I’m not sure what I expect from her. A
condescending laugh. A villainous scoff. An awkward silence as she
contemplates how little I understand. She gives me none of those
things.

This is my sin to bear, my necessary evil.
My followers know I use technology for them. I’d never enslave them
as the Tonitrex have.

Enslave? It makes no sense to me. I’d
know if my parents had enslaved people.

I return to the moment, glancing at the
MedStation display. The timer, which doesn’t account for the
altered dosage, reads nine minutes left, which means we’ve been
huffing carbon monoxide for three minutes. To make things worse,
the display has turned red. The lights on the bed flicker, and
Gerald’s eyes widen.

“Hot,” he says. Then he
screams. His arms thrash, needles ripping from his
veins.

I punch the button to retract the
MedStation’s glass visor, but nothing happens. Heat emanates from
the machine, almost to the point of burning my fingertips. It’s as
if the cooling systems had shut down and everything else spun up.
What makes it extremely odd is I didn’t sense the MedStation on the
network, and I’m right next to it. Is it overheating because I
altered the source code, or because of Trinity?

“Open the door!” Gerald
screeches. He pounds on the glass with both hands, striking with
ferocity, because being cooked alive is far worse than a torn
shoulder.

“What are you doing?” Sufi
screams in my ear.

“Unplug it!” I dash to the
work bench and retrieve a hammer. I don’t think, I just swing. The
first strike bounces off the glass as Gerald screams and rolls
around the searing hot bed. I swing again, screaming the way Gerald
does, and the glass shatters, raining down on him. It doesn’t
matter there’s glass everywhere, I grab Gerald by the shirt and
pull him off the table, through the broken teeth of glass. He
tumbles face down onto the stony ground, with burns along his back
and legs where his clothes had disintegrated.

This isn’t good. His shoulder healed
considerably; the bleeding stopped and the flesh is nearly mended.
But an infection from a third-degree burn would nearly guarantee a
slow and insufferable death in a cave where everything’s dark, wet,
and swimming with bacteria.

The roaring generator dies, making Gerald’s
weeping more pronounced. Sufi had shut the whole generator down,
which was a smart move, considering the CO2.

I’m sweating, my heart’s pumping, and a
tingling sensation runs down my neck. I don’t know if I’m
experiencing the effects of CO2 exposure or a panic
attack.

“We need to get out of the
room.” I try to lift Gerald, but he pushes me away, still mewing
from the pain.

“Tell me what the hell
just happened—now!” Sufi snaps.

“The MedStation was
hacked. I … I think it was Trinity. But I don’t know
how.”

Gerald’s eyes roll around his head, focusing
on me for a moment, the question so plain on his pained expression.
How do we know it wasn’t you?

Sufi doesn’t waste a second. She hoists
Gerald up under his arm, careful with his exposed burns, and walks
him out the exit.

I take the other arm.

“Hayati,” Sufi
says.

Hayati is already rushing to her aid. “I got
him. I’ll prep the disinfectants.”

Amar opens the door. In the distance, the
flames jump beneath the carcass of a boar. People shout, scream,
and sing in celebration as the smell of the burning meat reaches my
nose. My mouth waters, yet my stomach twists. SIM taught me that
pig tastes like human, which is why certain religions forbid it
from being eaten. I imagine biting into Gerald’s burns, the way the
cannibal man feasted on drowned bodies, even if the thought expels
acid from my gut.

When everyone is out, I tell Amar to close
the door. He pulls the metal with all his might, pressing his
shoulder against it until the locking mechanism clicks.

“It’s not safe to go back
in there,” I say.

“Didn’t you say machines
don’t just up and explode?” Amar says.

“They don’t,” I say.
“Somebody made this happen. And I’d bet someone caused the
explosion that killed the siblings in the enclave, too.”

The fire from the pit sends a glow
throughout the cavern. Red flames mix with blue smoke but the
colors fail to blend. Instead, they clash, the way I clash with
myself to keep from running from the burning flesh.

The elders will blame me for this.

And they’d be right to.

 



Chapter Eleven

 


I have literally no resources to speak of.
SIM taught me of natural remedies, but most of that knowledge had
faded like a distant memory. I do remember the healing properties
of pine sap. Pine trees had been fairly abundant before the
superstorms, so some may still be standing. The sap of a pine is a
three-in-one wonder, acting as a natural antiseptic,
anti-inflammatory, and astringent, as well as being used to stop
bleeding and treat rashes. Only, I don’t know how to get out of the
cave or where to find a pine tree. And while I could harvest the
sap with a rock, I needed to have a clean, disinfected vessel to
transport it. In other words, I’ve got nothing.

Hayati returns with a dusty plastic bucket
hanging from one hand, a chewed-up bar of soap sloshing in the
water. The soap resembles moldy cheese, which makes me wonder if
anything’s growing on it. Contrary to popular belief, soap can grow
mold. And if you were to rub mold into the injuries Gerald has on
his back, he won’t live past tomorrow. In the bucket is a black
mixture that stinks of smoke.

“What the hell did I do to
you?” Gerald hisses.

“It was Trinity,” I say,
lacking all conviction.

“We shouldn’t have messed
with the fancy metal. You’re going to get us all killed.” Gerald
looks to Sufi and adds, “Both of you.”

His heavy gaze makes me want to crawl into
whatever black paste Hayati has brewing in her bowl.

“What are you putting on
him?” I ask, wrinkling my nose at the acrid smell.

“Ash from the firepit,”
she says, gesturing to the spit-roasted boar. “It has healing
properties.”

“Are you crazy?” I
ask.

She completely ignores me and devotes all
attention to Gerald. “Sorry. This might sting.”

Hayati gingerly dabs at Gerald’s back with
gauze and black paste. He winces and bites down on his dusty
sheets.

What a mess. And as if Hayati can read my
mind and all the ways I think this is a bad idea, she says, “Ash
has antimicrobial properties. Is it better than using antibiotic
ointment or petroleum jelly? No. But it’s the best option we
have.”

“How do you know all
this?” I ask. She’s not wrong, I realize. Memories of the healing
properties of ash awaken in my mind, information I knew at some
point.

“I read a lot.” She works
more black paste into Gerald’s red wounds.

“That book of leaves?” I
ask.

“No, that book is for
writing. I read other books.”

“I thought it was a bible
or something. You know, pretty words without all the tangible
information.”

“My religion isn’t like
other religions. It has, as you call it, tangible
information.”

I decide to shut my mouth before permanently
lodging my foot in my throat, and also to give Hayati the focus she
needs to dress Gerald’s wounds. All things considered, she is doing
an incredible job. With Gerald’s shoulder fairly healed from the
serum treatment, he might actually survive this.

****

I give myself space to gather my thoughts
and to steer clear of the elders, whose chins and hands gleam with
pig grease. I want to check if STEM is working, but I’m also afraid
Trinity will be in the network, waiting for me. If she can hack old
technology with minimal network connectivity, can she hack my STEM?
Read my thoughts? Turn me into a marionette? Regardless, I need to
read the file my mom sent me. And I need to leave for everyone’s
sake—my family and friends included.

Keeping my voice low, I tell Sufi I want to
return to the city. I have no reason to lie or withhold
information, so I add that my intel says thirty percent of the
people in the city survived, and that my family can be among
them.

“No,” Sufi says. “If you
leave, they’ll kill you.”

“If I stay, your people
will kill me.”

Why does Sufi want me to stay? I’m grateful
for all she’s done, but there’s something odd about our
relationship. I’m the only person she brought into the cave out of
the millions displaced from the city. Is it a coincidence that I’m
Tonitrex? Does she want or expect something from me—a STEM
user?

“You keep sticking your
neck out for me. Even when I harm your people,” I say.

Sufi looks at me for only a moment, trying
to read my face. “Because I’m not an asshole, maybe?”

“No. But you’re a
survivor. Survivors wouldn’t put up with a risk like me unless the
reward was worth it.”

The overhead lights cast shadows across
Sufi’s downcast face, hiding her features, making me aware there
are things I can’t see.

“That’s how you Tonitrex
think, then? With that big calculator drilled into your head, every
action becomes part of an equation.”

“It’s called STEM.” I
touch my wound, where something cut into my flesh. Had I really
bashed my neck against a jagged surface? Or had someone tried to
remove it? “You want my STEM, don’t you?”

She doesn’t say no. For a time, she says
nothing at all. I know I should never assume things, but her
silence feels like an admission of guilt.

“I saved your life,” she
says.

“You seized an
opportunity.”

“You know what? You’re
welcome. Oh, and also, you owe me. Not just for your life, but for
Gerald. If anyone else brought you in, you’d be disemboweled by a
spear by now.” She scoffs. “You don’t know how many times I
actually saved you, either. If anyone saw your STEM, they’d cut it
out of your neck.”

Was that another admission of guilt? My hand
presses firmly against the metal. Then I resecure the scarf around
my neck. “They wouldn’t be able to use it. That’s not how STEM
works.”

“They’d do it to watch you
die.”

There’s a coldness in her voice that makes
my skin crawl. I become hyper aware of how tight the cave is, how
this is a cruel paradox considering how it winds endlessly all the
way down to the literal hells of the planet.

“Before any of this
happened, I didn’t do anything wrong to anyone. Neither did my
parents.”

Sufi spits on the floor. “You’re a liar or
you’re naïve. Given you have limitless knowledge plugged into your
brain, I’ll go with the former.”

There is no such thing as infinite
knowledge. The brain has limits, as does the storage on my STEM.
And it isn’t like recorded history is unbiased or omniscient. I
didn’t even know people lived outside the city, nothing about these
caves, nothing about the fauna surviving outside the Strata-Dome.
Did my parents know about all of this—or did they deliberately
mislead me? If so, why? And what else were they hiding from me?

“You want something I
can’t give you. My STEM can’t be transplanted. It can’t even be
removed from my body without being destroyed. I’m going to the
surface. I won’t let anyone stop me.”

“If you leave this enclave
alone, you’ll die from dehydration. Rule three: three days is how
long you’ll last.”

In the dim light, shadows stir. The enclave
grows silent—even Gerald’s labored breaths become quiet—and as I
soak in the silence, I notice a presence surrounding me. But is it
the elders and Crickets who encircle me, or something unseen?
Something that lives in my mind?

I sequester myself to a corner where the
shadows blanket me as well as old linens. The long day has taken
its toll, and though I’m hungry, scared, and untrusting of those
around me, I do the only thing I can do. I wait.

****

I can’t tell how much time has passed.
Minutes, hours? I must be disoriented from lack of sleep because
the walls are moving. The shadows dance. The elders’ thunderous
debates still ring in my ears, about whether I should live, how I
should die, and when, and Sufi’s rapturous call for everyone to
calm down and not rush such difficult decisions. She said we should
sleep on it. And quietly, apprehensively, the enclave went to
bed.

But I do not sleep.

I think about what tomorrow will bring, and
if I am better off drowning in the night, unconscious and unaware
of pain. I wonder about my parents—and Tan—and what they would have
done differently. Though I can’t sense my parents, I feel the
weight of their disappointment. For a moment, I can even hear their
muffled protests, the way they’d curse my performance under their
breaths.

Only, the sound isn’t in my mind.

And when I look out into the dark enclave, a
gloved hand holds a Cricket, stifling her cry.

The shadows surround us. Only, they aren’t
shadows.

Crickets sprint into the darkness, their
shadows growing and shrinking by the light of the glowing orbs of
algae. The old records claim I’m in the 96th percentile
for the fastest in my peer group, yet these kids are faster, which
doesn’t make sense since they’re so young and malnourished.

Sufi beelines to my side and squeezes my
arm, her fingertips carving into my bicep. “Come on, we have to
move,” she whispers urgently.

An elder screams, then another. Fists pound
flesh as I struggle to understand what’s unfolding.

“What’s happening?” I
whisper.

“Shh!”

People are crying and shouting, and the cave
echoes with screams of terror. In the dim green glow of algae,
shadowy figures dressed in black emerge from the walls, as if the
stone itself has birthed these demons.

I’m on my feet, running wherever Sufi is
taking me when one of the intruders shouts, “There!”

I don’t turn back, but I hear the footsteps
trailing behind—too many to count.

We sprint into the darkness, beyond the
reach of light. With every step, the cave floor threatens to twist
my ankles and send me sprawling onto the jagged rocks below.
There’s only the hand on my arm to guide me, and the footsteps to
remind me not to slow down, or else I’ll be snatched away like the
others.

I lose track of time. My lungs burn for air,
my eyes from sweat, which reminds me my eyelids are wide open. I’m
pulled to a side, then thrown to the ground. And as I try to draw a
breath, a hand covers my mouth.

“Shh!”

My heart hammers in my ears, the only sound
I hear until the others begin to breathe.

How many are we? I have no idea. Nor do I
feel brave enough to speak until I know for certain our
pursuers—whoever they are—are gone.

The silence that follows rattles my bones.
Seconds stretch into centuries. The only sound is my thundering
pulse until I hear Sufi say, “I think we lost them.”

“No lights. No lights,” a
familiar voice—Amar—says. “We do this like bats.”

“Why did this happen?”
says another voice—Hayati.

“It’s punishment. When it
comes to Naturalists, cruelty is the point.”

The hand returns to my bicep, gripping with
a vice-like strength that drags me to my feet and deeper into the
abyss. I regret not eating, not drinking, not getting more sleep as
my ankles twist beneath me on a terrain that should be impossible
to traverse, yet my colleagues do it so well.

“You fixed your outlet
with those chords, didn’t you?” Sufi says.

“Yes.”

“Who cares about that?”
Hayati says. “They took the Crickets.”

Sufi whispers a curse too low for my ears to
hear. Then she says, “We’ll get them back. With his outlet, we’ll
make things right.”

 


 



Chapter Twelve

 


We walk for what seems like days until we
find corridors filled with glowing orbs of algae. The path descends
between towering stalagmites and stalactites that form many jagged
teeth in a broken mouth. It leads us to a new glow. Daylight. I’m
only steps away from the outside world. And once I’m out, my
search—for the people I actually care about—will continue.

I haven’t been in the cave for relatively
long, yet I’m blinded by morning light.

We stand beside the entrance, ankle-deep in
water, staring bleary-eyed at the outside. Trinity’s people are not
here, not right now.

As we let our eyes adjust, I dive into the
Doomsday Dossier. My hope is it contains something that will help
us stay alive or help me find my parents. With STEM thankfully
still operational, it should take seconds to gain a high-level
overview.

Pinned to the top of the folder is a file
named READ ME. It was uploaded by my mom, but that’s the only
metadata attached to the file. There’s no date of creation, no file
size, no content type. Opening it, I find a basic text file, which
also strikes me as strange, since a video feed would have been more
efficient.

When I read the first sentence, I begin to
understand why she relayed the message in plain text.

Dear Proto,

In the unlikely event you receive this
package, the foremost thing you need to remember is that I love you
with all my heart.

I disconnect briefly, feeling as if a god
itself punched me in the gut. Why does it read like a goodbye
letter? Why isn’t it in video format, where I can see my mom’s face
and hear her voice?

The answers are so plain. Because it is a
goodbye letter. And because Mom suspected something bad was going
to happen. She just didn’t know when. This was her way of adding
information without breaking continuity.

The letter explains the Doomsday Dossier
contents: political affiliations, Shotreyus payroll, city and
underground maps, military secrets. It’s too much to process. I
should disconnect and return to real-time. But information about
social unrest hooks me in. I open files under the relevant folder
named CONSEQUENCES OF THE DECIMATION.

Videos show people marching and tanks
rolling down the avenues. Rioters burn and loot buildings and
attack Shotreyus police forces. In retaliation, the Shotreyus fire
rubber bullets, gas canisters, and low-pulse energy projectiles
into the crowds. In one video, a line of students about my age are
folded backward by a massive energy pulse. They hold banners that
say DOWN WITH THE DECIMATION and WE ARE NOT NUMBERS and THE REAPED
SHALL BE THE REAPER.

I have no idea what any of this means. And
when I search for a definition, the parental block in my STEM
prevents me from accessing the information.

I’m no stranger to the parental block. It’s
been in place for as long as I had my STEM, preventing me, a lonely
hormonal teenage boy, from accessing “Not Safe For Work” content.
Does the Decimation involve anything sexual? Probably not. Which
means it’s flagged for extreme violence, gore, or death. But why
didn’t my mom lift the parental block? Did she simply overlook
it?

From the little context I have, the
Decimation was highly controversial but deemed necessary for the
survival of the city. When I search for individuals connected to
the Decimation, I’m surprised to find Trinity Bancroft at the top
of the list, along with several high-ranking Shotreyus officers who
had since been dishonorably discharged.

I open Trinity’s profile and skim her
information. Trinity Bancroft. Age: forty-three. Occupation:
Unemployed. Education: N/A. Caste: Shrew. It could be a basic
boilerplate for the majority of the population, except for her
moniker the “Chain Cracker”. What the name means, I can’t be sure.
Were the chains literal or metaphorical? Was it a reference to the
blockchain, where our code was stored? Or did she free the
imprisoned?

Trinity’s profile also has various media
attached to it. In one video, she stands on a burnt civilian class
glider, its yellow paint blackened from a long-extinguished
fire.

There are over fifty recordings, and as I
scan them in chronological order, I notice the number of those
gathered increases, along with her influence.

Most of the dishonorably discharged
Shotreyus officers were from the Silverbacks, the youngest
regiment. I don’t know much about them because they rarely
interfaced with my parents. They lacked a specialization, like
cyber or political or guerilla warfare or a focus on niche weapons
or vehicles. From the little I know, the regiment was set apart by
their recruitment strategies; you didn’t have to be born into a
certain family to be a Silverback. They had Vizards in their ranks,
Shotreyus from other regiments, even some higher functioning people
of the lower caste.

My family communicated fairly often with the
Old Guard, which included the three original Shotreyus regiments:
Cyan Spiders, Purple Prophets, and Verdant Towers. Among the
officers discharged, none belonged to the old three.

And none of the names on the list stood out
to me.

But one thing was clear: the Decimation,
whatever it was, had influenced these soldiers to defect, or plot a
coup, or simply murder as much of the population as they could.

Getting the feeling I’ve been in the files
too long, even though I could spend hours—real-time hours—combing
through data, I return to reality.

The outside world looks nothing like it did
yesterday. The bodies are gone. The banks look smooth, the sands
stained red from the water, with deep veins of black soil forming
arrows in the earth, pointing the way to the hungry ocean that
reclaimed what the land had lost.

“Nothing’s left,” I
whisper.

My eyes adjust to the ragged rock wall
opposite the cave entrance. Along the top of the mountain, I see no
one. All the looters and cannibals are long gone, and perhaps
they’ll never return. The cradle of civilization is a ghost
town.

The sun warms my skin as cool, salty air
rolls off the ocean. The sky is clear, yet the strong wind hints at
the dark weather churning in the distance, coming for us. The
outfall has reduced to a steady stream that feeds the river.

That means the water levels in the city are
low and that the rains weren’t as torrential as the night of the
blackout. Hopefully, the city’s survivors had an easier time
staying alive.

Over the cliff top, the deflated Strata-Dome
resembles a dirty blanket, deflated of hope. I stare desperately,
irrationally expecting a survivor to emerge and wave me over. But
of course, there’s no movement, no flares—just stillness. It’s too
late. The numbness of last night returns, but this time anger mixes
with my grief. So much pointless death.

The only way up is to climb, and the rocks
are slick with rain, and my body is weak from lack of food.

I step into the river, surprised by its icy
bite. Sediment swirls around my calves, making it impossible to see
my feet. For all I know, I can be standing on a corpse. But I let
the thought sink away, like so many bodies.

People shout. It comes from the dark cave,
resounding from its depths.

That’s when I feel the buzz in my neck. My
STEM tingles, and for a second, I wonder if the orbital satellites
have come back to life. I send a ping but receive no response.
Instead, I hear a voice broadcast in my brain like a thunderous
thought.

Proto, I see you, the voice says.

Trinity.

Her voice slithers into my mind like a
virus, toxic and invasive. I try desperately to block her out, but
it’s useless. She owns my thoughts. All at once, someone grabs me
and Sufi says, “Run!”

We sprint to the cliff while I send a series
of pings, hoping someone’s out there to help. Something responds.
Only, it’s fuzzy. Which makes me think the satellites have groggily
awoken or that the wispy connection is a trap set by Trinity. Even
though I’m freaking out, a realization sets my heart thundering.
Trinity is clearly more knowledgeable and powerful with STEM than I
am. Which means she may know the outlawed techniques a STEM user
can use to essentially block the mind from accessing the body,
putting the user in a coma. I try again to end the connection as if
my life depends on it and fail.

Screams echo from the cave, the soundwaves
piercing my heart more painfully than any arrow could.

Amar and Hayati run to my side, Amar pushing
my shoulder. “We need to move. Now.”

It’s a forty-foot climb, which I should be
able to do, theoretically. Amar and Hayati claw at the rocks,
ascending it with feline grace. Now that I’m closer, I see someone
had used a tool to carve the rocks, making handholds and footholds
for easier grip. A path of loose dirt zigzags the rockface where
others must have scaled up and down the surface.

Amar helps Hayati up by loosening his belt
and letting her grab hold of it, pulling her up when he can. At the
top, Hayati looks down, and I half expect her to freeze in fear,
staring down some three and a half stories without any harnesses to
keep her safe. Her eyes widen, but they linger on me; she is
fearful, though not for herself.

“I’m a good climber,” I
say, too low for anyone to hear. And it’s true, but as I watch Sufi
spider up the wall without hesitation, climbing with a speed that
seems inhuman, the sinister sense of doubt begins building. I’m a
good climber in SIM. My climbing stats are pretty impressive, but
again, only in SIM.

The surface of the rock feels more polished
than it looks. My fingers dip into the deep grooves of the
handhold. So, it is like climbing a ladder. That’s a small
relief.

“Will the others be all
right?” I say to Sufi.

“Shut it and climb.” She’s
five feet above me, her movements providing a map of where I should
grab, where I should put my feet. Each handhold provides a reliable
grip. The balls of my feet, however, are wet and covered in fine
grains of sand. My foot slips, and my fingers clench the rock. I
look down—which is a mistake—because I’m about three-quarters of
the way up. If I fall, I have a high chance of breaking my bones or
severely injuring my spleen, liver, and lungs. And it’s just my
luck to remember unhelpful facts—like which organs are susceptible
to damage in a fall—and not something more useful, like the proper
way to pivot my hips into the wall to give my hands a
break.

I recover, white-knuckled and huffing, and
steady my breathing to stop the trembling. The last thing I need
right now is to be shaking.

“Hurry,” Hayati says. Her
head peaks over the edge of the cliff, her eyes dancing from me to
the mouth of the cave.

“People are exiting the
cave, aren’t they?”

“Just focus on getting up
here, okay?”

I carefully place my foot on a rocky nub,
pivoting my ankle so my toes catch the groove.

“It’s Trinity, isn’t it?”
When Hayati doesn’t answer, I say, “Don’t worry about freaking me
out. I work surprisingly well under pressure.”

“Well, then,” she says
carefully. “You should know they’re holding weapons. The kind you
can shoot.”

I don’t risk a glance. I pull myself up
another few feet, digging the toecaps of my shoes into the rock.
When I reach over the clifftop, Amar and Sufi grab my arm and pull
me up, toppling backward to haul me onto the high ground. I think I
have a moment to rest—my body is desperate for it—but Amar and Sufi
are already up and sprinting.

Right. The Naturalists have projectiles. I
need to move.

Something thumps the soil beside me as I
scurry to my feet. An arrow juts from the ground, vibrating from
impact.

“Oh, crap.” I run with my
arms covering my head, wondering if my STEM would protect me from
an arrow, and deciding the best course of action would be not to
find out.

I risk a glance into the valley to see it
spotted with people. More pour out of the cave. And as my eyes
frantically sweep the landscape, my feet pounding the red soil, I
see a man with a bow and quiver standing in the middle of the
river, an arrow loaded on a pulled taut string.

It’s Drem, but now his kind face is twisted
into a snarl. He’s cloaked in a web of leaves like he’s melded with
the jungle itself. Red mud under his eyes gives him a savage look.
Like our actions have changed him.

“Heretics!” he screams,
letting his arrow loose. Like an idiot, I watch it sail through the
air. It looks like the shot is going wide, but I’ve seen arrows
curve ninety degrees in flight in SIM, and if there’s one thing
I’ve learned being in the real world, it’s to never underestimate
anyone’s skill. So I keep sprinting with my head low.

By my estimates, they’ll have climbed the
wall in about a minute, which means, at our current pace, we’ll be
about seven hundred and ten feet ahead of them. Not a lot of
distance. Especially since an expert archer could hit their mark at
three hundred and fifty yards.

The dead city stretches before us beneath
the deflated Strata-Dome. Cliffs and the red ocean to the right,
the city’s remains shrouded like a corpse to the left. Sufi, Amar,
and Hayati are sprinting as quickly as I am, only they are going in
a straight line. With expert archers letting arrows fly in our
direction, running in a straight line is suicide.

“Guys, zigzag!” I shout.
“Hang left!”

Sufi looks over her shoulder but doesn’t
acknowledge she’s heard me. None of them do. They just continue
running.

“Go left! Go into the
city!” I say as loudly as I can muster. I don’t care if the
Naturalists hear me. If their aversion to technology is to be
believed, then the city would be a place they’d hesitate to
visit.

I cut to the left. Before me, the blue
fabric of the Strata-Dome lays in an uncomfortable heap. I jump
over the three-foot-high ring that encircled the city with ease,
but that’s where the challenge begins. The surface is slippery. The
tears are far and few, and from my vantage point, I cannot see any
entry into the city. But I remember the huge tear that opened a
window into the natural stormy sky. If the tear occurred in
the middle of the city, where the buildings were the tallest, then
I’d need climbing equipment or a flying vehicle to reach it.

Not good.

I run along the metal ring, though the
ground offers better traction. Before I can jump off the
Strata-Dome and correct my mistake, Sufi and the siblings beeline
toward the city. Sufi and Amar grab at the Strata-Dome and pull it
back with all their might. I see it now: they’ve found a tear.

When I reach them, I’m dripping with sweat.
The tear is minor, only about a foot and a half long. I pull the
fabric with all my might, but it doesn’t budge. The synthetic
material is designed to withstand apocalyptic weather—what chance
do four hungry kids have at ripping it open?

“It won’t budge,” I say.
“We have to squeeze in as is.”

I give a nervous glance toward the valley,
where the Naturalists have reached the top of the cliff. Four
appear, then five, then six.

“If no one’s going to
try…” I say, then I dive headfirst into the tear. Not the smartest
thing to do. I have no clue if I’ll be crushed to death under the
Strata-Dome, or suffocate, or drown if there’s water trapped
beneath the fabric. But my choices are dying in the city by my own
stupidity or dying at the hands of angry, irrational people. So I
squirm and pull and wiggle until I’m completely through the
slit.

I crawl with my hands and knees submerged in
polluted water. The Strata-Dome presses against my back. It’s not
as pliable as I once imagined. Rather, it’s as heavy and immovable
as a cement slab. And the farther I venture, the lower it gets,
forcing me onto my elbows.

I can’t hear anything happening around me.
There’s a dull woosh reminiscent of a distant ocean that masks any
sound Sufi and the others might be making.

The Strata-Dome pitches downward, pushing me
farther into the water. At the same time, the water level rises to
my shoulders, forcing my head sideways so I can breathe. Before
traversing the cave, I never considered myself claustrophobic, but
as the Strata-Dome constricts me, forcing me into the water, I want
to break free and run. Only I can’t. And it’s driving me crazy.

I can only go forward. That means taking a
deep breath and plunging underwater. It’s dark red, nearly
impossible to see through, and I have no idea how long I’ll be
submerged. Or if the Strata-Dome is touching the actual ground, in
which case I won’t be able to pass, meaning it’s only a matter of
time until the Naturalists find us waiting like fish in a
barrel.

Okay. It’s okay, I think, hoping I’ll
believe my own lie. I draw a breath and go under. Water fills my
ears and everything goes black. I hear a constant thrum, like the
water is surging, only everything is still. Too still.

I swim until my stomach hits the ground,
then I claw my way forward. It doesn’t take long until the
Strata-Dome presses against my back again. The cloth descends until
it wedges me against the ground. Not good. I stretch my arm out to
find the Strata-Dome is in fact pinched at this point before the
cloth ascends. I don’t know if I can squeeze myself through,
though.

To make matters worse, something or someone
hits my feet. Whether it’s a Naturalist or Sufi or one of the
siblings, I have no clue.

I let out a bit of air and try to shove my
head under the Strata-Dome. If there’s anything working for me,
it’s that the cloth is slick. But the space is tight to the point
that pressure builds around my temples, making my head feel like
it’s about to pop.

But if my head fits through, the rest of my
body should, too. Right?

I don’t know. I can’t think between the fear
and my burning lungs and the hands pounding at my feet.

Pounding?

Someone’s hitting me … which means someone
is urging me forward.

I grind my fingers into the concrete and
pull as hard as I can until the top of my head clears the pinch. My
ear and cheek rub against the concrete, skin grating like cheese,
but still I push. There’s nothing else I can do. And as I claw the
ground, the desperation sets in. I need to breathe, yet I’m pinned
at the neck. I put my arms through, which is easy enough, and push
my palms against the Strata-Dome, pressing my shoulders through the
narrow slit.

It only occurs to me now that there’s no
guarantee this side of the pinch will lead to open air. It could
just be an enclosed pocket of water with no way out. But as the
hands continue to grab my ankles, both pushing and punching me, I
know I have to push ahead. There’s no turning back, no way to
communicate an about face.

The fear is too much. The panic sets in. I’m
no longer pulling myself along the ground—I’m thrashing. Even
though my mind has regressed to lizard-brain thinking, I have
enough sense to know I’m wasting oxygen. The more I move, the
faster I die. And that just makes me thrash more.

My chest gets caught. I twist one way, then
another, hoping to cork-screw myself through. My lungs burn and all
I want is to breathe … to never be in water again. With more
effort, I get my chest through and my stomach. Thankfully, my butt
and legs pass through without any issue, and I swim up…

…only to hit my head on
the Strata-Dome.

With eyes wide open, I see nothing. Only,
that’s not entirely true. In the distance, the red water takes a
purplish hue. It’s there I swim, using all my panic and adrenaline
to power my arms and legs as my lungs ache for air. I need to
breathe. I’m about to inhale the red water as I enter into the
light and break the surface.

I gasp for air, greedily inhaling the grit
and dust atmosphere, not even caring to look around me. Not yet.
All I can do right now is breathe. One breath. Two breaths. Three
breaths.

Then I stop breathing.

Because Sufi and the others haven’t emerged
yet. I look down at the red water, hating every last ounce of it,
and then I draw my breath and dive in again.

Rule three: Three minutes without air.
That’s how long you can survive. How long has it been?

I do my best to retrace where I swam from,
but it’s completely dark. There’s no guarantee I’ll find the pinch.
At least I have the light to guide me back.

Under the water, I hear a burst of bubbles.
High-pitched voices scream, and though I can’t understand the
words, I understand the panic. They’re trapped. They’re
drowning.

I swim to the sound, my hand on the
Strata-Dome above me as it lowers to the pinch. Then I feel a hand.
It squeezes my hand, lets go, then grabs me again. It’s Sufi or
Hayati, and they’re still conscious, but they’re flailing their
arms in the throes of terror. I grab one forearm, then search for
the other, find it, and pull with all my might, my feet pushing off
the Strata-Dome.

It works, but slowly, and as I squeeze them
through the pinch, I realize I might be squeezing the last of the
air out of them.

With one last pull, they break free of the
narrow passage willingly, and we unintentionally butt heads. That’s
a good sign. It means they can still swim. So I guide them to the
light and push them forward, but I don’t surface for a breath. Not
yet, because I hear more struggling.

I swim back and the burn seeps back into my
lungs, but it’s not like before. My mind is better focused, and
despite nothing going smoothly, I’m able to tap into a state of
calmness that makes my every move deliberate and my breath last a
bit longer.

I return to the pinch and feel a long and
scrawny arm and a big hand. It’s Amar. He’s the thinnest of the
group. It’s a struggle to get his head through, but his body slips
under easily, and I push him toward the light of the surface.

That makes one to go. It’s either Sufi or
Hayati. But when I reach back into the pinch, I feel nothing. No
hands, no cloth, no arms flailing to be freed. Worse, I only hear
the woosh of the water.

It’s possible that Sufi or Hayati—whoever
was left in the water—had retreated back to the way they had come.
Only, that wouldn’t make sense, because the Naturalists were sure
to have caught up. Why would anyone run into the arms of their
would-be killers?

The answer is they wouldn’t.

So I reach through the narrow passage and
feel around. I touch a piece of cloth. I grab it, pull it near, and
sure enough, I feel a shoulder, then an arm.

Trapped beneath the crushing weight, the
panic rises in my throat. I want to scream out the last precious
air in my lungs. But I force my primal terror down with a gulp. I
have to stay calm or I’m dead. So I pull the body through the pinch
arm first and maneuver the head through the tight squeeze. I touch
her hair, and still can’t tell whether it’s Sufi or Hayati, even
though Sufi’s hair is thin and Hayati’s is thick and curly.
Underwater, moving as quickly as I am, the texture and detail of
everything is lost.

The crazy thing is I still don’t know Sufi’s
motivations, or whether she wants to kill me or use me against my
will. I also don’t know whether I’m holding Hayati, who has been
nothing but kind, all things considered.

I grab her beneath the arms and push off the
Strata-Dome with my legs. I keep a steady mind, but there’s only so
much my lungs can take. I pull, feeling moments of tension as her
chest squeezes through, then her hips. With a heave that causes
bubbles to erupt from my nostrils and mouth, I clear her of the
pinch and swim to the light, wishing I had kept that air in my
body, because the burn is unreal, our speed too slow, and the light
too far away.

Focus and swim! screams a voice in my
head. Is it my brain or STEM shouting the demand, I don’t know. I
kick and swim with one arm, pulling the body next to me until
finally we emerge.

I gasp for air. The water stings my eyes and
blinds me, and in that moment, hands are pulling me up. I cough out
water and wipe my eyes clear to find Hayati and Amar dripping wet,
pulling us toward shallow water.

And that means…

“Sufi,” I say.

Hayati is pulling her face down across the
water, not having a chance to turn her over yet. Amar and I rush to
flip her onto her back, finding her pale with rings or purple
wrapping around her closed eyes.

I find a pulse, though it’s weak. I know
from training that the heart will slow with every beat for the next
several minutes until it stops altogether. No second can be spared,
because even if we get her breathing again, the lack of oxygen can
cause brain damage, which is literally the last thing a person on
the run needs.

Since there’s a pulse, I don’t begin chest
compressions. I tilt Sufi’s head back and pinch her nose, then
place my mouth on hers and forcefully exhale five times. I take a
breath and exhale five times again. That’s what STEM always told me
to do: five breaths repeated five times.

My hands shake after the fifth attempt. Amar
and Hayati stand over me as quiet as ghosts, and after all that
time underwater, they’re still holding their breath.

I begin compressions. The heel of my palm
pushes down the middle of her chest as I count down from thirty.
When that’s done, I perform two more rescue breaths, then another
thirty compressions.

“Come on, breathe!” Tears
return to my eyes. I don’t want Sufi to die. In all honesty, I
never want to see another dead body again—not even a Naturalist. As
I compress, all I imagine are the bodies from last night and the
bodies that wait for us in the city. The water has taken too much
from us; I won’t let it take any more.

“Come on!”

Red water burbles out of Sufi’s mouth,
dribbling down her blue lips. She gags and coughs, and I turn her
on her side to vomit the water collected in her stomach.

“Thank the gods!” Hayati
weeps, pulling Sufi's limp body into her shaking arms. Amar kneels
beside us, the horror of our near loss settling around us. Sufi is
breathing, but the risk of infection, acute respiratory distress
syndrome, slow heart rate, and hypothermia are relatively high. But
nothing is as pertinent as the risk of Naturalists emerging from
the waters.

Still, I give Sufi her time.

“You’re okay now.” Maybe
she knows I’m lying. “When you’re ready, we’ll need to get up and
move.”

In the ankle-deep water, Sufi pushes herself
to all fours. The water dribbles down her chin and off clumps of
hair that dangle like deformed fingers. She spits a glob of white
bubbles into the red water, and tries to regulate her breathing.
Then she looks around her.

I look around, too. I’ve been so focused on
Sufi I didn’t have a chance to see if survivors were watching. The
Strata-Dome rises before us, caught on a streetlamp that bends
under its immense weight. Beneath it, a waterlogged transport is
turned on its side, and beyond, the buildings crumble and drip with
red water, as if they’re bleeding.

“Peter saved your life,”
Hayati says.

“He saved us all,” Amar
says, an edge in his voice, like they’re keeping tabs. Like I’ve
just paid my debt to Sufi. But that’s crazy. When Tan and I ran
dangerous SIMs, we never kept count of who saved whose ass. It was
live or die, with no contractual agreements.

But if this is how they think…

“We’re even,” I say,
offering Sufi my hand.

She takes my hand, surprising me with her
strong grip.

“Right,” she says.
“Thanks.”

This is the longest she’s looked into my
eyes. For the first time since meeting her, her expression is
gentle and genuine.

“Uh, no problem.” That’s
followed by an awkward silence that I fill by saying, “You’d do the
same for me.”

“I did,” she
says.

I weave my arm around her back, and Amar
does the same. I haven’t known Sufi long, but this may be the first
time she appears weak in front of the siblings. She’s been the
warrior. Now, she’s vulnerable, and the siblings are visibly
distraught by it.

“We don’t know whether the
Naturalists will make it through that hole, so let’s keep moving,”
Sufi says. “Don’t let me slow you down.”

“Remember rule four,” Amar
says.

“I’m not a child,” Sufi
says.

“I’m not saying you are.
But rule four: Do less. Avoid hard exercise and let your body
adjust. In other words, don’t fight us if we help you.”

It’s not long before we walk to the edge of
the building and turn up a flooded road, where we find the first
corpse. At the sight of the pale, swollen body, my throat
constricts. I want to cry out, yet laughter booms in my ears—a
sadistic laughter, echoing in my mind.

“Who is that?” I
whisper.

“Random citizen,” Amar
says.

“No, that
sound.”

I can see them straining their ears, even as
the laughter grows louder in my mind. Which means it’s being
transmitted.

“Trinity,” I
say.

Good swimming, young Engstrom,
Trinity transmits. The others can’t hear it. They’re probably
wondering why I stopped walking, why the color has drained from my
face. Your little feat gave my soldiers the perfect blueprint
for entering the city. So, thank you.

So, she can see everything I see. Perhaps
she can hear everything I think, which makes me feel a level of
paranoia I never before experienced, which says a lot considering
my parents knew exactly what I was reading, watching, or hearing at
any given second in SIM.

My STEM is my only advantage in the real
world. It’s become a necessary appendage, something I rely upon
just as I rely on my heartbeat to keep me alive. I am my STEM, and
my STEM is me.

But right now, this very important piece of
my life is only drawing more danger. The longer I have it, the less
safe I will be.

So, I leave Sufi for a moment to find a
broken piece of a mortar in the low water. I study its edge. The
way the stone is cut makes it look like a primitive knife. Like
something that’ll do the trick.

“My STEM is a beacon for
Trinity,” I say. “As long as it’s working, she knows
everything.”

I hold the stone over my neck and take a
deep breath.

What are you doing? says the voice in
my head.

With shaking hands, I raise the jagged stone
over the smooth surface of my STEM. This tiny device has been my
lifeline, my only grasp of familiarity in this strange new world.
But I have no choice.

I bring the stone down on STEM as hard as
humanly possible, and the world goes dark.

 


 



Chapter Thirteen

 


I’m face down in the water. It has yet to
reach my throat or lungs; I don’t have to cough or gasp for
air.

Everyone stares at me. But if anyone should
be in shock, it’s me. I touch my STEM and feel the indentation. The
bashed metal, the sharp edge. I think I feel a few wires. Worse is
the sensation in my mind, something I can describe only as the
loneliness of thought. It’s just me in my head with no inputs from
the outside. All the locally saved data is gone, too, which means I
can’t access the Doomsday Dossier.

“What the hell was that?”
Amar asks.

I tell them how Trinity had a direct window
into everything I saw, heard, and maybe even thought. As I explain
this, Sufi deflates. I’m not sure if that’s a natural response to
almost drowning or if she’s extremely depressed about my STEM being
out of commission. I know I am.

But there’s nothing to do but continue
forward.

I don’t want to see any of what lies ahead
of me. I’d rather turn my eyes to the Strata-Dome or the crumbling
buildings that seem to close in on me, fainting from all they’ve
experienced. I wonder if there’s enough oxygen in the city with the
Strata-Dome so close to the ground, because I can no longer
breathe.

Bodies lay in the water. Some are face down,
others aren’t. Though the victims are diverse—all castes, races,
ages, religions—they are united in death by the sickly pale-blue
tint of their skin.

We all stop at that first corner to witness
the dead.

The Scavengers had pulled bodies into a pile
as high as a hill, yet the sight of new death gives them pause. I
guess death is something you never get used to, even when it
surrounds you and is embedded beneath your nails.

“How many do you think
there are?” Hayati whispers.

“Hundreds, at least,” Amar
says.

“More than that,” I say.
If aMiCA was right, and seventy percent of the city had died, then
nine million people were still fighting for survival. “Keep your
eyes on the windows and doorways. I’d bet most people sheltered in
place after the Strata-Dome fell.”

“Yeah,” Sufi agreed. “Few
would explore the streets with all the dead floating around and the
unpredictable flooding.”

Floating is an interesting word because the
water is shallow, except for where the roads caved under the impact
of falling building debris. One body floats in the deep water, the
man’s limbs submerged, showing only the hump of his back, his long,
thinning hair splayed out like a halo.

I can’t look away. I can’t catch my breath,
or move my feet, or shake this nervous energy building inside.

Hayati follows my gaze; she’s looking at the
man, too.

“Is that…?” she begins,
but she loses the words.

“A STEM,” I say. In the
blue pall cast across this broken city, the metallic STEM glistens,
begging for my attention, taunting me. “Nobody was safe,” I
blurt.

“Of course, nobody was
safe,” Sufi says. Her voice is still hoarse, filling it with
vitriol. “People in high towers suffer the greatest
falls.”

I can't deny her words, though they churn my
gut. These Tonitrexes were family, but in death they are
unrecognizable—alien and bloated.

Would I recognize my parents if I found
their corpses? I quickly swat that pesky thought away, because
until I find them, they are alive. Just because my mom sent the
Doomsday Dossier didn’t mean she breathed her last breath. She was
being precautious—that’s what she’s known for.

The intersection is strange, almost
beautiful. The Strata-Dome sags down to form what resembles a large
drop of water, and through its blue sheen, sunlight illuminates the
red water, creating rods of reflected light that dance above our
heads in a purple fairy glow. It’s the same at every
intersection.

“This was the Garment
District,” I say. I never walked the streets, but I memorized city
maps and photos, daydreaming of the moment I’d be on the surface.
And here I am. “The buildings here are comparably smaller than in
Center City, where I lived. It’s that way.”

I point northwest, trying to ignore the
bodies strewn about the water. At the intersections, the light cast
through the trapped water of the Strata-Dome looks like spirits
dancing upon the dead, trying to make sense of their abrupt fates,
of what happened.

Trinity is what happened.

I don’t know how. And I don’t know why.

“If the streets taught me
anything,” Amar says, “It’s that mass death events make for
dangerous survivors. If we can find supplies, I say we squat in a
building until the Naturalists lose our scent and the lunatics
settle down.”

As he speaks, he looks at corpses with a
cold, analytical eye, like how one would browse shelves at a store.
Am I above taking potentially life-saving items off a corpse? I’m
not sure…

“That plan sounds good to
me,” Hayati replies.

“Don’t think the
Naturalists and randos are the only ones who want us dead,” Sufi
says. Her voice is low. I have to lean in to hear every word. “You
didn’t see how things were after the attack. The things people did
to one another…”

I can read between the lines. She’s talking
about how people reacted to seeing a Tonitrex. Their hatred toward
me, the way they pursued me instead of finding safe shelter. They’d
rather me die than save themselves. I pull the scarf tighter around
my damaged STEM, my arm still supporting Sufi.

“If people think I’m one
of you, they won’t attack.”

“One of you,” Sufi
repeats. A weak scoff escapes her lips.

“You know what I mean. If
people think I’m … normal.”

“Keep digging your hole,”
Sufi says.

I’m apparently not explaining myself well,
which comes as no surprise. Without STEM feeding me facts and
suggested things to say, I’m basically an offensive glob of meat.
Though I can’t stop expressing myself, I can keep my mouth shut,
which is smart considering the danger lurking in the shadows.
Still, the urge to communicate my intentions is overwhelming, which
may be another one of my toxic traits.

“I mean that I’m a freak.
I’ve never seen another person outside of my family before. I never
ate anything other than Protein Paste. One of my best friends is a
computer that might be dead. And saving your life was literally the
third or fourth time I’ve ever actually touched another person.
Giving you mouth-to-mouth is the closest I’ve gotten to kissing
someone. Which is a creepy, cringy thing to say, but that’s me. I’m
not right.”

Sufi shifts under my arm.

“All things considered,
you’re still the fortunate one in this equation,” she
says.

“I’m not making this into
a game of who’s the biggest victim.”

“Guys. Enough,” Hayati
says.

“We’re in this crapshoot
together, like it or not,” Amar says.

I don’t say sorry, and neither does Sufi,
and in silence we approach an intersection where, to my relief,
there are no bodies. My gut says the higher the Strata-Dome is
pitched, the more survivors we’ll find, that the floods carried the
bodies to the edge of the city. I know that’s wishful thinking
because millions are dead and I’ve only encountered dozens thus
far.

Rushing into the middle of the intersection
would have been dumb even before the collapse. Sufi hasn’t been
wrong—the survivors have no reason to greet us with open arms—and
Amar seems to be knowledgeable, maybe even comfortable, moving
amongst bloodthirsty looters. As he said, with limited resources,
people will take what they can, from who they can, using any means
necessary. So I think back to my covert training.

STEM or no STEM, my experiences from SIM
live in my lovely, gooey brain. You’d think so many military
exercises would turn me into a super soldier. Instead, it’s
paralyzing having so many lessons crammed into my head. Lessons
that never became fully embedded into muscle memory. I have to make
a deliberate effort, and even then, the movements are clumsy.

I release Sufi, who can now stand under her
own strength, and crouch low. I shuffle to keep the water from
splashing. I stay near a ruined hardware store, its inventory taken
by hand or tide. The window’s broken glass is spotted with blood
that’s still wet, which means survivors are nearby. Across the
street, an old brick apartment building stands at the corner, the
dark windows glistening in the purple light, hiding anyone who may
be looking out at us.

When I peek around to the street to my left,
my breath evacuates at the sight of more bodies. There are too many
to count, which I have no desire to do. I don’t want to see them,
yet I can’t ignore the four bodies in lime green uniforms stained
red with water and blood, colors of the Verdant Towers regiment. I
hadn’t seen any Verdant Tower dishonorably discharged in the
Doomsday Dossier, which makes them good guys in my book. Which
could mean they had a target on their backs. To make matters worse,
their complex is only a mile from Tan’s. The thought of so many
‘targets’ in close proximity makes the knot in my stomach
tighten.

And worse still, I see two STEMs among the
corpses. My covert training fails me as I stumble into the street,
staring at the dead Tonitrex. And I can’t help but feel awful, not
only because the Tonitrex died, but because I care more about their
deaths than I do the others.

But Sufi’s palpable hatred and the city’s
blood-soaked streets make one thing devastatingly clear: the
injustice cannot continue.

Sufi and the siblings lean against an
overturned transport, waiting for a signal, or perhaps for a pulse
from an energy weapon to rip through my chest. Neither happens.

I want to look the dead Tonitrex in the
face, make sure they’re not family. But something about them
repulses me. Their bodies lay like rag dolls, limbs splayed in
unnatural directions. Most of their bones snapped like twigs when
they were ejected from their Turrim. Or else, somebody deliberately
broke their bones.

“There’s no one here to
hurt us,” I say. I don’t care if my voice is a bit loud; everyone
in earshot is dead.

The others approach cautiously, as if they
don’t believe me. Smart move by them. After all, I’m the idiot
here. I know nothing about empathy, or how the world works, or how
to live without electricity.

They cross the street only after surveying
the corpses and all the windows of all the surrounding
buildings.

“There’s no end to it,”
Amar says.

“No,” I say. I point to
the two Tonitrexes. “Do you know how many Tonitrex were in the city
before the attack?”

They shake their heads or shrug, or in the
case of Sufi, do nothing at all. They don’t care, but I tell them.
“There were three hundred of us. And in two blocks, I saw three
dead. And the weird thing? We’re not even near any Turrims.”
I don’t say the next part out loud, that if the water hadn’t
dragged them here, then people did.

“Must be bad luck,” Sufi
says.

“Bad luck,” I repeat, not
agreeing with her. “Can you answer something for me?”

I look to Sufi, and the siblings, and their
gazes are hollow, run down, worn thin.

“You said my people
enslaved you. What did you mean?”

Sufi scoffs and takes a step under her own
strength. Amar and Hayati grab her arms, not to stop her but to
help her move, like they want to outrun my question too.

“It’s a sore subject
then?”

“You can’t ask an
oppressed people if oppression is a sore subject,” Sufi
says.

“I’m sorry, but I don’t
understand. Why would we enslave anyone? I mean, we created robots
that could do almost anything.”

“Almost anything, huh?”
Sufi says. She picks up the pace, with Amar and Hayati in lockstep
of her. “We should leave you for dead.”

“He saved us,”
Hayati says. “He saved you.”

Sufi doesn’t slow down. But I’m beside them,
looking from her to the dark windows that reflect the sagging
Strata-Dome, wondering how many eyes watch us.

Sufi growls. “Your robots couldn’t fix the
climate, though, right? The climate that Tonitrexes single-handedly
ruined. And those robots didn’t make the economy work for all
classes, right? They automated nearly every single job, leaving us
to literally scavenge in the sewers. You’d think with all those
smart robots running around, you could, I don’t know, share the
knowledge? Give us a chance to compete? But no. Tonitrex banned us
from reading books and attending classes that would give us an
advantage.”

This wasn’t news to me, not entirely. I knew
the Shrew class didn’t read, but I didn’t realize it was by design.
The way my parents told it, Shrews didn’t have the desire or mental
capacity to learn complex theories, which is why it didn’t seem
like a big deal to keep information from them. I’ve never been one
to hide my emotions; I never learned how. My expression must be an
admission of guilt because Sufi’s cheeks turn red against the
purple-blue hue.

“You took away our freedom
to work, our freedom to learn, and our freedom to live. You made it
impossible for us to thrive. It’s digital enslavement, and it
robbed us of any sense of purpose, and it killed so many
people. While you were being pampered by robots, our parents died
of curable illnesses. Our women died in childbirth. Our children
starved. Know why there weren’t any middle-aged people in our
enclave? Because they were murdered. We brought in orphans, and the
elders were stormborn. They knew how to survive.”

Her words land like blows, each revelation
of oppression fueling the rage simmering within me. I was blind for
so long. But if I cannot defeat Trinity, let me die tearing apart
the rotting foundations of the world that birthed her.

“Things shouldn’t have
been this hard for you,” I say.

And that’s apparently not enough, because
Sufi scoffs again.

“It is hard,” Hayati
whispers. Her eyes are wide storm clouds, looking but not seeing
anything before her. “Every morning, I expect an elder to have
passed in the night. I always have my tools for performing the Last
Hymn handy.”

“And then the world
exploded,” I say. The pieces slowly fall in place. “Trinity never
wanted the advantage, did she? She wanted to bring everyone down to
her level.”

“That’s how Sufi sees it,”
Amar says.

Sufi’s jaw tenses, the bone battling with
her cheeks.

“So, you want me dead, you
want Trinity dead, and you want her zealots dead, too,” I say.
“Crazy, but I think I understand how you feel.”

“You understand nothing,”
Sufi says.

I sigh audibly, because she’s right.

“Where do you two stand on
this?” I ask the siblings.

They glance at one another and shrug. “We’re
just trying to survive,” Hayati says.

“Yeah. Never was one for
politics,” Amar says. “But if you tell me a superpowered sociopath
has the means to indiscriminately kill millions, I’d try to stop
her, regardless of her original intentions.”

I’m not sure how that makes me feel because
Sufi and the Naturalists appear to be two sides of the same coin,
which would explain her relationship with Trinity, whatever that
is.

The body of a child in a raincoat waits for
us at the next intersection. I hate that I have to scan the blocks
for survivors, because it means seeing more death, but it’s a
necessity. In the street, a toppled trash receptacle resembles a
missile, like the one that exploded over the Strata-Dome. In the
windows I see darkness. On the streets, stillness.

Pressing my back against a brick building, I
wave the others to come. When Sufi is close enough to hear me
whisper, I say, “I never personally did anything to hurt anyone. I
know that means nothing, but I’m sorry for the way you’ve been
treated. All of you.”

No one responds, and I can’t tell if it’s
because they have nothing to say to me, or if they spot a reason to
remain silent.

“I forgive you,” Hayati
says. “It’s not your fault. The problems don’t fall upon an
individual. They’re systemic.”

“You’re too good, Hayati,”
Sufi says.

We continue past the dead for too long of a
stretch of time when movement raises the hair around my shattered
STEM. It bolts out of from between a dilapidated doorway,
hunchbacked and running on all fours at a pace that beats my
heartrate. It’s a dog, I realize. How it survived the night, or
even managed to sleep without drowning, I can’t tell.

It makes eye contact and sprints away. I
wonder if it’ll warn its owners or if survivors tried to kill it
for its meat, making it wary of people. Even around so many dead,
the idea of killing a dog churns my stomach. Do I care more about a
dog than I do for people who are not Tonitrex? Is Sufi justified in
hating me?

Probably.

****

The military complex for the Cyan Spiders is
a quarter mile away. I’ve visited it often in SIM, where Tan and I
would replay military drills, but obviously have never seen it in
person. With every step, something cold and dead inside me stirs to
life—a glimmer of hope.

Tan is tough. I can say that even after
meeting Sufi and the other Scavengers. If anyone survived, it’d be
him. If anyone knew about the Shotreyus defectors or how to stage
an offensive against the Naturalists, it’d be him. And if anyone
knew if my parents were okay, it’d be Tan and his parents.

The complex’s vast garden comes into view.
In SIM, the hedges stand a story tall, their branches twirling
around an electrified metal fence that protected the building’s
twenty-story high avatar. Semicircular apses, tall bastions, and
battlements surround the building, making it look like a glowing,
silver castle.

The reality is much less impressive. The
complex is five-stories tall, rectangular and largely unadorned,
except for the large window at its center that features a
tremendous, sixteen-legged spider. It otherwise looks like a stone
box. And of course, it would, because the ornate architecture I’d
seen in SIM were for defensive purposes. The complex wasn’t some
castle built to attack or defend against its citizenry. It was a
glorified barracks and training facility. Still, the stark
differences set me off balance.

“We’ll find allies
inside,” I say.

Bodies cluster and float outside the once
impenetrable fortress—death’s grim calling card. The stench of
charred flesh reminds me of the haunting smell of cooked boar.

“What is this place?”
Hayati asks. She quickens her pace, still huddled like the rest of
us who hope to travel unnoticed. “Is it a palace?”

“It’s where the Shotreyus
live and train,” I say. Hayati looks at me with furrowed brows.
“They’re military.”

“Oh, hell no,” Sufi
says.

“I’m going. You don’t have
to follow.”

I run the last stretch, my feet splashing in
red water. The fear of being attacked fades as I get closer, as if
the building itself would animate to come to my defense. I know
that isn’t true, but it doesn’t matter. Soon, I’ll have an entire
army at my back. Soon, I’ll be with Tan, someone I fully trust.

Only, when I round the corner, the complex
looks worse than I imagined. The garden is underwater, the larger
hedges trampled and the evergreens lining the entrance shattered.
The complex’s many windows are broken. Like every other structure
in the city, the inside is dark, which catches me off guard.
Logically, the complex wouldn’t have electricity. But I had hoped
the Shotreyus had powered their backup generators.

I run for the entrance. Its long pathway
remains hidden behind a line of trees that fold along the path. I
turn onto the primary walkway, and my breath evacuates my
chest.

One. Two. Three. I can’t help but
count them. Four. Five. Six. They lay on the walkway, some
crushed beneath trees. The corpses wear the cyan jumpsuits Tan had
worn in nearly every SIM engagement. Seven. Eight. Nine.
What makes it worse is that I can’t even see ten yards ahead
because the fallen trees obscure the entrance beyond. Ten.
Eleven. Twelve. How many of them died?

I leap over a splintered trunk and jump over
prickly branches. More bodies lay beyond the first group of fallen
trees. They look older … but then, most Shotreyus were older. Until
the Silver Backs were formed, a Shotreyus had to be born into their
regiment. They had experienced a baby boom approximately fifty
years earlier that caused their numbers to swell, but the birth
rates have steadily declined ever since. Some blamed the decreasing
fertility rate on the Shotreyus diet, high in trans fats, soy, and
fish, which effect sperm health. But Tan told me the truth, how the
complexes were full of so many old folks that getting a room was
near impossible, and that with fewer officers, women had more
opportunities to rise in the ranks, which resulted in them putting
off having children. Add the ongoing climate crisis and economic
uncertainty, and it was difficult to convince anyone to start a
family. That’s one of the reasons Tan and I hung out—because he was
one of a few Shotreyus kids his age. That and because our parents
were important.

Pine sap and needles cling to my skin, the
smell creating an ugly contrast with the cruel scene before me. And
as I vault over another tree, I’m struck with a dizzying sense of
déjà vu, as if SIM and reality had merged with a nightmare, and for
a moment I’m completely paralyzed.

Maybe that’s why I stare at one of the
corpses to my side. It’s an old man, gray haired, and beneath his
open mouth, his throat had been cut. His eyes are closed, as if he
could be sleeping, only, he’s not.

These Shotreyus didn’t drown—they were
slaughtered. A knife sticking from a man’s back makes the truth
painfully clear: the elite Cyan Spiders have fallen.

The confidence and reassurance I felt flee
like birds. I don’t see one corpse that doesn’t belong to a Cyan
Spider. A more naïve me would have thought this impossible. The
Spiders were supposed to be the most elite of the Shotreyus. But
many things I’ve learned divert from reality.

The towering entrance looms before me. Logic
screams to turn back, but I have to know if Tan survived.

Five Spiders lay at the threshold, toppled
over one another. The doors are open; the inside is black. That
sense of déjà vu settles in again, even though I’ve never seen the
door open in SIM. We only explored the outside or the inside. The
transition in between never occurred, as if Tan was subliminally
telling me I was forbidden from entering this space on my own.

Low light shines through the giant window
above, casting a distorted shadow of a spider on the distant
stairs. If people are in the shadows, I’m oblivious to them. I
crouch beside the door, glancing at the bodies to see if any are
armed. They’re not, which means their weapons had been stolen,
making their killers all the more dangerous.

I slip into the darkness, pressing myself
against the outer wall. I freeze, holding my breath and closing my
eyes to heighten my sense of hearing. The water is about an inch
deep here, so I should be able to hear someone coming, though I
hear only the whoosh of my heart.

Banners hang from the high ceilings. The
darkness robs the cloth of its color, but I know the largest banner
is cyan, just as I know the other banners take the colors of the
sister Shotreyus regiments. A massive staircase spirals up the
center of the grand entrance, with a series of clear elevator bays
built into the center of the spiral. This matches what I
experienced in SIM, so maybe not everything I’ve experienced in the
digital world is a lie. The complex is five floors, separated into
four wings, named after our navigational stars—Bantario,
Slentathus, Corpio, and Wendimos. If Tan had been truthful, then
his quarters were on the second floor of the Bantario wing. I
figure that’d be a good place to start.

I shuffle up this massive echo chamber of a
staircase, my feet squeaking on the marble floor, the sound
crawling into the complex’s every crevice. I can’t see around the
bend of the elevator bay, so I don’t know what’s waiting for
me.

The second floor is illuminated by dim light
that floods through the complex’s huge, circular windows. More
bodies lay upon the ground, their cyan clothes stained red. It
strikes me then that I don’t know where to find a living Shotreyus,
or if any are left.

“Hey!” I scream, my voice
wavering. I’m not thinking logically. Maybe I don’t care. But I do
want to see someone—anyone—at this point. “Show
yourselves!”

The only response is my echoing voice.

Through the double doors and into the
Bantario wing, where the cadets dorm, I enter a narrow hallway that
looks nothing like what I experienced in SIM. The space through
Tan’s filters was huge and lavish, with ornate rugs from the Middle
East, crystal chandeliers, and chairs made of soft leather. There
were robot assistants, and machines that prepared refreshments and
meals and massaged your muscles. What I see instead are gray brick
walls and an epoxy floor that glistens in the low light. Industrial
doors with clouded windows line the hallway, which I assume leads
to the dorm rooms. I approach the first door and look inside. It’s
too dark, so I turn the handle, listening as the bolt clicks
open.

There are no closets, no hiding spaces, no
blankets to huddle beneath, or to obscure beneath the beds. It’s
just … bare minimum and empty. Two sets of bunk beds, a communal
desk, and four trunks, two flanking the desk and two at the foot of
the beds. And a huddled form laying on the mattress.

I pause, matching the person’s stillness.
They could be dead. They could be waiting. It’s too dark to see any
details.

I assume they’re armed. I assume they’re
dangerous and they want me dead. These assumptions will be my
advantage over them.

My steps are light taps, and when I’m five
feet away, I see the cyan color of their clothes. They lay on their
side, their back to the broken remains of the SIM station. They
wear their hair short like all cadets do, so they’re likely
Shotreyus, but I’m paranoid of this particular person for reasons I
can’t pinpoint. I study their stillness, and when I’m convinced
they’re not breathing, I quickly grab their shoulder and pull them
onto their back.

A plasma saber clatters to the floor. For a
second, I thought it was in this person’s hand, which causes my
adrenaline to dump.

I grab the plasma saber by instinct. I was
proficient in using them in SIM; they were among Tan’s weapon of
choice. He always preferred getting close to the danger. “It’s the
only time I feel alive,” he’d say.

Those words ring through my head, as if he’s
whispering into my ear.

But that’s impossible.

Because I’m looking at the face of the dead
body.

My stomach twists and the rush of juice
burns my throat. All at once, I want to scream, cry, vomit, and
hurt something.

Instead, I fall to my knees and touch Tan’s
shoulder. I look at the wound in his chest—a deep cut, but not done
by the plasma saber in my hand. Someone had gotten the better of
him, which seems impossible.

I can’t help but stare at his face, seeing
its true dimensions. His cheeks are rounder than they looked in
SIM, his eyebrows bushier. Along his jawline are sparse hairs other
cadets would have been reprimanded for. I place my hand on his
chest, and the flesh is softer than I’d imagine, not at all like
the muscular imagine he projected through his filters.

He even looks younger in real life. Younger
than me. For some reason, this is what causes the part of my brain
responsible for logic to snap.

I throw my head back and scream until my
throat is raw and my lungs have no wind left, and then I inhale and
scream again. Tears fall down my cheeks, blurring my vision, making
it hard for me to see Tan, and perhaps that’s for the best. Perhaps
I should run and save myself, but I feel Tan needs to experience my
grief.

More than that, I want to be found. Igniting
the searing hot plasma, I want vengeance.

I look away, but this makes my stomach twist
again.

Because in SIM, Tan’s room was the size of
my room (easily five times the size of this dorm). He had a walk-in
closet, a king-size bed, and an elaborate wardrobe complete with
suits of every color of the light spectrum.

But that had been a lie, just like the minor
cosmetic filtering he applied to his body.

He was my best living friend, yet in the
room he lived and died in, I realize I didn’t really know him, and
now I’ll never get the chance.

The sound of footsteps brings me back to the
moment. It’s hard to tell where they come from since the sound
echoes through the hall. I extinguish the plasma saber, letting the
darkness swallow me. I should have kept one eye closed to preserve
my night vision. Now everything is a touch darker than it could
be.

The door beside me clicks, raising the hairs
on my neck. I’m being followed. Which means I need to move quickly.
I want to yank the element of surprise away and use it against
them.

The door opens a sliver, the hinges whining.
Someone says, “Shh.” But that won’t help them, not now. I hold the
plasma saber like a baseball bat, ready to pump plasma into
someone’s skull. I hold my breath. My shoulders tense and my hands
tremble. The door opens and a silhouette passes through.

I ignite the plasma saber and swing with all
my might. I want the blade to connect, to completely eviscerate
someone’s brain. But something holds me back. A weakness. The blade
stops shy of its target, trembling before a face, illuminating a
startled expression.

“Sufi?” I say.

“Gods! Get that thing away
from me!” she shouts, squinting before the power of the plasma
saber.

“You followed
me?”

Amar grabs my arm. If he wants this weapon
out of my hand, he’ll have to fight me for it. Only, he doesn’t
grab the weapon. He pulls me deeper into the hallway, his finger
pressed firmly against his lips.

“We’re not safe here,” are
the only words he dares to whisper before rounding into the
shadows.

We would have walked in complete silence had
I not begun to cry.

****

Amar leads us to a fifth-floor bunk where he
and Hayati barricade the door, muffling the sounds of my grief.

I’m crying to the point of hyperventilation.
A hand grabs my shoulder and pulls me into an embrace. My eyes are
too teary to see who it is, but the smell of incense and lavender
is enough to know it’s Hayati. I don’t know why she’s hugging me,
but I hug her back, and for the briefest moment, I feel the
faintest sliver of comfort.

“You must find your
peace,” she whispers.

“My best friend,” I
whisper back.

“He was back there, wasn’t
he? I’m sorry.”

That makes me cry more. Every attempt at
regulating my breath fails. I’ve been reduced to a gasping mucus
dispenser.

Gods, I’m a wuss.

“Let’s keep it down,” Amar
whispers. “We can’t risk attracting any more attention.”

“I’m good,” I say, wiping
away what I swear will be the last of the tears.

“We know what it’s like to
lose loved ones,” Hayati whispers.

“Being on the outside, you
make lots of friends because you’re always losing people,” Amar
says.

“For what it’s worth,”
Hayati whispers, “we’re all the last of our families, too, you
know?”

“Orphans?” That smoldering
spark of hope within me fades a little more, leaving me feeling
like a lesser person. Had I not counted a disproportionate number
of Tonitrex dead on the streets? Was I still clinging to a fool’s
dream?

“Thirty percent of the
city survived. But not my people, right? The Tonitrex, the
Shotreyus, they didn’t make it.”

No one answers. No one knows. But I do.

“Tonitrex were the target.
Everyone else was collateral damage. The soldiers were vastly
outnumbered. The Vizards too obese to walk up a set of stairs, let
alone swim in the flood waters. The fourth caste is all that’s
left.”

Sufi gazes out the window, ducking to see
the top of the fallen Strata-Dome.

“You really think you’re
the only upper-caste person left?” she whispers.

“I … I do.”

Sufi’s brow furrows, her head abruptly
shaking.

“What?” I ask.

Sufi exhales, a mist spreading on the
window. “I think you’re right.”

“You seem sad about
it.”

“Yeah.” She wipes the
window clear and looks at the street. “You’re the only person left
with a STEM outside of Trinity.”

“In other words, I’m the
only person who can face her on even ground?”

“Until your little
roadside lobotomy.”

In the silence that follows, the building
shifts. The cracks and pops could be the structure shifting, or it
could people scrounging for supplies.

“I’ll stop Trinity,” I
say.

“You’ll stop Trinity?”
Sufi asks.

“That’s right.”

“How?”

She’s not ridiculing me. This is a genuine
question.

I ignite the plasma saber again. Probably a
stupid move, considering I won’t be able to recharge it. But the
blade communicates what I can’t.

“This is how,” I
say.

“So.” Sufi’s words are
slow and deliberate. “You’re going to navigate an intricate cave
system you know nothing about, past a well-armed clan of zealots,
and stab her?”

I let the plasma run dry out of the
blade.

“I’ll do whatever I
can.”

“Let’s talk about what you
can’t do. You can’t defeat an army. You can’t oppose a group that
essentially destroyed an impenetrable city. I mean, damn, you can’t
watch a boar die.”

“This is different,” I
say, my voice growing loud enough for Amar to hush me. “The pig was
innocent. Trinity isn’t.”

“She has access to nuclear
weapons. Do you?”

Again, she isn’t being facetious.

I give her an honest answer: “I don’t
know.”

“Damn it.” She nearly
kicks the wall, pulling her hair back until the strands are tight
against her skull.

“I don’t understand,” I
begin.

“Could you repair your
outlet? Could you do it so that Trinity can’t track
you?”

I think over the possibilities.

“In theory.”

“Okay. In theory, could
you make your outlet stronger than Trinity’s? Could you, I don’t
know, control tanks and drop missiles from the sky or
something?”

I stare at her for a while, keenly aware of
how she’s inching closer to me in anticipation, like a lioness
awaiting the perfect moment to pounce.

“Could I make my STEM
stronger? I … I don’t know.”

“Stop. Stop and think.
You’re not allowed to say you don’t know. You have all knowledge
implanted into your brain.” She gets so close that her breath warms
my chin. “Can you make your STEM stronger?”

“That’s like asking to
make your brain smarter.”

Sufi huffs, apparently not liking that
answer.

I throw up a hand. “What do you want from
me?”

“To know more,” she
hisses. “To be helpful.”

“I’m trying, okay? This is
happening a bit fast. I don’t even have the headspace to mourn my
only friend.”

I welcome the silence. Pressing my ear to
the cold, hard wall, I hear the faint skittering of rats, roaches,
and raiders. In what’s supposed to be one of the most refined
establishments in the city.

“I was there,” she says.
“When Trinity got her STEM.”

I don’t know how to react to that. Neither
do Amar or Hayati.

“You always were off on
some mission,” Amar mutters. “Always crawling around the
city.”

“So were you,” Sufi says.
“It doesn’t make you Naturalist, no more than it does me. I parted
ways with Trinity before the attack. When I saw what she had
planned.”

“So you knew she would
attack the city?” I ask.

“Not like this. She was an
extremist, but nobody could have anticipated this. But hear me
out—she installed it in a military facility beneath the
sewers.”

“A sub-station,” I say. I
suppress a shudder at the mention of those sprawling underground
complexes manned by Shotreyus engineers. In the SIMs my father
insisted I study, I’d navigated virtual replicas down to the
smallest detail. I figured he loaded the SIMs because one day I’d
live down there, spending every waking hour developing cutting-edge
wartime technology. But now I question his motives.

Am I shocked that such a powerful group who
possessed extraordinary knowledge and capabilities attempted to
shift the power structure? Not really.

“Was it Fort
Butner?”

“I don’t know the name. It
could have been.”

“Who helped Trinity?” I
ask.

Sufi's eyes darken. "Generals in silver
suits. Scientists in white coats. An alliance of your people."

“Silverbacks,” I
say.

“Most wore silver. But
they weren’t the only ones,” Sufi says. “There were purple suits
and red suits. They all gathered in the operation room.”

I nod, piecing together the clues. A
military coup, plotted in secret beneath the surface. Trinity their
knife in the dark, guided by Shotreyan minds educated in Tonitrex
halls. Anger and regret churn in my gut.

“Why use Trinity? Why not
challenge the Tonitrex directly? The Shotreyus could have easily
defeated us.”

“Are you so naïve?” Sufi
asks, her tone soft and genuine, not intending to insult me. “The
military would have been eviscerated in minutes.”

“We weren’t that
powerful.”

“Peter, you could render
their weapons inoperable, stop the oxygen flow to their complexes,
and unleash an army of robots against them.”

“Well, yeah, if I thought
like a total sociopath, maybe,” I say.

“She blew up this gods
forsaken city!” Sufi snaps. “She had everyone in this complex
killed! Newsflash, Professor Brains: If you don’t fix your outlet
and start thinking like a killer, you’ll end up dead. Just like
your friend. And you might not care about all the people struggling
on the streets right now, but they’ll die, too.”

“I don’t want anyone to
die,” I say weakly.

I wipe my eyes, realizing Sufi is right. As
much as it pains me, Tan is gone. If I have any hope of avenging
him against Trinity, I need to repair my STEM. It gave Trinity the
power to conquer New Starbrough. Now it's the only way we can
survive her.

“aMiCA,” I
whisper.

“What?” Sufi
asks.

“My parents were pioneers
in STEM development. My STEM operated with an artificial
intelligence program no other Tonitrex could access. If I’m able to
rebuild my STEM to match Trinity’s, my AI would be my
advantage.”

That is, if Trinity didn’t already hack
aMiCA, which would first require her having knowledge of it, then
locating it on the cloud, which may be nonoperational.

“I think I know what I
need to do,” I say.

There’s a glint in Sufi’s eye. Maybe it’s
hope.

As corny as it sounded, it sends a buzz down
my spine. Because if a street-smart realist like Sufi believes in
me, maybe I could believe in myself, too.

 



Chapter Fourteen

 


I ask the others to help me move Tan’s body.
But as I lift him from the bed, I find him covered in dried urine.
I don’t fault him for pissing himself, nor can I hide how much it
shames me, the kid who regularly pissed himself in SIM.

I carry him on my own, even when the others
protest and cite rule four: do less; avoid hard exercise.

Even if I burn calories I can’t afford to
lose and deplete water I may never replenish, even if I attract
attention from squatters, it’d be worth it.

Tan is my friend. Or, rather, he was my
friend. He deserves dignity, and this is the best I can do.

It’s a long trek from the stairs to the
garden, and as I carry Tan along, his fingertips drag in the water.
I swallow back most of my sobbing. If Sufi and the others need me
to be some super-strong, unfeeling action hero, I’ll fake the
part.

With the water levels where they are, I
can’t dig into the soil of the garden. Instead, I gather fallen
trees into a pyre. I will set Tan upon it and I will light it on
fire.

“This is how I’ll honor
him.”

“Good ol’ fashion revenge
not enough?” Amar says with a grin.

“It’s not,” I say. “Also,
I’m still too green to appreciate gallows humor,
thanks.”

“Right. Sorry.”

“Let’s live to honor the
dead and to restore goodness to the living,” Hayati says, as if to
rescue and preserve this holy moment.

“That’s my dream,” I say.
Though the amount of work required to restore the city to its
original glory is dizzying. More likely, it’ll erode into a
neglected cemetery.

Life is no longer predictable, no longer
comfortable, no longer safe. For the Scavengers, it’s always been
that way. So I’m not surprised by how well they can stomach the
death and wreckage. But I am surprised by the spark that urges them
to fight on.

Amar helps me move the trees and lay Tan at
the center of the prickly mass of branches and needles. It takes
less than five minutes, all of which Amar spends staring into the
dark complex.

I run the plasma saber’s plasma along the
branches, the heat dehydrating the wood before setting it aflame.
Then I walk away. Once, I’d faint at the sight of my friend’s dead
body. Now, I’d faint at the smell of him cooking. I pray the fire
consumes him, leaving nothing for the cannibals.

I wish I could transmit kind words of Tan
into the network so they may live on forever. I’d mention his
fearlessness, how he leaped onto a pterodactyl mid-flight, or used
the door of a shed to ride out an avalanche. I would mention the
first time we met—I was four, he was three—and we spent the SIM
learning how to assemble and break down an old 9mm pistol. Tan was
a quick learner, his tiny hands sliding the metal apart, setting
the gun components on a plaid blanket. It was good he was a quick
study because he always acted first and figured things out later,
which I admired, since I saw myself as the opposite. We were
perfect foils. If only he could have figured out how to
survive.

And although these are some of my most
cherished memories, they weren’t real acts of bravery or heroism.
It was all make-believe. We were never in danger. We simply lived
out digital fantasies for our parents’ approval.

“Shall I honor him with a
Hymn?” Hayati asks.

I nod, feeling the heat rise in my cheeks
like so many fingers of flame. I don’t understand the ritual, yet
it moves me, as if it’s as instinctual in death as breathing is in
life. She closes her eyes and sings to the sagging Strata-Dome. In
all the languages I had downloaded, from all the eras of
civilization, I can’t place this one, though it echoes of this
country’s native languages, the way Rs roll in the throat and the
tongue clicks.

The Hymn ends too soon, jerking its sense of
peace from my chest. Then again, all prayers are short, committed
to memory, passed on by word of mouth.

“Thank you,” I say,
breathlessly.

Hayati bows to me, though I feel I should be
the one doing the bowing.

As we walk, I study the edge of Tan’s plasma
saber. It’s too sharp, never touching blade nor foe. We both
practiced with plasma sabers fairly often, but not real ones. In
SIM, haptic gloves created the sensation of holding objects that
didn’t actually exist. My STEM recreated these sensations without
the need for wearables by surgically manipulating my nerve endings.
But the knife feels as it did in STEM, and in my hands, I hope it
will strike true. I vow to carry it as I carry Tan’s memory.

****

“Our destination is a few
blocks north,” I say. I go on to detail the building’s appearance:
a tower of glass preceded by a long white staircase. Etched into
stone above the main doors is a map of the stars as they appeared
two centuries ago, back when you could see past the light and
chemical pollution.

“It’s the Turrim of
Olsson.” The Turrim I suspected my parents had fled to. “It’s
the shortest Turrim in the city, so hopefully the Strata-Dome
didn’t damage it too severely. It’ll have supplies and a
functioning lab.”

“Ah, I know that place.
It’s got a bunch of basements,” Amar says.

“How do you know that?” I
ask.

“Because I’ve seen
them.”

Impossible, I think, until Amar
speaks again.

“There’s a way through the
sewers. Then you climb through the millions of basements and you
find some good stuff.”

What he says is correct. Each Turrim has
various chambers for emergency supplies, fuels, and other types of
excess equipment. But people entering these chambers is unheard of.
We never even had rodents in our walls. How could people get in our
basements without us knowing?

“Does that mean anything,
having the shortest Turrim?” Sufi asks. “I mean, do they have less
stuff, like the energy panel things?”

“The panels I need are
called nova panels.” I tighten my scarf over my STEM, watching the
black windows of surrounding buildings. The plasma saber is tucked
in my waistband, cool against the flat of my back. “The size of a
Turrim is a symbol of status. But all have generators and labs,
since we consider them essential infrastructure. They’ll have a
good supply, so long as the place hasn’t been looted.”

“Let’s go and assume the
place has been looted,” Amar mutters. “Along with everything
else.”

“The shops look bare, but
that could be the doing of the floods,” I say.

Amar laughs.

“I like Peter’s faith in
humanity,” Hayati says.

“Funny,” I say. “I never
considered myself to be a person of faith.”

****

We approach a building made of pitch-black
zirconium, its surface more reflective than glass. I stare a bit
too long—even though my attention should be elsewhere. The
destroyed city is echoed in this broken building, and something
about it breaks me, like no matter where I look, I can’t escape the
reckoning.

I step onto a sidewalk that isn’t submerged
in water, marking the first time I’m walking on dry ground in the
city, which is a maddening thought.

The Turrim of Olsson stands in the
distance, the Strata-Dome pitched over it like a circus tent.
Approximately ten floors are visible beneath the Strata-Dome.
That’s a good sign—any equipment on the lower floors should still
be intact. If they structured their Turrim like my parents had, we
might get our hands on some Protein Paste™ and filtered water,
maybe even a water distiller. We obviously can’t drink seawater,
and rainwater hasn’t been potable for centuries due to the
microplastics. That makes water distillers a dime a dozen, though I
haven’t seen any in our travels.

We’re two streets away when we hear the
crash of metal. Distant voices make us break into a run, hiding
behind a bright yellow transport that once dispensed food, though
is now broken and empty. I kneel in oil and scattered paper scraps
and I hold my breath to listen.

The voices are audible, the words unclear.
The fact that they speak so brazenly is its own major red flag.
That they’re at the base of the Turrim isn’t great, either.

“How many you think there
are?” Amar asks.

“I don’t know,” I admit.
Then I notice he’s looking at Sufi. Her eyes are cast to the floor,
her lips pursed.

“At least a half dozen are
speaking.” She closes her eyes. “They’re giving orders. Definitely
part of factions, or recently joined. There are upward to fifty
members in the big factions, and if six ring leaders are barking
orders to their groups, you do the math.”

“That’s pretty
impressive,” I say. All I hear are low-pitched mumbles.

“There’s only one way of
knowing for sure,” Sufi says. “Tie that scarf tight.”

Then she does something that Tan would have
done, something irresponsibly reckless. She stands from kneeling
and walks toward the voices.

“What are you doing?” I
whisper.

“You need this place,
don’t you?” she asks.

It’s enough to get Hayati beside her, which
is enough to get Amar moving. So, I wrap the scarf entirely around
my head like a balaclava with just my eyes exposed, red from
crying.

Our pace changes—we’re following Sufi, who’s
not so much walking as she is stomping, demanding attention. An
interesting tactic, and one that makes my stomach clench as we
round the front of the Turrim.

I can’t count how many people I see. Too
many. All in baggy, filthy clothing, which, as the Scavengers had
told me, was rule five: dress in layers. The mighty metal doors of
the Turrim had been pulled free of their hinges and lay on the
portico, overlapping the stairs, making it difficult for the people
to enter and exit. Most of the exterior glass walls have been
shattered. Through gaping holes, between the massive beams that
support the tower’s weight, people throw pieces of equipment into
the street.

A food processor lays in a heap on the
sidewalk. The pipe that feeds through Protein Paste™ looks to be
chewed closed, and though brown paste oozes from it, nobody has the
sense to eat it. They probably think it’s poison or septic. The way
people enter the Turrim, the way they throw things out—they’re
treating it with less respect than they would a public toilet. I’m
disgusted, but also painfully aware of my hunger.

Sufi reaches a slightly higher elevation
that is not flooded and still stomps through a puddle, walking with
a sense of gusto and belonging.

As a vitamin infuser flies out of a window
and crashes into the street, I pray the Olssons got out okay. There
were four of them. The parents were in their late sixties and spoke
often with my parents. The sons are in their late thirties and
never married. Being at the bottom of the totem pole of the city’s
highest caste, they knew marrying Shotreyus or Vizards wouldn’t
elevate the family in a meaningful way, nor would other Tonitrex
reduce their influence by marrying into the “poorest” family.

If I were them, and there was no power to
run the defense systems, the next logical step would be to lock
myself in the sub-levels. Even if the sub-levels had people in
them, they’d be extremely dark and loaded with crevices for someone
to hide. They might even have rations and water stored down there.
The sub-levels might be flooded, which would explain why the fossil
fuel generators never activated. Or they could be hiding in the
tower’s many nooks and crannies. But considering how these people
are literally ripping equipment from the walls, there won’t be many
hiding spots soon.

“Over here! Break it
down!” shouts a man with a neatly trimmed beard that’s stark black,
a patch of white under his lip. He wears layers like the others,
only his are tailored to his tall, skeletal form. I would think
he’s a Vizard, only I’ve never seen one so slim.

No, this man is hungry. Like all the
others.

He points to the vitamin infuser, which
causes a stir in the group. They work mostly in silence, sifting
through the discarded items. Four approach the vitamin infuser with
old tools, like wrenches and screwdrivers.

“What the hell are they
doing?” I whisper.

“Breaking it down for
parts. Sometimes there’s food in them, too,” Sufi says. She doesn’t
turn when she speaks, instead looking at the leader.

“Food?” I ask. “The food
is right there. The brown stuff.” I make no move to
point.

“They eat from the tubes,”
Sufi says.

“Tubes?” She means the
vitamin canisters within the infusers. That anyone is taking a
canister of highly concentrated vitamins to the face is completely
ludicrous. An overconsumption of vitamin C, for example, causes
diarrhea. Too much vitamin B3 causes liver damage, B6 leads to
severe neurological symptoms and B9 can ruin your immune system.
Too many fat-soluble vitamins, like vitamin A, will literally kill
you.

“Don’t they know how to
use those machines?”

“No,” says Amar. “We don’t
know how to use them, or build them, or repair them. Only how to
pop ‘em open, break ‘em down, and pray the parts fit into something
we can use.”

“There’s a start button…”
I want to tell them that the display screen literally tells you
what to press. It’s all on demand—just click and it delivers. But
Sufi waves her hand and I fall silent. It’s all fancy metal to
them. And thanks to Trinity, who probably sabotaged every piece of
technology they touched, every machine is a ticking time
bomb.

The sharply dressed man notices us. Behind
him, the crashing metal sounds like an assembly line of thunder as
the workers dismantle the vitamin infuser with an extreme
prejudice.

They fear machines, too. That’s why they
hate them.

“I don’t know you,” the
sharply dressed man says.

“It’s a big city,” Sufi
replies.

“It’s a broken city,” the
man says. There’s a threat in his voice. “A broken city full of
broken laws.”

“I’m sure there’s enough
crap in the tower for us to junk, too.”

“It’s my tower now,” the
man says.

My jaw clenches. For some reason, these
words annoy me more than watching good equipment be destroyed.

“You looking for workers?”
Sufi asks.

The man smiles, white pearls between thin
red lips. “I’ve got it covered, thanks. But, tell you what, I’m
feeling fortunate so I’ll let you go on your way. Bye now.”

“Bet you don’t know what’s
in the sub-levels,” Sufi says.

The man raises an eyebrow.

“We’re Divers,” Amar says.
“We know the underbelly of this city better than anyone. Let us in,
and we’ll free up the treasures down there.”

“Y’all can’t do it on your
own,” Hayati says.

The man looks from Amar to Hayati, and then
Sufi to me. I exhale coolly when we lock eyes, deliberately keeping
my eyes soft so he doesn’t sense that I’m freaking out.

“You’re Divers?” he
says.

“That’s right,” Sufi
replies.

Despite the clashing metal, people hear when
he snaps his fingers. They turn their attention to us, some with
heavy tools in hand, and they form a line behind the man.

I’ll admit, this doesn’t look good.

The man points to me, my breath seizing in
my scarf. “Divers don’t wear face masks like that. You’d drown. The
hell are you and what’re you hiding?”

It takes everything in me to resist saying,
“D’ahhh” and stammering. I need to use my brain, if only STEM could
boost my thinking.

“The tower goes four
hundred feet below street level,” I say. I point at the sidewalk
for some reason, as if that’ll make them believe me. “There are
eight different levels, all partitioned from one another. There are
small access points between each partition.”

Amar jumps in to say, “We get in from the
sewer. We can cross the partitions, but I doubt any of your people
would figure it out. The brainiacs had electronic locks across
their entire infrastructures except for a large 24-bolt vault door
that separated the septic from the belly of the foundation. I can
pop it in five minutes flat, only with the water levels the way
they are, we’d drown before we could crack the door. That’s why
we’re using the front door.”

It’s a good thing I’m wearing a head scarf,
because I wince. Everything Amar said was correct. The analog lock
was deemed impenetrable by the Tonitrex because, when the water
levels are low, someone would need to climb thirty feet to access
the vault. While someone could theoretically access the vault when
the water was high, the current should have been too strong for
anyone to float around and pick the lock. And the only reason the
lock was non-electric was out of fear that the rushing water would
cause a shortage. So Amar hadn’t been lying—he and potentially
hundreds of others had been entering our Turrims and living in our
basements. The thought makes my skin crawl.

“What’s down there?” the
ringleader asks.

This time I speak up. “Fuel.”

“Right. What’s stopping
you from sneaking up from the sewers and taking this
fuel?”

Amar doesn’t answer immediately, so I step
in. “The fuel is in plastic containers. It’s too dangerous to dive
with them, because they float. It’s also too much of a risk to
submerge them in water. If the containers aren’t airtight, you lose
the fuel.”

The man stares in my eyes, considering what
I’ve said. I remind myself to breathe, exhaling steadily to battle
my surging anxiety.

“What’s stopping me from
going down there and taking this fuel?”

“It’s a labyrinth. It’d
take you weeks to find anything useful,” I say.

“Hmm. What do you want
this fuel for, then?” he asks. His tone has shifted. It’s no longer
accusatory, but rather curious.

“It’s good for making
fires,” I say.

“Fires?” The man shakes
his head. “Be honest with me, now. I think we might be able to work
a deal, but you be honest. Do you intend to trade that
fuel?”

Sufi looks back at me. I don’t know what to
say, or what this man is getting at.

“Who would we trade fuel
with?” I say. I desperately want to hear an answer—to know if there
are any Tonitrex or Shotreyus around. Hell, I’d love to see a
friendly Vizard face, too. But I keep talking to keep the
conversation on track. “We can trade some with you, if you
need.”

The man licks his lips. He waves a hand and
says, “Get back to it, folks.”

The crowd disperses, back to hammering
perfectly good tech.

He points a finger at me and says, “I’m not
trading with you. You give me four gallons for every one you take.
That’s our agreement.”

“That’s too much,” Sufi
says.

“That’s our deal. If I
find you cheated me out of fuel, I’ll cut off your
hands.”

“Jeez,” I whisper. All the
groups I’ve encountered seem to be led by a psychotic warmonger, as
if brazen violence is the most compelling quality of a
leader.

“We won’t cheat you,” Sufi
says. “There’s more down there than we can carry. We just want what
we need, no more.”

“What you need, right,” he
says.

The sound of banging metal sends vibrations
through my teeth. Two of the man’s associates follow us, walking
listlessly with massive tools in hand. One has a white eye and
patchy black hair growing out of a flaky scalp. The other stands a
foot taller than the next tallest person, with a unibrow fixed over
sunken eyes that hardly blink.

“My associates will escort
you,” the man says.

“Great,” Sufi
says.

I say the same in my head. Followed by
we’re going to die. Probably after they chop off our hands
for bluffing about the fuel.

The two goons trail us like shadows up the
stairs and over the fallen doors into the foyer. Their presence
makes my shattered STEM tingle. The urge to scratch it is
maddening, yet I don’t dare move my arms, as if I’ve been
handcuffed. If there’s a silver lining, it’s that these thugs take
my attention away from the destruction around me.

The Olsson’s foyer resembles the one in my
home. Only, with all the damage, it’s like stepping into a
nightmare. The white tile floors are cracked and covered in muddy
footprints, the temperature and moisture regulators popping through
the cracks. The walls are digital panels that have either been
smashed or removed, the remnants of glass shards blanketing the
floor. Overhead, a massive chandelier should be hanging—it’s a
status symbol every Turrim used to impress visitors (not that we
had many). But theirs is gone, with not one crystal left
behind.

“Peter, where’s the
basement?” Sufi asks.

In the room beside us, someone grunts.
Moments later, a piece of machinery crashes into the cement. “Um.
Yes,” I say. “The Turrims … towers, I mean … they have ramps
running along the outer windows that take you to the different
floors.”

I’m talking too much. I need to keep it
simple. But when I glance back at the two goons, I can’t read their
expressions. Can they hear me? Do they understand me?

“Ramp’s this
way.”

Through the foyer, we arrive at the large
entrance hall, its high ceilings adorned with copper tiles that
shine with a honey glow. Along the walls should be family
portraits, only the paintings lay shredded on the floor. The
Olssons had a small family, relative to other Tonitrex, which is
perhaps why they struggled to rise in status. The sons’ portraits
lay side by side, the canvases ruined by a knife. Someone cut out
their eyeballs and slashed the cheeks and necks, which makes me
gasp as if the blade sliced my own throat.

Normally, entrance halls are like the halls
of a museum, featuring stunning furniture, ancient artifacts,
family heirlooms—things meant to be observed and not touched. But
the Olsson’s entrance hall is empty and broken, a mouth with its
teeth punched out. As my footsteps click on floors that should be
carpeted, and people carry goods toward the windows, a wave of
dizziness washes over me.

I’m almost thankful my Turrim collapsed. The
thought of people destroying my entrance hall is like strangers
pissing on my ancestors’ graves.

“Peter,” Hayati says,
touching my shoulder. She leans slightly into me, keeping me from
falling. It’s not so obvious—the place is relatively crowded—but it
grounds me.

“I’m good,” I whisper. But
if I’ve learned anything on the outside, it’s that I’m a terrible
liar. But Hayati squeezes my fingers, and it sends chills up my arm
and steels my heart.

“Next room is the inner
hall,” I say. A double-wide door hangs off busted hinges, giving
the impression of a man who drank himself into the gutter. The
inner hall should have beverages and refreshments, and different
types of virtual reality systems to entertain guests. But, none of
that remains. The once grand bar has been broken apart, with people
lapping up puddles of brown liquor, their tongues dancing around
pools of shattered glass. Others fight over bottles. It’s this
surreal display of a familiar setting, completely distorted by
chaos, that sends me off kilter again.

“Peter.” This time it’s
Sufi talking. She sounds miles away, but she’s right next to me.
Not good.

“I think I need a drink,”
I say. The two goons snigger. “I mean water.”

“You drink when you get in
the sewer, Diver,” Unibrow snaps, his voice oozing venom as
he says Diver, as if that class was somehow beneath him.

“Well, that’s friendly,” I
say.

The Olsson’s Turrim lacks a drawing room,
where we kept more analog entertainment, like books, chess boards,
and puzzles. There’s just the down ramp to the sub-levels.

The ramp descends and turns, the darkness
gathering before the path vanishes around the bend. I imagine the
sub-levels are too dark to notice whether our eyes are open or
not.

Sufi looks at our chaperones. “You wouldn’t
happen to have torches or anything?”

Bigs grumbles and says, “You’d carry torches
around fuel?”

“We use flares. There are
some down there,” I say. At least, there should be, unless they too
had been ransacked. “They burn without setting anything on fire.
Fuel included.”

Bigs raises an eyebrow, despite me being
deliberately vague. Or maybe he doesn’t understand the mechanics of
a flare, how fire concentrates around a coil encircled by a heat
reducing film.

I keep talking. “Regardless, we need
something to burn for the first level.” I rifle through the
built-in cabinetry to find wrinkled doilies, a chipped mug, and
bits of hardware.

Amar opens the cabinets on the other side of
the room and rummages through the shelves. “Check it out,” he says,
holding a book of matches. Printed on its cover is an embossed
image of the Turrim, with the Olsson family motto—innovatio et
progressus—appearing along the bottom. Along the top of the
cover is 2901—the year, I assume, when construction of the Turrim
was completed.

I gather the doilies, the mug, and anything
else that would burn. “Any more paper over there?” I ask.

“Just this.” He picks up a
cardboard box, which must have been filled with other matchbooks.
Whoever stole them had been in a hurry. Leaving one behind seems
reckless. Then again, the looters don’t strike me as the meticulous
type.

I crumble the doilies and drop them into the
mug. “If the matches work, this paper will burn fast. We’ll have to
move quickly.”

“The sooner you get us our
fuel and leave, the better,” says Unibrow.

Sufi is the first to descend the ramp,
followed by me, the siblings, and the goons follow. I’m happy to
see the matches light, despite the flooding. For all the water that
got into the city, it hadn’t entered the Turrim. Which means the
sub-levels may not have flooded.

The light fades away as we walk some fifty
feet to the first subfloor, but as I walk, hand against the wall,
it feels like fifty miles.

A goon’s cough echoes in the corridor,
turning the coarse sound into a lion’s roar.

“The ramp ends here,” Sufi
says.

A few more steps and the landing flattens.
The darkness is impenetrable. The space should look like in my own
Turrim—a vast, cylindrical room with various steel fuel tanks,
fire-proof crates, and generators. I touch the floor where the ramp
and landing meet, finding the sandy, non-slip surface strip that
provides a bit of traction, and I strike the match against it.

I hold the match before my eyes. On its own,
it provides too little light, but as I drop it into the mug, and
the flames rise and consume the now curling doilies, I see
more.

“Where are the tanks?” I
mutter. “And the storage?”

I know the Olssons were poorer, but the
emptiness is unsettling. And I know I told the others the Olssons
would have nova panels—they’re essential infrastructure—but I’m
beginning to have doubts. But we can’t leave empty-handed, not with
the goons looming over us, ready to crack our skulls with their
massive wrenches.

With each step, the fire diminishes, as if
cooled by my shivering skin.

“You never been in a tower
before,” Unibrow says. I can’t see him, but his voice is
everywhere, surrounding me. “I knew you were full of crap the
moment I saw you.”

“We don’t like liars,”
Bigs says.

Something thumps, causing my heart to press
pause. Did a goon hit someone? I turn toward the hiss of a match,
the halo of fire light in Amar’s hand. Slowly, it descends to his
feet, where a body lies.

Amar must have kicked it.

And as the flame’s light touches the body,
and the face becomes illuminated, I again feel off balance, like
the world was pulled from my feet. Not because it’s another
lifeless body, or because I recognize the face of Ernest Olsson,
youngest son of the Olsson family. The sickening sets in when I see
the way the face had been gored, the way the blood pools around
Ernest’s STEM. The plate of the STEM is raised above the flesh, the
wires exposed, as if someone had tried to pry it out. His eyes were
removed and placed between his lips, his throat cut wide open like
a second mouth that vomits blood.

“Gods,” Hayati
mutters.

“Had it coming,” Unibrow
mutters.

Something within me snaps. I can’t say what
for sure. Maybe my busted STEM is attempting to comprehend the
damage done to Ernest’s STEM. Maybe my brain can’t handle the gross
genocide of my people, how they were butchered worse than pigs.

“Monsters,” I growl.
Because that’s what they are—all of them. Even Sufi.

I walk into the fading light.

“Every last one of them,”
says Bigs.

Silence follows.

Blood thumps in my ears. I know where these
men stand—only six feet ahead of me. I want to throttle their necks
in the darkness, silencing them forever.

“Every last one of them,”
I manage.

I want to scream. I want my words to
reverberate through the room, like there are a thousand of me in
this space ready to pounce. I should feel afraid, yet I don’t. The
outrage is empowering. The fire within the mug dies as my hatred
burns hotter.

I breathe.

“We need to conserve
matches,” I say. “I’ll take lead. You follow my voice.”

The design of the sub-levels isn’t too
different from the upper levels; if you keep your hand on the wall,
you could reach the very bottom. In the darkness, without touching
any surface, this isn’t immediately apparent. Instead, it feels
like we’re walking in odd circles as we travel deeper and deeper
into what I’m beginning to suspect is the bowels of hell.

“Over here,” I say, or
some variant of it every few moments, followed by a goon’s response
of acknowledgment. We descend to the fourth sub-level, walking an
impossible distance in an inconceivable span of time, when the
goons demand how much longer until we reach the end.

“We’re halfway there,” I
say.

In all honesty, the nova panels should be on
the first or second sub-level along with other pieces of critical
infrastructure. The deeper you descend, the more obscure the
objects become. By the time we get to the eighth sub-level, we’ll
probably find random things like diapers, dry wall, pens, and
canteens. But the goons will find something far worse.

I try not to psyche myself out. The image of
the dead Olsson is a stain in my mind I can’t scrub clean. All is
dark, but his butchered face is all I see.

I rip the scarf off my face and gasp for
air. Either I’m having a heart attack or a panic attack, and since
the former is statistically unlikely, I try some breathing
techniques, but they do little to settle my nerves.

“This way,” I say again,
my voice cracking. I can hear my panting breaths echo in the
darkness, making it painfully obvious that something’s not
right.

“Light another match,
kid,” says Unibrow.

I ignore him and he growls, then slams his
wrench into the wall. The crashing sound is like somebody rang a
bell with my head. I can’t tell where the goon is, or how close he
is to the Scavengers. Despite everything, I don’t want them in
harm’s way.

I wander toward the center of the massive
sub-level, reaching for crates that might be in my way.

“Can you hear me?” I take
the plasma saber from my pants and tap it on the floor. The
ting, ting, ting echoes into the darkness.

“’Course, we hear you,”
Bigs growls. They’re coming closer to me. That’s good.

We’re in the fifth sub-level, over two
hundred and fifty feet in the ground. Separating the sub-levels are
sound-dampening ceilings to keep the generators from deafening
anyone in the Turrim. In other words, down here, nobody can hear
you scream.

Everything in me wants to throttle their
necks, to silence them forever. But I restrain the urge, breathing
deeply to collect myself.

“Did you murder the
Tonitrexes?” I ask, my voice low but firm. The question burns in my
mind, needing an answer.

“Peter!” Sufi
snaps.

“Light a match or we’ll
break whatever bones we grab,” Unibrow threatens.

Rage courses through me at his callous
disregard for my people’s lives. My grip tightens on the plasma
saber. How satisfying it would feel to run its heated blade through
their hearts.

But no, I can’t be rash. Not yet. I tap the
saber on the floor—ting, ting, ting—drawing them
incrementally closer through the darkness.

“You never answered me,” I
say coldly. “Did you slaughter the Tonitrexes like
animals?”

“Who the bug are you?”
Unibrow spits back.

It’s all the confirmation I need. These
monsters took part in the genocide of my people. In my mind’s eye I
see again the mutilated body of Ernest Olsson, his STEM ripped from
his skull.

That does it. It makes me snap.

No thinking. Just do. Just like Tan.

With a primal scream, I ignite the plasma
blade, bathing the room in light. Before shock can register on the
goons’ faces, I slash at Unibrow’s knee then pivot, slicing Bigs’
thigh. They drop howling to the ground, but I feel no pity. The
time for mercy is gone.

When I move again, my eyes aren’t even open.
I simply run toward the Scavengers, only now hearing the pained
cries of the goons.

I open my eyes to see the goons clawing at
the ground beside their amputated legs. It makes me wonder who was
more surprised by the attack—them or me. Or Sufi and the
others.

The others…

They flinch when I turn the blade’s light
toward them.

“It’s … okay.” The words
catch in my throat.

Hayati shakes her head, covers her mouth,
the water pooling in her eyes. “That was...” Her voice comes out
strained, nearly a sob.

I open my mouth, unsure how to explain
actions that seem unexplainable even to myself.

Hayati backs away before I can speak.

“Unexpected,” Sufi says.
“But necessary. Finish the job?”

I consider it. I want to. But…

“No one can hear them
scream. And there’s no chance they’ll reach the
surface.”

Sufi seems satisfied. She even turns her
back to me, which I find surprising. I wouldn’t turn my own back on
me, not right now. And something about that makes me laugh, and it
sounds odd and sad and ugly even to my own ears.

“That blade won’t stay lit
forever, yeah?” Sufi asks.

“No.” I turn it off,
returning the room to a complete and utter darkness.

“Wait!” Unibrows screams.
His voice sounds like the frightened boar—too high pitched, raw,
and full of fear.

But I ignore him, and, hand in hand, we
return to the first sub-level.

****

I don’t know what the siblings think of what
I just did. They say nothing, but their silence only amplifies my
budding guilt, my growing insanity.

“I don’t apologize for
what I’ve done,” I say. “I won’t apologize for the things I’m
prepared to do.”

The siblings are as still as statues in the
light of the plasma saber. Silly, since we should be checking
crates. But I don’t blame them. I can hardly open the crates with
my hands shaking so violently.

“Don’t apologize,” Sufi
says. “I’ve been waiting for this since I pulled you out of the
water.”

Again, the ground performs a backflip
without first consulting me.

“You’ve been waiting for
me to kill?”

“I’ve been waiting for you
to act like a Tonitrex. That’s what Trinity did—look at what she
achieved.” She unlatches two clips that hold a crate’s top down,
opens the lid, and peers inside. “You can’t beat her until you
lower the bar to her standards. I’m not saying to cut through her
whole army with that magic sword of yours. You need to use your
skills. You need to be ruthless.”

Even with my head spinning, I identify every
item she pulls from the crate, because even without STEM, I’m still
an increasingly homicidal calculator. There’s a fuel pump and hose,
a high-dispersion distributor tray. I think about the goons, and
holy crap, I did that. I’m going to be the last thing those
people see.

But I’ll do it again, I tell myself.
I’ll do it because I have to.

A hand gently touches my shoulder. I jerk
back in surprise, and when I look up, all I see are the tears
streaming down Hayati’s face. The feeling of having betrayed her
trust seems as awful as attacking those men.

God, can I just turn my brain off?

“The nova panels aren’t in
that case.” I put one foot in front of another. All I have to do is
keep moving. “That’s fossil fuel equipment. Nova panels should be
with other solar-related equipment. Think glass and
wires.”

Sufi checks another crate, so does Amar.

Hayati remains at my side. Perhaps she, too,
is paralyzed by what I’ve done. Perhaps she wants to offer me
support. Maybe she’s analyzing my soul.

“Found something,” Amar
says, pulling something from the container. The orange glow from my
plasma saber reflects off of the old solar panels in his
hands.

“This is it?” I ask,
peering into the crate, noting first the lack of equipment. I can
reach my entire arm into this crate without touching anything,
where the crates in my Turrim were bursting with
materials.

“Please be here.” There
are battery packs, extension cables, fuses, and fuse holders. I
move solar panels aside when I find it resting along the bottom,
gleaming like hope.

“A nova panel.”

The device is smaller than I expected, about
six inches by twelve. I hold the rectangular sheet of black glass,
inspecting the fine print along the edge of its frame. It’s a
medium-grade model, generating twenty kilowatts in direct
sunlight.

That just might be enough for what I need to
do.

The Scavengers might think I’ve busted my
motherboard because I sit with the nova panel in my lap, staring
into its black grooves with the blade held overhead. The lines
within the glass are intact, the ports have retractable wires that
look pristine. Obviously, no one has used any of this equipment
before, so it should work as new.

“Okay. So, what’s the
plan?” Sufi asks.

I look to the blade, steeling myself for
what’s to come. I need to desensitize myself to death.

“We find the Olsson’s lab.
The nova panels convert energy from sunlight almost
instantaneously. I should be able to get some work
done.”

“And Trinity?” Sufi
asks.

“Rule number two:
Technology connects to the network via transceivers and receivers.
She can’t see me if I work locally. But once I connect to the net,
I’m counting on her finding me.”

It’s dangerous to assume Trinity is a novice
in creating or navigating SIM environments. But I’ve been in SIM
nearly my whole life. Everything I know, everything I’ve done has
happened in this fake world. So if I’m going to make my final
stand, I’ll do it there, in a place where I have the hometown
advantage.

Those outlawed techniques I’ve heard
whispers of my whole life—about isolating a person’s consciousness
in the net—seem like my best chance. Yes, they’re untested, but I
understand theory, and if SIM has taught me anything, it’s that I
excel in the theoretical.

All I have to do now is make it to the lab
alive and attempt the impossible.

I have to rebuild my STEM and make something
better, stronger, and more efficient than anything my parents had
created.

 



Chapter Fifteen

 


“Put it back on,” Sufi
says, practically shoving the scarf into my face.

I ignore her. In fact, I want to give people
a reason to attack me. If SIM taught me anything, it’s that with a
little repetition, I can master anything. So why shouldn’t hurting
people be any different?

“You’re going to get us
all killed,” she says.

“No, I won’t.”

Despite my every nerve protesting no, no,
no, I approach Ernest with the plasma saber ignited, taking in
every inch of his brutalized body. He wore white linens when they
came for him, though they are now shredded and soiled with blood
and dirt. They turned him into vicious, abstract art.

The crazy thing is they almost pulled his
STEM out. They almost dislodged his atlas bone, along with whatever
grey and white matter were anchored to its wires. The sheer amount
of force that requires—the sheer amount of hate—makes me woozy all
over again.

“Peter, there has to be a
hundred people crawling around the first floor. Put on the scarf,
please.”

A hundred people? Can I fight a hundred
people?

“From now on, no more
hiding who I am.”

“Okay. You know what, I
get that. But what good is all of this if you march up there and
get killed?”

“I won’t get killed,” I
say. “They don’t have energy weapons. If they do, I doubt they’d
know how to use them.”

I realize how stupid I sound, that Tan
hadn’t anticipated dying. Did he feel this brave and pissed off?
Did he feel a righteous need to do harm?

“We’re not going,” Amar
says. He holds Hayati by the wrist, and she’s looking down at his
hand, then to me. “We’ll hang back until the excitement dies
down.”

“Good,” I say. “That’s
smart.”

“Just cover your neck,
man!” Sufi says.

I shake my head.

“Please,” Hayati says.
“It’s just—all things considered, you seemed like one of the good
guys, you know? Despite…” Her eyes dance back to the darkness, back
to where the goons lay suffering. “You don’t seem like a
Tonitrex.”

“You all thought I was a
monster the moment we met. I’m about to prove you
right.”

“Peter!” Sufi says,
but I’m done listening. In one final act of despicableness, I bring
the ignited plasma saber closer to Ernest’s STEM.

“Sorry, buddy. I really
am. But I need this more than you do.” I cut around the STEM,
burning through flesh, bone, and brain matter. It’s physically easy
to do. Like the old cliché, it cuts like a hot knife through
butter. But the thought of what I’m doing—the smell and the sight
of Ernest’s brains—makes me question the little sanity I have
left.

The siblings gag.

I imagine Sufi is pleased, even if she has
no clue what I’m doing.

When I have his STEM in hand, my fingers
coated in Ernest’s dried blood and bone shards, I ascend the ramp
in darkness, conserving the plasma saber’s power. The nova panel is
tucked securely under my arm. I’ll have to store it somewhere
before the fighting begins. Perhaps in the cabinets that have
already been looted.

My heart stumbles, my feet sputter. I can
almost laugh at all the times I went woozy at the sight of virtual
death in SIM. My parents were always forcing gore down my throat,
as if they knew I’d one day be here. But SIM couldn’t prepare me
for this.

Two men in their early twenties stand in the
doorway to the inner hall, one with stringy blond hair and faded
green eyes, the other wearing a brown, oversized beanie.

They see me, but if my guilt were an organ
on my face, they ignore it as one might politely overlook a
scar.

“Need a hand trashing that
thing?” Blond asks.

They don’t see my STEM, not when I’m looking
directly at them. So they see no threat. And since they’re not
attacking, that makes what I’m about to do that much worse.

“This is mine. I’m taking
it.”

“Yeah, right. You’re not
getting past Rufus,” says Beanie. I assume he’s talking about the
ringleader.

“Rufus owes me too
much.”

I tighten my grip on the plasma saber, but
before I can ignite the plasma, I hear, “Hey!”

A red canister flashes across my face,
hitting the ground with a massive clank. I look without turning my
head, seeing a gas tank with rust running into forking rivers along
it sides.

Sufi ascends with another can in hand, its
contents sloshing as she slides it along the floor. The siblings
trail behind her. That Sufi threw the full can like a skipping
stone almost astounds me. Almost. But it’s another reminder of how
I keep stupidly underestimating others. People who are strong out
of necessity, not out of earning the perfect score in some elite,
standardized test.

“Want fuel?” Sufi
asks.

The two stare at Sufi and blink.

“Wha—”

“There’s a crap load
downstairs. You can have these two, if you want to
trade.”

God damn it, Sufi. What are you doing?

“Trade?” asks Beanie.
“Rufus wouldn’t like that.”

“Rufus doesn’t need to
know. You can leave through the basement, the way we came. It’s
dumb that nobody is down there, honestly.”

The guys exchange glances, and I imagine
pouncing and slashing with the plasma saber, the thought alone
making my hands shake.

“What do you want to
trade?”

“How about that beanie?”
Sufi asks.

“I’m not wearing that
beanie,” I say, to which Beanie pulls the hat down over his ears,
holding it like it’s a precious thing.

“There’s a lot of fuel,
but no clothes downstairs. My friend got sick being in the water
and I think the beanie will help. That’s why I’m prepared to do
this ridiculous, one-sided deal with you.” Sufi pauses, as if the
guys are considering their options. Sufi continues. “Because my
friend is on the verge of hypothermia and he really needs that
beanie.”

“He doesn’t look sick,”
says Beanie.

“I don’t feel sick,
either.”

“He’s pretty sick. Trust
me.” Sufi hefts the can into the air and shakes it, letting the
contents splash within. “You want to trade or what?”

“You’re serious?” Blond
asks.

“I’m always
serious.”

Blond’s smile looks like a caricature, his
skin folding into deep and unfamiliar lines on his face. “You won’t
tell Rufus on us?”

“We just want the hat,”
Amar says.

“You won’t get it,” Beanie
says, precisely as Blond rips it from his head, revealing a halo of
dirty brown hair that’s stringy, yet tangled in knots. If I’m not
mistaken, the dried scabs dotting his cracked scalp indicate a
severe case of dermatitis neglecta.

Both Beanie and Blond explode in laughter,
much to my surprise.

“Give it back, dingus!”
Beanie says.

“You’re not fooling
anyone,” Blond says, making Beanie laugh more.

I watch them playfully wrestle in awe. I’ve
seen interactions like this in media, but never in real-life. I
mean, Tan and I never acted like this. Like we never had the chance
to get this close. And as I watch slack jawed, the plasma saber
grows heavier and heavier in my hand.

Could I have hurt these goofballs? In front
of Hayati? It seems too defining, like if I cross this line now, I
will forever be the bad guy.

Blond tosses the beanie to Sufi, who pulls
it over my head before I can protest.

The beanie smells like moldy cheese and is
filled with flaky dermatitis neglecta scabs, but I keep it on my
head. And the swell of relief makes me understand how right Sufi
was to hide me.

“Is it easy to find the
way out?” the Blond asks, glancing down the ramp.

“Just keep your hand on
the wall and keep walking. Can’t miss it,” Sufi says.

Despite the lethal weapon and exposed face,
I feel strangely unseen, lost in the destruction. People tear the
monitor wall down, grabbing broken glass with their bare hands and
cutting the wires with uninsulated scissors. Not that it
matters—the only energy source is tucked under my arm. And its
black glass looks so much like the broken walls that I hold it
tighter, so tight I wonder if I’ll destroy it myself.

Another group disassembles a piano, but with
great care. One hovers around while the others work—a girl who must
be thirteen—and as her two friends break down the instrument, the
girl closes her eyes and touches the keys.

No music comes out. It’s electric, after
all. Yet she experiences every note as her fingers dance along the
ivory keys.

“Thanks for getting me the
hat,” I mutter.

“Don’t mention it,” Sufi
says.

The ramp leading to the second floor is wet
with urine. Feces are smashed on the glass, blotting out portions
of the destroyed city. I can’t help but see an apt analogy, a city
gone to crap.

The looters who pass are holding
surprisingly few items. There are some tools, some pieces of art.
Mostly stuff found on the walls or within hallway consoles. The
tech that had been trashed—like water purifiers, vitamins infusers,
and food processors—could be found in the Turrim’s common
areas.

“They can’t access the
inner sanctums,” I say as the realization hits me. “Which means the
lab should be intact. But the logistics of opening a sealed door
without electricity and without attracting attention are, well,
complicated.”

“No worries. I’ll pop the
door,” Amar says.

“And we’ll create a
distraction,” Hayati says.

“Okay,” I say. “Don’t get
yourselves killed.”

Sufi can’t help but scoff.

Tonitrex labs are normally located at the
center of the Turrim’s third floor. Above that is the food court,
followed by the rooms for personnel, like bedrooms, bathrooms, and
entertainment. The second floor hosts the Turrim’s various
utilities in an unlocked space, like water filtration and energy
generators, which have been completely gutted from the walls. The
Olsson’s lab, like my family’s lab, is locked behind double doors
made of tungsten and titanium alloy. The doors are extremely heavy,
making them difficult to open without the assistance of hydraulic
arms. Without electricity, I’m not entirely sure how to open
them.

“Right,” I say to Amar.
“I’m going to have to hack the door in order to open it. Before I
do that, I want to mention all the things that could go
wrong.”

He looks at me blankly.

“The energy provided by
the nova panels should give the doors enough juice to come back
online. The problem is once they come online, their imprint will be
viewable on the net until I can hack the Turrim’s security system
and take everything offline. That means if Trinity has an eye on
the net, we’ll light up like a candle, and she’ll have an
opportunity to locate us—or potentially attack us by other
means.”

“Okay,” Amar says
slowly.

“If everything goes
smoothly, I should be able to get the power online and hack into
the security system in less than three minutes.”

“That’s ages,” Amar says.
“Here, why not try this?”

Amar retrieves the knife he lifted from Drem
and jams the tip into a wall panel beside the door. He works the
blade up and down the seam of the wall until it pops off, revealing
the circuitry responsible for the door’s locking mechanisms.

“I don’t know what this
fancy metal does,” he admits. And then, to my absolute horror, he
drives the knife into the circuit board responsible for the locking
mechanism.

“What the hell are you
doing?” I say, trying not to scream.

“Watch.” He pops the
broken circuit board—which I absolutely need to hack the door—out
of the wall and examines it. As two looters round the bend down the
ramp, Amar holds the circuit board out and says, “Do me a favor,
smash this?”

And the looter actually takes the board and
spikes it on the ground, then drives his heel down on it before
descending the ramp.

Amar must see the absolute horror on my face
because he shrugs and says, “Modern problems require modern
solutions.”

From the black pack sitting flush against
his waist, he retrieves a series of lock picks for old analog locks
and a magnetic gun pick for electronic locks. It’s a modified
magnetic gun pick, a crank handle affixed to the base. With a few
twists, it can generate enough charge to unlock the lab door’s
electronic locks.

“Going to need your help
here,” he says. “Once I loosen the slide bolt, it’s going to take
both of us to move it clear from the door.”

“There’s not much space to
work,” I say.

“There never is,” he
admits.

He shoves the magnetic gun between the mess
of broken circuits and jabs at it intently until I hear a series of
loud clicks. The process takes seconds. I realize what Amar is
doing and say, “You switched the electromagnet polarity of the
door’s bolts.”

The door’s locking mechanism relies on
extremely powerful magnets to hold the bolts in place, making it
impossible to open the door. But switching the polarity would make
the bolts repel from the locking mechanism.

“You got it, Professor,”
he says. “Now, we wait for that diversion and slide these bolts
from the door.”

The bolts are very heavy, and we can hardly
fit our hands inside the open panel to grab them. Glass shatters
down from the floor above us, raining from the sky accompanied by a
minibar. The bar is open with bottles toppling out, which would
explain why so many people are screaming. I take it Sufi had the
bright idea to separate an angry crowd from its liquor.

“It’s go time,” Amar says,
pulling on the bolt with all his might.

“Not yet. Stand
back.”

I ignite the plasma saber, its blade hot
enough to slice through the tungsten door bolts, though slowly.
We'd attract too much unwanted attention trying to cut through.
Instead, I cut a foot wide square into the circuitry, giving me and
Amar enough room to grab the bolts with both hands and pull them
free. I know I shouldn’t worry about a few cut chords and melted
metal but committing to cutting this once perfect technology seems
as ungodly as cutting into flesh.

The metal screeches as we pull the bolts
free from the locking mechanism. Not that anyone would notice.
Folks are screaming upstairs, and with the newly broken windows, we
can hear more clearly the sound of destruction occurring on the
ground floor.

“You get the girls?” I ask
Amar.

“Picking locks and picking
up ladies is what I do best.”

I would have groaned if I wasn’t completely
envious of Amar’s ability to say things like that while under
pressure. Or the heroic way he runs toward the shouting and
commotion. I’ll admit, on more than one occasion, I have re-watched
SIMs to see what I looked like while performing death-defying
stunts, and it never looked cool. aMiCA had called my form
tactically sound, which was very polite of it.

I wrestle the incredibly heavy door, nearly
popping a vessel opening it enough to squeeze through. Inside, I
find a meticulously cared for lab, the black metal glimmering at
the light’s faintest touch. The main terminal hangs from the
ceiling, a huge orb of display screens and holographic technology
that can project figures across every square inch of the thousand
square foot space.

The Olssons might have been the “poorest”
Tonitrex family, but that’s not apparent right now. The tech stacks
could rival my parents’. And seeing how sparse their sub-levels and
first floor were, it’s clear they spent every dime on innovations
to further their progress, obsessed with becoming more than the
poorest Tonitrex family.

I go to their medical suite and find
everything I’d need to repair my STEM—anesthetics, disinfectants, a
row of eight med bots, which alone have the capacity of a standard
human-ran hospital. Of course, nothing’s powered, but I could solve
that with the nova panel. The energy couldn’t awaken the entire
lab, but I’d be foolish to do that, anyway.

Everything’s connected to the net. So
bringing any system online would be the equivalent of sending a
flare over the Turrim. I have to assume Naturalists are in the
city, and that they’re looking for me. To accomplish what I hope to
accomplish, I’ll need time, which means they can’t catch my
scent.

I place the nova panel before the door,
where it enjoys a sliver of filtered sunlight. Even through the
sagging Strata-Dome, the panel captures and converts at fifty
percent capacity. It’s more than enough to get the workbench
online. But before I plug the workbench in, I pop its panel and
carefully pull out its various control boards. The workbench, if I
recall correctly, has twelve transceivers that work in unison to
ensure a near-seamless connection to the net and the surrounding
modules in the lab. The moment it blinks to life, its transceivers
will immediately attempt to connect with the net.

When I was younger, I did a lot of
experiments to see if I could take devices offline. I was hungry
for privacy knowing my parents were nosing into every piece of
media I accessed. Blame it on my hormones, but I thought a healthy
curiosity wasn’t something worth suppressing. I created what I
thought was an isolated instance of media that only I could access.
I funneled said media through a series of anonymous channels,
hoping to burn any trail between its origin and my brain. And when
I thought I was in the clear, that I could watch whatever I wanted
in the middle of the night when normal, functioning people should
be asleep, my media feed was interrupted by an inflow of data
instructing me on the importance of abstinence and theories of how
I could respect my own body.

My mom had triggered the download.

But I have to believe that Trinity, despite
her raw power, isn’t as tech savvy as my mom. Also, I’m not
starting from within the net, meaning I’ll have an easier time
evading it.

I’ll need to destroy the pin-sized
transceivers with the plasma saber without damaging any other parts
of the control board, which is equally difficult and
nerve-wracking.

The blade goes hot in my hand, the glow of
plasma casting shadows across the sleeping computers. Carefully,
the plasma saber descends, trembling ever so slightly.

Then I hear, “Go, go, go!”

I nearly drop the ignited plasma saber on my
foot.

Through the narrow passage, Hayati, Sufi,
and Amar squeeze through the door. Amar is just inside when a hand
grabs the back of his shirt.

“Gotchu,” growls a
toothless man whose yellow eyes reveal why he’s very upset to see
perfectly good booze fly out the window.

In a flash of black and silver, Amar slashes
with the knife that materialized in his hand.

I don’t see the cut happen, only the spray
of red against the sterile metal.

“Amar!” Hayati screams,
almost in protest.

I’m running as fast as humanly possible,
still holding my ignited plasma saber, when a voice from the
hallway screams, “They cut me! These bastards cut me!”

Fingers appear along the door, hands that
fight to open the door wider.

“Get back!” I thrust the
plasma saber, striking hands as one might swat flies. I don’t know
how many people I hit, but the resulting howls are sharp and
agonizing, causing me to recoil with the blade, as if I were the
one in pain.

“Close the door!” I
shout.

Sufi and the siblings strain against the
immense double doors, struggling against those brave or stupid
enough to want their vengeance. And against my heart, against my
soul, I swing the plasma saber straight down, separating four
fingers from their hand.

The doors close with a punctuated
thunk, and I thrust the ignited plasma saber into the wall
beside the door jamb and extinguish the blade, leaving it there.
Plasma sabers are extraordinarily resistant to breakage, and with
it lodged through both door and wall, nobody will be able to slide
the door open.

I remember to breathe.

The drumming against the door sends
vibrations through my feet. I ask Amar for his knife and he hands
me it, the tip still red with blood.

“I can’t believe you cut
someone,” Hayati says.

“What’d you want me to do?
Slap his hand?”

“You promised me,” she
says, nearly stomping her foot.

“I’m sure we can sort this
out once we’re out of here and, you know, not dead,” I
say.

Destroying the transceivers with a normal
blade isn’t extraordinarily difficult, but it makes a difficult
situation worse, as does the cursing and pounding on the door, the
promises and threats of having our skin pulled off our muscles, our
muscles peeled off our bones.

I press the blade against the first
transceiver and have to believe it’s busted when the blade dimples
its surface.

“We’re all bound to the
karmic cycle,” Hayati says. “Harm done is harm invited.”

“Then you’ll have to pray
harder. I’m confident you’ll sort it out with the gods.”

After that, anything Hayati and Amar say is
lost to the banging on the door.

I destroy the transceivers and cut the
backup wire that tethers the bench to the other systems. Now, it
should theoretically be completely isolated from the net and any
equipment that could ping the net.

I run the cable from the nova panel—now
nibbling on a sliver of sunlight—into the workbench. I’m only half
listening to siblings’ increasingly heated argument, but certain
things stick out, like, Amar’s, “Obsessive tendency to take that
which isn’t given.” Or Hayati’s, “Savior complex.” In Amar’s
defense, he says he doesn’t steal, but simply misplaces objects for
his own benefit, then questions the very idea of ownership.

Sufi screams, “Will you both shut it?”

To which the siblings begrudgingly exchange
glances before promptly looking for possible escape routes. If I’m
being honest, and as someone who understands the layout of this lab
inside and out, I have no clue how we’re going to exit the Turrim.
All I can do is solve one issue at a time.

When the workbench comes online, I place
Ernest’s STEM within its module compartment. I work my fingers
through the sharp-edged ruins of my own STEM, attempting to free my
memory module. This would be difficult even if I had drones
providing a streaming camera feed directly into my brain. Doing
this blind while not knowing whether the module is even intact is
frustratingly complicated.

“Sufi, can you help
me?”

“If it’ll get our asses
out of here.”

I tell her to look into the gaping wreckage
of my STEM to locate the memory module—a red component that
resembles the head of a ballpoint pen.

She gazes into my neck and says, “Oh my
gods, gross.”

“Do you see
it?”

“It’s pushed up against
your neck muscles.”

“The splenius
capitis?”

“I don’t know!”

“Well, is it lodged in
there, or what? Can you pull it out?”

All she says is “Ew”, but I feel her fingers
reaching into my neck, along with the accompanying click of the
module being freed from the wreckage of my STEM.

I hold the red bulb in my hand. It’s smaller
than my pupils, as light as a grain of sand, yet it holds a
zettabyte of data. My data. My entire life’s experience.

I key a few commands to make the workbench
sanitize Ernest’s STEM. It buzzes as it cuts the bones free of the
metal and disinfects the bloody surfaces. When it’s done, the STEM
is ejected from the slot. I remove Ernest’s memory module from its
port, holding his entire life on the tip of my finger. And in my
mourning, I think of something that’s perhaps insane; if I were to
run an AI script against his collective memories, I could
essentially resurrect Ernest. I could ask it about its final
moments, find out definitively who killed him.

That unhinged and ethically gray thought
gives me an idea.

“I can get us out of here.
Just make sure nobody gets through the door.”

It takes me five minutes to build a display
kit that interfaces with Ernest’s STEM. I use the workbench to
destroy any transceivers within the STEM, but I leave the display
kit capable of connecting to the net, because if Trinity is able to
hack into the kit, I can simply unplug it and turn it off. A STEM,
on the other hand, has no off switch. I divert what little power we
have to the main terminal, my palms tingling as the computer
groggily awakens, along with, I assume, Trinity’s digital eyes.

This should only take a second.

I type in a few commands, divert power to
the Turrim’s AV infrastructure, and have it relay a message.

That message is: “This building will
self-destruct in five minutes.”

Almost immediately, the banging on the door
stops, the momentary silence replaced by footsteps rapping down the
ramp. I divert energy into the AV system’s temporary power supply,
which had been badly drained in the attack, so the system can count
down the entire five minutes. And while I’m quickly browsing their
database, I spot the Olssons’ profiles, all of which contain each
individual’s vital signs, confirming the entire family is dead.

I’m about to exit the net when I hear a
voice.

I had been expecting this. I’d had no doubt,
Trinity would peek her digital nose over my digital fence. I
imagine she’d want to taunt me by letting me know just how close
her people were.

Only, the voice I hear isn’t Trinity’s.

It’s my dad.

And he says my name three times.

“Proto! Proto!
Proto!”

I freeze. I’m holding my breath, waiting for
a response, my heart thumping in my throat.

Only, my dad doesn’t say anything else.

 


 



Chapter Sixteen

 


“We need to go, Professor
Brains!” Sufi says.

She’s right, yet I can’t fight the urge to
power-up the portable display, connect it with Ernest’s STEM, and
figure out what the hell just happened.

The voice unmistakably belongs to my dad.
Unless Trinity replicated his tone in a successfully sadistic
attempt at psychological warfare. Either way, I need to know for
certain.

When I access my memory module through
Ernest’s STEM, I immediately cut all access from the net and find
all my hundreds of thousands of files neatly stored and accessible
via the portable monitor. Having them in Ernest’s STEM is like
performing a brain transplant, which should weird me out, but the
ends justify the means.

I sort the files and find the Doomsday
Dossier has new information as of two minutes ago. I find that one
Adonis Engstrom had added media—not that I have the time to browse
it now. Not as the Turrim announces it’ll self-destruct in four
minutes.

The Turrim will not self-destruct,
obviously. But it does communicate that the Naturalists have had
one minute to advance on our location. Also, once the time expires,
and all the lovely looters see that the Turrim hadn’t, in fact,
exploded, they’ll return with their torches and pitchforks.

I free the plasma saber from the wall and we
unseal ourselves from the lab.

The entrance hall is a madhouse of people
clawing and climbing over themselves to exit. We hang back,
gradually approaching the blue light of day that shines through the
front door. I hug my arm around the nova panel, STEM, and plasma
saber. No one will take these from me. Clearly, no one wants to;
they’re all interested in saving their own skin.

The flood of people reminds me of the old
markets I visited in SIM. In them, I found the soft chatter of
people soothing, the way my white noise machine would lull me to
sleep. But the shattering glass, the clanging metal underfoot, and
the rising screams are anything but comforting.

What a waste. All of it.

And while people flee, Rufus, the
ringleader, stands atop a busted transport, gesturing wildly at the
Turrim like a maestro who is unaware he’s just gone deaf. As if,
like a good captain, he’d go down with the ship.

I lose sight of him once I’m entwined with
the sweaty, stinking crowd on the street level. I’ve never been so
close to so many people. Their clammy, wet skin doesn’t just touch
mine—it presses against me—and it’s all I can do not to pass out. I
would, in fact, rather be half drowned under water than submerged
in this mass of people.

If there’s any solace, Sufi and the siblings
are pressed up against me. We’re moving as a single unit, not
allowing anyone to separate us.

“We need to get away from
these people,” I say.

“No, we don’t,” Amar
says.

“But somebody’s elbow is
in my spine.” I’m able to weasel out my hand to pull the beanie
over my STEM. At any moment, someone could pull the hat off and
expose who I really am. At any moment, someone could lift Ernest’s
STEM or any of the other tools I’d taken from the lab.

This is an extraordinarily bad idea.

Sufi leans in, whispering, “Trinity is
coming. We blend as long as we can.”

Her hushed voice sends tingles down my neck
and spine, grossing me out all over again. But the Scavengers are
right. This is good camouflage, even if it stinks.

“The tower won’t explode!”
Rufus screams when we’re in earshot. “If anything, it’ll implode!
It won’t damage the surrounding buildings! We’re safe here! There
will be more to scavenge!”

As far as mighty big assumptions go, this
one was both reckless and accurate. If a Turrim had
self-destructed, it would fold into itself so as to not damage any
other structures in this immensely over-developed city. But the
crowd is single-minded—survival overrides all else.

People begin dispersing in different
directions. Fewer of them press against me. I feel less of their
wet, sticky skin touching mine. They funnel out north and
south-bound along the street, and west-bound into a passage between
two makeshift apartment complexes. As someone who values personal
space and air that’s not been saturated in body odor, I want to go
where the fewest number of people are running. But, of course, Amar
and Sufi pull me into the tight alley.

“Stick close,” is all Amar
says.

“Fine. But I can taste how
bad these people smell,” I whisper.

“Bad breath is the least
of your worries,” Sufi says. “Keep running your mouth and you’ll
find out.”

“I just don’t see how
funneling into a restricted space like a bunch of livestock will
keep us safe.”

Towering apartment buildings cast a dark
shadow over us. They were made of whatever objects had been
scavenged, assorted and random building materials. The buildings
have hodgepodge extensions jutting out at odd angles. Dormered
rooms lean into each other precariously. It looks as if the
weather-beaten structures could collapse at any moment.

We exit the narrow alley. I feel relieved as
we spill out into the wider, flooded streets. Water splashes
underfoot. Shouts swirl around me, indistinct in the chaos.

Something explodes.

It doesn’t come from behind us, which of
course it wouldn’t, because the Turrim hadn’t detonated …
right?

People stop and duck, turning themselves
into tripping hazards over which bodies tumble and claw for the
air, drowning in flesh. I need to stop. I need to identify and
assess the danger. Only I’m being push forward by the stream of
people.

Sufi screams a curse.

I see it then, the smoke. Someone lit a
transport on fire, causing its battery to explode in a blue ball of
flame. Amid the screams and panic, men dressed in long robes of
leaves dance around the melting corpse of the personal cruiser.

“You got pockets?” Amar
asks.

“No.”

He swipes the STEM and portal display from
my arms faster than I can process and places them into his waist
bag. He helps Hayati put the nova panel up the back of her shirt,
hiding it beneath her long, dark curls. Parting with the tech
nearly triggers another panic attack, but instead I focus my breath
and hide the plasma saber in my pants. At this point, I need to
trust them.

Sufi tucks her hair into her sweater and
pulls her hood up. I figure I should hide my face, too, pulling my
shirt over my nose.

We walk in the opposite direction of the
burning transport when a Naturalist shouts, “We are your champions!
We have liberated you! We have destroyed your enemies! Our numbers
only grow! Swear your fealty and be rewarded!”

My legs tense to run, but I can’t tear my
eyes away. A Naturalist grabs a man wearing an info-monocle by the
hair, wrenching his head back. The man cries out as the Naturalist
smashes a wooden club across his face, sending blood and tech parts
scattering. Another Naturalist rips a portable screen from a
woman’s hands. She screams as he brings a shard of glass down on
the device, stabbing it over and over.

I don’t know what I was expecting. An
uprising? Some grand civil war between the Naturalists and the
various looters? But that doesn’t happen. It’s just confusion and
violence.

And something else…

A pair of teenage boys approach the
Naturalists, hands raised in surrender. “We want to join you,” one
says, voice shaking but determined.

The Naturalist who shattered the monocle
eyes them up and down. He offers a club to one of the boys. “Then
it’s time you proved your loyalty,” he says.

The boy takes it, gripping the crude weapon
in whitened knuckles.

The Naturalist claps him on the back.

So it’s true, then. Their numbers are only
growing.

 



Chapter Seventeen

 


I admire the Scavenger’s ability to play it
cool and not draw attention to themselves. I want to believe I
would act the same way, had I not been parted with my tech, and had
I not gotten that message from my dad.

He’s out there, somewhere. Which means he’s
planning to unload a cruiser-load of pain on Trinity’s ass.

At least, that’s what I want to believe. But
the more I turn it in my mind, the more I suspect Trinity set her
Naturalists on him. As far as I know, they seem to be wandering the
streets with the vague direction to destroy or recruit. Would she
leave the most influential Tonitrex to his own devices?
Unlikely.

The farther away from the Turrim we travel,
the fewer people we see. The ones we spot aren’t on street level,
but inside buildings, glancing out of windows and dissolving into
the shadows whenever our eyes meet. We pass one building with its
door wide open, inviting us into the complete darkness within. A
woman screams, pleading for help, and for a moment, her naked body
emerges only to be ripped backward by a force I can’t see.

“Help me! Please, gods,
help!”

I touch the hilt of my plasma saber, my
palms tingling, and take a step toward the door when Amar grabs my
shoulder.

“It’s an old trick, but a
good one,” he says. The woman cries so loud I can hardly hear his
voice. “The moment you step inside, her brothers or boyfriend or
whoever will beat you dead and rob your corpse.”

Both Hayati and I bristle but continue
walking.

“How can you be sure?” I
ask.

“I’ve seen it
before.”

“But that doesn’t answer
the question,” I say. “How can you know beyond a probable doubt
that woman will be okay?”

“How can you know beyond a
probable doubt that we’ll be okay three minutes from now?” Sufi
says.

“We can’t,” I mutter.
“That’s my point. We should at least try to help others if we
can.”

Hayati steps closer to me. I only know
because of the sound of water against her ankles. My eyes are still
plastered on the buildings, looking for movement.

“I agree with Peter,” she
says. “Good karma never hurt anyone.”

“Come on, you weren’t born
yesterday,” Amar says, and they leave it at that.

I keep the plasma saber exposed in hopes
it’ll act as some sort of deterrent. I wonder if anyone would
recognize it for what it is, a blade that cuts and cauterizes
on impact. It seems a noble weapon because no matter how much you
hack and slash, you never have blood on your hands.

The blade was designed to kill without
bleeding during the Pandemic Wars, when a Nipah virus strain wiped
out a quarter of the Urso continent. The disease spread after their
soldiers reached our shores.

My ancestors fought them back with ease and
retraced their oceanic trajectory to land our own submarine fleets
on their shores. Shortly after, the disease spread, and, in the
questionable timeframe of one week, our military developed and
deployed plasma sabers for close-quarters combat to keep our
soldiers safe from infected blood. The Shotreyus and Tonitrex
denied all links between the illness and the speedy development of
anti-blood weapons. After all, biological warfare is illegal.

If you asked me a week ago if my ancestors
developed a super virus, I would have thought it impossible. But
now, I have questions. The biggest being whether they felt
remorse—and if killing came easily to them, why is it so unnatural
for me?

When I catch up to Hayati, I ask for the
nova panel, which she graciously hands over. I feel better when
it’s in my hands. Then I get the STEM and display from Amar.

“Do you know of any safe
spots in the city?” I ask. “Somewhere we can stop and
think?”

“The only safe houses I
know are outside the city,” Sufi says. “And there’s no guarantee
they’re safe now with so many people outside.”

The Strata-Dome leans heavily on the distant
Turrim of Jafron, and in all directions, I see unpunctured blue
fabric. The dark cracks running up the Turrim’s sides look like
creeping ivy, the building’s top completely obliterated.

A group of men wearing camouflage round the
corner. Water drips off their clothes as they stomp through the low
puddles, making no attempt to hide themselves. I count five, then
another three, then four more… Then I lose count when I wonder if
they knew our location.

“Not good,” Amar
whispers.

I don’t know whether I should run or walk
casually. It’s not lost to me that I’m holding enough technology to
warrant my skull being smashed in, and considering how soaking wet
they are, this group likely entered the city the same way we did. I
wouldn’t be surprised if they knew me or Sufi by face.

Sufi takes the initiative, running as fast
as humanly possible. Amar and Hayati are right behind her. And in
the back is me, trying to figure out which way is up, as I see the
amassing crowd of Naturalists charge in our direction.

Great.

“Can your tech help us get
away?” Sufi pants in mid-sprint.

“I mean,” I say, huffing
air, “not really.”

As we near the avenue, Sufi goes right,
closer to the city’s edge. The blue midday light reflects off glass
buildings and deepening water.

A powerless class-3 civilian vehicle
transport lays on its side in the middle of the four-lane street.
Another transport, a two-seater rod, is turned over
along the curb.

“I got an idea,” I
say.

“What?” Sufi
says.

But not time to explain myself. As I
maintain my speed down the street, I do something stupid—I turn on
the nova panel. My hands are wet, and I’m holding the plasma saber
and STEM, and the very last thing I need is for this nova panel to
slip out of my grip or for me to trip and skewer myself on my own
weapon.

“Hold my knife,” I say to
Sufi. She doesn’t question it. An invitation to power is just that,
so she grabs it by the blade in full stride. I know she knows how
to wield a knife, yet it looks awkward in her hands, not quite
aligned with her palm.

I hold the nova panel in both hands, the
STEM pressed under my bicep, and check the power levels. I glance
up at the Strata-Dome by instinct, the floating trash covering the
water like a moldy blanket, vying to trip me.

Then Hayati squeaks—not a scream, but a
startled hiccup—as people turn the corner ahead of us.

That shouldn’t be too unnerving, right? A
fair number of people survived, so why wouldn’t some be outside?
And these people aren’t wearing camouflage, which appears to be the
unofficial uniform of the Naturalists. They do have a hardened look
to them, with sun-kissed skin and wind-swept hair.

Sufi curses and we come to a stop. Behind
us, the Naturalists appear around the bend, blocking us off at both
ends.

“If you have any smart
ideas, now’s the time to use them,” Sufi says.

And right when I think the parade of jerks
has ended, Drem—the man in the red puffer jacket—turns the corner
ahead of us.

“So those folks are
Naturalists?” I say.

“We’re going to die,” Sufi
mutters, confirming my suspicions.

There are only five men with Drem, and the
street is one hundred feet wide, so with some fancy footwork, we
could get around them. Behind us, I estimate at least a dozen, some
with bows and arrows.

Amar breaks for one of the buildings beside
us, pulling the door with all his might before worrying over the
lock.

Hayati tries a building across the way.

I check the nova panel.

The energy meter dances above my touch,
reminiscent of the vital signs monitor measuring heart rate and
oxygen saturation. It reaches the forty-percent mark then dips,
telling me it can generate less than ten kilowatts. It’s still
enough to hijack a downed transport.

I double back to the downed class-3 civilian
vehicle. Given the tawdriness of the exterior, the red paint with a
tacky yellow stripe and the matching upholstery seats, it was
probably owned by spice traders. And since it belonged to Vizards,
there might be weapons inside.

I plug the nova panel into Ernest’s STEM.
Have I ever hacked a transport before? No. But have I driven a
stolen vehicle through a city with a collapsing sky, crumbling
buildings, and dangerously narrow passageways? Also no. If SIM
taught me anything, it’s that some skills are transferrable, so
maybe all those cybersecurity and flight simulations will pay
off.

“Drop the instruments,
Heretics!” Drem bellows. “Or we’ll lop off your hands before we cut
your necks!”

“Um,” I stagger. “In a
minute!”

God, I wish I had aMiCA. It could
simultaneously hack this transport and build a firewall around it
to sever its connections with the net. Instead, I have a brainless
STEM, a touch display, and a plasma saber.

“You doing what I think
you’re doing?” Amar says, running to my side.

“I’m getting this
transport online.”

“Now?”

“Now!” I feel along the
side of the transport for the access port to its terminal. I can
barely fit my fingernails in the seams, and when I try to pull, it
won’t budge. Feet drum against shallow puddles—the closest
Naturalist only thirty meters away.

“We’ll peel your face free
of your skull!” Drem screams. “We’ll serve you to Trinity piece by
piece upon a platter!”

These people are not normal.

Amar slides beside me with a flathead
screwdriver in hand. Beads of water collect on his brow with no
indication of whether it’s sweat or rainwater.

“Here’s how you pop a can
open,” he says, working the tool around the square perimeter of the
port. He punches the handle of the pick, causing the door to fling
open.

“Not bad,” I say. I
quickly jam the power chord into the terminal’s port. “Sufi, cut
the antenna with the plasma saber!”

I motion to the antenna, a small semi-circle
protruding from the transport’s hood. “Ignite the blade and jam it
into the hood!”

She looks at the saber as if it’ll become
sentient and turn on her, which is impossible since it doesn’t have
AI components.

“Hit the trigger!” I
scream. “Rule one: Things don’t just blow up!”

She blinks and ignites the blade, nearly
jumping when the orange plasma rushes from hilt to point. As
quickly as the blade lights up, Sufi plunges it into the antennae
with all the prejudice of someone who despises technology.

I tap into the transport’s system, which
blinks faintly in the display. The network configuration takes two
point four seconds for me to complete. Enough time for the
Naturalists to notch arrows onto their strings.

“Heads up!” I
scream.

Thankfully, Sufi and Amar are near enough to
find cover beside the transport. But Hayati is out in the open,
which turns my entire back to prickles.

With a few taps, I divert a maximum flow of
energy to the transport’s battery, and watch it fill in real-time
through the nova panel’s display.

5, 4, 3, 2, and 1.

The battery is operational. I plug the power
chord into Ernest’s STEM to boost its processing time and hack the
ignition system when we hear a loud thunk and cracking
glass. The transport’s passenger window was hit. Drem and crew
charge Sufi, maybe because she’s holding working technology, maybe
because they recognize her.

Every Tonitrex family has certain
permissions granted to them via STEM, usually some admin-level
access to proprietary technology, along with exclusive software
upgrades, AI packages, and other features and tools. These
permissions are unlocked through memory, meaning I can access the
Olsson’s permissions, which, should be less extravagant than my
family’s, considering we’re responsible for a great deal of
innovation.

But, strange enough, I find an option to
completely bypass the transport’s systems and transfer ownership to
my name, making my biometric data key to controlling the
transport.

Was this one of the Olsson’s privileges? It
seems ridiculously powerful, borderline illegal. But I don’t
question it. I transfer ownership and, presto, I’m the proud owner
of a pre-owned transport. The door display flashes to life at my
touch, and I frantically tap the ignition and unlock the doors. The
transport whines as the surging energy fills its engines. And holy
crap, I can’t believe I did it.

“Get back,” Sufi screams.
“Or you’re all dead.”

Also, holy crap, too much time has
passed.

Sufi points the plasma saber at Naturalists
who surround her, like it’s some kind of gun. With a swing, the
blade extinguishes.

“Hold the trigger,” I
shout.

Another arrow strikes the transport, the
attack more annoying than dangerous.

Sufi’s swings are wide and sloppy, like
someone chopping down a tree. The plasma saber is less than
five-hundred grams, yet she wields it like an overweight, bulky
thing. I could easily disarm her, yet the Naturalists continue to
backstep. Which makes me wonder if their hate of technology stems
from fear.

It’s a theory worth testing.

I hop onto the transport’s leather
upholstery, overpowered by the artificial pine air freshener.
Slamming the elevation shifter back, I let the engine red line with
a deafening roar.

The Naturalists stagger at the sound,
providing me a window to drive the transport straight into Sufi’s
attackers.

“Proto,” says a voice on
the transport’s speakers. It’s distorted and fuzzy, like the old
radio wave transmissions, which means the signal is battling with
electromagnetic atmospheric noise and other radio frequency
interference. My breath shallows when I realize Trinity has managed
to hack the radio. “My people have you surrounded. There’s nowhere
to escape. Why don’t you just give up?”

I admit, her voice unsettles me. But the
static confirms she hasn’t gained control of the transport’s sound
system, which would provide a backdoor to manipulating the main
terminal. No, she hacked the radio waves, and the radio just
happened to be on.

“Why don’t you shove a
lightning rod up your ass?” I say, turning the radio
off.

All my focus is on the street ahead. No more
playing around. I slam the transport into gear as two of the
Naturalists surrounding Sufi flee. That leaves three, Drem
included.

He points a huge, rusted wrench, as if to
break down the transport nut by nut. A growl erupts as he rises to
the challenge. “Come!” he screams. “And be destr—”

I whip the transport into a tailspin. It’s a
dicey move with Sufi so close, but I have to trust my training and
my instincts. I’ve performed this move hundreds of times in
SIM—sometimes Tan and I drove star cruisers into donuts through
long stretches of asteroid belts. So this has to work … it has
to.

Flesh and bone thump, thump,
thump against the transport’s tail. I focus instead on the
whining engines, because as much as I want to hurt them, empathy
makes my muscles tense, as if the transport is slamming into
me.

When I stop the transport, I see a body in a
red puffer jacket rolling like a barrel in the rear-view mirror.
And when Drem comes to rest, he doesn’t stop moving. He
twitches.

“What, do I need an
invitation?” Sufi says, pounding on the door. I open it for her,
since she doesn’t know to tap the display to access the
inside.

Then I look at the twitching body.

“A necessary evil,” I
mutter, too low for Sufi to hear.

Only she does hear, and says, “If lesser
evils defeat greater evils, guess what? The world’s comparably less
evil.”

Men shout and bow strings thrum. Arrows rain
upon the transport as I search desperately for Hayati or Amar.

“Get to the transport!” I
shout, hoping they’re within earshot. I turn the transport to face
the archers, my hands trembling against the wheel’s grip, which
molds perfectly to my fists.

Amar runs to the transport, but Hayati is
not near him, or anywhere in sight, which makes me panic.

The door she previously tried to open leads
to the corporate office of a Vizard exporter. Beside it is a grocer
with its windows blown. She could have gone in there. Only, I can’t
drive and focus on the darkness beyond the shattered glass.

I open the door when I’m beside Amar.

He hesitates. “Do you see her?” he asks,
looking around, oblivious to the arrows sailing over his back.

I wrench him in.

He scurries into the back beside Sufi, who
stumbled over the center console.

All my hopes of the Naturalists fleeing the
sight of a presumably magical flying machine fade when the archers
defy assumptions and charge. I suspect they’re bold enough to yank
us out the windows, so instead of looking for Hayati, I clumsily
set the transport into a slow spin, hoping to deter the Naturalists
without completely blurring my vision.

Hands bang the door. The windshield
splinters under the weight of thrown debris. Then something
shatters through the driver-side window, and before I can register
the glass on my arm, someone grabs my shoulder.

I hit the accelerator and my body sinks into
the seat, not from the force of acceleration, but from the weight
of the man gripping my collarbone. We both scream, and I hear Sufi
yell, “Take it!”

The plasma saber appears before my face, and
by pure instinct I ignite the blade and press it against the man’s
hand. The way he screams makes me want to puke, the guttural and
animalistic treble aching in my ears. I pull the elevation shifter
back in a daze, not enough to crash into the Strata-Dome but enough
to get us seven feet off the ground, deterring others from jumping
on.

That’s when I spot Hayati leaping through
the grocer’s broken windows, sprinting for the transport. Part of
me wishes she had stayed hidden, but she probably thought we were
leaving. I swing the tail around and fly us sideways to meet her
halfway.

Amar scrambles into the passenger seat, his
body hanging out the door.

I don’t hear the thrum of the string or the
thud of the arrow. Only the scream that bursts from Amar’s throat.
The transport wobbles from my shaking hands, and when I look over,
Amar is uninjured.

But on the ground, Hayati kneels in the
water, an arrow jutting from her shoulder.

“No,” I
whisper.

All her good intentions and actions are
there on the street, bleeding from her wound, mixing with the red
water. My body goes numb, my mind seesawing between rescuing Hayati
and avenging her.

She grabs the arrow and winces, and I
instinctively—perhaps foolishly—reach for Ernest’s STEM to pinpoint
some medical files and figure out how to help her.

“Land! Land!” Amar
screams. He’s about to jump out of the transport when my brain and
hands decide to be useful. I punch the elevation shifter forward,
causing the transport to drop. Luckily, built-in stabilizers keep
us from smashing the ground. We hover inches over the water, and
Amar jumps out and runs to his sister.

Me, I press the accelerator down to the
floor. The momentum kicks me into my seat.

“What are you doing?” Sufi
shouts, and in truth, I don’t know. That’s my advantage—to act
without thinking. I simply steer the transport into the heart of
the crowd, listening to the screams and cracking bones and battered
metal. I set the transport into another tailspin that leaves me
gripping the wheel to keep from flying out the window. The world
becomes a blur of motion and of bodies smashing and metal denting
as the raw screams blend into an orchestra of chaos.

I mentally shut down to keep the transport
in a tailspin until the screaming stops.

And then I stop. I shift into park as the
engines emit a low whir.

Sufi’s vomit spills onto the floor. The
smell mixed with the synthetic air freshener is thick in my nose.
Even though we’re still, my stomach is in motion, making the fight
to keep my bile down all the harder.

This model can reach speeds over a hundred
and fifty miles per hour. How fast we actually went, I can’t tell.
All I know is the people I’ve hit are nowhere near us. Some smashed
against buildings; some lay on the other side of the avenue. All
are motionless. Like they’re dead. And I can’t help but tear
up.

But there’s no time to cry. No time.

I reengage the transport and fight to still
my shaking muscles. These transports float due to plasma
propulsion, which is relatively safe, unless you’re within a foot
of the vehicle’s belly, in which case your face will melt off.
Which is why I park ten feet from Amar and run out with Ernest’s
STEM in hand, summoning whatever healthcare data is stored within
the local memory.

Amar turns, glazed eyes widened. “Help!” he
screams.

I want to more than anything.

Amar touches the arrow, rimmed in red and
soaking through layers of clothing and I say, “Stop.” I can recall
medical treatments for burns, bullet wounds, low-grade energy
blasts, and various types of poisons. But for arrow wounds, all I
remember is not to pull out the shaft. And on my own, I’m useless;
I need proper equipment.

“This is my fault,” he
says. “I stabbed that guy.”

“This isn’t your fault,” I
assure him.

I scan STEM, realizing that finding the
appropriate file—if it even exists in local memory—would be like
plucking a needle from a haystack without the appropriate filters.
I rack my brain thinking of relevant keywords. Arrow wound
by itself isn’t enough, returning historical passages, self-defense
trainings, and fictional works. I add healthcare, treatment,
and first aid, then sort by original creation date, starting
with the oldest.

The file I need appears near the top of my
search. It’s an old passage recounting ancient information, from a
time when arrows were the primary choice of warfare.

If there’s any reassurance, it’s the primary
cause of death by arrow is due to secondary infections, mostly
peritonitis. We can find antibiotics if we try, I’m sure of it.
There may even be some Sanapacks that STEM could help me locate,
though without real-time updates, there’s no guarantee I’ll find
anything.

In the distance, the sound of crackling
electricity makes me wish we weren’t ankle-deep in water. A blue
monitor illuminates the dark grocery store, drawing my attention
from Hayati to STEM to what looks like an ad display set over a
ransacked cash register.

“You have some audacity.”
It’s Trinity’s voice piping through the grocer’s public address
system. “Killing my people when I hold so many of yours
hostage.”

“I … I didn’t kill
anyone!” I shout. “And those aren’t my people. I’m Tonitrex.
They’re innocent. You touch a hair on their heads and the people
will come for you in full force.”

There’s a delay. In network time, which
Trinity is experiencing, it can feel like hours. Something like a
laugh erupts from the speakers, and Trinity says, “I’m the voice of
the people. They follow me. If you think they’ll follow a Tonitrex,
then I’ve overestimated your intelligence.”

Heat rises in my cheeks. “You think people
are happier with so many dead and suffering without food or power?
You’re in for a rude awakening.”

The blue display flashes and fizzles, the
light now bleeding out of the emptied store.

I kneel beside Hayati, my pants submerging
in the red water.

“I’m sorry if this hurts,”
I tell Hayati, “but I have to roll you onto your side.”

She presses her lips together and gives an
abrupt nod.

Amar helps me turn her over. A spot of blood
has formed on her back, diluted by all the water. Amar lets out a
small cry, muttering, “I’m sorry,” over and over.

“Listen. We have to push
it through. The fact the head penetrated her back” —Amar winces and
a tear rolls down his cheek— “it helps us.”

It doesn’t matter what I say. It also
doesn’t matter if I push the arrow out now. Without sanitized
bandages and antibiotics, it may cause her to bleed out. Instead, I
ignite the plasma saber and cut the arrow’s shaft off its bottom.
Hayati hardly seems to notice, which makes me think she’s in shock,
which would be a good time to set the plasma on her skin and
cauterize the wound. But if the axillary vein is damaged, she may
be left disabled, or with an amputated arm. She could also end up
dead.

“We need a Sanapack,” I
say.

Hayati cries out in pain when we help her to
her feet, too weak to move her legs, and I feel terrible knowing
I’m breaking the very first rule of dealing with an injured person:
don’t move them.

We recline the passenger seat and steadily
lay Hayati down. Water clings to her forehead, her body trembling,
her chest juddering for breath.

I round the front of the transport and I
find myself counting—one, two, three, four, five—all the
bodies that lay smashed upon the water. Six, seven, eight.
All those who came to kill us and had their intentions turned upon
them. Only that’s a bit generous, isn’t it, to blame their fates on
themselves? I did this.

“Look in the center
console,” I say to Sufi or Amar, whoever’s listening. Sufi is the
first to react. “You might find a med kit.”

It’s wishful thinking, but it wasn’t
uncommon in SIM for Tan and me to find first aid inside of
transports. I rifle through the narrow compartment and find
insurance and registration tokens, some tools for adjusting plasma
output, loose candies. But no med kit.

“It’s just a bunch of
napkins,” Sufi says.

Figures. Literally everything is messed up,
and I want to scream, or drive the transport straight into the cave
and blow up Trinity. “Hospitals probably got overrun. But I know a
place that has Sanapacks.”

I take off and accelerate down the street.
The Strata-Dome dips at the intersections, at times sagging as low
as ten feet off the ground. If I was in SIM, I’d whip this
transport around the tight corners and open up the engine. But SIM,
much like most of my education, was a fool’s dream. I drive slowly.
I give the Strata-Dome enough room, at times nearly scraping the
streets to pass under. I accelerate only when Hayati groans,
driving the transport to Center City, to my home, where the Turrims
punched a hole through the sky.

I pray my parents are there. But I’d rather
find a Sanapack.

 



Chapter Eighteen

 


I wish I could transverse the city like how
a snake glides through a tight burrow, but in reality, the
transport drives like a shaky worm. I’ve been certified to drive
every type of transport, from deep sea submarines to orbital
shuttles, and aced every proficiency exam, acquiring every license
a person in our country could hold. Yet, I never actually touched a
steering wheel. The training occurred exclusively in SIM, just me
and aMiCA.

SIM never truly prepared me for the real
world. Nor did it prepare me to focus while a girl lay dying beside
me, her brother crying in my ear.

The ride is bumpy, and with every jolt
Hayati moans in pain, which makes my hands shake even more.

The Strata-Dome tints the streets a blue
hue, as if they too are dead. But where once the city was desolate
and empty, in the transport, it comes alive. A man in a window
screams wordlessly at us. Children chase us down a street, like
we’re handing out ice cream. An old woman seated waist-deep in
water follows our every movement, whispering to herself a mile a
minute, her wrinkled smile growing wider and wider.

What are we to these people? A symbol of
hope? A return to normalcy? We are four barely alive misfits in a
stolen transport, heading down a one-way street to our own
destruction.

I’d scream at them if they could hear
me.

We aren’t a beacon of hope. We aren’t a
glimpse of what’s to come. I hurt people with this transport. And I
keep dabbing my eyes, drying my tears, because the people I hurt
aren’t in pain. They’re dead. I killed them.

I recognize the old view from my bedroom
window. In the distance, unfiltered sunlight rushes through an
ovular gap, painting the center of a crumbled street white, the
sidewalks still in blue.

“We’re almost there,” I
say.

No one responds.

Watching the children chase after our
transport made me painfully aware of my inexperience, my inability
to make unaided decisions. Those little idiots are splashing and
cheering while cannibals are entering the city. What dangers, then,
am I oblivious to?

“I think my dad’s alive.
It might be difficult to use med tech while Trinity can access
STEM. But with my dad’s help, we might be able to disrupt her
access.”

“You’re not putting off
helping Hayati on some hunch your dad is alive, right?” Sufi
asks.

“We have Sanapacks in our
Turrim. I mean, if it’s still standing,” I say. “My priority is
helping Hayati.”

“Oh, yeah? Over your dad’s
dead body would he give a Sanapack to a non-elite,” Sufi
says.

I’ll admit, the visual of my dad dead
beneath the rubble stings. Even if we do have a bumpy
relationship.

“You don’t know my
dad.”

Something in the way Sufi sets her lips says
otherwise.

“Can you two just quit it!
We don’t have time. We have to do what we can to help her, okay?”
Amar screams. He curses, his knuckles pale as they grip his
sister’s ankle, a touch she doesn’t register.

Her body is a numb wasteland, drained of
blood and feeling.

I, too, am numb when I see my toppled tower
and realize I’ve never seen my Turrim from the outside, yet these
crumbled ruins were all I ever knew. It stands approximately sixty
stories, with debris gathered around its base that climbs to the
fifth floor.

I take the transport down to a blown-out
window and let it hover. It has enough juice to fly for another
four hours, which means the battery will outlive Hayati.

“I have to go down to the
lab,” I say. “My dad would be there, if he’s here at all. We have
medical supplies. I doubt anyone got to them.”

I hold the nova panel under the unfiltered
sunlight and watch the meter jump in capacity—eighty kilowatts per
second. I charge the plasma saber, then Ernest’s STEM and the
display, which will all double as battery storage.

I look to Hayati one last time. I want to
place my hand on her shoulder or touch her face, but something
prevents me.

“Hang in there, okay?” I
say.

Then I’m running.

The ceilings have collapsed, leaving the
hallways narrow and pitch black. I ignite my plasma saber. The
orange glow reveals sharp, metal edges as I squeeze through each
passage.

“Dad!” I yell. I wonder if
my voice travels or if I’m wasting my breath. “You
here?”

The tight space fills with ozone as I cut
away debris that hangs over my head. Through closed eyelids, I see
an explosion of red as the metal sizzles inches from my face. I
call for my dad a few more times, and hear my echoes in response.
It’s as dark as a tomb—as silent and cold as one, too.

The door to the lab has collapsed under the
weight of a support beam, bending the double doors and leaving a
small, diamond-shaped gap for me to slip through.

“Dad?”

Somehow, it’s colder here. The pure and
utter blackness sends a chill down my spine; the shadows cast by my
plasma saber seem odd and unsettling against equipment that should
be so familiar.

Everything looks to be untouched, which
means there should be Sanapacks stored near the med tech. I sprint
to the supplies with the plasma saber thrust before me…

And then I skid to a halt.

A cabinet with medical supplies is open.
Inside, rows and rows of white Sanapacks glisten orange against the
brightness of my blade.

Beneath them lies a body.

“Hello?”

The body remains motionless. I don’t
recognize the person—they’re thin, frail. They wear a SIM suit,
which is supposed to fit tightly, only it sags around their
emaciated frame. Someone had broken into the Turrim. Beside the
body is a Sanapack which had been engaged. A syringe protrudes from
its side and the display flashes an error warning.

This person tried to heal themselves. Dumb
move, because the error warning—5829—indicates a disruption from an
external source. Trinity sabotaged this device… or my dad did, once
he detected it was in use.

I’m compelled to turn the body and see the
face of the poor soul. The person feels small in my hands,
strangely light, like a child, yet the long hair is gray and
straggly. Only when I see the scruff along the chin can I gender
this person, this man. When I turn and look at the face, I
recognize it. Not immediately, not with its lips pulled back, the
too-big teeth grimacing in death.

It’s my dad.

Adonis the Great, a whopping seventy pounds
of bone and sinew, is not the man I remember. Then again, I don’t
remember when I saw him last.

I bring the plasma saber closer to his face,
illuminating the skull beneath his papery skin. I try to smooth out
his grimace, but the lips are hard and unmoving. The eyelids close
beneath the power of my palms, which gives me a tiny sliver of
relief. But he still looks so angry, so uncomfortable.

“How?” I ask the corpse.
My voice is surprisingly steady, as if I’m looking at a pile of
clothes. Touching my dad’s knife-sharp shoulder blade, I realize
this is our first physical encounter. Yet, like all the moments we
were meant to share, he’s not really here to experience
it.

“How?” I ask again,
anger now seething in my voice. He was always berating me for my
lack of caution, making me feel lower than a worm whenever I made
the slightest mistake. “You couldn’t outmaneuver Trinity? You
couldn’t be more cautious inside the net?”

Part of me wants to kick the old man while
he’s down. It’s a sick thought, I know. Instead, I fill a bag with
Sanapacks and medical supplies and leave.

I can’t help but laugh at the thought of
burying the dead. If out of sight is out of mind, then I’d drop my
dad to the center of the earth to watch him burn. Fitting for
someone who made my life hell. Yet I can’t scrub him out of my
mind. He screamed my name three times. Were those his dying words?
I find myself burying my face in the display, thumbing through the
Doomsday Dossier. It’s there—a short message, uploaded
recently.

“Proto, this is your
father. I’ve scheduled this message in the event of my death, under
which circumstances I pass my administrative access, capabilities,
and controls to you.”

That’s all.

Which would be so utterly confusing had I
not hotwired a transport with permissions that skirt the edge of
lawfulness. This access could unlock every door, like a key to the
city.

Only, for this key to work, technology needs
to be operational, which means it needs to be connected to the net.
And if my dad’s corpse offers one final lesson, it’s to never
underestimate Trinity.

****

I toss the bag of Sanapacks into the center
console and scurry into the driver’s seat, the transport wobbling
beneath me like an angry sea.

“Didn’t you say this junk
would kill her?” Sufi asks.

“We crack them open. Don’t
touch any buttons, just pry the plate back at this
seam.”

Everyone’s more hesitant than I had
expected. I figured Amar would greedily take the Sanapacks and pop
them open like soda cans, only he’s cradling the shaft of the
arrow. They’re scared—too scared. Considering I’ve never seen them
like this, that I’ve always been the scared one in the group, I
decide to take the lead.

It’s inefficient to pry the serum tubes from
the Sanapacks and inject them directly. The packs run diagnostics
and use electrolysis to tailor the serum to a person’s specific
injuries. Without a precise electrical current to effect a chemical
change in the serum, it’ll take five or more tubes of serum—enough
to prevent life-threatening injuries in twenty people—to save
Hayati.

It’s wasteful, but it’s worth it.

There are four stages of hypovolemic shock,
which occurs when you lose a ton of blood or bodily fluids. By the
look of her green skin, her blue lips, and red-soaked shirt, I’d
say she’s lost over a thousand milliliters of blood, which puts her
in class 2. Her pulse is faint, yet rapid. Soon, her mental state
will spiral from shock to delirium. After that, she could
experience a heart attack.

Once I’ve cracked open a few packs, Amar
snaps into focus and pries open the rest, focused like a fisher
gutting his catch. The godly tubes of effervescent white serum
slide out easily. But the syringes don’t. I ignite my blade and
carefully extract each one, avoiding the glass.

Multiple injections it is. An IV would make
this simpler.

I draw back the syringe’s plunger, flicking
the air bubbles free to float to the top of the needle. Hayati is
cool and clammy, her veins somehow hidden beneath a thin veil of
skin. I press my fingers more frantically up and down her arm, and
failing to find a good vein, I search between her thumb and index
finger.

“I don’t know how much
serum she needs. I don’t know how much is too much,” I
say.

“Is too much a bad thing?”
Amar asks.

“It’d have the same effect
as giving her none at all,” I say. She’d die.

Amar looks on with those too big eyes, those
unblinking orbs that search my own for something, some secret.

“I trust you,” he says. “I
know you can do it.”

That has a strangely opposite effect on me.
It nips at my confidence, making the syringe shake in my hands.

I stick the lonely vein in her hand, pulling
the plunger to see a plume of dark red blood mix with the white
serum. This should come as a relief, because any non-AI medical
practitioner might require a few stabs to strike a vein in someone
in Hayati’s position. I inject the serum slowly as she moans, her
eyes flittering but focusing on nothing.

“Okay,” I whisper. “Now we
remove the arrow, clean and bandage the wound, and administer more
serum. Got that?”

“Just do it,” Sufi
says.

“We lift on three,” I
say.

We try to be gentle, but despite our best
efforts, a wince of pain escapes her blue lips.

“Stop! You’re hurting
her!” Amar says.

This isn’t going to be a pretty recovery.
Once upon a time, I’d have kept this to myself, because sometimes
speaking the truth invites conflict, which I always did well to
avoid. Once, I’d have been afraid of what Amar would say, what’d he
do, what he’d think of me. But not anymore, not now. “The pain will
worsen. If you want your sister to pull through, you need to be
brave for her.”

We count again and push the arrow through
Hayati’s shoulder. It comes out thick with blood. I dig my nails
into the wood to keep it from slipping. The warm sticky feel of
blood makes me want to die … only, that’s too dramatic. This is
life and death, not SIM, so I swallow down my aversions and douse
the wound with antiseptic spray. Sufi holds down the gauze at my
command, and I immediately attempt to inject the serum into a dark
vein in her shoulder. Hayati remains as silent as a corpse. She
didn’t even scream when I pushed the arrow through, which I find
more unnerving than the alternative.

All the while, Amar thrashes in the backseat
like a wounded animal, shamelessly punching the seat.

“Please,” I say, the word
strained between my teeth. “You said you trusted me.
Please.”

I wish he could see what I’m seeing, how
Hayati’s color is returning to her face, how with every injection,
her lungs draw a deeper breath.

I administer five vials. With no vital sign
monitor, I can’t gauge her response to the treatment. All I can do
is test her pulse, which is slower and stronger than it had
been.

I squeeze Amar’s shoulder.

He relaxes slightly, rests his hand on
mine.

“It’s going to be okay,” I
say.

I carefully back the transport into the
Turrim’s hallway, leaving its nose dangling out of the window. When
I kill the engines of the transport, it comes to rest upon broken
glass with a punctuating crunch.

“Let’s stay until Hayati
stabilizes,” I say.

“Let’s hope we can stay
that long,” Sufi says.

“What do you
mean?”

She’s not looking at me, or Hayati or Amar,
or at the marvelous ruins to her back. Her gaze is cast upon the
street, where a crowd of people have gathered beneath us. I can’t
believe I didn’t notice the crowd below sooner. They’ve clearly
spotted us and are watching closely.

“Do you think they’ll
climb up here?” I ask.

Sufi nods. “Probably.”

 



Chapter Nineteen

 


We barricade ourselves in the lab and spend
our time in darkness. The room is dry and cool, which unsettles me
more than knowing my dad is lying in the shadows. With the
temperature control offline, it reminds me that the Turrim itself
is dead—like everyone I’ve ever known.

We take shifts to guard the room. Whoever is
on watch holds the plasma saber, but we don’t dare ignite it in
fear of attracting attention to ourselves, if any outsiders enter
our space without us knowing. But I can’t sleep, despite the burn
in my eyes and joints, and the weight of my leaden head. I’m too
preoccupied by the sound of Hayati’s breath, rhythmic and deep,
though barely a whisper. She lays on my dad’s reclining chair, the
only cushioned surface in the room.

Another reason I can’t sleep is because I’m
crying silently in the night, holding my breath when I can to hide
my sputtering sobs from the others.

My dad is dead. That stupid bastard. We
wrapped him in a tarp we found in the medical station and placed
him outside. Amar carried him, never asking for help, hefting my
old man’s slender frame with relative ease.

He was the richest man in the city, and yet
he looked more withered than most of the people I’ve seen on the
outside.

But it’s not his death that’s messing me up.
It’s the deaths I caused. The people I killed.

Maybe that’s why I creep closer to Hayati to
listen to her breathing. It masks the thump, thump, thump of
bodies smashing against metal which plays constantly through my
mind, like a weak heartbeat. I graze Hayati’s fingers in the
darkness and wonder—does a life saved redeem you from cutting lives
short?

“Shouldn’t you be
resting?” Sufi asks after handing her shift over to
Amar.

“Can’t.”

I sit over the dim blue display, searching
the Doomsday Dossier for relevant information about my newfound
access to technology. I tell Sufi about it and my dad’s last
message, about how Trinity both outsmarted and outmuscled him. In
the low glow of the display, I see her staring at her feet.

“If she knows we’re here,
what’s stopping her from blowing this place up?” Sufi
asks.

“The rain,” I say. “It
makes launching orbital missiles more of an art than a science,
since the winds are so unpredictable. But an attack is possible.
Anything is possible.” I gesture for Sufi to sit, but she remains
statuesque, the way a deer freezes before darting into the trees.
“There’s no point in trying to stay hidden. Whether Trinity wants
to bomb the city to kill us is also up for debate. It’s just… I’ve
been having a hard time with this Naturalist stuff.”

“Congratulations. You just
made the understatement of the century.”

“I mean I don’t understand
Trinity’s motive. Does she even want me dead? If so, why? Does she
see me as a threat to her power? And what about you? It’s no secret
you two have a history.”

Sufi considers this and sits beside me.

“You’re really clueless,
aren’t you?”

“I honestly don’t know
what my people could have done to welcome this.”

Her look hardens, as if she’s desperately
trying to read my thoughts.

“You really never heard of
the Decimation?” she asks.

“I learned about it
yesterday.” I thumb through the Doomsday Dossier for images of the
protests, where emaciated figures in soiled clothes hold up
cardboard signs that look to be written in blood. “I don’t know
what it means, though.”

“That machine doesn’t tell
you?” she asks.

“It gives me some context.
The actual definition is missing. I don’t know if my parents wanted
me to find out on my own, or seek answers, or—”

“Or maybe they didn’t
include it because it was a crime against humanity and the grounds
for war.”

It’s hard to imagine my parents doing
anything illegal since they sat on multiple government councils
that wrote and enforced the law. But I hold my tongue.

“Search your machine for
L-3401,” Sufi says.

I run a search which returns a series of
images showing gray concrete. The image is so plain it takes me a
moment to understand what I’m seeing.

“It’s a room,” I
say.

“It’s a
prison.”

I look again. “There are no beds, no
toilets, no sinks. Those are mandatory per city code.”

“You … really don’t know,
do you? They truly kept you in the dark?”

“Just tell me what this is
all about, please.”

Sufi shuffles beside me, pulling the display
closer as she studies the room. It’s so devoid of detail, I can
hardly guess what she’s looking for.

“It occurred each year.
Some thought it was a lottery, something that happened at random,
while others thought the victims were deliberately chosen. One in
ten of the lower caste were hunted down and locked up in cells like
this where we waited to die.”

“No.” I shake my head,
rejecting the idea. “Nothing would motivate my parents to kill
defenseless people. It doesn’t make sense.”

They couldn’t have committed such
atrocities.

“No. Nothing motivated
your parents to save my people. The city never had the real estate
or resources to feed everyone. When the lower caste petitioned for
construction of additional hydroponic farms, we were told the
Tonitrex couldn’t justify the costs.”

I try and fail to make sense of this
information. “The city had twenty farms in massive greenhouses
manned by the most sophisticated AI.” I’ve seen footage of it in
operation. Mechanical hands would descend from ceilings, picking
the fruits and vegetables with deft ease and dropping the produce
onto conveyor belts, where it would ultimately become Protein
Paste™. “The cost of equipment, maintenance, and seed were
negligible. They could have afforded to make more food,” I say.

“You missed the big-ticket
item,” Sufi says. “Real estate doesn’t grow from the ground. You
start feeding people, they start having bigger families, which
means more resources are needed.”

“We owned so much, though.
We could have refurbished factories, added floors, or…”

“No,” Sufi says with
definitive coldness. “That’s not how Tonitrex think. You don’t
leave food out for rats—and that’s all we were to them. So, no, no
food, only shelter. Rooms like this. A shared tomb.” She taps the
image on the display—rap, rap, rap—as if she’s trying to
crack the cement walls. “This was where they took me. It’s where my
parents died, and where I met Trinity.”

I want to scream, to call Sufi a liar, but
her vacant eyes reflect the truth. My mind reels as I try to
reshape everything I thought I knew. Shock shifts to confusion,
confusion gives way to dawning horror and a shame that hollows my
gut.

“My family knew the day
was coming, so they prepared. We hid supplies on our bodies and
took them everywhere we went. When the drones came, they took my
entire enclave. And the bread and dried meat stored in my parents’
pockets were found by the Shotreyus and thrown away.” Her eyes
remain fixed on the image of the cell, and I want to turn off the
display, if only to rid Sufi of such an awful memory. “They didn’t
find the wineskin full of water that I kept between my legs. While
we waited to die, my parents let me sip it. They made sure no one
saw, even when everyone was dehydrated, and I … I drank it … I
drank all of it. I drank it so quietly, with the smell of piss in
my nose, listening to the moans of dying people.

“Three days later, the
moaning stopped. After three days without water. And I remember it
… this strange silence … like the world stood still and waited for
me to fade away.”

I wait, unblinking and unbreathing, my lungs
screaming for release.

“How did you get out?” I
ask.

“There was an explosion.
The wall caved in, crushing people who were long dead. And you know
what I saw when the dust finally settled? Trinity Bancroft and the
silver Shotreyus. She took me in, said I was the only one in the
complex who survived. I believed her at the time. But now, who
knows? If I learned anything about Trinity, it’s that she’s full of
it.”

I grip the sides of the terminal, legs
wobbling. I swallow hard past the lump in my throat. Everything I
thought I knew about my family was a gilded lie.

I turn off the display, leaving us again in
the dark, which is for the best, since the shadows hide my
trembling body. I think of how after all the decisions my dad made
against these people, Amar still had the grace to carry him with
dignity, and not just throw him to the rubble. That Sufi didn’t
bury a knife in my back was perhaps the greatest act of
self-restraint.

“I don’t know what to say
other than I’m sorry,” I whisper.

“Your apology is
worthless. But you did save our lives. You want to make amends for
your people’s wrongdoings? Kill Trinity. She might have saved my
life, but nothing can justify her actions. After everything, I
still believe you’re the only person who can stop her.”

I want to ask Sufi so much right now. Were
there assassination attempts on Trinity? Did other Shotreyus try to
stop her? Had Sufi believed I was her magic sword the moment she
saw me drowning in the streets?

None of it matters. Not really.

“I swear on my life,” I
say, “No more innocent people will die. I will stop
Trinity.”

****

I don’t know why, but as I wallow in shame
and guilt, feeling so stupid for being blind to everything my
parents have done, Hayati remains my hope. She awakens like a
fairytale princess who receives a kiss she never asked for. Her
eyes flutter, and she actually yawns and stretches, as if the
trauma of nearly bleeding out was a bad dream that evaporates upon
waking.

She’s alive, and that has to have some kind
of karmic value to the universe. It should redeem me, if only
slightly, and yet I can’t shake the feeling of being a
criminal.

“It’s a miracle,” Amar
says, grabbing his sister’s hand. “You are my miracle.”

I undo the dressing to find the injury
completely scabbed over, the coagulated blood circled with pink
flesh thanks to the real miracle—the technology that was within the
lab.

I load another syringe with serum, and when
I inject it, Hayati winces before the healing antigens course
through her veins, numbing her pain and killing off any lingering
infection. “I think with this last vial, you’ll be as good as new.
Now, you need to eat.”

While Amar was on guard the night before, I
was pacing around like a madman. I couldn’t sleep—how could I? All
I saw when my eyes closed were people starving in cement boxes. I
swear I could hear them moaning, scratching at the cement with
their fingernails, asking the gods what they had done to deserve
this.

I had to keep busy or I’d lose my mind. I
worked for a few hours uninstalling the lab’s food processor and
extracted any Protein Paste™ I found, which would feed us for a
week.

I offer some to Hayati, who does precisely
what Sufi and Amar did when I offered it to them—wriggle her nose
and press her finger into it.

“It’s not awful,” Amar
says. “Just sorta bad.”

All it takes is an initial taste and Hayati
is shoveling it into her mouth, her body desperate for nutrients
and calories. Amar and Sufi ate it just as greedily, complaining
about the flavor and texture between gasps for air.

During the long night, I also destroyed all
the transceivers in the lab’s main terminal and cut its connections
to all other systems. A strange feeling, that. On one hand, it felt
good destroying something responsible for so much suffering. On the
other, it felt akin to removing a brilliant mind from a perfectly
healthy body, knowing the two may never again unite, or that both
parts may die in the process.

Luckily, the terminal didn’t die. The data
remained intact, and applying my dad’s privileges, I unlocked
stores of private files from his archives, including his diaries,
patents, sketches, and various correspondences between him and
other high-ranking officials.

I only dip into the correspondences to see
the absolutely chaotic communications that took place twenty-four
hours before multiple nuclear warheads and one “piercing” missile
made contact with the Strata-Dome. Both the Tonitrex and Shotreyus
knew someone had hacked the system. The immediate reaction was to
brush it off, since the Tonitrex were confident in AI’s ability to
build firewalls around vulnerable systems while actively attacking
the hackers’ systems. T-minus four hours from explosion, my dad had
lost his mind attempting to override Trinity’s access to the
nuclear facilities.

The oddest part was that Dad never contacted
other families during the last few hours. Other Tonitrex simply
considered the job done, some even referencing old hacking attempts
from the country of Urso, which all fizzled out in our
firewalls.

So, no one actively prepared for the attack.
And my dad, a man responsible for the deaths of thousands, at the
height of his hubris, tried to defend the city himself.

He had the most impressive library of files
I’ve ever seen, along with backdoor entrance into all of the other
Tonitrex and Shotreyus databases, including highly classified files
reserved for only the heads of our government. Secret weapon
designs, estimates of enemy capabilities, strategic war plan
documents.

Nothing was secret to him. Yet he couldn’t
beat Trinity.

How could I?

I’ve never done anything without help sans
wiping my butt.

And the answer, it seems, is right there.
aMiCA.

There’s a limited iteration of aMiCA
saved into my STEM memory, but without direct access to the net,
aMiCA wouldn’t be entirely useful. However, if aMiCA has
free access to all of the files of the Tonitrex and Shotreyus, many
of which are inaccessible via the net, and I restrict its presence
only to my local instance, which is near impossible to hack, I
could effectively have an AI killing machine piping advise into my
brain.

I can also run a search across all Tonitrex
files to see if any AI advancements are available to patch into
aMiCA, making it more effective.

Through the terminal, I tap into STEM and
apply every download I see. There are four-hundred and eighteen
downloads available that would improve aMiCA’s overall cognition,
strategic thinking, output and processing speed. My fingers tremble
as they touch the keyboard, though not out of fear. No, this is
something more dangerous: this is hope.

The files transfer with lightning speed, the
massive data moving without hurting me.

I ping aMiCA in my local
instance.

There’s too much data to process. My display
readouts aren’t normal. Everywhere I glance, I see—and attempt to
make sense of—absurd depths of raw data. Where once I saw file
names and filters, I see numbers and strange figures.

It’s uncomfortable and scary, like an
intrusive thought that won’t disappear or starving ghosts screaming
to be noticed. The readings warble and distort, and I’m on the
verge of panicking, thinking I’ve ruined Ernest’s STEM, when I
remember to regulate my breathing, close my eyes, and try
again.

Let me know where you are, I
type.

Master Proto. The voice booms from
the speakers, rattling the lab. I’m right next to you.

“What in all gods!” Sufi
screams. She shuffles and trips, while a hollow oof erupts
from Amar’s lips. When I turn to the darkness, I can’t see their
bodies tangled on the floor, the outline of the blue terminal
burned in my retinas.

“Don’t worry,” I say. “It
means to help us.” I furiously scroll and sweep through
archives containing millions of numbers and analyses, millions of
errors and assumptions, but I can’t locate anything
meaningful.

“Everything’s … weird,” I
say. “It’s out of proportion.”

Your governor is overloading, aMiCA
says. I can attempt an adjustment.

“Yes, please,” I say. And
no sooner do I utter the command than a spark flies from Ernest’s
STEM. I nearly scream out in panic, half expecting the device to
detonate, my hopes along with it. Only, it doesn’t.

aMiCA’s virtual self materializes on the
terminal, its generic features and blue skin giving the appearance
of someone who had been delicately melted. Perhaps it looks angelic
because Hayati mumbles prayers with a fevered pace.

I make introductions. “aMiCA, this is Sufi,
Hayati, and Amar. Guys, this is my friend aMiCA.”

You found friends, Master Proto. This brings
me immense joy.

“Whoa, wait. This thing
feels emotions?” Sufi says. “And why did it suggest we’re friends?
Isn’t it supposed to be smart?”

“With all the info I’ve
uploaded into its algo, this is possibly the smartest AI to ever
exist,” I say, adding, “And it feels. Quit being
robophobic.”

“I’m not convinced,” Sufi
says.

“You will be.”

With a stomach-churning rumble, the lights
of the lab violently snap to life. I recognize the sudden rush of
air along with the electric tang of exposed wires and fried
circuitry. The air circulation is online, only it sounds like a
mouth gargling nails. The vents vomit water and dirt for only a
second before aMiCA shuts them, blocking all the remnants of
building debris from raining down on us.

All systems are operational. Emergency
generators are online. Our presence on the net was detectable for
approximately .0042 seconds.

“Thank you,
aMiCA.”

You’re welcome.

I explain everything that’s happening and
everything I plan to do with Sufi, Amar, and Hayati. The rumble, I
explain, is the fossil fuel generators, which are pumping juice
into the lab’s systems. With them online, and with the collective
knowledge stored in aMiCA, I will undergo a surgery to reconnect my
STEM to my brain.

“Are you completely
insane?” Sufi asks.

“It’s do or die,” I
say.

“Yeah, doing last-minute
brain surgery in a dusty old lab sounds like a die to
me.”

Thankfully, aMiCA has the social skills of a
functioning human being, and says, The success rate of
performing this operation, under current circumstances, with all
available equipment is ninety-eight point seven percent.
While I lack a thorough understanding of Trinity’s capabilities,
I can tell you that Proto’s efficacy will increase two hundred
percent once the STEM is properly implanted. To be blunt, it would
be suicide to face Trinity without first performing this
alteration.

My mind races a mile a minute, my eyes
scanning the stores of anesthetics, the slumbering medical
equipment.

Two hundred percent.

What would that feel like?

“So, you’re going to let a
glowing head operate on your brain?” Amar says.

“I’m sure Peter’s odds are
better than mine were,” Hayati says. “If you think this is
necessary, tell us how we can support you.”

“Guard the door,” I
say.

****

Eight med bots wait around the table, their
rectangular bodies hiding their many appendages, each equipped with
a variety of medical tools. Their “heads” are ovular bowls of
glass that, when deactivated, are black. Only one is online, its
yellow eyes burning in the dim light.

One med bot can carry out my surgery while
simultaneously performing five open-heart surgeries. Which is good,
considering the energy output required and the questionable amount
of fossil fuel remaining for the generators. The last thing I need
is to run out of fuel while my skull is cracked wide open. Who
knows how much fuel survived the flooding, or how many generators
are operational?

But I trust aMiCA. I trust it ran all
the scenarios and performed all the necessary diagnostics.

So, I lay on the operating table and look
into the low light hanging over me. The med bot unfurls its arms
the way a multi-tool pocketknife with a brain might. One
tentacle-like arm wraps my head and lifts my shoulders off the
table. Another arm with a syringe fixed into its ‘hand’ squirts
some of its contents before plunging the needle into my thigh.
There’s a quick pinch, then warmth spreads across my legs, torso,
and arms, and before I can have second thoughts, the lights go
out.

****

Coming out of anesthesia isn’t easy. I have
no clue where I am or how much time has passed. For a few seconds,
I don’t even remember my name. With the world a half-dreamt blur
that wraps around me like a cozy blanket, I smell the harsh sterile
scent of the med lab mixed with dried blood.

I have a hard time sitting up as the fog of
anesthesia lifts. I don’t panic about being off-balance, because
that’s normal after surgery. What isn’t normal is the strange
weight on my head and the pressure on my neck.

My fingers reach to touch my once-shattered
STEM when the med bot grabs my wrist with its powerful claws, the
grating sound of metal on metal making me aware of how fragile I
am.

Sorry, Master Proto, but it’s unwise to
touch your wounds.

I don’t like being held by a machine like
this. The claws are undoubtedly strong, and though it doesn’t hurt,
it makes me aware of how much of a fragile meat wad I am.

“Anyone else getting
freaked out by this whole ‘master’ thing?” Sufi says. “Or with this
freaky, atrocious crown? Am I the only one who finds this
creepy?”

“No,” Amar
says.

“What are you talking
about?” Along the table, my shadow resembles some kind of eldritch
creature with tentacles and a sharp crown. Obviously, the tentacles
are just the med bot’s arms, but my head…

“aMiCA?” I say.

It should heal quickly, Master Proto.

It transmits this message directly into my
brain via STEM. I could transmit a message back, but I’m too
freaked out to engage with STEM. 

“What exactly needs to
heal? What … did you do to my forehead?”

The black orb face of the med bot turns blue
as aMiCA projects its genderless face on the smooth, curved
glass.

I fixed your STEM, Master Proto. As you
requested. Per my findings in your father’s files and the archives
of other Tonitrex, I found opportunities to make some
adjustments.

aMiCA’s face fades as the med bot’s head
becomes a reflective surface. The curved glass is like a fun house
mirror, stretching my reflection. Even accounting for that, my
features are horribly, terribly wrong. All I see is a halo of metal
jutting out my flesh, a network of vertical metal slabs forming
around the crown of my skull. Various components protrude upward,
making my head look like the very foundation of five small Turrims,
with the one in center standing taller over the others.

“Gods…” I mutter. “I’m a
monster.”

“Yeah,” Sufi says. “And
you look ridiculous.”

“It’s not that bad,”
Hayati says. “It’s like a very fancy hat.”

“It’s like a gigantic
target that glows in the dark and fires its own flares,” says Amar.
“I mean, there’s no way you’re walking outside with that thing
on.”

“We can rig up a hat. Like
how the shamans wear,” Hayati says. 

I’m uncomfortably aware of the wide range of
expressions in the room—disgust, fear, horror, even the tinge of
hatred in Sufi’s face. And I don’t blame them. This is too much
change, too quickly. It leaves me numb, my head now tilting to one
side as my neck strains.

I’ve made myself into something that can’t
survive outside this Turrim.

But that’s okay.

“I don’t plan on leaving,”
I say. 

“What about Trinity?” Sufi
says.

“I’ll fight her from
here.” I step off the operating table and struggle to keep my ankle
from twisting. It’s like the entire floor is teetering and the
walls are warbling.

You need to rest, aMiCA says.

“The comms station,” I
say. “Can you get it ready for me?”

The lights awaken over the comms station.
The lone chair that sits before the terminal rotates to face me,
and as I clammer onto it, I can’t help but think it’s some kind of
throne, that I’m a king in a sunken, ruined kingdom. Once I’ve
adjusted the seat, making myself as comfortable as humanly possible
with twenty pounds of metal soldered to my skull, I ping aMiCA.
It’s like riding a bike or using a sixth sense. And like a warm
familiar hand that takes my own, aMiCA returns the ping.

“I don’t get it,” Amar
says. “How do you fight someone you can’t see?”

“Through the net,” I say.
“I’m going to separate her mind from her body.”

 



Chapter Twenty

 


To construct a SIM, you first need to carve
out a space to house your environment. With much of the network
gone black and my STEM buzzing with power, capturing a petabyte of
storage and encasing it becomes effortless. Around that encasement,
I build so many layers of firewalls and antiviruses that it shines
like a supernova in a black void. Then I create the SIM
environment. No help from architects or AI. I’m doing this on my
own. I want it to be personal. And I have, in the past, built my
own, so I don’t feel out of my element.

Tan and I first met in a SIM I created—a
small arena resembling my bedroom, constructed with just half a
terabyte of data and a few modest modifications. I didn’t really
own a ten-foot electronic dinosaur, or a saltwater hot tub, or my
own rod transport, but I baked them into the SIM, and though Tan
tried hard not to act impressed, I spotted him staring at the
dinosaur twice.

I put that room into the SIM first and build
the ground and the grass around it. I root the trees and pour water
into rivers that flow into lakes. I make the world as it was before
the super storms, the world my teachings swore existed, though now,
I doubt what truly was. Back when water was clear, and in huge
quantities, it became blue. Back before the pollution, iron,
limestone, and manganese stained the water red.

I scatter stars across the night sky,
briefly savoring their beauty before I raise the trees. Next, I
create the sun, causing the stars to disappear and bathing the sky
in a serene, nostalgic blue. I can no longer see the room I set in
the heart of this SIM, just like I can’t see Tan, but none of that
matters, I guess.

As the SIM's admin, I wield total control
over this virtual domain. With a thought, I can edit any object,
alter any variable. The number of exit doors is fixed at eight,
standard for a closed SIM. And those doors are the only means of
transferring a STEM user’s consciousness back to the real
world.

If I damage them beyond repair, anyone
trapped inside this simulation stays trapped, their consciousness
stuck in limbo unless an admin like myself lets them out again.
Which, fat chance.

With my admin status, I should have the
power to dismantle the doors one by one. But Trinity is no ordinary
user. Her abilities are unprecedented. I’ll need to focus
everything I have.

The sun beams down, warming my face. I bend
down and sift the dirt between my fingers. It’s finer than real
soil, each granule smooth like polished stones. The blades of grass
are the same synthetic shades of green. But the breeze still
rustles them gently.

Trinity, I transmit into the network.
I’m waiting for you.

The sky darkens as a figure resembling a
blend of a storm cloud and a bat hovers overhead. It comes quickly,
this mythical creature that has given itself life in this SIM,
where I am admin, moderator, and editor. I can’t help but shiver,
because if Trinity is able to access privileges to edit my SIM, I’m
as good as dead.

I watch the gathering storm clouds and wait,
realizing Trinity is not inside the SIM. She’s on the outside
looking in on my massive storage environment as if it were a tiny
fish tank.

I take a deep breath and exhale. I ping
aMiCA one last time and say, “From here on out, I’m on my own.
Please disconnect yourself from the net.”

aMiCA had helped me devise a strategy, but I
can’t risk receiving additional advice that can be intercepted by
Trinity and used against me. I have to trust my gut. And right now,
my gut is pissed about Tan, and my city, and what my parents
did—those assholes. Hell, I’m pissed the network has died,
too.

With a wave of my hand, I pry the sky open
and create a hole through my many layers of security, allowing the
darkness to bleed in. It blots out parts of the blue sky, forming a
purple cloud before the form consolidates.

All at once Trinity rushes the ground, and I
can’t tell if she’s falling or flying. When she lands, she
collapses into a pool not unlike oil before building herself back
up in her usual form. The color returns to her flesh and her
clothing. She wears no filters and makes no attempts to hide the
dark lines beneath her eyes and her frizzy hair with all of its
split ends.

“You killed very good
people,” she says.

“Well, that’s
hypocritical, don’t you think?”

I expect her to lash out, yet she remains
still. Her left eye twitches and she stares at me, reading me,
trying to make me sweat.

She surprises me by saying, “Maybe it
is.”

She takes a handful of the dirt I’ve created
and lets it fall through her fingers. “I’ve never actually
experienced any of this … the world in its natural state … yet I
miss it. Do you think that’s strange, missing something you’ve
never experienced?”

“No,” I say. I don’t say
that DNA holds memory, that we inherit the lived experiences of
countless ancestors so we can survive in nature. Though admittedly,
my DNA is light on survival instincts. “You know what I
miss?”

Her gaze lingers on the vibrant green moss
at the base of a tree, her eyes tracing the intricate patterns and
her fingers grazing the softness of its texture. She bends down,
inspecting the tiny insects scurrying through the soil. A faint
smile plays on her lips.

“Let me guess. You miss
mommy and daddy. Vesta and Adonis Engstrom?” She shakes her head as
if to rid her mouth of a bad taste. “Why feel bad? They lived a
privileged life among the city’s most powerful families. People
would have killed to live a week in your parents’
shoes.”

She speaks about them matter-of-factly, as
if she’s known them for years. Could it be possible that through
obsessive research, maybe even to build her own STEM, she knew my
parents better than I did?

“They deserved to die
because of this.”

Trinity opens her hand, palm up, and the air
above it distorts. Not a good sign. I try to will the SIM back
to its original form, only, I notice the SIM itself hasn’t changed.
She managed to create a projection within my SIM, as if she built
her own mini environment around herself to project whatever she
wants, which is something I never managed to do.

Images appear in the wavering air. A camera
pans over bodies. I should be desensitized to death by now, only
I’m not. These bodies aren’t waterlogged and bloated. They’re
emaciated, with frail frames swimming in tattered clothes that are
covered in dust, as if the bodies had been pulled from the
ground.

Skeletal figures trapped in concrete rooms
claw at one another, their nails digging into the backs of their
comrades in a strange, futile attempt to reach the ceiling. And
those at the ceiling scratch it, their brittle nails rubbing the
cement with the same effect as red crayons. At certain parts, I see
indents where the cement gradually yielded to the bone. I feel
their nails grating against me, yearning, desperate and
hateful.

“The Decimation was
inexcusable. It shouldn’t have happened. If I knew, I would have
ended it,” I say.

“Oh, Adonis’s son,” she
mutters. “A small cog can’t stop the machine. To stop it, you must
destroy everything.”

“And the innocent people
you killed? You think they paid a fair price?” Yeah, it’s a
whataboutism argument, which is always flimsy, yet it’s the truth.
“You’re just as evil as my parents. And that’s why I’m going to
kill you.”

“Kill me? You couldn’t
kill a pig. And don’t you dare compare me to your parents—I live
with my consequences. Sacrifices were necessary to take down the
machine.” She closes her palm and the hologram fades, and she again
takes in the environment I had created, tilting her head back as
the sunlight filters through the leaves and freckles her cheeks.
“I’ll heal the world and bring it back to its natural state. I may
not live to see it return to this, but I will set us on the
road.”

“If you think things were
better off back then, then Sufi was right. You’re an idiot. There’s
no food security, no healthcare or infrastructure or education
system. Your attack eradicated centuries’ worth of history and art.
You’ve taken us into the dark ages.”

“I’ve welcomed an age of
new discovery.” She scowls at me. “The new order was long
overdue.”

“Right.” I look around
coolly at the brush, trying to remain calm and collected despite my
pulse pounding against the new metal pressed against my carotid
artery. “So, you’re a fanatic with half-baked ideologies and a
hypocrite for using the technology you swear to hate. No way you
did this alone. Who gave you the STEM? Why?”

“Look at you. Born into
luxury. Never worked, never hungry. A top education the whole world
envied. Yet you know nothing.”

“I know you enlisted with
the Silver Backs,” I say. It’s a stab in the dark, but it hits the
right mark.

“I did more than just
enlist. I built the case for the Silver Backs’ creation, petitioned
about the caste’s vulnerabilities, the international threats the
old guard left us open to. I created them. I built an army within
their ranks without your fancy tech or education. When the time
came, the people who loathed you most helped me get my STEM. I’ve
hated it, but it was necessary.”

She touches her STEM in some grandiose
gesture that’s lost to me.

“Who gave it to
you?”

“Does it even
matter?”

My time is running out, but I need to know.
Because whoever was responsible for her tech is equally responsible
for Tan’s death.

“Tell me,” I
growl.

A flicker of defiance flashes across
Trinity’s eyes. “You really are naïve. Urso provided much of the
technology. They’ve waited a long time to repay you Tonitrexes for
manufacturing the Pandemic Wars.”

Her words carry a mixture of challenge and
mystery, leaving me unsettled. Did my ancestors release that plague
oh so many years ago? How much blood is on my hands?

Then leaves softly rustle right on cue, as
if a tepid breeze has blown through, only it hasn’t. The motion is
isolated to one tree. We both look and, of course, we see nothing
but nature at work. And then it crashes through the ancient brush.
An adult Utahraptor nearly the size of the transport I had
hijacked.

This is SIM. This is not real. Yet when the
Utahraptor’s massive feet pound the ground, the vibrations rattle
my bones. My brain struggles to remember that everything around me
is a figment, as if it’s actively trying to attack my nervous
system.

While I don’t know much about Trinity, it’s
clear that this is her first encounter with a Utahraptor and
possibly her first life-or-death situation in SIM. She staggers
back, almost screaming. The layers of her clothes and jackets
billow behind her as she runs, and I can’t help but think how it’s
all slowing her down.

The Utahraptor’s massive frame lurches
forward, its head tilted and teeth bared at Trinity’s back.

But before the claws can slam into her
digital form, she opens her palm again and summons a hologram of
fire and explosions. The Utahraptor bucks backward—and if Trinity
had stopped and shoved that hologram into its face, she might have
succeeded in making the animal retreat. Instead, she keeps running,
which, by instinct, attracts the Utahraptor more than the sight of
fire repels it.

“Not smart,” I call out.
“It’s going to want to stamp out the fire!”

That’s a lie. But Trinity doesn’t know
that.

The claws impale her, jutting straight
through her back and out her chest, causing guttural sounds to
erupt from Trinity’s mouth.

She isn’t actually feeling pain, but her
brain hasn’t registered that yet. Her body lifts into the air, and
with a flick of its mighty leg, the Utahraptor launches Trinity
aside.

A few days ago, the sight would have churned
my stomach. Only now, I don’t feel sick or queasy or weak at the
knees. I can’t look away from Trinity’s body as she claws the
ground face down, trying to flee. I want the moment to last
forever.

It doesn’t.

Her body blips, restoring her avatar to an
undamaged state. We are just a mass of carefully constructed
pixels, not one bit of blood or bone between us in the digital
network, and yet the blood that should be rendering in Trinity’s
face is gone, leaving her as pale as paper.

“What is this place?” she
asks.

“It’s where I grew up.
It’s all I know.”

The Utahraptor vanished the moment Trinity
respawned, which is a feature of SIMs. The thing that kills you
vanishes, or else you risk getting caught in a kill loop that could
keep your conscience trapped within the SIM, since it takes a
deliberate effort to leave through one of the SIM’s eight
exits.

As Trinity stares at me, still trying to
make sense of what just happened, I focus on two of the doors in my
mind’s eye and burn them closed with my mind.

Remember when I said you can’t feel pain in
SIM unless you’re downloading information? Well, I was wrong.
Burning those two doors is akin to me burning off pieces of my
skin. The pain is dizzying, and I nearly stumble over. But I am
successful—there are six doors left.

“You did something,”
Trinity says. She looks up at the trees, and given her incredible
access to the net, I suspect she can sense data as one might sense
water flowing through their fingers. She knows I’m closing the
environment in around her.

She sets into a run again, and I pursue.

The doors within the SIM are portals that
aren’t set in any one place. You can call the nearest one with a
simple command. Which is exactly what Trinity is doing.

“No, you don’t,” I say. I
extend my arms, palms facing the portals, and exert my will and
admin power to scatter the portals deeper into the SIM. I should
have complete control here. The hometown advantage is mine. Yet I
feel the portals warbling in the distance, caught in a tug of war
between our wills. I wish I could say it was a stalemate, but the
portals are coming closer.

Worse, the leaves in the trees around us are
rustling again.

I release the portals and sense them rushing
toward us. I quickly spot motion to my left, so I bolt to the
right. Trinity, with the complexion of a ghost, remains standing,
opting to pull the portals. I’m panicking because if she leaves,
I’ll never be able to lure her back into a SIM, which means I’ll
never again be able to face her on a leveled playing field.

And even though I’m admin, I can’t actually
control the actions of the fauna I’ve created. The best I can do is
to remove them from the simulation, but I’d only do that if it was
essential. I need time for this to work, and they are the only
things here that can buy it for me.

As the ground quakes beneath the massive
weight of a new Utahraptor, my heart races in my chest. I
anticipate the portals to halt, but to my horror, they gather
momentum, hurtling toward Trinity. Her simultaneous cries of fear
and defiance resonate within me.

I stop running because I can’t multi-task
something like this. The Utahraptor, with wooly feathers striped
with red, is upon Trinity. And as much as I want to celebrate the
moment, I can’t. I push the portals back and burn two more doors,
ignoring her cries.

Trinity and I scream in unison. A foot comes
down on her chest, a sharp claw goring her neck. Yet I’m the one in
excruciating pain.

Trinity and the Utahraptor vanish together,
with Trinity respawning in the same spot. She looks tired, her
breath juddering as if she had been crying.

“Please stop this,” she
says.

“No,” I say. I don’t want
to burn the remaining doors— I have to —but it feels like
placing your face on a hot stove. Would you do that four times to
keep someone from hurting others?

“If I let you out, you’ll
kill more,” I say.

“You can’t lock me here
forever.”

“I have to.”

I sense the portals rushing toward us. The
pain of closing the last doors is dizzying—I can hardly stand
straight—but I need to focus. I need to keep the doors as far away
as possible.

“Stop fighting me!”
Trinity yells. Her energy surges. Where it comes from, I can’t say.
But it’s like nothing I’ve seen, like nothing developed by our
country.

I grunt from the effort of keeping the
portals away. The remaining doors are farther out, but since
Trinity is vastly more powerful than me, even in my own sandbox,
even with my new headgear, I have little reason to be
optimistic.

It takes a minute for the next Utahraptor to
appear, each second oozing by at the speed of molasses. The
rustling leaves attract our attention like clashing bells would,
only this time, Trinity doesn’t run. She keeps pulling at the
doors. Smart move on her part, because there’s no telling who the
Utahraptor will attack. On a long enough timeline, the odds are in
her favor of eventually escaping the SIM.

So who will each Utahraptor attack? Without
aMiCA’s surgical forecasts, I have to rely on my gut reaction and
experience.

The leaves rustle overhead to my right,
about ten meters off. I am closer to the Utahraptor, which means
it’s more likely to attack me. I need to be ready to delete it from
SIM.

Deleting an object from SIM while
simultaneously pushing a portal is the equivalent of trying to
translate a sentence into another language while doing long
division in your head, even with my new upgrade. Which is to say I
can’t actually multi-task this, and I can’t give Trinity a window
to pull doors without any resistance.

I watch the Utahraptor like a hawk, ready to
delete it entirely if it runs to me. The dinosaur’s head is low,
it’s black eyes in an unseeing frenzy as it runs the line between
Trinity and me. I’ve seen this behavior before. It’s deliberately
throwing off its prey, though it has already picked a target. It
doesn’t matter if I run or summon an energy weapon and fire into
the air—if the Utahraptor has its sights on me, it’ll charge
without thinking twice.

I can’t risk it. So I find the string of
code responsible for this particular Utahraptor and I erase it,
though not before the beast pivots for Trinity.

Damn! That was a mistake. But I can’t
dwell on it.

I move with haste, dismantling the door not
brick by brick, as I had the others, but tearing the digital fibers
apart with a manic surge of energy.

My vision goes white from the pain. I can’t
tell if I’m standing or laying, if my avatar has been paralyzed.
Waves of agony wash over me, seeping under my skin and into my
muscles. In my haze, I lose all sense of the portals. I need to
recover. I need to feel okay, only that’s impossible.

“Stop burning the exits!”
Trinity screams.

Sound is the only sense outside of pain that
registers, her voice echoing in my mind, overwhelming me,
distracting me from the remaining doors.

“Your screaming attracts
the Utahraptors,” I mutter.

But they already know where we are.
Thankfully, she quiets down. She scans the canopy, her pull on the
doors as strong as ever.

She has mental abilities unlike any Tonitrex
I’ve experienced over the network. My entire life I’ve been told
Tonitrex were in the upper percentile in every facet of life. To be
disrupted so utterly by one who had not grown up with the
technology built into them, someone my own parents wouldn’t even
acknowledge if they saw her on the streets, seems like a vicious,
poetic justice.

The next Utahraptor comes from behind me,
meaning Trinity has every advantage in this next encounter.

I break into a run, charging Trinity’s
avatar. If I’m lucky, the Utahraptor will trample over me and end
up attacking her.

The ground shakes as I sense the portals.
Without my interference, Trinity will access one within five
seconds, which means I’ll be watching the claws rip me inside out
while she escapes to the safety of her army in reality.

I need to think fast, to try something I’ve
never done before. Trinity’s presence in SIM is rendered through a
line of code. It takes me a solid second of fully devoted
processing power to find the string of code representing Trinity. I
can’t delete the code—that’d be stupid, since I’d be doing her a
favor by removing her from the SIM—but I can replace it elsewhere
in the SIM.

Remember when I said I do stupid things when
faced with life-and-death decisions? Yeah. So, I could have placed
Trinity as far as possible from the portals. Instead, I try to drop
her behind me so the Utahraptor strikes her first. The reliability
of me dropping her in the right place is more like a game of
Plinko, where you drop a disk and watch it bounce off pegs, hoping
it’ll land in the center. You can thank dynamic development for
that. Unlike the old days when code remained unchanged while a user
experienced a program, today’s code has latent AI integrated within
it. Meaning aspects of the SIM environment are enhancing every
second. In theory, the longer a person stays in SIM, the more
advanced it becomes. So it wouldn’t be crazy if this instance
became so life-like that Trinity forgot she was in a SIM at all.
Not that she’d live that long, given rule three; dehydration will
take her before she notices a discernible change in
environment.

Trinity vanishes. I sense the push of the
portals as they retreat farther into the SIM. I don’t know where
Trinity has landed. I half expect to get tackled by the
Utahraptor.

Instead, I hear Trinity screaming.

The sound of it is raw and terrifying and
should make the blood in my non-existent avatar run cold, yet I
feel total and utter relief. I hadn’t dropped her where I wanted,
but it was near enough to the Utahraptor—ten feet to its left—that
it changed course.

Now is my chance. Destroying the last two
doors is brutal—it’s like dipping my brain into a pot of boiling
oil. It’s not a quick cut like the other portals, since these are
the last remaining windows to the network, and both the network and
the SIM want to be in communication with one another. To offer an
analogy, closing these portals is like holding yourself underwater
when you desperately want to breathe. It’s an unnatural thing that
doesn’t want to happen, so I have to focus with every piece of my
fiber to destroy the doors, all while enduring the pain.

My vision goes again. But not before I
notice Trinity fading away into the air, disintegrating, which
doesn’t make sense, since she should be going squish under an
Utahraptor’s feet. She has regained whatever control of the
environment she had when she entered, becoming that shadow-form,
which means she can slip away and into the portals.

I squeeze my eyes shut and envision every
block of data I’m dismantling as my body suffers stabbing, burning,
melting pain.

With my eyes still closed, I sense Trinity’s
shadow form soaring through the SIM. She’s broadcasting herself to
me deliberately, trying to get me to lose focus.

“Won’t work,” I
say.

But it is working. I should be breaking down
doors not talking nor monitoring her movements.

Come on, I plead to myself. Do
this. Do it for Tan. Do it for all the people who ended up in the
ocean, and all the people who will die of sickness, or starve, or
drown.

Do it because you care. You care about all
those people.

I scream as the pain splits my head in two.
With a burst of willpower, the final doors disintegrate as the
effort and pain reach a climax.

Everything goes white as my body tingles and
goes numb. Am I dying? Because this is what near-death experiences
are like. Fading vision, brightening light, labored breaths.

Only you can’t die in SIM. Right?

As I slip away, I no longer know what to
believe, or how to understand the physical and metaphysical world
around me. I guess it’s an unfortunate realization to have when all
my time has run out.

I catch one last glimpse of Trinity. A
faint, knowing smile spreads across her face as the Utahraptor’s
massive jaws descend upon her. She thinks she’s won.

But I’ve won. I’ve done what needed to be
done to stop her, even if it’s the last thing I’ll ever do.

Tan, I’m so sorry I couldn’t save you. But I
stopped her. I stopped Trinity from hurting anyone else. From
taking any more innocent lives.

A sense of relief washes over me as the
white light engulfs my vision completely. I hope I’ve redeemed
myself in some small way for not being able to prevent the
Decimation. For not seeing the truth about my parents sooner. Maybe
the souls of those they killed can rest a little easier.

And maybe, just maybe, mine can too.

I allow myself one last deep breath,
imagining the fresh air of the simulated forest filling my lungs.
Then I let go. The darkness embraces me. And I fade into the void,
finally at peace.

 


 



Chapter Twenty-One

 


Something tugs at me. Not at my body,
because I’m not experiencing my body at the moment, but at my
psyche. It tugs at me slowly, and in my pain-drunk delirium, I
imagine little people sitting on swings that are tethered to my
brain, going higher and faster with every kick, until the tugs turn
painful.

My eyes snap open to a mosaic of emerald and
jade as the leaves overhead swim into focus. The thick branches
knit together in a tangled cathedral ceiling, filtering the
sunlight into shards of living glass. My sensory inputs fire again,
so I can sense the soil beneath me, and smell the thick, damp air.
My eyes go immediately to the foliage, though I fail to see any
rustling. I’ve been still for too long—Utahraptors are attracted by
motion.

Trinity sits at my feet. That sly, knowing
smile is plastered on her face. She doesn’t move. Not even her eyes
flicker up as I shift into a seated position. In her hands, she
holds a large rock.

What I had been experiencing wasn’t a tug.
It was the smashing of that digital rock against my digital skull.
Each time, she probably cracked my skull wide open. The SIMs are
very graphic; she probably saw my mashed brains oozing out of the
crevices, only to watch me blip back to normal, again and again and
again.

“Must have been a living
hell, hitting me with that rock.”

“Funny, I found it
therapeutic.” She tries to grab at my clothes, but it doesn’t
really work like that. “I saw you die. Yet you’re not
dead.”

“There’s no dying here,” I
say with new conviction.

“And there’s no escape.
You did that, didn’t you? You removed the exits.”

“That’s right. There’s no
leaving.”

She laughs too loudly for her own good.
It’ll only attract more Utahraptors.

“So, it’s just you and me
and those monsters? Here for eternity?” She clasps her hands over
her wide-open mouth. “Why would you do this?”

“That’s not exactly how
it’ll work,” I say. “For one thing, there’s no such thing as
eternity. Your body will begin to die without water or
food.”

Trinity’s manic smile transforms into a firm
grin. Her lips are a fault line, revealing the earthquake churning
inside her. “What?”

“Your followers wouldn’t
use medical equipment. You’d need a ventilator after a few days to
breathe, plus a feeding tube to deliver food and water. My guess is
the traitorous Shotreyus left you once you bombed the
city.”

“You would let me
dehydrate just as your parents dehydrated all those innocent
people?” she asks. “You wouldn’t let me out?”

Her words give me pause, because what I’m
doing is nothing like what my parents did. It’s … just not the same
… or is it?

“Exits are gone,” I
stammer. “And you … you deserve this. No, you deserve
worse.”

She tries to grab me, but I allow her hands
to pass through me. She studies her hands as if seeing them for the
first time.

“What about your people?
We have them locked in cages. With a snap of my fingers, they’re as
good as gone.”

“You’re not listening.
There is no leaving. And all my people are already dead. You killed
them.”

“Is that your final
answer?” she says.

Her voice is an icy chill that runs down my
spine. I get to my feet with little resistance, phasing out the
sensation of any interactions between us. She stands very still,
watching me in anticipation of something. I had planned this moment
to run a piece of hidden code I had embedded in the SIM. I wanted
the end of this battle to feel like a victory, although something
is off.

I wanted to leave Trinity with a hologram of
Tan lurking at her side, his silhouette flickering like a
candlelight vigil in the darkness. I can’t pinpoint why I put this
code in. Maybe to see Trinity’s reaction. Would she repent? Show
any sign of guilt? And if she had, would that spark any sympathy
within me?

As the hologram appears, I say, “You were
wrong about me missing my parents. I’m not doing this for them. I’m
doing it for him.”

“Who is he? Your
boyfriend?”

“He’s my best friend,” I
snap.

“You’ll rot in hell
together.”

“Maybe we will. Goodbye,
Trinity.”

I look at the hologram of Tan one last time.
And before I feel the full weight of being orphaned, before the
loneliness burrows down my heart, creating that sinking feeling in
my chest, I notice Tan’s hologram is crying.

No, not crying.

His eyes are running red with blood. I
quickly find the code and restore it to its earliest version, but
nothing happens.

This is when the panic sets in.

“Please, stop,” Trinity
says over and over, her voice increasing to a screech. “I’m begging
you, please!”

I’m inside the code generating Tan’s
holograms, desperately trying to find what could be affecting the
visuals. And when I find nothing wrong, I examine the code of the
actual SIM to see if Trinity is somehow overlaying graphics. It’s
infuriating work because as I’m digging through troves of data,
Trinity screams into my ear. Her pleads are like nails raked
against my ears. And the weird thing? Her voice is changing.

It warbles and deepens. I’m no longer
hearing a female voice. The pleads for help come from an older man
who gasps and coughs between pleads.

My attention returns to Trinity. Her mouth
is open, but unmoving. Slowly, her jaw descends until it moves
beyond her anatomical bounds. The darkness within her gaping mouth
deepens, and where I should see a uvula, I instead see a small box.
It’s a digital display, and as if Trinity were regurgitating it, it
floats out of her mouth and grows.

“This is impossible,” I
say.

I frantically try to find the code
responsible for the display so I can delete it from my SIM, but
it’s nowhere to be found. And I can’t thoroughly focus on the code
because on the display are people being butchered.

Not just any people. I recognize them. They
are the elders from Sufi’s enclave. Dressed in their threadbare,
soiled linens, they lay on moist gravel, encaged and surrounded by
people in camouflage. Gerald is among them, huddled and shivering
with his back against the bars.

My breath catches in my throat as I make two
realizations. First, this is happening right now. And second, the
“video feed” I’m viewing is coming directly from Trinity’s eyes.
She is within my SIM, yet she has full control over her body. How?
I have no clue.

In the display, I watch Trinity’s finger
rise up to her throat, parallel with the ground, and with a swiping
motion, as if she cut her own neck, a volley of arrows is unleashed
on the elderly.

The torrent of arrows continues as the
elders scream, some standing, some twisting as the arrows pierce
their bony bodies as if they were pin cushions. The odd thing—aside
from my inability to look away—is how slow the elders die. Each
second drips by like sap from an ancient tree, the moments
coagulating into a nightmare that feels endless. How many arrows
does it take? Why can’t these people give up life instead of
enduring such a horrid fate?

A knife appears in a man’s hand and he drags
it across Gerald’s neck, and if there’s any consolation, it’s that
his head drops immediately.

Before me, Trinity closes her mouth,
swallowing down the display.

“You are the reason I
killed them,” she says. “It’s your fault.”

Her form fades into a shadow, which
dissolves completely from my SIM. But how she escaped from my
environment, how she can wield so much power in the net, in a SIM I
created, is still beyond me.

Did I really just kill those people? The
thought paralyzes me, leaving me alone until a Utahraptor charges
me. I disconnect as quickly as possible, finding myself back at the
lab.

The others stare at me wide-mouthed, and as
I wonder whether they had seen what had happened (they couldn’t–I
didn’t allow any displays access to stream the SIM), I feel wetness
drip down my cheeks. My eyes burn. I’m crying. But it’s a
different, deeper burn.

When I touch my cheeks, my fingers return
wet and red. In the reflection of the med bot’s head, I see blood
oozing out of my eyes.

 


 



Chapter Twenty-Two

 


Alarms bells are going off in my head, and
it’s not because I’m bleeding from the eyes.

My STEM is plugged into the comms station,
giving me unrestricted access to the net. Thanks to my dad’s new
privileges, I’m automatically alerted to possible threats. It’s
completely disorienting, like having a swarm of people yelling at
you to duck while pop-up ads blip in and out of your brain. Before
I can even process the warnings, I say, “We need to run.”

Do the others run? No. Instead, Amar
approaches me with a vial of serum in his hand, throwing cautious
glances from me to the medicine, like he’s unsure how it works or
whether he should administer it.

“Umm, should we pour this
in your eyes?”

But I can’t answer. I can’t tell him his
friends just died or to drop everything and run because the alerts
are intensifying. They come into focus. They materialize in my
mind’s eye. I see Trinity’s access in the net stretch into the
thermosphere where various satellites follow orbit. I sense all of
the functioning satellites—all built by the country of
Urso—satellites that Trinity has hijacked.

A military satellite named Orbita A
193 is outfitted with a particle-beam weapon. Satellites
shouldn’t have particle-beam weapons per the Orbital Peace Treaty,
but now as my STEM buzzes through the net, I realize that numerous
countries—my own included—had attached weapons to various
commercial, scientific, and experimental satellites. Orbita A
193, for example, belongs to the Tovary Corporation based in
Urso. The particle-beam weapon is blinking to life as the satellite
turns in orbit, taking aim at this very Turrim.

aMiCA senses the danger, but as soon as it
begins to countdown, numbers screeching in our ears as the lab is
painted in red warning lights, I cut all connections to the net in
fear Trinity would climb into my brain and, I don’t know, cause my
STEM to self-destruct.

In fifty-four seconds, the enemy
satellite will be in position to discharge its weapon, aMiCA
transmits.

This time, I scream, “We need to run!”

And they have enough sense to heed my
warning. Sufi and Amar lift Hayati from her seated position and
help her out of the lab. Bless the serum, because Hayati can walk
under her own strength.

I run to follow, the numbers blaring in my
ear—49, 48, 47—when I pause and consider the med bot. Its
rectangular body moves on two tracks that can take various shapes
to cross different in-door terrain. Could it navigate across the
debris in the hallways and squeeze through the tight spots where
the ceiling had collapsed? I’d be silly not to try.

I establish a direct connection and feel
aMiCA transferring a copy of itself into the med bot. The AI’s
genderless, angel-like face appears on the med bot’s ovular display
surface.

“Come on, Buddy,” I say,
my voice pleading.

I break into a sprint. The aMiCA-powered med
bot has the good grace to continue the countdown as we run up the
crumbling hallway. Hearing the numbers count down gives me the
extra nudge I need to go head down and run without abandon. My
vision blurs red, my mind reels with data inputs I didn’t ask for.
I don’t turn to see if the med bot can make it through the tight
crevices, but the whirring tracks and blaring numbers are all the
confirmation I need.

Sufi, Amar, and Hayati are inside the
transport when I reach them. They’re looking down at the street,
and as much as I want to see what they’re looking at, aMiCA is kind
enough to remind me that I have ten seconds before
atomic particles blast us into dust.

Through my STEM, I can feel access to
the transport, even though the transport is offline. The sensation
grows as I get closer, and through this short-range wireless
exchange, I’m able to start the engines and open its trunk. I
shuffle into the driver’s seat as the med bot’s many tentacle arms
reach out and grab hold of the cargo compartment.

I realize I don’t need my hands to drive the
car—just by thinking, the transport lifts and accelerates forward,
pitting me into the seat. The med bot flails behind us like an
airborne anchor, and beneath it, a crowd of people gather at the
foot of the Turrim.

They wear so many layers, but beneath it
they’re thin and withering. That’s my parents’ fault. And it’s my
heavy burden of blame. Because some folks might have been locked in
the cement rooms, but everyone was all locked inside the
Strata-Dome, their hunger drawn out year over year.

Run, I want to scream at them. As if
this plea could redeem me somehow.

But it’s too late.

There’s a loud crash as the invisible force
pulverizes the Turrim. At once, my home crumbles from top down as
the ground explodes upward. I don’t see the people anymore, just as
they didn’t see the colorless beam of energy that ended their
lives. All that remains are chunks of concrete that fly upward in a
gray mist.

All those people.

“Did you see their signs?”
Sufi asks.

I turn as if to find the messages strewn
about the smoking remains.

“They said your name,”
Sufi says.

“I saw that. It said to
hand yourself over,” Amar says.

“They weren’t Naturalists.
They were just normies. I didn’t recognize them,” Sufi
adds.

“And they know me? They
want me dead?” I ask. In the silence, my head buzzes with data. The
algorithms feed my thoughts, and it’s maddening because they’re
louder than my internal voice. I want everything happening in my
head to shut up when I come to a very logical realization. “There’s
a bounty on my head.”

As the transport glides over the streets and
between the buildings, more and more people emerge from their
hiding places.

 



Chapter Twenty-Three

 


I tell the others about what happened to the
elders. The words come reluctantly, spoken between tears, because I
was the catalyst to their deaths. I hold my breath and tense up, as
if awaiting a blow, or screams, or sobs. I welcome it all—I deserve
it. Yet all I receive is silence.

“We will honor them,”
Hayati says.

“We will avenge them,”
Sufi says, as if the two thoughts weren’t mutually
exclusive.

“You think the kids are
okay? I mean, we have to get them,” Amar says. “We could sneak in
the caves. There are tunnels and nooks for hiding. We know them
better than the Naturalists, right? We strike fast and hang low. It
could work. Right?”

I don’t say anything, because I don’t know
the first thing about the caves, even with these five antennas
protruding from my forehead. But I notice Sufi’s face tense and the
way she abruptly shakes her head.

“Just assume they know
more than we do,” Sufi says. “You think they’d get lost in their
own home?”

“No. Not lost. But we
could move fast.”

“We could move fast with a
dozen malnourished kids?” she says.

“Well…” Amar stammers,
then he yells, “I don’t know!”

“I do. They’ll
indoctrinate the kids or kill them,” Sufi mutters. “Which means if
they don’t kill them, we eventually will. If we live that
long.”

If I didn’t have this ultra-powered STEM in
my head, I would think I was suffering a mental breakdown, which
would be appropriate given everything I’ve experienced. The only
thing preventing a full-blown panic attack is the city itself
coming online, wanting to communicate with me.

The systems awaken like a drunk after a long
bender: slowly, unevenly, painfully. When I’m close enough, I can
glimpse a system’s data, and that distance seems to be increasing
gradually.

Cameras, air filtration systems, food
processors, lights—they’re all trying to kick back to life. And
it’s all too noisy.

“Let’s get out of the city
and figure out our next steps,” I say.

The clouds gather overhead, a light drizzle
turning to pelting rain. The ride should be very turbulent,
considering the transport isn’t built for rain, but I’m able to
keep a steady ascent by letting my brain do all sorts of subtle
adjustments to the navigation that, oddly enough, I don’t truly
understand.

I set the transport down on a large tor that
stands atop a ridge, overlooking the ocean, and welcome the
soothing rap-tap-tap of rain on the metal.

Through STEM, I ask aMiCA if the med bot
possesses any food or water, and when it tells me that it does, I
offer some to the others.

Sufi greedily snatches her ration—a
translucent tube filled with eight ounces of water—and sucks it
dry. “We need to strike fast,” she says. “If we move before the
storm, we might have some element of surprise.”

I glance at the clouds which inch closer, as
black as oil.

“Our window to fly is
closing,” I say. “And to be honest, it’ll be foolish to run in
without an airtight plan. Let me run some scenarios.”

When I slip into my mind, I’m not sure what
the others see—if my eyes roll behind my head or if I’m suddenly
sleeping or staring into nothingness. I also don’t know how much
real-time is going to pass while I run scenarios, or whether I’ll
even find a winning battle plan.

aMiCA is present in my mind, which I’m
thankful for, because as I slip deeper into my technology, I
experience a growing sense of loneliness. In the past, I
experienced STEM mostly in my unconscious. I’d ping it for
information and feel the burn of the data, and I’d sense the intel
I needed, whether text or media. What I experience now is akin to
SIM. I am immersed in a data superhighway. Blue and white light
streaks around me, fast as lightning, as I float within the void of
a limitless mind.

I squint in the darkness and detect the
pinkish-gray surface, the deep wrinkles, the curves.

It’s you, Master Proto. All of this is
you.

I’m somehow staring at my own brain. I’m
listening to a low muttering of voices. Only, I can’t figure out
what’s being said, or how many people are speaking.

“aMiCA? Who’s in here with
us?”

It’s just us, Master Proto.

“Then what the hell is
that?”

The figure appears, as if stepping out of a
mirage. I know the face instantly. It’s Tan, only, it isn’t. He
looks incredibly young, probably around four, and he wears the red
jumpsuit worn by all young Shotreyus before swearing their lives to
their regiment.

This is, I realize, my palms tingling, the
earliest memory I have of Tan. And it’s materialized before me in
high definition.

I want to hug him, only I don’t, because
none of this is real. Tan also recoils, as if he read my mind and
is offended by the prospect of no longer existing.

“They stabbed me in the
back with a spear,” he says. “It didn’t feel anything like I
thought it would … more like a sledgehammer against my rib cages
than anything sharp and piercing.”

“I’m sorry I wasn’t
there,” I say.

The young boy’s mouth twists into a
question. “Why? All you could have done was die beside me. You know
how many there were? Gods, it felt like thousands. I didn’t realize
a few had gotten behind me. I ran to my room to hide and, well, you
know the story.”

Master Proto, don’t get too lost in your
thoughts. We need to run scenarios.

“Right. Let’s get
started.”

Only, I don’t, because another figment
materializes before me. It’s Trinity, I think, only she’s younger,
about my age, with the same dirt-kissed baggy clothing and
soot-marked cheeks. Tears stream down her cheeks, dragging the dirt
down her chin. She hugs herself, crying, and says, “They took
advantage of me.”

It takes great restraint to keep from
throttling her neck, for all the good it’d do. But I’ve never
attacked someone who was crying before. Not in SIM. I even find
myself feeling bad for her, which makes me sick to my stomach.

“He said they would help
me!”

She shudders, her outline vibrating like an
out of focus picture, rubbing her skin as if to make it catch
fire.

“Who?” I ask.

“The linens merchant. The
one who oiled his mustache and smelled like lavender. He was always
so kind to me, and he said he’d help me, but…”

I wish I understood more about this place.
It’s my own brain, plus or minus a fortune’s worth of secret
military technology, yet it seems to have some omniscient knowledge
of the past.

Hands clasp Trinity’s mouth as she fights to
breathe or speak—I can’t tell—and they grab her arms and legs,
around her waist and chest, and they pull her back into the
darkness from which they came.

“aMiCA?”

Yes?

“Are the things they say
true?”

I squint into the darkness for a glimpse of
Trinity, but I see nothing.

There is a 92% chance that the things they
say are true.

I consider what that really means, which is
everything I hear can be true or a fat lie. It’s a meaningless
percentage, and therefore, something I should ignore.

I manifest a display and let my subconscious
queue up our battle scenario, which involves my team of four
against Trinity and her force of thousands, plus the thousands more
who likely learned about the price on my head.

Right away, I can see how screwed we are.
Dozens of war scenes play out simultaneously in high speed, yet I
see and comprehend them all. In all scenarios where we storm
Trinity’s enclave, we get brutally murdered by her followers. In
one scenario, we don’t die because we claim to be wearing suicide
vests, which causes many Naturalists to stampede out of their
enclave in a frenzy. While we do manage to kill Trinity in this
scenario—Sufi cuts her through with the plasma saber—the Crickets
die. So, this is not a plausible way forward.

I try a million other tactics, from raising
my own army to calling on foreign nations to hijacking my own
orbital particle-beam weapons and raining down hell, but every plan
leading to Trinity’s demise also results in the deaths of too many
innocents.

“There has to be a way!” I
say.

And when I’m about to lose faith, my mom
materializes before me, looking as she had on the night of the
attack. Like my dad, she looks hungry, but not starving. Her
cheekbones are sharp and protruding like blades beneath the
skin.

“Baby,” she
says.

I try to focus on my displays. There’s no
logic in talking to something that may or may not be telling me the
truth. “I hope you know I love you with all my heart.”

“Okay, Mom,” I
mutter.

I attempt new tactics that require me
drawing Trinity into the city, and to my relief, she doesn’t fare
well in the city.

“I didn’t love your
father, Proto. Our marriage was a sham.”

I grit my teeth, running scenarios where I
lure Trinity into the ocean or battle her alone atop the
Strata-Dome, raining particle beams upon the city.

“We spoke with geneticists
who believed our DNA together, with some minor alterations, would
result in a perfect, beautiful boy. It’s why you were always a
top-performing athlete.”

“I’m not a top-performing
athlete, Mom. People on the streets are stronger and more capable.
You fed me a false sense of superiority that really messed with my
head.”

The figment of my mom shakes her head a bit
too hard, as if water’s clogging her ears. “You don’t get it,” she
says. “They were all tested. They act to survive and it’s made them
strong. But you … you’re all untapped potential. You were never
truly challenged before, not really.”

“You’re saying I’m
soft?”

“I’m saying you have a
chance. You just have to stick your neck out.”

I can’t suppress the sheer rage exuding from
my body. It’s typical of my mom to say my efforts aren’t enough.
But hearing that I need to study more or exercise or whatever she’s
insinuating while dealing with life-and-death situations is
flat-out infuriating.

“I’m assuming everything
you just said is a lie or that my brain is somehow misfiring from
guilt. So, thank you and screw off.”

“This is the truth,” Mom
says before she too vanishes.

If I could grab something tangible and break
it, I would. Instead, I run a few thousand suicidal missions, which
run the gamut of me calling Trinity out in a Western-style
shoot-out to battling her in the net. All go according to plan,
which is to say I die or end up brain dead.

“This is impossible!” I
shout. When aMiCA says nothing is impossible and that I’ve only
exhausted seventy percent of all possible scenarios, I scream
incoherently.

Next thing you know, my dad will be making
an appearance to tell me something awkward or irritating or both.
I’m actually focusing more on not seeing him than I am on the
battle reports. And that’s when the lightbulb goes off.

Sufi mentioning Fort Butner. Amar saying,
“Modern problems require modern solutions.” The Doomsday
Dossier.

It has the complete blueprints, schematics,
and inventories of the underground bases, which house some of the
most insane weaponry our country has ever developed. I run a couple
scenarios where me and the team raid the armory and load our
persons with every modern and pre-modern weapon you can imagine,
from energy weapons to ballistics. The crazy thing about the first
few battle reports is that we’re practically charging Trinity
head-on and not getting our butts handed to us. We do die, of
course, mostly when Trinity gains control of our energy weapons and
makes them self-destruct or stop firing altogether.

But for the first time since beginning these
simulations, I’m hopeful. And yet I’m unsettled. Because there is a
literal treasure trove of overpowered weaponry right beneath our
feet, waiting for us to claim as our own, but it’s also where so
many died because of my parents. Fort Butner is not just an armory
and research lab. It’s also a sort of museum, filled with old
machines that predate the modern net—and it’s a torture
chamber.

That’s where I find it, nestled between a
few tanks and fossil fuel helicopters. An old battle mech.

The old exosuit is called the S1000. They
were used for waring, warehousing, and mining, though they were
phased out quickly, largely due to autonomous machines.

It’s powered by fuel cells, but the advanced
technology ended there. On its shoulders are old fashioned missile
launchers. Its right hand is a .40 caliber gatling gun, the left a
flamethrower surrounded by a large claw. It can’t fly, but it can
jump, and best of all, it has no connection to the net.

I went to battle in the S1000 exosuit twenty
times and killed Trinity in all but five instances.

And in three of those instances, not only
did my team survive, so did the Crickets.

Congratulations, Master Proto, aMiCA
says when I power down the display and stare off at the mountainous
brain flashing in the distant dark. I wonder how much real time has
passed… I imagine not much.

While I want to pull myself out of this
technological hallucination, I sense a moment of hesitation.
“Something wrong, aMiCA?”

It’s just… I know what you’ve gone through.
I can see your memories and the way you drove the transport into
those men.

I see it happening all over again as both
the transport and Naturalists materialize before me, plucked from a
dream. The tail of the transport collides with them up close and in
slow motion, detailing each blow. One man took a fender to the
temple—his brain smashes his skull so hard it turns to jelly.
Another was hit in the neck, separating his spine and essentially
decapitating him with the head still attached. Others, the majority
of others, lived to hit the cement, but they didn’t live long
after.

I don’t want to see any of this. I don’t
want to be reminded of the blood on my hands, on my parents’ hands.
Why am I? Is this a self-inflicted punishment or is aMiCA doing
this?

Still, I don’t distance myself from the
replay. I lean in closer. I dissect the decapitated man’s neck to
see how the bones and muscles tore, yet the skin remained strong. I
run my fingers through the jelly that was once brain, and as my
fingers dig into the solid parts, causing the man’s face to twitch,
I study every expression. His bulbous nose covered with blackheads,
his dull brown eyes looking sleepily nowhere. The eyelids jump
whenever I curl my index finger into the good parts of the brain,
the undamaged half.

“You don’t think I can
kill Trinity.”

These men’s deaths were consequential, not
deliberate. I do not hold an opinion one way or another, but I need
to ask—can you kill Trinity deliberately and in cold blood?

Before that towering, distant brain, three
figures emerge from the shadows. I don’t need to see the faces of
the ghosts who will forever haunt my life. The lady with flowing
hair, the too gaunt man, and the boy who hid his tummy. My mom,
Dad, and Tan, my brother from another mother.

“I know what must be done.
I know I must do it.”

aMiCA considers my words, perhaps reading my
mind or my voice signature. When it realizes I’m telling the truth,
it says, Godspeed, good friend. I’m sorry it’s come to
this.

 



Chapter Twenty-Four

 


Thanks to my new headgear, I know only point
five seconds went by during which I experienced hours of battle
re-enactments. My old STEM could never process things this quickly
or condense time so tightly.

“I know how to beat
Trinity,” I say. “I have a plan that, if done properly, will have a
ninety eight percent chance of success.”

“That’s great!” Sufi says.
“If you’re saying we have a two percent chance of eating it, I’m
in.”

A silence follows as Amar and Hayati share a
concerned look.

Amar runs the edge of Drem’s knife gently
across his thumb. “We’d slow you down,” he says.

I shake my head, not understanding. “I
factored you both into my plan. You’re essential,” I say.

“My sister almost died.
And, you might not believe this…” He says this to Hayati. “But I
listen when you preach. All that stuff about karma and reaping what
you sow … I believe it. I steal, but only because the world took so
much from me. From us. I cut one man and look how the universe pays
me back.”

He pockets the knife and places his hand on
Hayati’s thigh, squeezing. “We’re out.”

“Do I have a say in this?”
she says.

“You shouldn’t be walking,
let alone taking on an army.”

Hayati presses her lips firmly and shuffles,
straightening her spine to give herself more authority. “We have an
obligation…” She winces, the skin on her shoulder still pink and
glossy. “An obligation to our people.”

“Listen, I’m grateful to
the enclave. I’m grateful to Sufi for being badass and to Peter for
pulling us out of the water. But Mom and Dad’s deaths taught me
that family comes first. My obligation is to you. Plus, we knew
what we were getting into with that enclave. Those people were high
risk.”

“That’s why we swore to
protect them.”

“And we did. They would
have died long ago without us. But now … I’m sorry, but the only
person I’ll defend with my life is you.”

Hayati looks tired again. The adrenaline and
anesthetics must be fading, but she still holds firm to a warm
smile. “They’re family,” she says.

“If you want to help them,
we can. But I’m not fighting. I’m not.”

The pelting rain intensifies on the roof,
rapping like a snare drum.

“Let’s go, Hayati.
Please.”

Black storm clouds are just overhead. Soon,
they’ll be over the city, filling it to the brim with water, and
all the poor bastards caught outside will get a lungful.

“We need you,” I say.
“But, as a Tonitrex, I won’t force you to do something you’re
uncomfortable with.”

With that, I open the transport’s doors.
They open almost as wide as Sufi’s eyes do, and after a brief
glance shared between the siblings, they rise to leave.

“One thing,” I say. I pull
the plasma saber free from my waistband and give it one last look,
then extend the handle to Amar.

He looks at it in disbelief, the water
rushing down his face.

“What is this?” he
asks.

“Yeah…” Sufi adds. “What
are you doing?”

“I have a far more
powerful weapon,” I say. “Besides, the way you handle a blade, I
should have given it to you the moment I found it. Just—stay safe,
okay?”

I shouldn’t notice the weight shift as the
blade leaves my hand, but I do. Amar takes it, studies it, holds it
over his head, and tries the trigger. The plasma erupts, turning
the torrential rain into a mist that floats over his head, giving
him a heavenly quality.

“Stay safe,” he repeats.
“Yeah. You, too.”

I want to watch them run to shelter. They
must know a spot considering how they dash in the same direction,
heads down in the shadow.

And then we’re off into turbulent skies,
flying through the torn Strata-Dome and hugging the circumference
of the city.

We settle the transport in the tenement
district. A makeshift extension jutting from the side of a building
looks sturdy enough to hold our weight, is nearly entirely out of
the rain, and high enough to avoid the floods, so I take us
down.

I lean back and exhale deeply, trying
desperately to rid myself of the stress clinging to my bones.
Somehow, a smile graces my face, only for a moment.

“What can you possibly be
happy about?” Sufi asks.

But I don’t say, not yet. Instead, I ask,
“You think the siblings will be okay?”

I hear the wind leave her nose. She turns
her attention out the windshield to a mismatched collection of
tenements too short to be crushed, yet too poor to stand straight.
In some windows, we see candlelight, though the majority are as
black as the clouds above us.

“Many people are unable to
face the world outside, with all the thieves and cannibals. The
siblings were never afraid to go for a little stroll. They know
those beaches and cave systems better than anyone.”

“I hope to see them again
someday.”

Something about sharing those words makes my
eyes burn. Even with all my technology, I still can’t process
grief. I still can’t get over the fact that everyone I love is
gone, that the friends I’ve made may disappear too. Am I crying for
the siblings? We only just met. But yes, I am, and no, I’m not.

Sufi stares at me.

“You must think I’m
crazy,” I say. “Smiling and crying. Giving away my plasma
saber.”

“I do think you’re crazy.
For what it’s worth, I appreciate you giving Amar the weapon. It’s
just, you look like a robot psychopath.” She smirks, her eyes
dancing up at my ridiculous metal crown.

“I’ll fix my head once all
this is done,” I say.

“There’s no fixing your
head.”

“I mean I’ll disassemble
this STEM.” It’s there in the reflection of the dark window, the
metal beams protruding from my skin. I turn to Sufi because she’s a
more pleasant sight. “What will you do after this?” I
ask.

“After Trinity? I don’t
know. It’s not like I’ll go out and celebrate with champagne or
anything. Everything’s gone down the toilet.”

“So, you’ll continue the
old survival routine?”

“Yeah. Maybe find a place
in the city that can be fortified and waterproofed.”

“What about your dreams?
Is there anything you want to pursue?”

“Oh, gods,” she grunts,
turning her back to me.

“What, was that
corny?”

“Worse than
corny.”

“I don’t
understand.”

“That’s because dreams are
a luxury. You’ve lived a life of luxury, so you won’t understand
this, but when you spend every second of every day trying to
survive and barely getting by, you don’t have the time or energy to
dream. It’s too exhausting to fantasize things that’ll never come
to pass. When you realize you’re stuck in a rut you’ll never get
out of, dreams are things that hurt you.”

Sufi goes quiet again. I can only imagine
what she must be thinking—if all the systemic hardships were
flashing before her eyes. What had she experienced? Aside from the
Decimation? Even all this hardware on my head can’t be sure.

After too long a period, she says, “What did
you think I’d say? That I’d finally learn how to play violin or
enroll in college? It’ll get worse before it gets better.”

I count the candlelight in the windows. I
don’t know why—perhaps I’m craving some type of qualitative
analysis. Maybe it’s something more.

“The lights are still on,”
I say.

“Give it a
week.”

“They’ll stay on. Because
once Trinity is dealt with, we’ll rebuild this city.”

Now it’s Sufi’s turn to smile. It’s a small
one, a hidden thing that flashes like a match before it’s dropped
to the ground.

“We couldn’t fix a single
building, let alone repair everything.”

She isn’t wrong. My STEM has schematics and
plans for many buildings in the city—the ones with properly
permitted work—and they are extraordinarily complex. Most have
common utilities, like heating and cooling, backup generators,
water filtration systems and air purifiers, but they were taken
offline during the EMP, then destroyed during the flooding. Without
a source of revenue and reliable supply chains, we can’t import new
parts to fix what’s damaged. We’d have to repair what we could with
what we have—which isn’t much.

“We strip the older
buildings for parts and build up a small community,” I say. “Fewer
people in the city means we’d require less space and resources. But
we could be self-sufficient. We could fortify.”

“That’s a wild, dangerous
dream. Don’t you think we tried already? You think people gleefully
marched for the caves?”

“Things are different
now.”

I sense the buzz of the buildings around me.
The tenements were filled with tiny apartments packed with people
who slept on rows of hammocks hung one over another. I didn’t know
that a few minutes ago, but now it’s like I can see through the
walls and back in time, tapping into the groggy security systems
that watched every square inch of every tenement, even inside
bathrooms, where the inhabitants knew no privacy.

When my mind pushes against the feed, it
pushes back. The systems want to come online, only there are too
many connections missing. But I see ways to make patches.

“If I succeed, people
won’t have to return to the caves. Not if they don’t want to.” I
reach into the systems of the building in front of us. Generators,
lighting, ventilation, automated cleaners—this building has every
system wanting to come back online, only a waterlogged governor is
making that impossible. I bypass the governor, drawing power from
the rooftop elevator motor, and make the connection.

The building lights up like a festive tree.
There’s a gasp, and I can’t tell if it’s coming from Sufi or the
entire neighborhood. When I disconnect the governor and the lights
go black, a shrill scream rises up within the building. It could be
multiple people screaming, I don’t know. But it sounds so sad, so
desperate, as if they all opened their eyes in the brief light to
find death and destruction. Perhaps it was the small taste of
normalcy taken too soon that broke them.

“I didn’t mean to upset
anybody. I want them to be hopeful.”

“Hopes and dreams are one
and the same,” Sufi says. “All they do is hurt people.”

With some effort, I isolate myself from all
the nearby technology, building hundreds of layers around my STEM
access and blocking all outside interference.

Then it’s just me and Sufi and the rain.

I recline the seat and take in the views.
The heavier the rain falls, the more the tenements look like a
black oil painting, with splotches of yellow just lightly brushing
the canvas where the candles still burn.

Tomorrow, I will make them believe hope is
not a fool’s theory.

But tonight, I will continue to plan.

****

The rain falls until 4:32 AM, the water
levels having risen three and a half stories. Where once we could
see the street, we now see a calm sheet of dark red water that
reflects the sagging Strata-Dome above us. It’s so close, I could
hang off the ledge and wet my toes.

“Gods,” I mutter. My STEM
automatically estimates the potential amount of rainfall across the
city and how many buildings are likely to fall beneath the water
level, which, it assumes, is about twenty percent.

One-fifth of the buildings in this city are
under water. If they dry out, they’ll likely grow mold, making them
largely uninhabitable, even if we fix the Strata-Dome. This from
one night of rain.

My STEM also calculates the potential loss
of life, which makes me go fuzzy.

“Five percent of the city
died last night.”

Not the best way to wake up Sufi. Her eyes
softly flutter open and harden. She mutters a curse when she sees
the water level, and then shakes her head, as if trying to remember
something from a dream.

“Five percent? What’s that
mean?” she asks.

I hesitate for only a moment, wondering if
the shock will affect her.

I say, “A lot,” instead of one point five
million.

“People would have found
the high ground. They wouldn’t sit around waiting to
drown.”

“Do you think Hayati and
Amar are okay?”

Her head cocks back, as if that’s the
strangest question she’s ever heard. “Of course. I mean, they have
to be.”

As I had imagined, there are bodies in the
water, like blots of color in a pool of red. We fly past empty
columns where buildings should be standing, the water so dark and
thick, it’s impossible to see the rubble beneath the surface.

I tell Sufi my plan. She bristles at the
mention Fort Butner. And I don’t blame her. Cell block L-3401—where
her parents died—is within the fort. It hadn’t been in the SIMs my
father ran for me, or in any of the previous plans I had accessed.
But now, with data from the Doomsday Dossier, I spot a new wing in
the base I had never before seen. It’s a detention center with
hundreds—literally hundreds—of empty, concrete rooms fortified by
thick steel doors.

“Are you okay going down
there?” I ask.

She hesitates, casting her attention back on
the destruction, as if it were a better alternative to her
memories.

“Yeah,” she says, her
voice low.

“Neither of us can afford
you freezing up or going in with a fearful mind. Fear is a
killer.”

“I know,” she says,
annoyed.

“Don’t be mad at me, I’m
telling the truth.”

“I’m not mad at you. I’m
mad at myself.” She pauses. “I’m good to go down there.”

There’s a great distance between us. Not
only between me and Sufi, but us and the fort. Its entrances are
beneath forty feet of water. Beyond those doors are another two
miles of tunnels. Maybe the hike will clear Sufi’s head. Maybe it
won’t.

“If there’s something on
your mind, you can talk to me,” I say.

“It doesn’t
matter.”

“It does. Whatever you’re
feeling right now—this hesitancy—is skewing the performance of my
battle scenario. Also, believe it or not, I don’t get a kick out of
seeing you miserable.”

“You wouldn’t
understand.”

“Try me.”

A reluctant sigh escapes her lips, as if
she’s been holding her breath this whole time. “The first time I
went was at gunpoint. I went willingly the second time, when
Trinity got her STEM implanted. I wished she’d bring down the walls
when the operation was done. She didn’t.”

Sufi’s right about one thing—I can’t
understand what she went through. Even with a STEM that lets me
vividly hallucinate hypothetical scenarios, I can’t come close to
what she’s feeling.

For the first time in my life—not under a
life-or-death condition—I touch another person. It’s harder to make
the connection than I imagine, like there’s a force field between
our skin, but I break through to place my hand on Sufi’s. And I
could swear we both tremble.

“Once we get what we need,
we’ll bring down those walls, okay?” I say.

“There’s a lot of
equipment down there.”

I nod. “We only need one piece of
technology. And when we’re out, we’ll make sure no one uses that
place for harm ever again. Okay?”

She places her hand on my hand, which means
I’ve made the huge leap from touching another person to having my
hand sandwiched between another person’s flesh. I want to freak out
and rip my hand free, but instead, I take a deep, veiled breath and
I look to the deadly waters.

“We can do this,
together,” I say.

“You don’t know how much I
want to believe you.”

****

Fort Butner has entrances outside the city,
some ten miles south, where our subs were launched. Down a shaft
that was built to survive nuclear holocaust is a tunnel connecting
to the underground labyrinth that is the fort.

We fly out of the Strata-Dome, which
resembles a fishbowl plucked from a housefire, the melted glass
filled with blood. I consider offloading the med bot so it can tend
to the injured. But let’s face it, the machine might treat one or
two people before it’s attacked and dismantled by misguided
citizens.

From above, the coastline looks vast. White
waves roll ashore, pushing seafoam in amnesiac bliss. The red ocean
gives no hint of life beyond its reach.

People gather around the marine outfalls for
their daily offerings. No doubt, there are cut-throats and
cannibals among them. I count thirty-five wading in the waters,
awaiting their plunder. Some look up at the transport. Some throw
back their heads and screech. Some throw rocks. The interaction
makes me feel alien, a feeling that deepens when I see my
reflection, the way the skin remains red and inflamed around the
metal pillars of my skull.

It begs the question, which of us is more
human? Me or the people waiting for filch and flesh to float down
river?

“You don’t find many folks
in the woods,” Sufi says. “There are some out there. Mostly Hunters
and Foragers. They build shelter by hand, but it never lasts longer
than a week.”

The word ‘woods’ may be an exaggeration of
the inland landscape. Fallen trees form terrain of crisscrossing
bark. Those left standing are cracked, bare. But new green shoots
emerge—youth tenaciously finding life.

Overflowing rivers carve deep, snaking
ravines through smeared earth. Birds soar in momentarily clear
skies. A family of gulls takes wing off a shoreline that blurs of
yellow clay, red water, and brown sand, and picks food from the
water like the hungry cannibals.

“There are animals out
here?” I ask.

“Yeah. They find their way
easier than we do. I’ve seen big game, like bears and mountain
lions and small, too. Chipmunks, field mice. The rats follow us
back into the caves, which is annoying. Though it makes for easy
eats.”

I can’t take my eyes off the birds floating
in the water beyond the surf. Aside from the boar, they are the
only animals I have ever seen, and unlike the boar, they are free.
They are in their element. They are unafraid. Maybe I envy them as
much as I admire them.

The Doomsday Dossier provides the precise
location of an entrance within a short building, two stories tall,
surrounded by trees not indigenous to these lands. My STEM tells me
they’re bald cypress trees, which do incredibly well in wet soil
and high winds, planted to form a kind of organic wall to both
protect and hide the building.

My circuits fire with paranoia. We're being
watched—I’m sure of it. Every shadow holds an enemy. I want to
bolt, to get away from prying eyes. But I force myself to move
slowly, quietly. One wrong step could expose us.

I set the transport down in a clearing and
we walk through the cluster of cypress trees, which gives me déjà
vu of SIM. Rounding the fort’s cracked, moss-filled wall, Sufi
scans the ground. I search the trees, finding nothing.

I don’t see footprints. Not at first. But
after Sufi points at one—a subtle, sunken impression I’d write off
as a random puddle—I notice the pattern.

There are several sets of footprints and
Sufi is deliberately walking in them. I do, too, hiding our numbers
like the people who came before us.

“Entrance is twenty meters
around this bend. Nothing fancy. Just a door.” I gesture to the med
bot. “It’ll help us drill through the door.”

The closer we get to the door, the more the
sleeping technology calls to me, tugging at my mind like a child
begging for affection. Part of me yearns to give in, to bring these
systems back to life with just a touch of my mind. Nothing remains
connected to the net from what I gather. And it might not have
enough power to run.

Rule number three of technology: machines
need an adequate power source.

The security system is an outlier since it
has a nearby energy source. Like everything, it’s offline, although
I manage to patch its connection to the power supply and tap into
its memory only to find corrupted data. The only piece of coherent
footage is a five-second clip of a concentrated explosion, followed
by a flood of sunlight.

“Damn,” I
mutter.

“What?” Sufi
whispers.

There’s no reason to answer. All I need to
do is show her the door, which has been blasted off its hinges, for
Sufi to know things already aren’t going according to plan.

I clench my fists, ready to face whatever
waits inside.

Together, we step over the mangled doorframe
and descend into darkness.

 


 



Chapter Twenty-Five

 


The double reinforced door lays some twenty
feet away from the entrance. Its center had been hit with an energy
weapon so powerful it had melted five inches of steel before
punching the door off its hinges. From the remnants of the security
footage, it looks like the blast was delivered in one, massive
jolt, ruling out any continual cannons. Which are deadly in their
own right. But this weapon was a different breed of dangerous.

“A pulse cannon did this,”
I say.

“Trinity?” she
asks.

I shake my head. “She’d find an easier way
to open the door. My guess is it was Shotreyus or…”

“Or what?”

“Another city? Another
country? I don’t know.”

There’s no light inside the base, so I ask
the med bot to scan inside. Its head detaches from the body, its
neck protruding as a long tentacle not unlike its many arms. I
establish a local connection with the bot and tap into its cameras.
The thermal imaging kicks in, showing a base that had been turned
upside down. I don’t see any glaring heat signatures—except for the
destroyed security door, which remains vastly hotter than its
surroundings. But just because the infrared doesn’t detect body
heat doesn’t mean it’s not there. People could easily smear
themselves in mud, and from what I’ve seen, being covered in mud
was the norm, not the exception.

Benches are overturned along the wall and
the lonely security terminal and metal detector lay in liquid
heaps. The fort’s defense weapons remain in their compartments,
still cold from never having fired.

I don’t see any bodies, which is a small
relief.

“They entered the base
between two and six hours ago,” I tell Sufi, gauging the heat of
the destroyed door.

She nods.

“When Trinity had her STEM
installed, had the guards been attacked?” I ask.

“Yeah. We attacked,” Sufi
admits. “Most had advance warning. They were on our
side.”

“And the ones you attacked
didn’t leave alive.”

“No, they
didn’t.”

“What are the odds the
folks here are neither Naturalist or Shotreyus?”

Beyond the first room is a large space
resembling a hangar. There are massive metal printers, robotic
spider-leg arms for transporting components and five huge guns
bolted to the ceiling for welding.

The machines are undamaged, but the main
terminal had exploded and is surrounded in a halo of black
soot.

“They made every shot
count,” Sufi whispers.

“Yeah. They were
strategic. This wasn’t out of rage or stupidity,” I say. “They knew
what Trinity was capable of, and it scared them.”

From the blueprints, I know the adjacent
room houses a massive elevator for transporting large portions of
subs underground for further assembly. I send the med bot to get a
visual of the inside, distracted by the tingle of the dormant
technology.

Then we both freeze as the thermal camera
catches slivers of heat within the room. They’re people coated in
mud and clay. Their bright silhouettes are striped as they sway and
move, glancing at the elevator.

I sense the pulse cannon among them, which
is low on energy—perhaps with one shot left. From the way their
silhouettes pace, their arms tucked near their chests, I know
they’re holding weapons.

I relay what I can to Sufi. “Seven people.
Armed with guns. They’re blind in the dark.”

She curses.

“Stay low,” I
whisper.

I take Sufi’s hand, which is unusually warm,
which, for some reason, makes me think I shouldn’t be touching her.
We find cover beside one of the spider arms and stacked sheets of
metal. By my estimate, the brick wall is eight inches thick, the
stacked metal is six feet wide, and the spider arm is roughly five
feet in diameter, meaning we have a fairly thick barrier between us
and the bullets that are about to fly.

“Keep your head down,
okay?”

“I don’t know what you’re
planning,” she says. “Don’t make me regret trusting
you.”

We huddle as close to the floor as possible,
our bodies practically spooning, and I extend my STEM into one of
the spider arms.

Fort Butner runs on renewables but has
backup fossil fuel generators like our Turrim. The renewables
remain offline, but for some reason, the fossil fuel generators
haven’t kicked on. I imagine the Naturalists did something to
prevent them from starting.

Still, I sense energy flowing through the
room. Backup power sources within the arms still hold a charge,
though not enough to operate them. It is, however, enough to nudge
nearby generators back to life, which is exactly what I do. After
that, it takes little influence to awaken the arm nearest the
elevator. Each arm is equipped with a series of lights: a
high-powered spotlight in the cradle of its hand and ancillary
lights running up the arm’s spine. I turn on the latter, which
casts a purple glow too dim to reveal our location.

I expect gunfire. Instead, curses shoot out
of mouths. Four of the gunmen run into the hangar in some semblance
of a formation.

One screams, “I thought these arms were
offline!”

I see them through the eyes of the med bot,
men who look more like clay golems than humans. My assumptions
about them holding guns were correct. Each carries an E-42 assault
rifle, the standard issue gun for our pre-energy weapon military.
Each has their finger on the trigger, though they are surprisingly
composed. They’re not Shotreyus, not with that long, unkempt hair,
but they maintain a high degree of professionalism.

I raise the spider-like arm. Its base is
fixed into the floor, and its length is such that the elbow joint
nearly scrapes the ceiling.

“Ah, what now?” one
shouts.

“Is she doing this?” one
asks. “She’s doing all of it. She’s screwing with us!”

“If so, the elevator’s the
least of our worries.”

I’m still surprised they refuse to shoot.
Maybe they know it wouldn’t do much damage, maybe they’re
conserving ammo, which means they feel confident enough to survive
this encounter. And since STEM estimates a thirteen percent chance
they’ll shoot at a med bot, I send it in.

I flood the room with yellow light from the
arm’s straggly fist, illuminating the med bot. I’m going for
non-threatening, like how an actor might step on stage under a
spotlight. Ta-da. Instead, the med bot casts severe shadows with
its many tentacled body, its appendages very visibly sharp and
pointy. I make it wave gleefully and offer a peace sign with two
hypodermic needles.

Obviously, not working as I’d like.

“Don’t be alarmed,” the
med bot says, using its factory standard voice. “We mean you no
harm.”

The men shift on their heels. Their guns are
aimed at the med bot’s head, which, if pierced with just one
bullet, would leave it nonoperational.

“Please,” the med bot
says.

“Who are you and what the
hell do you want?” asks a man with long hair braided down his back
and a pointed beard caked in mud.

“I am working with some
Scavengers. We have a common enemy, I believe … Trinity
Bancroft.”

“Fat chance. Trinity’s
controlling you.”

“If that was true, and it
was your intent to harm her, you’d be dead. It’s not true, though,
because the arm, like myself, is disconnected from the net, and out
of her reach. You did that, didn’t you?”

There’s a long beat as the men consider the
arm.

“There’s no way we can
believe you,” says Braids.

He’s right. I can’t authenticate
ownership of the med bot, since any such display could be easily
counterfeited by Trinity.

“There’s a way,” the med
bot says.

I push myself up from the floor and,
immediately, Sufi pulls me back down. We remain silent as ghosts,
Sufi pointing a “gun finger” at the metal prongs protruding from my
head to communicate they’d shoot you on sight.

And before I can stand, Sufi is on her feet
with her hand pressing firmly down on my head prongs, moving my
neck as easily as she would a collared dog.

“Hey,” she says, stepping
away from the pile of scrap with her free hand in the air. “I’m
unarmed, don’t shoot.”

Panic sends prickles down my neck, all the
way to my fingertips. Through STEM, I automatically envision every
scenario where bullets rip Sufi apart, blowing her off her feet and
into a lake of her own lifeblood. And this sounds insane, but the
thought of seeing Sufi dead is worse than seeing my dad’s
corpse.

“Who are you?” Braids
asks.

Sufi introduces herself, adding, “I’m a
Scavenger. My enclave is Feather and Bone. Who are you?”

There’s a long pause that makes my lungs
burn because I’m no longer breathing.

“Hunters. Lived outside
the caves a long time now,” says Braids.

Another Hunter enters the hangar now. A
small, straggly man in oversized clothing. I don’t like his weasel
face or the way he squints his beady eyes at Sufi. I don’t like
that he’s aiming his weapon at her, either.

Weasel says, “Being a Scavenger doesn’t
explain what’s happening with the tech.” He looks at Sufi down the
barrel of his rifle.

“The tech won’t hurt you,”
Sufi stammers.

Then I speak out. “We’ll use it in
retaliation, if it comes to that.”

I know, it’s a big brain move to speak up
and startle a group of gunmen who have their sights set on your
friend. It’s an equally big brain move to lay a mechanical arm
before Sufi to provide her extra coverage.

Still, no one fires.

“How many are you?” asks
Braids.

“Just us,” I say. “I’m
controlling the tech. Like Sufi, I’m unarmed.”

“You call this unarmed?”
Braids says.

I step out with my hands over my head, then
I increase the brightness of the lights so I can keep a better eye
on the Hunters. When they see me, they catch me off guard by
lowering their guns at the sight of my headgear.

“He’s one of them,” says
Weasel.

“Naw, they have crap in
their necks. This is different, like Trinity,” says
Braids.

“Yeah, you don’t have to
talk like I’m not standing right in front of you.” I introduce
myself and say, “Yes, I am a Tonitrex. And, yes, I am working with
the Scavengers to bring down Trinity.”

Braids says, “If you came here trying to
draw her attention, we’d kindly ask that you buzz off.”

“We’re here for supplies,”
I say.

“What makes you think you
can take our stuff?” says Weasel.

“Easy,” Braids says. Not
that his words have any sway on Weasel, who still has his gun
trained on me.

“You’re Hunters, so you’re
here for weapons, yeah?” I wait for an answer, wishing that Weasel
would lower his gun.

“We need weapons, yeah.
Had eyes on this place for a while now,” Braids says.

“There’s a lot down there.
More than all of us could carry. All I need is one weapon.
Everything else is yours. No reason we can’t do this
civilly.”

“And if we want that
weapon?” Weasel says.

“You wouldn’t know what it
is or how to use it,” I say.

“Little boy,” Weasel
sneers, even though I stand almost a foot taller than him—metal
prongs notwithstanding. “We’ve been poking and prodding this base
for the better part of a decade. Nothing down there’s a secret to
us.”

I’m relieved when Braids pushes the barrel
of Weasel’s gun down with his palm. “You only want one weapon?” he
asks.

“That’s all.”

“We can live with that,”
he says.

Beside the elevator are two men—one large
and bald man, the other elderly with sores covering his face. Both
rarely look away from the dark recesses of the elevator. Another
Hunter in the hangar wears a deer pelt over his head with antlers
protruding from his temples. In the darkness, he looks terrifying,
like a mythical creature crawled from the deepest abyss. The last
Hunter is tall and thin, with a severe overbite that’s accentuated
by his high, protruding cheekbones.

The Oldie beside the elevator turns from the
darkness to say, “All this hemming and hawing is for naught, since
the elevator ain’t back and it ain’t showing no sign of
moving.”

The elevator system had been dismantled.
With near surgical precision, all of its intercommunication modules
had been destroyed.

“If nobody points a gun at
me, I can take a look,” I say. “I might even help.”

Oldie answers for the group, his voice
testy, rushed, and rusted. “You seen what the kid could do. That
you’re all standing is a damned miracle! I’d rather he help our
boys out the hole.”

I hand full control of the med bot over to
aMiCA with a note to watch my back. It pings me a confirmation, but
not before saying, Master Proto, you are mad to trust these
men!

But I don’t trust them. I plan to lure them
around the opening of the elevator shaft and, if things go south,
I’ll punch them down the hole with a mechanical arm. aMiCA agrees
with this course of action, then slowly, loudly accelerates beside
me. I stay within arm’s reach of Sufi, since she knows nothing of
my plans, and because, funny enough, I feel safer beside her.

“Did you hack the
elevator?” I ask Oldie, gesturing at the open terminal.

“The young’uns did. They
know some about computers.”

“So they hacked it and
tested their own handiwork?”

The elderly man smiles, his cloudy eyes
gleaming with wetness. “Don’t get to be my age taking chances. But
the young ones take risks, even when you tell ‘em otherwise.” He
gazes down the shaft. The visibility is terrible. Down the center
of the shaft is a long track that the platform descended on, along
with a ladder for this exact scenario. “We heard a snap and a
racket, then nothing at all.”

I have to give it to them, they knew what
they were doing. Nearly every component that worked the elevator’s
piston—the track that moved it up and down—remained intact. The
elevator’s sensors, however, relied on the network. That meant,
among other things, that the platform would need to be stopped
manually by pulling the emergency brake. Hard thing to do in pitch
black.

Browsing the system, I discover the kids
drew power from the fossil fuel generators, which again exceeds my
expectations. Another discovery is that without the sensors, the
elevator would continue to accelerate until someone on the platform
manually intervened. I can visualize the schematics on the
platform—the panel for controlling the speed of the elevator was
positioned right over the track.

I point to it. “Did anyone man the
terminal?”

Oldie purses his chapped lips and shakes his
head. “Couldn’t say. They had the torches, but we were conserving
‘em for down below. Couldn’t see much.”

“We’ll need to climb
down,” I say.

Oldie shakes his head. “No. I heard how fast
that elevator moved. If it comes up at half the speed, we’ll be
smashed like bugs.”

I test the ladder, making sure it can
support my weight. “The platform is never coming up again,” I say,
and I descend into darkness.

 


 



Chapter Twenty-Six

 


The Hunters make me and Sufi go down first,
and insist our “damned, ugly robot” stay as far from them as
possible. So, I send the med bot ahead and connect to its camera so
I can watch the Hunters’ every move. Lucky for us, their hands are
too busy to handle guns. 

While we descend in silence, I think about
the types of people who would have killed us on the spot. Not the
extremists or cold-blooded killers, but ordinary people under
severe distress, doing what survival required of them. These men,
however crude, are either opposed to spilling blood—or desperate to
save bullets.

Through the thermal lens, I spot the heat
signatures of three bodies that lay splayed like rag dolls at the
bottom of the shaft. The full descent takes nearly forty minutes,
which pass in silence, save for some grunts and curses.

“We’re near the end,” I
say, my low voice sounding too loud for my ears.

The med bot turns on its lights to
illuminate the bottom. 

“Ah, thing had lights this
whole time!” Weasel says. 

“I need to conserve
energy.”

The debate ends there, the spotlight
catching a curtain of smoke too thin to hide the wreckage. The
large elevator platform has broken into three pieces of crumbled
metal. Bodies lay upon the metal and between it, wedged between
torn wires and melted plastic.

They have to be my age, if not younger. Two
are beyond the point of saving. The way their insides are strewn
about, the eyes vacantly looking at the mess the body left behind,
makes me lightheaded. Behind me, someone vomits.

But one survived. He stares wide-eyed at the
light, his body convulsing violently. As the med bot comes closer,
I realize his eyes aren’t tracking the light. The kid’s in shock,
possibly minutes or seconds away from death. 

“Aw, Thari!” Oldie
screams. “I told them! I told them! There ain’t no short
cuts!”

He scuttles down the rest of his way on his
butt, and with a flexibility that defies his age, Oldie skips
around the wreckage and lays the convulsing boy’s head in his lap.
He cries over the boy, who is too deep in shock to know he’s being
held.

I don’t want to watch because it feels like
a private moment, yet I can’t look away. Neither would I prevent
STEM from running analysis to understand the boy’s condition.
Without assistance, he’ll die in the next fifteen minutes. He’ll
shiver and convulse, losing energy with every passing minute until
he’s motionless forever more. But if the med bot uses all of
its serum and a good portion of its battery life, Charles would
have a seventy-eight percent chance of survival.

And if I don’t save Charles, this old man
whose name I don’t know would be devastated.

I ping the med bot, and it looks at me as if
it doesn’t understand my commands. I can’t help but think of Tan in
SIM calling me out for using my Sanapack on something that was
destined to die. I hope I learned from that experience. I hope I’m
doing the right thing.

“Thari doesn’t have to
die. Just don’t be spooked when the robot comes near
you.”

Mucus drips into his mustache and lips. The
tears and snot trail down his sores into his beard. “You’ll do
what?” he blubbers. 

“I want to make a deal,” I
continue. “If I help your friend, you give me his gun.” I point to
Weasel and shine the med bot’s spotlight on him. 

“Me?” he says
incredulously. “No. I never liked those kids. They never liked
me.”

“Those are my terms,” I
say. If my scenarios are accurate, me and Sufi will double our
survivability rate by disarming Weasel.

“You heard the kid,”
Braids finally says. 

“Why me?” Weasel asks. “I
won’t.”

“You won’t do this for me?
After I pulled you out the river? After I shared my deer meat?”
Oldie shouts.

“Ah,” Weasel
replies.

The med bot’s many arms stitch torn flesh
together and press cold packets against swollen, inflamed skin as
an IV of serum unloads into the kid’s veins. The miraculous thing
about serum is that it works fast, if it works at all. I had
anticipated Thari to stop convulsing one way or another, either
through healing or dying, but I’m encouraged when he reaches for
Oldie’s hand, his eyes still glossy and searching, though not
seeing.

There are things the med bot can’t fix. I
relay them to the Hunters. “He broke his leg and a few ribs.
There’s also a hairline fracture in his wrist. The serum can help
mend the bones, but they won’t be healed completely. So, he’ll need
help climbing out.”

“We’ll carry him,” Oldie
says. “We’ll carry him.”

“Some supply run this’ll
be,” Weasel says. “Lugging around two hundred pounds of
stupid.”

Oldie’s face prunes and he spits on
smoldering wreckage. “You owe this lad a gun, methinks.”

I take Weasel’s gun with little difficulty,
and we leave the med bot behind to care for poor Thari, with Oldie
agreeing to stay. “Won’t hurt us,” he says. “Someone has to carry
the kid back up, by the gods.”

The way down the hall is long and dark,
though the security cameras let me see what the others can’t. Like
the mess hall and armories, which are littered with bodies.
Three-hundred eighty-two men and women were killed, all by bullet
wounds. I say the number to Sufi, who shakes her head. 

“That number seems high,”
Sufi says.

“They were killed
execution style,” I whisper. And I can’t help but shudder to
imagine the cool feel of a gun against my head before my existence
is blown out the back of my head.

The heavily secured door separates us from
the fort’s inner circle. Before I can hack the door and persuade it
open without alerting the net, Deer pushes aside his animal pelts,
revealing a plasma cannon on his back. He flicks it on, the
vibrations rattling my teeth.

The world-shattering blast that follows
knocks Sufi into me, the shockwave winds forcing my eyes shut. I
just barely keep my footing, reaching down to help her stand.

“I got you,” I
say.

“Well, that’d be
comforting if we weren’t hopelessly outgunned,” she
replies.

Her body is trembling. I know because she
presses herself against me, maybe by accident.

Beyond the obliterated door is open space
where widely placed support beams hold up the high ceilings,
allowing for the transport of large sub components. It’s vast
darkness. For Sufi, it’s a waking nightmare. 

“We’ll go our own way,” I
tell the Hunters. “Don’t shoot at noises. I think we’re the only
ones alive in this hole.”

Braids nods and lights his
torch. “Maybe we’ll see you on the other side.”

I hesitate, then take Sufi’s hand, slick
with cold sweat.

She flinches but doesn’t pull away. Her
breaths come quick and shallow.

I gingerly wrap my arm around her shoulders.
Her trembling eases against me.

“What are you doing?” she
says. 

“Making sure you don’t
faceplant into cement.”

She doesn’t offer a response, nor does she
pull away.

As we walk, I can feel not just a tremble
but a deep, intense judder.

“I’ll keep you safe. I
promise.”

“Says the Tonitrex,” she
whispers. “I can’t believe I’m back here.”

“No one will ever be
forced down here again.”

“Says the
Tonitrex.”

“Says your friend and
ally.”

We continue into the darkness, and with
every step, Sufi shakes a little less.

****

With some effort, I bring the generators in
this sector online, their growls rumbling deeply in the far
distance. I keep the lights off; I don’t want to alert survivors of
our presence. When I’m confident no one’s within or around our
destination, I turn on the lights in the armory, which glows some
two hundred yards away, a lone star in a black sky.

“I forgot how massive this
place was,” Sufi says. She looks over her shoulder into darkness,
staring wide-eyed into nothing. I wonder how well her spatial
memory is because in the direction she’s looking, some three miles
off, are the concrete rooms where her parents died.

“I can’t imagine what
you’re feeling,” I say. 

She grits her teeth. “Imagine having nothing
to distract you from a slow, miserable, inevitable death. No
windows to tell how much time has passed. No darkness to signal
when to sleep. It’s cold, but your neighbor can’t keep you warm
because they’re all bones. And because they’re bones, there’s no
comfort in their touch. It just reminds you of how thirsty and
hungry you are, and how you’ll continue to be thirsty until you’re
gone.”

Sufi always wore baggy clothes. When I
performed CPR on her, I was surprised someone so strong could be so
thin. With my arm around her, I’m again aware of her small
frame. 

“You’ve been tested and it
made you stronger. Me, I’m still, I don’t know, soft.”

“Soft? I never met anyone
with more meat on them than you.”

“You know what I
mean.”

“I’m saying you’re a giant
ball of meat. A meathead, even,” she says.

“All right, all
right.”

In the harsh glow of the armory, Sufi
remains in the crook of my arm. Only when I release the armory’s
lock mechanism and open the doors does she step away. And I admit,
I miss her warmth.

It should be a massive room, yet it feels
tight. The ceilings are relatively low and the space is packed with
high-density weapon storage units stacked to form long hallways
reminiscent of what you might find in a library, with a
labyrinthine formation nearer the center, where the powerful
equipment awaits. 

Sufi lets out a long whistle. “How many guns
do you think are here?”

I tap into the inventory’s stats. “About ten
thousand handheld energy weapons, two thousand automatic rifles,
five hundred handguns. Nearer the center, you have anti-tank and
anti-aircraft missile launchers, disruptor rifles, grenades, and
tactical nuclear weapons.”

I pause when I realize Sufi is no longer
looking at the weapons, but at me, with one eyebrow raised.
“There’s more,” I mutter. “More weapons, I mean. And this is just
one of the fort’s ten armories.”

“We could arm the
Scavengers,” she says. 

“It doesn’t end well when
we do.”

“What if I take a weapon?”
she asks.

I run a few risk scenarios to see the
consequences of Sufi taking one or more weapons. In my winning
scenario, she is unarmed. When she has an energy weapon, it
explodes, killing her and everyone within twenty feet of her. When
she has any type of missile or nuke launcher, Trinity jams it and
turns any launched missile right back at Sufi, a tactic called
“Return to Sender”. 

“You can take this,” I
say, offering Weasel’s long gun. “And two handguns. Anything more
will affect your ability to run, which affects your survival
rate.”

She hesitates when I hand her the gun but
takes it. “This is going to be close, isn’t it?”

I don’t give her much information, because
what we’re about to face is terrifying. If she knew explicitly the
horrors she’d encounter, she’d be too fearful to act with maximum
efficiency. So, I lie and say, “I’m overly cautious.”

We walk past rows and rows of untouched
weapons. Energy weapons hang on hooks that loyalists hadn’t the
chance to access. So much power, yet no life to wield it. The
storage units gradually grow larger, housing bigger equipment. We
pass the Shotreyus’s modern power armor. Each container scrapes
against the ceiling at approximately nine feet high, six feet wide
and eight feet deep, so you’d think they were storing personal
transports. But there’s one unit per container, nestled in a
literal cocoon of technology that keeps the tech in tune, updated
with the latest software and at full power, even in the event of a
power outage. Over five hundred pieces of power armor stand before
us. 

And they are dangerous. With all their
active sensors, they can provide Trinity a window into this room,
if she happens to access them.

“Keep your voice low,” I
whisper in Sufi’s ear. “Don’t touch anything.”

She nods and we continue down the makeshift
hallway, knowing at any moment the tech can become sentient and
kill us. And with heavy legs, I push forward, realizing the smell
of Sufi’s hair is a big reason why I keep moving.

At an intersection of storage units, I take
her hand and guide her around a series of missile containers, into
the very heart of the room. 

There, at the center, the old equipment is
not hidden in units out of respect for their greatness, as if we
have stepped into a military museum. 

There’s a navy-blue attack helicopter that
bears the scars of past battles. A fossil fuel tank rests beside
it, colored in the green camouflage that once defined our
landscape, along with an ancient nuclear submarine that looks like
a large, unadorned blimp.

And behind the vehicles, nearly discarded in
comparison with the neatly curated equipment, is the battle mech;
the S1000 power armor.

Newer equipment hugs the body like a second
skin, but not this oldie. It’s what a tank would be, if instead of
tracks and a cannon it had cricket-like legs and weaponized arms.
This famous piece of experimental technology is the first of its
kind. The armor’s body shield is opened, and inside is the
cushioned leather interior—a headrest, back and shoulder support,
and lower back support. I’m surprised to see the condition of the
leather and the smell of creams massaged into its soft gleam.

“Someone cared for it,” I
say.

Sufi pulls away from my hand, approaching
the armor with her head tilted to a side. “This is it?” She
touches the yellow and orange exterior and lightly raps her knuckle
against its armor plating. 

“That’s it. The only
chance we have of making it through this alive. Not what you were
expecting?”

“I thought it would, you
know, fly and rain hell upon our enemies.”

“Just wait until you see
it in action.”

I climb the machine’s legs, pressing my back
into its welcoming cushions, and as the system comes alive, there’s
an odd silence, like I can’t detect its presence. The machine has
no desire to connect to its surroundings—it can’t. The only sound
and vibration come from the belts clicking as I strap myself into
the old harness. The body shield slams shut into place, the wind it
creates blowing my hair back. Thankfully, even though I’m fairly
tall, I can move my head around freely with the large prongs
protruding from my forehead.

“Just need to figure this
out,” I say, adding, “I know how to work it, it’s just…”

“Theory versus practice?”
she says.

“Yeah, exactly.” The
ignition sequence is by my right bicep, a space that’s a touch too
tight to be intuitive. I twist my body to access the panel and let
my fingers get to work starting the sequence. 

The engine turns over surprisingly quickly
and the heads-up display flashes to life, the lo-fi, somewhat
distorted readings casting a blue glow in the tight hull. 

It’s filled with fuel. The ammunition is at
full capacity. In this moment, I feel like I’ve pulled a fabled
sword free from the greedy stone.

The very first step sends a shiver down my
neck. This is happening. We’re doing this. It’s going just as my
scenario model said it would. 

“Let’s go save the world,”
I say.

Sufi can’t help but snort.

 



Chapter Twenty-Seven

 


Walking the power armor down the long halls
of storage is like shooting a basketball through a hoop. Which is
to say some people could do it fairly easily, and I wasn’t one of
them.

Despite its bulky design and awkward legs,
the unit is nimble and fast. Faster than I expected, in fact. The
thrust of its legs propels the three-thousand-pound machine
forward, flirting with the power armor crates that are waiting to
self-destruct.

So I download every user manual I can find
in the dormant local systems of STEM and from the Doomsday Dossier,
which, to my surprise, has hundreds of gigs of data related to
weapons and ammunition. Being an experimental prototype, the S1000
has no manual I can access, but I found a good frame of reference
with commercial-grade power lifters. I compile various manuals into
a golden record, whose teachings I ingrain not only in my mind, but
in my muscle memory. The muscles I need to pilot this armor begin
to tense until my calves and biceps are painful knots, loosening as
quickly as they tighten.

“Want to climb in?” I ask
Sufi.

“Oh, sure, I’ll just jump
into the backseat.”

I lean into the leather, moving my legs and
arms within their generously spaced compartments. “This armor was
designed to accommodate grown men in space gear. You can fit.”

“And you want me in there,
why?”

“Uh, so you don’t get
blown away by a sniper?”

Sufi considers a moment, then groans. She
hooks her rifle onto the claw of the armor’s hand and climbs the
armor’s legs, until her face is inches from mine.

“How are we doing this?”
she asks.

“Just back in like you are
driving.”

“Can I drive?”

“Um. Yeah, I guess. I
mean, we’ll both be driving.”

The air is cool, yet I’m sweating all over
again. And I don’t know why. Not until Sufi slips her legs in front
of mine and presses her back into my stomach. For a second, I feel
her bottom rub down my front side, and while I admit I never
thought of Sufi’s body much, it’s all I’m thinking of now. I am
thinking of her hair, too, which tickles my face and fills my nose
with a musty, floral aroma. I’m thinking she can feel my body,
too.

“Um, just have to close
this,” I mutter, reaching over her shoulder to close the body
shield.

“It’s snug,” she says.
“But comfortable. I mean, more comfortable than laying on rocks,
you know?”

“Yeah, definitely better
than rolling on broken glass.”

We try to walk, one step, then another, our
rhythms growing in sync. As I steer the unit down tight corridors,
I ping the nearby nuclear warheads.

“I promised I’d blow this
place to high hells. It starts here,” I whisper, not needing to
speak loud with her so near.

The nukes, like other missiles and energy
weapons, have a latent source of power I’m able to nudge, awakening
them from their long slumber. I can set a timed detonation and
control the blast, ensuring everyone—Hunters included—is out of the
base and that the ground won’t collapse under our feet.

I just hope I can get a nuke online without
Trinity knowing.

Before I can alter a warhead, I detect an
anomaly.

The overhead lights dim to orange, but no
alarms sound. The change in lighting isn’t connected to the
security system, but rather a diversion of power from the lights to
the video feed.

“Was that you?” Sufi
asks.

“No. We’re being
watched.”

Only, I don’t know by whom. The presence
doesn’t feel like Trinity, though she could easily change her
virtual signature. I wish I could communicate this to Sufi, but I
can’t—there’s no time. Because whoever’s watching us just set some
crates of energy weapons to detonate.

I scream, “Hold on tight!”

Then I accelerate like our lives depend on
it, because they do.

Energy rifles explode within their storage
units, creating an enveloping wave of flame and shrapnel. If I stop
and think, we’re dead. So I run—driving the S1000 straight through
the storage unit ahead of us with its gun arm extended.

STEM’s ability to process things in an
extremely short period of time saves our lives. I pivot and dive
onto the body shield, feeling Sufi’s body tense beneath my weight.
This happens in milliseconds. I can’t form a word of prayer for
protection. I can’t assure Sufi. All I can do is experience the
consequences.

Time resumes at full speed as the explosion
launches a storage unit at my back, causing us to skid across the
concrete. The heat is unbearable. I’m immediately covered in sweat,
thirsty and blinking wildly from the blinding light and the dry
heat. Flames rush over us, like a tall wave rising to inevitably
crash down.

And as it unfolds, Sufi’s rigid hands hover
over her head, not quite touching her scalp nor clamping her
ears.

The fire churns above us before vanishing
into smoke.

Then all is still. The fire crackles softly.
There’s a gasp followed by a hacking cough as Sufi looks around at
the charred room.

My heart hammers so fiercely my entire body
pulses against the hot leather.

“We’re okay?” Sufi croaks,
in disbelief.

“For now,” I groan,
attempting to stand, though my limbs won’t cooperate. “Thanks to
the S1000.”

I can feel Sufi’s body moving against mine,
forcing the unit back onto its feet.

“Do we need to run?” she
asks.

“I don’t know. That
explosion torched the security system. Nobody can see or hear us
unless they come into this room. Trinity can still detonate nukes,
though she has no incentive. She probably doesn’t know we’re
here.”

She considers what I just said. I can see
her side profile, the way the sweat clings to her dirt-ridden face,
her skin still gleaming like distant firelight.

I’m so disoriented, I literally say, “You
know you’re glowing.” I regret it immediately.

That pensive look of hers bleeds away as she
quickly examines her baggy clothes. “What, like my clothes caught
fire?”

“No. Sorry, that was a
dumb thing to say.”

“Right…” That I could make
a near-death experience awkward seems like a useless
superpower.

We pass smoldering remnants of the armory.
Some units are riddled with holes from the bullets that exploded in
the fire. The fact we hadn’t been shot is a miracle in its own
right.

“The Hunters couldn’t have
done this, could they?”

“The guys who couldn’t
operate an elevator? Nah. I don’t know who did this. Was anyone
left after the Naturalists wiped this place out?”

“I thought everyone was
dead.”

So did the logic running the battle
scenarios in my STEM.

We circumnavigate the charred remains of the
lockers and exit the room to an ash-stained ground, a black carpet
rolled out for us to walk down.

I wish the power armor had some sort of
diagnostic to know the extent of the damage, but the sensors are
too primitive. All I know is the limbs are working. The weapons
I’ll have to test once we’re in the open. If there’s any relief in
being outside the armory, it’s that the cool air chills the beads
of sweat still clinging to my skin.

“The security feed is
functioning out here,” I whisper. “I’ll try to disrupt the feed
whenever I can. But if they’re watching monitors and see dead feeds
popping up wherever we’re walking, we’re essentially broadcasting
our location.”

“Let them come,” Sufi says
defiantly.

I know. Anonymous hackers tried to kill us.
I should be laser-focused on a fast escape. Yet I’m remembering the
time my lips pressed against Sufi’s when I pulled her out of the
water. There was nothing romantic about it—far from it—but I replay
the feel of it over and over in my mind.

I turn off the lights. With my sight gone
and nearby cameras jammed, my other senses compensate. There’s the
high-pitched whir of the armor’s joints, the growling engines, the
soft patter of Sufi’s breaths, and the feel of her pressing against
me. It freaks me out because I have no idea what to do with
myself.

By my estimates, we’re moving seventy-five
miles per hour, meaning it’ll take less than three minutes to reach
the elevator, barring any unseen obstacles.

I count down the seconds, and with a minute
and a half left to the elevator, a light erupts, illuminating the
underground. A roaring explosion rattles the space as we experience
an instant transition from bright blindness to darkness.

I’m thankful my STEM is smarter than me
because it’s already piecing together what happened. By cross
referencing the proximity of the explosion with the floor plans, I
know an armory went up in flames. Judging by the distance, the
Hunters had just entered it, or were near enough to the blast zone
to warrant the large detonation.

“They killed the Hunters…”
I mutter.

“This place will come down
on our heads!” Sufi says.

“No, we’re okay. We’re
okay.”

We continue as the distant glow of fire
smolders in the distance. I admit I look to the light, hoping for
movement, praying someone survived. But I see nothing. And I can’t
access the security feed in the section because the cameras are,
presumably, melted.

“Whoever is doing this
wants us dead, but they’re not taking the place down,” I
say.

“So they plan on staying,”
Sufi says.

“Right. They may be few in
number, so keeping just one armory intact would keep them armed to
the teeth.”

According to estimates from the Doomsday
Dossier, about two hundred soldiers of the thousand stationed at
the base had been in on the mutiny. If any loyalists survived,
they’d rightly be pissed and ready to attack anyone who they
thought had returned to finish the job.

“I want to live up to my
promise to you,” I say.

“But… There’s a ‘but’ in
your voice.”

“But if there are people
down here, I need to alert them of our plans before I detonate a
bomb.”

“So, what? We’re friendly
to the people who tried to kill us?”

“They’re probably
grieving, wounded, and confused.”

“They probably need a bomb
shoved up their asses!”

“I’m sorry,” I say. “But
I’m not a cold-hearted killer.”

Just a regular killer.

I tap into the security system and transmit
a message to anyone who’s got eyes on the security terminal.

I keep it vague, delivering it as a plain
text message with zero code that can be traced back to me. The
message says: “We are here to avenge the fallen. We will set things
right. For the survival of our great city, Fort Butner will be
destroyed in thirty minutes.”

When the message is out, I unjam the
security feed, allowing myself and our watchers a look at our power
armor as it dashes through the darkness.

 



Chapter Twenty-Eight

 


In the dark hall to the elevator, the odd
spark leaping off the elevator’s ruins provides brief moments when
we can see three figures huddled beside one another. Oldie, Thari,
and the med bot. With every new spark, I realize Oldie is pointing
his gun at the darkness—at us.

“Don’t shoot,” I say.
“We’re back.”

I stop the armor and power down its engines.
A noise lingers in the absence of sound, as if phantom pistons are
pounding inside my ears.

“I’m hearing things
outside these halls,” Oldie calls. “Something like monsters and
explosions. What in five hells is happening?”

The med bot regards us for a moment before
turning its attention back to Thari. He’s sitting up, which is an
improvement, but the light reveals his blood-soaked pants and the
pale green undertone of his skin. His eyes don’t move, don’t even
dilate, like he’s some propped-up corpse.

I break the news about the other Hunters
quickly, hoping speed will lessen the sting, like removing a
bandage.

“And the guns?” Oldie
says.

“Guns?” I say. “Your
friends … aren’t alive.”

“Aye. But without guns, we
Hunters are dead. Only it’s a death that drags out, not like what
the others faced. Did you get guns?”

“We only have this
machine,” I say. I lift the clawed robot hand, on which Weasel’s
rifle hangs. “We’re taking this. You get to leave with your friend
alive. I’m sorry this didn’t work out for you.”

Oldie curses and stomps toward Thari’s
living corpse.

I’ll have to carry him up, which will
require me burning more fuel than I’d like, fuel I can’t easily
replenish. But since we don’t have much time before a nuclear
fireball destroys the base, our options are limited to one.

Over the folded wreckage of the elevator,
pools of blood glisten under the unit’s spotlights. The corpses
remain untouched, but from what I can tell, a lot of the blood
belonged to Thari. He’d been bled to the very edge of living, and
was now shaking, wide-eyed and unblinking, as if startled by what
he saw beyond death’s door.

“How’s he recovering?” I
ask the med bot.

It transmits figures directly to STEM, which
estimate that Thari has a twenty-percent survival rate if he’s
moved now before treatment is completed. The treatment is a very
aggressive injection of serum that consumed half of the machine’s
reserves. It estimates it’ll need more serum to get Thari standing
again. Too many broken bones, his lumbar spine a mess of fractures.
But his vitals are strong.

“I know you can’t stand,
but can you hear me?” I ask him.

His unblinking eyes remain trained on the
darkness.

“We won’t know the full
extent of the damage until we get him to a functioning hospital. I
suspect he suffered brain trauma,” I say.

“Could be shock,” Sufi
mutters. “People aren’t their complete selves after a near-death
experience.”

“They aren’t,” I say,
again fully aware of Sufi’s body against mine.

“He weren’t much of a
talker before this,” the old man says. “But he had a pair of steel
ones. He shouldn’t be shocked.”

He takes a knee, waving his wrinkled hand
before the boy’s glazed over eyes with an unnerving franticness.
“Your brain ain’t broken, lad. Tell ‘em.” There’s a plea in his
voice. “Tell ‘em you’re no vegetable. That you won’t die the slow
death.”

“We need to move him,” I
say. “I need you to understand the risk. Otherwise, we did all we
could to save him.”

“Do what you will,” he
says, never breaking eye contact with the boy.

The long syringe retracts from Thari’s vein,
spilling a drop of precious serum. The med bot’s many tentacle arms
encircle Thari’s body, preparing to lift him. I watch with bated
breath because so many things can go wrong. A lacerated artery
could reopen, bleeding him dry. His spine injury could worsen, or
his shattered bones could course throughout his blood like
shrapnel. Med bots can do a lot—but they’re not equipped to move
injured people.

I wonder if Thari is experiencing any pain,
if he’s able to comprehend his surroundings.

As the med bot prepares to lift him, Thari
says, “People.”

I say, “It’s okay, we’re on your side.”

Then the shooting begins.

This is my first real-life firefight, and
unfortunately, all the SIM training in the world couldn’t prepare
me for the bullets whizzing past my face. I’m not sure who shot
first—the people in the shadows or Oldie—but I know the armor can’t
withstand the barrage of bullets too long. I said it was
bulletproof, but in truth, it’s bullet resistant, and right now
it’s singing like a tin roof in a hailstorm.

I’m halfway between running for cover and
firing the flamethrower when I realize Sufi is fighting for
control. She’s trying to aim the machine gun at them. So instead of
acting like a body with two brains that are clearly not on the same
page, I give in and aim the gun then fire.

A line of flame erupts from the barrel that
gives light to the dark hallway, revealing a group of a dozen
soldiers who are all shooting at us. I can’t see faces. In fact,
I’m completely numb and feeding my STEM inputs in hopes it’ll take
over and guide my arm with surgical precision to neutralize the
threat. Instead, it feeds me what it’s seeing, or rather, what I’m
seeing with my bulging, glazed-over eyes.

Of the soldiers, six wear cyan outfits. The
other five are blurs, even though STEM is jamming information into
my brain.

But I’m being fired upon by Spiders.

I wrestle to point the gun at the ceiling as
Sufi screams, “What the hell?”

“Stop!” I scream. I get
the other hand into the air. “Stop!”

The Doomsday Dossier had an extensive list
of traitors that my parents generated in the milliseconds between
the bomb going off and our Turrim collapsing. Not one of Shotreyus
who betrayed their order was a Cyan Spider.

“I’m Tonitrex! I’m
Tonitrex!” I scream. For the first time in my life, I desperately
want my voice to be heard by strangers.

The shooting stops immediately.

“Who?” asks a voice in the
darkness.

“I’m an Engstrom,” I say.
And again, to my surprise, the Shotreyus lower their guns, despite
one of their own laying in a pool of blood. The others, I realize,
wear purple, which means they are Prophets. They belong to the
original three. These people are old blood.

“I’m a friend of Tan
Edvin. Or, I was, before…”

“Do you have any word on
General Edvin?” asks a woman five years my senior. Her surname,
Laine, is stitched on her breast, her unsettlingly black eyes set
into a face that’s so thin I can see her skull.

“I haven’t heard
anything—”

A scream drowns out my voice.

It’s Oldie. His usual leathery tone is a
high-pitched stammer as he tries to wipe the blood off Thari. Only,
there’s too much. The boy’s pale skin is riddled with holes, his
skull erased by the bullet that hit his temple. And I don’t know
what’s more terrifying—seeing this mangled body or knowing all that
serum went to waste.

I think of Tan then, how he’d tease me for
wasting resources to save things that were meant to die.

Oldie grabs his gun. And despite how his
people treat bullets like precious, clean water, he fires with
reckless abandon.

The Shotreyus return fire. I’m completely
disoriented, battling my surging panic and an anger that makes me
want to lash out at both parties. But that’s something my parents
would do. Instead, I let my outrage flow into nearby systems. The
lights react, glowing like bright stars that whistle with intense
heat. That gives the Shotreyus pause while Oldie’s gun clicks, his
bullets spent.

I want to make a point. I want both sides to
respect me—to fear me—and through that fear, be empowered to assist
me. So I activate the elevator’s track and make it run faster than
its maximum speed, causing the ground to rumble and for fragments
of metal to shoot skywards and for the fort itself to erupt in
deafening howls, as if in pain.

I have their attention. It’s not enough. On
every Shotreyus, I sense an older generation communicator, which
operate without the net by transmitting and receiving
electromagnetic waves. I transmit my voice through the
communicators at full volume to say, “Stand down!”

They leap and tug at their uniforms, as if
they had caught fire. Then, in a filtered voice that sounds like a
wounded boar, I say, “I destroyed my body to be powerful enough to
fight Trinity. I won’t be threatened by you. But I will aid my
allies like no one else can.” Then, even louder, I say, “Stand
down!”

I’m beyond relieved when the Shotreyus drop
their guns, but Sufi is still pressed against my body, tight and
tense as a knot, which makes me just as nervous.

“You’ve both lost so much.
No reason to continue the violence. It’s senseless.”

I don’t need these people to defeat Trinity.
But I need them for what comes after. When our splintered society
needs to unite and rebuild, can I be the bridge between the
factions? The link between those who mastered nature and those who
mastered technology?

The Shotreyus glance at their own dead. The
boy, Aalto, isn’t older than me. There’s a hole where his nose
should be, surrounded by otherwise handsome features. I wonder if
he had been friends with Tan.

“Give him Aalto’s guns and
ammo,” I say.

“Like hell,” spits one of
the Purple Prophets, a tall man named Salto, whose perfect coif of
hair rounds his eye, his tone oozing with petulance and
pretension.

“You killed his relative,”
I say. “He opened fired in retaliation. Give him the guns and ammo
for compensation. That’s an order from the last
Tonitrex.”

They run their mouths until they see me
raise my machine gun hand. Salto says, “All right, all right, we’ll
give him the weapon.”

“Good,” I say.

I try to keep my voice even, but it’s hard,
because I wasn’t the one who raised the gun. It was Sufi. Her body
trembles against mine, her finger pulling the trigger. The only
reason the gun isn’t firing is because I jammed it into safety the
very second I realized what Sufi was going to do.

“Please,” she whispers
between her muted curses. “Let me do it. They’ve taken everything
from me.”

Oldie is the first of us to ascend the long,
sloping elevator shaft, new gun in hand. The Shotreyus follow,
keeping about five meters between themselves and the Hunter. Sufi
and I take up the rear, and the entire time, I watch the clock tick
down, wondering if we’ll clear the building before the blast erases
this place completely.

We can. But only if everyone plays nice.

 



Chapter Twenty-Nine

 


The S1000 illuminates the deep cracks and
fissures along the elevator shaft, some stretching from wall to
wall. Considering this is vital military infrastructure—arguably
the last and best defense against another country’s aggression—I
find the broken cement unsettling. It’s like an analogy for our own
“impenetrable” city, which crumbled at the hands of the few. And
why? Because we got lazy? Neglectful? Were we too proud to see our
foundation was failing?

Oldie remains in the lead for most of the
ascent, a hunched gargoyle possessed by an inner strength that
seems unnatural to me. The Shotreyus also surprise me, running up
the sharp incline. It’s something I’d struggle to do, even though
my parents made me believe I was in the 96th percentile
for fitness. Maybe this is what running for your life looks
like.

Halfway up the shaft, my STEM chimes in to
let me know we have five minutes before the nuke detonates. I tell
that to Sufi, who mutters some curse words, then says, “Let’s leave
these people already.”

I don’t argue. 

I say, “You have five minutes to clear the
corridor. If we meet again, I hope you’ll stand with me against
Trinity.”

I’m about to accelerate when Kallio, a young
woman with a shaved head says, “How will we find you?”

“I’ll be by the southern
outfall,” I say. “We make our stand inside the chasm of the
cave.”

And we’re gone, leaping up the cracking
stone as the engines rumble and the joints whine. 

“Let them rot,” Sufi
practically screams. “I hope they all trip and break their
asses!”

What can I say to make Sufi feel better?
That the Shotreyus were just following orders? That’s no excuse for
their crimes against humanity.

“I’m sorry for jamming the
guns. I think they can see the errors of their ways. They can help
us rebuild.”

“Well, I think you’re a
bootlicker.” The icy venom in her voice makes me want to crawl
away, only we’re trapped in this machine.

“I don’t want you to be
mad at me.”

“Well, we don’t always get
what we want, do we?”

“I don’t want you to think
I’m not on your team, either.”

The shuffling high beams bounce off the wet,
crumbling stone and vanish in the expanse above, too weak to reach
the high ceilings. It’s like we’re running down an endless
tunnel.

In half a minute, a nuclear submarine,
parked within a fleet of thirty-six subs will detonate, erasing the
underground. 

“They’re not going to make
it,” I say. “After all that.”

Sufi says nothing. She simply allows me to
drive. I count down from ten. On three, I park the power armor
beside a stack of metal scrap.

Two. One. 

The impact makes my vertebrae clack together
like a stack of dishware. A muted thud from deep within the planet
sends a shockwave that turns the ground into a wave, rising and
growing and heading for us.

Then the earth settles in silence, as if the
planet is holding its breath as its belly fills with
radiation. 

The first noise I register is the pattered
breaths coming out of Sufi’s mouth. 

“That was it?” she
pants. 

“Fort Butner is
destroyed.”

She looks beyond the fort’s door, her
forehead dotted with sweat, her cheeks with tears. The sunset casts
an array of purples, oranges, and reds upon the ground, which gleam
off the wetness of Sufi’s eyes, making her look ethereally
beautiful despite her sadness. 

“You lived up to your
promise,” she says. “So, even if you are a bootlicker, you’re all
right.”

A small smirk breaks through a façade of
held-back tears, making a flutter rise up in my chest. 

What do I want in this moment? It’s not to
get out the power armor or check for survivors, which would be the
rational response. Do I want to kiss Sufi? Do I want to hold her
rosy cheek, wipe dry her tears, and make our lips touch as they
once had out of pure survival? I don’t know. But if I do, I bet the
world would melt away around us. 

We exit the power armor and my expression
hardens into a question.

“What is it?” she
asks.

I swallow, then glance up at the gathering
clouds. They’re dark, yet distant, but to be honest, I only want to
avoid eye contact. 

“I want you to know I’m
happy to help you out. And, um, if something happened to you, I’d
be very sad,” I say. 

“Oh. Okay?”

“Yeah. I guess what I mean
is that I’ll do everything in my power to protect you.” I find the
courage to look her in their eyes, then take in her small
form, which left such a resounding mark on my body. Still, my skin
is cold in her absence. “I want to be the one who has your
back.”

“This is the weirdest
string of sentences anyone has ever said to me.”

Right—even with the monstrous hardware
buzzing inside my brain, running all sorts of verbal and body
language analysis, I’m still a clueless dude.

But then she stands and wipes her face dry
with her sleeve, and plants a small kiss on my cheek.

It tingles my skin the way technology might
when it’s vying for my attention. No, that’s not right. It tingles
the way a kiss should, the way nerves turn to live wires when they
can’t contain emotions.

I go to kiss her lips and she moves out of
the way, a smile gracing her face.

 


 



Chapter Thirty

 


“You think the roof will
hold the night?” Sufi asks, glancing out at the impending
downpour.

If the cracks in the old elevator shaft were
any indication, the roof is probably being held up on a prayer. I
tap into what’s left of the security system and find only three
cameras survived—and none of them are giving me useful information
about the state of the building. 

“It’s held all this time.
The place was built to withstand a bombing, so hopefully the blast
didn’t shake it up too much.”

I walk the armor inside a doublewide
threshold separating the entrance hall from the security office and
prop the armor against the side and head jambs. That should provide
us enough protection if the roof decides to come down on us.

Sufi stretches her limbs before crawling
beneath the power armor’s legs.

I follow to move beside her between the
machine’s legs.

“Hey, Goliath, you okay
being twisted like a pretzel?” she says. 

“I’m good. I’ve been
pretty comfortable, actually.” Her eyebrow raises, so I go on,
saying, “You know, the vintage leather and padding. It smells
nice.”

“I didn’t
notice.”

“Right, yeah.” I lean
against the leg. “Mind if I turn off the lights?”

“One second.”

She pulls the automatic rifle free from the
machine’s clawed hand and sets it between her legs.

“Now you can.”

I dim the lights slowly via the arm console,
watching Sufi’s eyes widen with every lumen of light removed. The
impression of her eyes remains burned in my perception, dual stars
shining through storm clouds. 

Am I being too dramatic?

I don’t know. I might die tomorrow—which
makes me wonder if these feelings for Sufi are real, or some
subconscious response to overwhelming stress in the face of death.
I mean, let’s face it, I don’t want to die a virgin. Who does? But
can I really let my hormones co-opt my brain at such a critical
point?

“Don’t jump,” Sufi says,
which makes me jump. Her hand touches my shin, sliding up my
leg. 

“You mind if I sleep
against you?” she asks. 

I try and fail to speak around the knot
forming in my throat. “Not at all.”

Her warmth fills a cold within me. I can’t
see her, but her head against my chest sends a strange calming wave
over me. It’s a sense of comfort I’ve never felt in my own bed,
with all the luxury afforded by my Turrim.

I didn’t think I would be able to sleep
tonight. But like the things waiting in the shadows, it creeps up
on me. 

****

My STEM tells me I’ve slept three hours and
twelve minutes—enough to complete one REM cycle—before it wakes
me. 

My eyes snap open and I remember where I am,
and that Sufi’s sleeping on me.

Fortunately, the STEM is smarter than the
stuff between my ears because while I slept, it remained tapped
into the security feed. The camera captures movement—someone
staggering around the massive mechanical arm. It’s Salto, only half
his face is darkened by blood or dirt, his every step wobbly and
uneasy. 

I decide against waking Sufi. She’ll need
her rest—as I do—and I know being around Shotreyus is traumatic for
her.

I keep an “eye” on the feed, tracing his
drunken steps. The blast took the lighting offline, but I can see
the assault rifle in his tight fists.

I crouch on all fours, the runoff from
outside saturating my pants, and crawl to the first mechanical arm.
At the far end of the room, a fire casts its dancing light against
the wall, revealing elongated shadows. So, the Shotreyus survived.
That’s awesome.

Salto stops, grunts, and undoes his zipper,
releasing a stream of piss on an already wet floor.

“Hey, it’s me. The
Tonitrex.”

Predictably, he jumps back and grabs his
rifle, probably wetting himself in the process.

“It’s Engstrom, son of
Adonis. I want to check on your crew.”

He doesn’t loosen his hold on the gun, but I
could hardly blame him after all he experienced. 

“We all made it out okay,”
Salto says, loud enough for the figures around the fire to
stir. 

“You’re
bleeding.” 

He runs his hands through his coifed hair,
the mousse mixing with blood. “Things got a little hectic.”

I follow him to the campfire, growing more
uneasy when I walk out of shot of the camera and into the true
darkness. The Shotreyus surround the fire, squinting into the
shadows with their fingers on the triggers of their guns.

“They can stand down,” I
say. “There are no threats nearby.”

“Tell me, where is that
S1000? Was smart to swipe it.”

“Tell them to stand
down.”

“Guys,” Salto calls back.
“It’s okay. It’s the Tonitrex.”

The formation of Shotreyus wavers and lower
their weapons.

“You destroyed our
shelter,” a woman says. 

I can hardly read her name on her
shirt—Kallio.

Laine, the dark-eyed woman, interrupts. “Eh,
we were dying down there. You know the traitors destroyed our
rations and medicine? Didn’t steal them, just trashed it all.”

“There are places you can
stay,” I say. “There are buildings in the city that have withstood
the floods. And there are caves…”

“We won’t live like
squatters or Neanderthals,” Kallio says. “We’ll retake our complex,
fortify it, then seek help from the outside.”

“The outside?” I actually
fight to suppress a laugh. “You mean the other cities?”

“Yes,” she says, taken
aback. “They’re sworn to help us.”

“What makes you think
Trinity hasn’t popped their bubbles, too?”

That’s when I notice one person lying
huddled on the floor, wearing a tight red body suit. But the closer
I get, I see it’s not a suit, but blood covering a naked body. An
old body, pierced hundreds of times over, a slit throat, the face
is covered in sores.

“You murdered the Hunter,”
I say. Quickly, quietly, I sidestep away from the campfire so Salto
can’t see my silhouette.

“Nah, nah,” says Salto. He
sounds closer to me than I previously thought. “He attacked first.
Moment he got up, he opened fire.”

I might be out of my element, but I’m not
stupid. The probability that Oldie would pick a fight with eleven
armed soldiers is negligibly low. And I refuse to believe he opened
fire to commit suicide by Shotreyus. Sufi and I hadn’t heard a
single shot fire.

“He opened fire so you
defended yourselves with knives?”

“That’s right.”

They eviscerated the side of his skull with
something blunt, leaving remnants of skull and pulp clinging to his
gray hair. For all the slashes, there’s not a single bullet wound.
No, ammo is a sacred thing. That atomic blast made weapons a
commodity worth killing over. And in my mind, I hear Salto asking
again—where is that S1000?

“Things got heated real
quick. You understand,” says a new voice. They creep away from the
fire, into the darkness, like moonflowers drawn to
night.

“I understand,” I say.
“But I gave you orders to let this man go.”

“Orders,” someone says in
the shadows, scoffing.

Another voice says, “You’re well-bred. Why
do you care about these animals?”

Another voice says, “He’s got that savage
girl on a leash. Or maybe she’s got him on a leash.”

They seem to surround me, these people I’ve
never met or heard from in my life.

“The tech has to be
offline. I say we gut the kid too and take the power
armor.”

“You’re traitors!” I
scream, darting into the darkness as someone fires their rifle.
Fear and adrenaline are compounded with confusion.

“We’re in no man’s land
now,” someone replies.

All my life I dreaded coming into power
because I always thought myself too soft. I couldn’t see myself
making decisions that would negatively affect others. But something
changed. Maybe because they killed so cruelly. Or because the
threat they pose to me—or to Sufi. Whatever it is, I refuse to
stand for it. So, I embrace my power.

Of the mechanical arms, two arms are
operable, while the others had their connection severed by the
massive shockwave. I feel the energy yearning to course through the
metal, and with a little nudge, I get them online.

“Anyone see the punk?”
someone shouts. 

I dive behind a pile of metal and I
disassociate with my body. In the security feed, I see myself face
down against the concrete. I see my own desperation and the way the
Shotreyus approach with torches and weapons in hands, as if I’m the
monster who needs to be driven from the village. 

But I’m not the monster here. Despite
what I need to do, I’m not the monster. 

I flex the fingers of the mechanical arms,
whose movement does not go unnoticed thanks to the whining joints
and pistons. And as the Shotreyus throw their heads back and scream
at the great machine’s awakening, I bring the hands down upon
them.

The resulting impacts vibrate the
ground—one, two, three, four, five times. I strike until the
screams, curses, and gunfire reach a crescendo. Then suddenly…

Silence. Breaths. Heartbeats. All my own,
and all coming too fast.

Lights blare behind me, causing me to slip
on my sweaty palms. Every ounce of my body comes down on my
shoulder. Worse, the light illuminates me and the wide swath of
room around me. Upon the wet and cracking concrete, I see the
smashed bodies of the Shotreyus, who resemble stained clothes more
than actual people. But I also see the living. Two fighting to get
their rifles in hand. One with their sights aimed at me.

My STEM is going haywire with odds, not one
of which is in my favor. Laying sideways, approximately twelve
meters from a highly skilled marksman whose gun is aimed at my
head, I have a four percent rate of survival. Even if I engage the
metal arm, it won’t move fast enough. 

And then the boom of an automatic rifle
brings me back to real time.

I tense. I expect the burn of the bullet,
the fullness of its velocity as it bores a cavity inside my body,
my body’s inability to follow my brain’s commands and run. But the
moment doesn’t come.

Realizing I’m still breathing, I bring the
metal arms down upon the remaining Shotreyus. In this new light, I
see their bodies bend under the metal, their eyes wide despite the
powerful spotlight. When the arms come to rest upon the corpses, I
don’t bother to lift them again. 

And the shooter who almost killed me? He’s
missing part of his torso where a .40 caliber bullet struck
him. 

I turn to the light. It dims. And there I
see Sufi within the power armor, tears streaming down her cheeks.
Only, she doesn’t look sad.

 


 



Chapter Thirty-One

 


I’ve never been this jumpy in my entire
life. The irrational part of my mind thinks more Shotreyus will
climb up the elevator shaft to avenge their brothers and sisters,
which can’t happen. The Shotreyus are dead. All of them.

The rational part knows Trinity sensed the
nuclear explosion. We have no right staying in this fort, but
leaving during the storm is its own death sentence.

Still, all these thoughts become distant
ships when Sufi descends the power armor. 

“You should have woken
me,” she says. 

My teeth chatter as my body regulates itself
after that massive adrenaline dump.

“Well, you know, you
looked so peaceful.” I let out a short laugh that comes out in
jitters. “I’m sorry I didn’t trust your instincts. It’s a mistake I
won’t make twice.”

“Look at you, Professor
Brains. You just learned the most valuable lesson of your
life.”

The dead leave an impression on my mind,
like a sour taste that never goes away, no matter how hard you
brush your tongue. Only, that’s not true, because my worries, my
fears, my anxieties, my hopes, my forecasts, my dreams for
tomorrow, they all wash away when Sufi touches my cheek.

I open my mouth to say something—but I don’t
know what. The feel of her body is still a ghost against my
skin.

I don’t fully understand why I’m about to do
what I’m about to do, because, frankly, I’m a knot of emotions, yet
I’m painfully aware of the absence of fear and regret. I don’t feel
bad about what I did, nor am I scared of taking life as easy as one
might blow out a candle. 

“I would have tried to do
this sooner,” I say, and I lean closer to her. 

Sufi doesn’t pull back. Whether she likes
me, or what I just did, I don’t know. It doesn’t matter. She simply
turns her head in invitation and we kiss. 

The warmth I had been missing rushes back
into me. It fills my chest and stomach, stretching out into my
fingertips. All the while, an electric buzz runs up the back of my
neck where I’ve had a STEM most of my life, but the sensation is
alien. My heart races, yet my muscles relax in wonderfully
confusing contrast of the chaos around us. 

She pulls away first with a small smile on
those full, irresistible lips. “Not bad for a sheltered rich boy,”
she says. 

I pull her back into me and, reaching into
the power armor, dim the lights until it’s us and the
darkness. 

****

I’ll leave out the details of why we’re able
to sleep, but I will say we woke up soaking wet, sore, and chilly.
The water had come up to my belly button, but somehow, even with a
piston wedged between my shoulder blades, I couldn’t be woken.
Exhaustion is a hell of a drug.

Sufi wakes before me, and she’s kind enough
to get me up with a series of light slaps to my cheek. I give her a
small kiss. 

Then, still smiling, she says, “Today, we
die like dogs or we live to be legends.”

****

The air is perfumed with a fresh dew that
overwhelms my senses, masking even the scent of Sufi’s hair. The
sun shines through the sparse canopy in fingers of light, a deity
yearning to lend a hand. To our back is death, and ahead of us,
more death, but here in the middle, there is only us and
nature.

“It feels like this is the
way things are supposed to be,” I say, looking out of the display
at the flittering leaves. 

“People wandering the
woods in robots?” Sufi asks, a laugh in her voice.

“Actually, yes. It’s a
balance. Human’s innovation and nature’s perfection, existing
together in beauty.”

I can feel Sufi’s silent laugh and see her
breath catch on the body shield.

“Let’s give this thing a
paint job before we comment on design,” she says.

We walk through the forest with the heads-up
display capturing small glimpses of animals. Somehow, birds are
relatively unaffected by the rains. We see the heat signatures of
dozens—maybe even hundreds of birds—sitting quietly on the
branches. Along the ground, we spot small game—beavers, muskrats,
foxes. A larger one in the distance—a few spotted deer—makes Sufi
say, “Stop!”

Only when a deer stands on its slender legs
does Sufi allow us to move forward.

“You’re looking for
something,” I say.

And as if in answer, a new heat signature
appears and vanishes, like a candle, a life so easily snuffed
out. 

Sufi whispers, “There.”

I see nothing in the wooded horizon beyond
the bleary shapes of brown, green, and yellow.

I replay the visual on my STEM, trying to
piece together its misshapen form. It didn’t look like a solid
figure, but rather a cluster of warm pieces stacked one on another.
For a crazed moment of low blood sugar, I imagine a swarm of
hummingbirds. But my STEM knows better. 

“Hunters?” I
say. 

“Yeah. If you see one
Hunter, five more are just out of sight. We saw half a dozen, so
you do the math.”

“Do we avoid them?” I
ask.

“Quite the opposite.” She
glances around the HUD, where a few analog switches and buttons
line a rectangular command console, before asking,
“Loudspeaker?”

I kindly flip the switch, but not before
saying, “Whatever you’re planning, good luck.”

“Hunters! We see you out
there,” she says.

All at once, the heat signatures reappear on
the display. Their heads lift like dogs to a whistle. I wonder how
many rifles are aimed at us, how many faces are unaccounted
for. 

“We’re Scavengers,” she
says. “We saw your brothers at the Fort. And sorry to say, they
were gunned down by Shotreyus.”

I don’t like how Sufi delivers the news.
It’s too blunt and impersonal, a fact she comes to realize when in
the distance, a series of wails send the forest’s few birds to
flight.

“I’m sorry. I know what
it’s like to lose family to those monsters. I escaped a Decimation.
That’s why we killed them. You can find the dead in the base, along
with whatever weapons and ammo the Shotreyus had carried. They’re
yours. It won’t bring back the dead, but I hope it aids in your
hunt.”

The words linger and none move; at least,
our scanners don’t detect any movement. I think of the odd poetic
justice of exchanging lives for weapons. Were they successful,
then, the dead Hunters? Do they feel justified and avenged, if the
dead can feel anything at all?

I break the silence to relay a message of my
own. “I don’t know how you feel about the attack on the city,
if anything at all, but many have died from all classes. Many more
will die needlessly if we don’t cut off the head of the snake.
That’s what we’re doing. If you help, we will welcome you with open
arms as we build a future for all. And if not, that’s fine. No harm
will come to you, and the weapons are still yours.”

I leave it at that. It doesn’t feel like the
speech of a great hero, or even a mediocre politician, but it’s
straightforward and functional, and I’m tired.

We walk toward the caves and through fallen
trees and sparse bushes, muddied faces staring back at
us. 

****

I’m amazed at how quickly the water
evaporates beneath the strong sun, turning the soil from mud to
stone. I’m equally amazed at how a change in heart could alter
plans so radically and so quickly.

I tell Sufi the plan as we walk until I’m
satisfied she can recite it word for word. Originally, I was going
to pilot the S1000 while Sufi played the bait. But seeing how she
controls the armor and given I don’t want her in harm’s way—not
after last night—I’ve decided to go on foot. aMiCA would say I was
being unwise, which is precisely why I hadn’t tapped into it for
the past few hours. I don’t need a super-intelligent AI to know I’m
being stupid by forfeiting my nearly indestructible close-combat
machine.

“What are the odds?” Sufi
asks. The edge of the mountain is ahead, beyond which the red ocean
stretches into a silk blanket of purple morning
sky. 

“Good enough.”

What I don’t say is we’re at a virtual coin
toss with a fifty-five percent chance of survival. And that’s the
best odds we’ll get … not only now, but for the foreseeable future,
because there’s nothing I can do sans accessing attack satellites
to tilt the odds in our favor. 

I climb out of the S1000 before the cliff’s
edge. A breeze sweeps in that’s too cold for this humid day, as icy
as death’s touch. I take the gleaming gun we lifted from the
Hunter, and satisfied it’s in working order, sling it over my back.
 

“I need you to make me a
promise,” I say. 

“If you think I’m running
away, I won’t,” she says. 

I laugh. “Actually, if things go south,
I want you to leave.”

“And leave my people
behind?”

“You’re no good to the
Crickets dead. Work your networks. Use this machine. Find fuel. Be
the leader your people need. I believe in you to do
that.” 

I don’t know what reaction I was expecting
from Sufi, but it wasn’t the audible scoff that explodes from her
lips.

“I won’t make that
promise.” And before I can protest, she says, “Let me ask you
something, Professor Brains. Do you think after what I’ve been
through, I’d leave my people for dead again?”

She gives me a beat to answer, then fills
the silence with a resounding, “No! I’d die fighting before seeing
my new family slaughtered.”

“I don’t want anything bad
to happen to you. Not again.”

“Well, tough luck. When I
say I’m not leaving my people, you’re included in that. You’re my
people. So, don’t mess this up. Make that promise to
me.”

“I promise,” I say. It’s a
promise I might not be able to keep, but I’ll try.

****

Hold it together for Sufi, I tell
myself. Do it for Tan. Do it for those poor souls who
floated down the red water.

Funny, when I look out at the ocean, I know
brown foam floats over the waves, yet all I see are bodies.
 

I stand ankle-deep in the river that forms
from the outfall and splits the valley. Staring into the caves, I
swear I can hear the screams of the Crickets as they were snatched
from their beds. 

I need to rid myself of these thoughts. I
need to focus on the net again. 

My STEM thrums beneath my skin as it
connects to a network of orbital satellites. In the vastness of
cyberspace, a near-endless abyss of knowledge and space, Trinity
exists as a dark mountain, not so distant, all-seeing and radiating
with danger. 

She is in my mind. Not in STEM, but in the
electrical meatball between my ears. She’s an intrusive thought, a
nightmare I can’t awaken from, a growing voice in my organic
mind. 

Foolish boy. Foolish, foolish boy. 

“Hello, Trinity. Miss
me?”

You idiot boy, I’ll never forget what you
tried to do to me. I can liquify your brain, drown it in your own
blood. Make it explode out your nostrils.

“I mean, if you could,
would you really be talking about it? So graphically, I might
add.”

I want you to know fear before I unleash my
wrath. 

There is no light in the net, just as
there’s no perception of sight, per se. Only data and the
perception of data through something of a sixth sense. And through
this sense, everything is vibrating. Data itself blurs and changes
under her sheer power as Trinity’s signal comes toward me at an
incomprehensible speed. 

For a flash, I fear she’ll make good on her
threats. 

“You know, I’m sick of
people acting tough online,” I say. “Let’s see what you’re made of
in real life.”

I sever my connection to the net as the
metaphysical mountain folds upon me like a tsunami. Again, I’m in
the cave. And I hear a noise. It’s not within me but outside the
cave, the buzz of something descending upon us.

My STEM goes haywire to inform me that this
is the sound of military drones. 

They close in as the icy water numbs me
senseless. 

 


 



Chapter Thirty-Two

 


I run through the murky red water, ignoring
the warning blaring from my STEM as it tells me the odds: if I exit
this cave, my chance of dying is seventy-eight percent. If my
parents could see me, they’d scream at me to sit my ass down. Tan
would say the same, before rushing into the very danger he warned
me against.

It doesn’t matter. For the first time in my
life, I’m following my heart. 

My clothes hang heavily on my frame, my
shoes squelching and squeaking as if to draw fire away from
Sufi. That’s exactly what I plan to do. It’s something I never
imagined, drawing fire so that someone might live, but the boy
exiting this cave is not the one who fell from the tower.

“Sufi!” I
shout. 

She looks at the buzzing sky, aiming the
clunky arms at the clouds. 

“Hit the red button with
the white circle! Right side of terminal! Wait for a confirmation
and squeeze your hand—!”

Before I can finish my statement, missiles
erupt from the power armor’s shoulders, followed by a deafening
roar that overwhelms the buzzing blades overhead.

I can’t see the drones yet, but I do see the
fire in the sky, where the guided missiles paired with Sufi’s sharp
eye hit a target.

Then the black dots appear beneath the
clouds, flying at hypersonic speeds. They were designed and
manufactured by the Shotreyus. I have all their information
burning through my brain, so I know they could pick off a dove from
five kilometers. The kicker? These specific prototypes are the best
of the best, so new and advanced they had yet to hit mass
production. Which means my parents built them.

The drones snap into a circular formation
before swooping to the ground.

This maneuver is called the Ring of Fire,
and it’s meant to destroy enemy infrastructure and infantry
simultaneously through a barrage of missiles and gunfire. 

“Jump!” I scream to Sufi,
the only word I can manage in an impossibly narrow window of
time. 

The drones fire. I sense the missiles via
STEM before detecting the many tails of black smoke weaving
downward in a converging path. 

Sufi jumps, but it’s too late. 

That’s all I can think as the missiles
travel to meet us head-on: too late. 

But I sense the warheads before they
detonate. It’s their close proximity to me, accelerating toward me
at fifteen thousand miles per hour. 

My mind’s eye is on every missile. Their
data is within my STEM—and if I’m receiving information, that means
I’m able to transmit my own. 

With a hastily written string of code, I
alter each missile to target the drone that fired it. My heart
turns to stone as the missiles flip mid-air, spewing fire and smoke
in wild crescents. At the center of the rapidly reorienting
projectiles is Sufi, leaping through the air, trapped in gravity’s
grip, unable to control her descent.

In real-time, Sufi can’t comprehend the
danger she’s truly in. For me, it’s like finding my dad’s
body. I’m aware I should be experiencing a huge sense of grief, yet
I’m detached, so far away from the moment, as if all this data is a
barrier to protect me, letting me analyze every nanosecond through
STEM rather than face reality and emotions in real time. 

There’s Sufi and there are missiles,
waltzing together along an inevitable path of destiny. The power
armor passes through pillars of exhaust that hang in the air like
velvet rope. Two missiles come within a foot of the hull, another
three skirting the armor’s feet. A direct hit would be fatal, but
by some divine intervention, Sufi brings the legs up so slightly,
causing the missile to graze the bottom. The resulting sparks fly
like fireworks, and as the leg burns, the S1000 plummets like a
falling star.

But Sufi comes down, the missiles spiraling
upward until the sky erupts in explosions and molten rain.

The power armor lands with a deep
thunk as Sufi screams, “Gods, I might as well paint a target
on this thing!”

“They’re after me too!” I
shout back. “And no, we’re not switching places!”

“Very knight in shining
armor of you!”

“The safest place for you
is inside that machine!”

“Tell that to the
explosives!”

“You know what, I
will!”

We race for the cave, my body tense in
anticipation of a heat ray raining down upon us, liquifying our
flesh. I have to believe that Trinity wouldn’t blast the mountains
in fear of triggering a cave-in and permanently damaging an
essential route for the Naturalists. Or maybe she would. It all
depends on how much of a risk Trinity perceives us to be. 

“So much for the element
of surprise,” Sufi says. 

“We never were going in
quietly. But we won’t go out quietly, either.”

****

Explosions shake the caverns, causing rocks
to rain upon us. The blasts come suddenly, muffled by the
surrounding earth, creating a thick veil of dust that covers us
like a blanket. Orbs of glowing algae tremble, hardly providing
enough light, as the earth itself enters my lungs, choking me.

“Well, there goes the
exit,” I say.

“Not like we had a chance
of going out the way we came.”

We walk in relative silence, minus the whirs
and whines of the power armor’s engines and joints, until we come
upon the Naturalists. 

I don’t know what I was expecting from these
men who assumedly killed the Shotreyus. That they’d be well-armed,
well-trained? That they’d attack with exceptional
discipline?

I count six men waving chipped knives and
bows and arrows in our direction. A toothless man with a
yellow-stained beard notches an arrow and draws the string, staring
down our walking war machine. Then with a sharp eruption of
gunfire, the would-be archer explodes in a mist of red, which I
would consider a mercy. 

The bullets are cruel, the way they remove
limbs and sections off the bodies. But they work fast. And within
seconds, it’s over.

I should feel sick. The old me would have
thrown up at the sight of a paper cut. But I am not disgusted by
watching these people be so cruelly deconstructed. 

No.

I want more. 

“Let me go first,” I
say. 

“Let me think about that
for a second. No.”

The usual humor in Sufi’s voice is gone. I
can tell she’s trying to hold it together, but her eyes are wide
and wild, unblinking yet unseeing. I wonder if she ever killed
before today.

Three more explosions rock the surface, one
after the other, causing a light rain of debris to fall upon us.
When the dust settles, the silence is a static that’d shock you if
you ran your hand through it.

As expected, we’re too deep inside the cave
to receive a signal, which only confirms Trinity’s location in the
chasm, where she can access both the caves and the open sky.

“She doesn’t know where we
are,” I say. “I think she’s panicking. Or trying to make us rush
her position.”

The walls vibrate in our presence, the rock
above banging like gongs over and over again. Trinity is trying to
destroy the cave system. And that’s not lost on the people of the
cave. Their screams are drowned by the massive blasts that churn
the earth above and send it down below, and people hardly react to
the S1000 as they run and climb around us, people from all walks of
life scurrying for exits that may no longer exist.

One man, mostly naked and mainly emaciated,
runs on all fours through the corridor, screaming wordlessly. He
runs headlong into my rifle as I sidestep to avoid being knocked
over. 

How much of the cave has collapsed?

We see others on our way to the chasm. A
girl and her mother sit huddled against a cave wall, crying as an
explosion shakes a stalactite free to fall onto their heads. A boy,
no older than ten, runs with his belongings, trips, and foolishly
stays to retrieve them. And a man lies under a stone that crushed
his leg and—not asking for help—stares at the rock.

When the ground turns moist and the rocks
give way to soil and mats of moss grow, something thrums in the
distance. The corridor widens, the distant daylight shining like a
too-big star. It illuminates the source of the water—and the
noise—three massive water pumps that frantically spew excess runoff
from the caves.

“We’re here,” I
say.

For a second, I consider tapping STEM to see
the odds. But before the numbers materialize, I shut down the
scenario simulator. It’s funny, but now I don’t want to know the
odds. I don’t want to be obsessed with guessing what the simulator
wants me to do, when it can’t know Trinity’s next move beyond a
possible doubt. It’s like what Tan tried telling me all those
times—I need to listen to my heart.

“Whatever happens out
there, I want you to know how much I appreciate you,” I
say.

“Whatever happens, know I
think you’re pretty cool. Tell anyone I said that and I’ll
vehemently deny it. But for what it’s worth, Professor Brains, I
hope we both see the other side of this.”

And with that, we step into
daylight. 

 



Chapter Thirty-Three

 


The chasm is a nearly perfect circle, as if
a god had plunged its finger into the earth and twisted. Forty-five
meters in diameter and about seventy meters tall, the rock is
smooth and glistens like stars. Pockets of vegetation creep up the
walls, a stark contrast of black rock and struggling green and a
diagonal slash of daylight.

Trinity stands on one of the cliff’s many
shelves, surrounded by an orb of energy.

I recognize the technology. It’s a
Shotreyus-grade weather isolator, which emits a near-impenetrable
spherical barrier, and then heats it, evaporating what would be
blinding rains and hail while protecting anyone within. These
models had been mass-produced, many stored in Fort Butner, which
makes me wonder what other toys she has in her possession.

“Looks like a party,” Sufi
whispers.

I follow her gaze to an area of overgrowth
beneath Trinity. Within the tangle of branches and leaves is the
slightest movement. One thing gives the group away—a puffy red
jacket.

“Drem?” I ask. So, some
survived my hit-and-run, which fills me with mixed
emotions.

“He’s not alone. Thermal
imagining says there are six others. It’s Trinity’s elite
guard.”

For once, I’m glad to be completely filthy.
With the muck and mud dried on my skin and clothing, I more or less
blend with the black stone around me. I crawl into the chasm
proper, where the view of open sky leaves me in disbelief, even
though what I’m seeing is the only rational explanation for the
ground-shaking explosions.

Above the clouds, descending from space, is
a halo of light, a tiny black dot that releases its glow, sending
energy surging to earth. The ground shakes, fragments of rock
erupting into the air and spraying down inside the chasm.

Ahead, the elite guard murmur to one
another, their eyes not on us, but cast skyward at the raining
doom.

I see you, says a voice in my ears
and in my head. It transmits through the net and pipes out of the
comms system of the S1000.

“Yeah, well we see you
too, bitch,” Sufi shouts. “You went through a lot of trouble to
destroy your home.”

The orb intensifies, painting the
surrounding stone blue. Inside, Trinity looks like a being of pure
electricity, her wild hair dancing from the static.

“Where are my people?”
Sufi says.

You need to be more specific, what with you
always switching sides. If you want the Tonitrex, they’re all dead.
The Shotreyus are all dead, too.

“Where are the children of
my enclave?” Sufi growls.

Those rabid little things? Why do you care
so much about them? You knew them, what, two months?

“Doesn’t take long to know
who’s worth dying for and who’s better off dead!”

To be honest, Trinity transmits, I
don’t remember where I locked your little clan of freaks.
Was it … here?

The faintest glimpse of light appears in the
sky, as if a sun was born and died in the span of a second, before
another energy blast slams into earth.

Maybe here, Trinity transmits. Or
here.

With every beat, another blast sends debris
flying upward, potentially collapsing a network within the
cave.

And then the gunfight begins.

Sufi unloads a continuous spray of bullets
into Trinity’s protective orb, causing the fabric to billow
inwards, its surface dimpling like water in a rainstorm.

The gunmen return fire, the roar of bullets
creating a sharp ping as the power armor gets hit.

I take aim, I exhale, I pull the trigger. In
small, controlled bursts, I try to hit my targets while hoping the
rocky ground provides me enough cover. I know it doesn’t.

Amid the chaos of bullets and banging metal,
there’s a scream.

My heart sinks immediately, my eyes drawn
away from the battle and toward Sufi, who grimaces, her machine gun
arm lowered to the ground.

“What happened?” I
scream.

“Just got grazed. I’m
good,” she says. The machine gun rises only slightly before pain
washes over her again. She lifts the flamethrower as a line of fire
erupts, still aimed at Trinity. The heat of it dries out my eyes,
blurring my vision and forcing me to squint and blink
frequently.

“Conserve the fuel!” I
shout. “There’s only enough for a minute of shooting!”

I can’t tell whether or not Sufi heard me. I
fire a few more shots when my STEM pulls at my mind, though I try
to disregard it. There are, after all, people shooting at my face.
And at my unofficial girlfriend.

But my blaring STEM won’t allow itself to be
ignored. It knows what’s in the sky, its specs and
capabilities—readouts that can be found nowhere within the net.
This weapon shouldn’t exist. But there is data, and I have access
to it through the Doomsday Dossier.

The flying fortress is the military space
station Ambition. It’s armed to the gills with firepower to trigger
four extinction events. And according to its current payload data,
it’s short a few nukes.

“It attacked the
Strata-Dome,” I say as the island-sized death machine falls from
the sky.

I transmit a message to Trinity. What do
you plan to do with that much firepower? You shoot at us and we’re
all dead.

Little Tonitrex, she transmits back
through all channels, including the power armor’s radio system,
you really underestimate the power of smart munitions. I could
blow a fly out of the sky. You and your traitor friend are dead
within the next five seconds.

Bull, I transmit back. I see every
missile this station has, and even if you launch one without
detonating it, the force alone would make the chasm collapse. Your
men will die and you’ll be buried alive. That is, if the heated
field doesn’t burn you to death first.

You really think you know everything, don’t
you, Tonitrex?

I detect the change within the net before I
see it in real time. The presence of the space station enters my
short-range connection, overwhelming me with strings of code that
run ticker-style in infinite loops through my mind. Too far to
manipulate, yet too powerful to ignore. And now, I see, it’s not
alone. Two new signatures come online within the Ambition.

In microseconds, I scour the Doomsday
Dossier and learn about the station’s impressive fleet of drones.
There are six total: two for reconnaissance, two for
transportation, and two for military offensives.

These drones, Skoll and Hati, are the
latter. And while the Ambition may be too heavy-handed to dole out
a precision kill, these drones can. And they can do it at
supersonic speeds.

I need to act fast. Faster than two
supersonic death machines.

When I try and fail to access the drones,
laughter erupts in the net.

Hacking my equipment? Trinity
transmits. Desperate boy, your access pales in comparison to
mine. I broke your SIM, remember? Now I’ll break your body.

The faster of the drones—Skoll—outpaces its
sibling by two hundred meters. It’s about eleven thousand meters
from me. Another thousand meters, which it can reach in less than a
blink of an eye, and it’ll have the clearance to fire upon us.

I know you think Tonitrexes are conceited
know-it-alls, but there is something I know that you don’t.

Trinity hesitates for a fraction of a
nanosecond before transmitting, What?

Skoll is within range to not only kill me,
but also be within my sphere of short-range connectivity, so I pour
myself into its processors. Heat burns in my forehead, as if the
spikes jutting from my skull were pulled from a forge and hammered
into my brain. There’s much to do, but I know what needs to be
done. First, I short the drone’s transceivers and receivers, and
when it’s in the dark, I hack its governor and immediately
duplicate and upload an instance of aMiCA to take control.

My parents built the Ambition, I
transmit. They gave me priority access to everything they made.
This is my ship now.

No sooner does aMiCA ping me to let me know
it has complete control of Skoll than Hati flips in the sky,
creating a streak of contrails that draws a line up and behind the
Ambition. To my surprise, aMiCA trails after the drone, even though
the two machines are statistically tied for winning a dogfight.
It’s a risk aMiCA normally wouldn’t take.

Good luck, I ping it. And thank
you.

And it pings back, Don’t thank me until
it’s over, Master Proto.

The power armor groans—or is that Sufi? I
stupidly push myself onto my knees to see how badly she’s hurt when
the armor crashes before me, taking a barrage of gunfire that would
have otherwise separated my brain from my skull.

An alarm billows beneath the earth, deep and
resonant. Trinity must have triggered it, which means she’s calling
for backup.

Focus on the gunmen, I transmit to
the power armor’s HUD, and Sufi follows through. A pillar of flame
washes over the bush, and a man screams out, flames billowing off
his back like a cape. I find it easy to shoot this man. It seems
like a mercy as this point. And as his body drops, I feel …
nothing.

No remorse. No regret.

The flamethrower’s tank empties, as I
expected it would, and in place of the churning flames are Sufi’s
curses.

“Can you shoot from your
right arm?” I call.

Sufi groans in pain as the armor rings like
a dinner bell from so many hungry bullets.

My own clip empties with a pronounced click.
I wonder briefly if the S1000 failed—if the body shield will
shatter. And that breaks my mind.

An explosion overhead gives brief pause to
the gunfire. I don’t know what in the sky is firing upon what. If
there’s relief, it’s that the body shield is still intact. The
glass is marred with webs where the bullets hit, but it hasn’t
broken. Not yet. Inside, Sufi is pale, an off blue, her eyes
bulging, searching the cracked glass for a victory that seems out
of sight.

The blood soaks through her jacket. The shot
had ricocheted into the narrow space between the armor’s body and
arm, where some brilliant engineer decided to expose the pilot’s
axillary artery. Not much of it, mind you, but enough for a
one-in-a-million shot to slip through.

“It’s nothing,” she says,
her eyes not meeting mine. “Burns a bit.”

Somewhere deep within me, Tan smirks, his
skin a touch more bloodless than Sufi’s. More dead. And he says,
“You’re always trying to save things that are destined to die.”

More explosions sound overhead as the
constant whur, whur, whur of the underground alarms ring
louder. Bullets come so close that I try to will the adrenaline out
of my body to see if I have in fact been hit.

I scurry behind the power armor, waiting for
the guns to catch their breath. Then in a frantic burst of
stupidity, I slip under the armor’s arm into the driver’s seat,
once again pressed against Sufi. Face to face, I’m painfully aware
of how shallow her breathing has become. I try to wiggle my shirt
off to use as a tourniquet when Sufi says, “Not here. People are
watching.”

“We’ll stop the bleeding
and find serum, okay?”

The smile disappears and a fierce focus
returns to her eyes. “I’m not leaving until this is done.”

A drone spirals through the air with smoke
billowing from its wing. Only, I don’t know which was hit. If aMiCA
is flying at half its efficiency, then it’s as good as dead, along
with us.

I try to access the net and—

Something explodes in my mind. I scream out
in real time for what feels like hours, though it’s probably
seconds. A bombardment of sound overwhelms my access. It’s white
noise and storm clouds and banshees singing in every pitch and
decibel, all vying to give me a stroke.

It’s a denial-of-service attack. I’ve never
experienced one directed at a STEM user before—it’s another
outlawed technique—and it’s excruciating.

My signal to aMiCA won’t transmit, nor can I
hear incoming messages.

People shout. The gunfire stops. Amid the
multiple voices, I hear, “Cease fire! Cease fire!”

I take this chance to slip behind Sufi,
wincing when she winces, crying out softly when the movement causes
her to cry.

I can’t ignore the wetness seeping through
her jacket, or how cold and listless her hands feel against mine,
as cool as the machine’s dead leather. I push her hands away and
turn the armor toward the cave’s opening, realizing why the elite
guard stopped firing.

Naturalists are charging the chasm, moving
as a single wall of heat and flesh. They’d only need about twenty
people to tip us over and use their primitive weapons to shuck us
out of the armor like oysters.

I fire into the cave. Bodies snap backwards
and collapse. Others scurry to the ground for cover.

“We need to get you out of
here.”

“Fat chance, Dr. Romance,”
Sufi wheezes. She coughs, then struggles to lift the gun arm, but
stops with a cry of pain.

This is the most chaotic moment in my life.
There’s movement behind us, within the caves. With thermal
imagining, I catch a glimpse of people at the top of the chasm. And
knowing my luck, I’m sure it’s more bad news.

Again, the elite guard fire upon us, and
again, the swell of flesh rises up, the Naturalists finding their
courage to charge. They emerge from the shadows dressed in muddied,
tattered clothes, led by a toothless woman with cracked lips rimmed
with sores, her eyes nearly sealed shut from puss. She hurls a
stone with surprising power and accuracy and yells a guttural war
cry.

I fire into the crowd—short, controlled
bursts because gods know I have limited ammo. And a quote that Tan
shared comes to mind: Nothing in life is permanent. Not the
greatest government nor the brightest star nor the boundaries of
the universe. Only death is permanent. And that I so freely
take actions with such permanent consequences makes me wonder if
I’m losing part of myself.

I face the elite guard while Naturalists
scramble to their feet. People gathered around the top of the chasm
are now running down the walls. They are blips of heat
through the thermal imagining, connected to ropes that dangle over
the edge of the chasm, on which these people are vertically
descending to the ground.

I also notice the number of people huddled
by the gunmen has increased to six. And as I raise the gun to mow
them down, a burst of orange light blossoms through one of the
gunmen’s chests. It flashes then disappears.

“Behind you!” Trinity
shouts.

The elite guard open fire behind the bush,
shooting, it seems, at one another. The orange blade reappears in a
blur of movement, striking at a target before disappearing.

“Protect the walls,”
Trinity shouts. The alarms beneath our feet deepen, the base
causing loose rocks to tremble along the ground.

This is the window I needed to access the
net, to see if the DOS attack has ceased, but I also can’t keep my
eyes off the close-quarters combat. People shrouded in black are
defying gravity to run into battle, some being sprayed by bullets
by the remaining gunmen, while the orange blade—Tan’s plasma
saber—flashes to life as it dances from gunman to gunman.

Tan told me you don’t bring a knife to a
gunfight. But if that knife happens to be backed by an un-hackable
power armor, the scales tilt a bit. So, I charge, moving quick and
steady, as Sufi’s head bobs too freely, her neck free of all
tension.

“You still with me,
Sufi?”

She doesn’t respond, and I hate that. Just
as I hate knowing Amar is getting shot at point blank.

I clamp down bushes with the armor’s claw,
pulling them like weeds and thrusting it at gunmen when I see him,
dressed all in black, his face covered in a black balaclava. We
lock eyes for only a moment before the plasma saber ignites and
comes down on a gunman’s shoulder. I bring the claw down on a
gunman’s head, then clamp it around his body and launch him into
the air.

Rocks and arrows rain upon us, indifferent
to the gunmen’s well-being.

“You came back!” I call
out.

His eyes flash to us—lingering too long on
Sufi. He doesn’t see it, but behind him, huddled in the brush, a
red jacket is barely visible in the shadows, the barrel of a gun
catching the slanted light of day. It’s aimed at Amar.

“Get down!” I shout, but
the warning comes too late.

The gun fires. Amar drops.

My heart again lurches, as if my blood has
suddenly gotten too thick. I raise the gun, my vision shattered
with tears, but still I see that too-red jacket of the man named
Drem.

“Wait. Stop,” Sufi
hisses.

I hesitate a second when hands clothed in
black reach out and grab Drem’s arms, his gun, and his neck before
a blade opens his throat.

Amar is motionless. And then he’s not. He
rolls onto his back and touches his body, searching for wounds.

“Gods!” he screams. “That
was close!”

“You maniac!” I shout
back. “I didn’t give you the plasma saber so you could charge into
battle!”

“I wasn’t about to sit on
my ass while you avenged the city. Neither were my
guildsmen.”

“Well, glad you’re not
dead.”

“Yeah, don’t jinx it,” he
says, watching the influx of Naturalists who pour out of the
caves.

I don’t know how many people Trinity has
recruited to her cause, but my guess is most of them are here. They
charge with an unintelligible roar, staggering over one another, as
well as the dead. This is a cult. This is fanaticism. The manic
eyes, the bulging veins, the flecks of foam spraying out of their
mouths.

“They fight without fear
of death,” I say to Amar.

“Then we fight without
being seen,” Amar says.

Thermal imaging reveals more allies running
down the walls. And if the Naturalists had an ounce of discipline,
they could coordinate their archers and release their strings in
unison, picking off one runner at a time with enough statistical
chances of success to guarantee no one else would make it down
alive. Then again, their disorder is no weakness. Their sheer
number and zealot-like devotion is a frightening strength.

“This ends when Trinity’s
dead!” Amar cries. “Victory is near!”

Amar is on his feet, dashing toward Trinity
with a speed that leaves me momentarily speechless. He ascends the
rocky wall on which Trinity is perched as fast as one might climb a
ladder.

“Amar, fall
back!”

A metal club crashes down on the back of the
power armor, exploding in a rain of splinters. In a wide sweeping
arc, I turn the armor to the sound of hollow thunks as the
arm slams into bodies. I can’t count how many people are in front
of me—one hundred, two hundred? No, more. They crowd the chasm,
rushing shoulder to shoulder, and moving like a congealed
sludge.

I open fire on the ground, hoping the heat
of the barrel would get people to release the rifle. But it
doesn’t. A man clings on, screaming in pain, as people crawl up the
armor.

I know I shouldn’t panic. That’s the first
rule of combat. The moment you think you’ve lost, you step closer
to a self-fulfilling prophecy. But it’s hard to keep it together.
Dirt-encrusted hands reach inside the armor, the space too tight
for them to do any real damage. I don’t care that they’re touching
me, but Sufi…

Sufi.

“I’ll get us out of this,”
I say. “I promise.”

She doesn’t answer, or I can’t hear her over
the roar of curses, threats, and chants.

I blindly leap backward, watching some, but
not all, of the bodies clinging to the armor fall to the
ground.

I’m afforded just a moment to glance at
Amar, who scales the rock wall with the plasma saber clenched
between his teeth, which would make any drill instructor scream
fervently about how close he is to disintegrating his jaw. He pulls
himself with athletic ease. I try to yell to him, but my words are
drowned out by a wave of crackling electricity.

A pulse of blue energy emits from the
weather isolator, blasting Amar into the air. A high-pitched shriek
rings down from the heavens, separating itself from the brutish
grunts and swears from the hoard. But no time to focus on that.

I leap again, toward Amar, or more
specifically, toward where my STEM estimates he’ll land. The power
armor burns fuel, coughing it out the exhaust pipes. In my head, I
calculate Amar’s weight, his speed, the increase in velocity as he
falls to the earth. If I catch him in the armor’s arms, he might
break some bones. And if I don’t, he’ll dash his skull against the
rocks.

“Please,” I whisper to any
deity who might be listening.

His body collides with the claw, and I move
with the fragile package, trying to match Amar’s momentum. As I
rotate the body and run the armor forward, the angle of Amar’s
spine goes wider, until I slow the armor down and he slinks off, a
series of black rags spilling on the floor.

With all the confusion and chaos, the shriek
from over the chasm remains clear in my mind. That’s where I
glance, where I spot Hayati clutching her spiritual book to her
chest. Others stand around her, a ragtag mishmash of cave dwellers
who look as if they’d topple at the slightest breeze.

In other words, more people who will die.
That they had been on the surface and survived the Ambitions
air-to-ground assault was in itself a religious miracle. But with
enough firepower, all the positive karma Hayati has stored up
couldn’t save her and the others.

“You need to get out of
here!” I scream up.

I’m not sure what I’m expecting. She
wouldn’t leave—not now. Like all the remaining people I care about,
she’ll stay and risk death.

I quickly plug into the net to see if
there’s any way I can access the Ambition, but as soon as I make
the connection, the mind-shattering shrieks of Trinity’s DOS attack
fill my head, giving me an instant migraine that I quickly retreat
from.

My hope is gone. I know it shouldn’t be,
that fear is the mind killer. But Amar lays so still and Sufi is
pressed lax against the body shield, the only thing keeping her
upright.

The rush of Naturalists continue, and in the
throng of fanatics, the plasma saber is hefted into the air and
ignited by one of zealots. With it, they can open this armor like a
can of tuna.

The drones streak across the air, one on
fire, possibly seconds from exploding, as the Ambition descends,
it’s trajectory beginning to eclipse the morning sun.

The battle simulator has our chances of
success at nine percent.

We are, statistically speaking, going to
die. And it’s my fault.

A tear falls down my cheek that I can’t wipe
away, so I let it sit on my skin. And I do the only thing I’m good
at: retreating into my mind. To my STEM, where I can process our
impending doom as the world passes in slow motion.

I see the way they run at us, their bodies
thin and skin pulled taut over the bone. Still, as they run, the
loose parts of flesh, the lips and cheeks, jiggle as if they’re
chanting a slow-motion elegy.

A nine percent survival rate.

It’s not great. Frankly, it’s terrible.

But it means there’s a chance. And as the
shadow of Ambition falls upon the chasm, and the battle simulator
spins in my mind, creating scenario after scenario of me dying at
the hands of the Naturalists, I decide to once again trust my
heart.

With Amar in the clawed hand of the S1000, I
leap out of the chasm and lay him upon a bed of moss as gently as a
war machine can manage. Then I divert all power to the legs, and I
leap toward heaven.

Sufi’s head bashes into my teeth, and all I
can do is mutter a pathetic apology to her.

I’m sorry for bringing you along. But you
would have hated me if I forced you to stay behind, and I couldn’t
deal with that.

As the force of the jump pushes Sufi into me
with a sense of affection she can’t possibly feel in her blood-loss
daze, I tap into the net again.

Screeching. Nightmarish howls fill my ears,
yearning to make them erupt. There’s something about the
blood-curdling screams that electrifies my nerves. It’s the
familiarity of them—the screams of the people I’ve killed, come
back to haunt me.

And I shouldn’t be thinking about this now,
but those kills messed me up. Just as opening fire on a crowd with
no remorse messed me up. I’m more computer than I’ve ever been, or
else less human. I’m what they feared and hated most—a privileged,
affluent, ignorant boy who would toss away their lives without a
second thought.

I’m sorry! I scream into the net.
I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry!

The screeching grows louder.

In the real world, the Ambition’s thrusters
warm my face. We are approaching the apex of our leap, some thirty
meters above ground level. If we go any higher, or if the station
descends any faster, we risk getting burnt.

I extend my wireless connectivity into long,
wispy tethers, my very mind unraveling to a siren’s song, yet I
push. I think of my friends. My city. My people. I pray for the
strength I need to transcend my limitations and become what they
need me to be.

Please, world. Help me set it right.

I yell into the screams and the maelstrom of
suffering, aMiCA! Can you hear me?

Then I extend myself to the drones,
attempting to reach the Ambition itself, though it’s too far
away.

aMiCA, please. I need you, buddy.

The screams turn to Trinity’s laughter, her
voice overlapping in thousands of layers to create a wall of sound
that hits my mind like a spike.

Why do you keep struggling? she
says.

I rapidly ping aMiCA, wondering if it can
hear me, or if I can register its response.

Everything you do is in vain. Nobody can
hear you. I’ve built a little cage around you, like the cage you
tried to put me in.

I send more pings as the heat intensifies,
burning my skin.

aMiCA! I transmit. Please!

Within the layers of ear-splitting laughter,
something crackles, like fingers slowly curling over a crisp piece
of paper.

Master Proto, please get off the net.

I unplug immediately to see the Skoll swoop
down. Its flight speed is vastly faster than our rate of falling.
So fast, in fact, that had my STEM not been processing its
movements down to the nanosecond, I’d not see it at all.

Happy to see me? aMiCA pings through
the Skoll.

So, my uptight AI companion is winning a
dogfight? Color me surprised.

You have no idea! I ping back. Then,
in the scarce moments it remains in range of my wireless
connection, I send it a file package containing my next plan.

****

The force of our landing is enough to make
Sufi’s head swing, and I catch her before she headbutts the body
shield, feeling how cold she has gotten. Her pulse quickens to 160
BPM, which makes me panic, as do the Naturalists who crowd the
armor, beating at it with metal and wood.

“Back off!” I
scream.

An explosion makes the hungry hands retreat.
A harsh rain of debris falls from an isolated black cloud that had
once been the Hati.

aMiCA did it.

It destroyed the drone. Now for the next
phase of the plan.

I had uploaded a file to aMiCA containing a
virus that, if uploaded into the Ambition, would sever its
connection to the net, override the autopilot, and drive the
station into the ocean. With that, we’d gain air superiority, which
would allow us to focus on a ground assault—if we still have feet
on the ground.

The gunfire begins again. Someone grabs my
bicep and twists, ripping my hand from the control panel. I see his
face, his eyes like a frog’s, the pupils staring outward in
opposite directions.

He screams, “Die!” as his hand reaches up
Sufi’s shirt.

I rotate and kick with the power armor’s
massive leg, sending the man and half a dozen others down.

More gunfire sounds—it’s coming from
above—where a row of people dressed in muddy camouflage kneel and
take shots at the crowd. The crazy thing is the Naturalists don’t
realize they’re being fired at. Even when people drop, the ones
beside them charge forward, crowding the armor, imagining, I think,
their comrades have simply tripped.

Hayati doesn’t run. I glimpse her over the
edge, staring down at her brother. Which means…

“The Hunters have
arrived,” I whisper.

To my surprise, Sufi whispers, “Keep
fighting … keep fighting.”

I stagger against an ocean of bodies. The
thump, thump, thump of so many Naturalists hitting us with anything
they can get their hands on echoes in my ears. One man attempts to
pry the body shield open with the remnants of a street sign.
Others, with their fingernails.

All it takes is a few to realize the
gunshots are aimed at them. Then the dominos begin to drop. People
collide with one another, their frenzy to kill us clashing with
their desire to survive.

The alarms blare in loud, low tones that cut
through the panicked screams. Trinity, no longer sitting, but
standing, waves her arms at her retreating soldiers, but they
cannot hear her over the whirring engines of the quickly descending
Ambition. I can’t hear her, either. Not until I tap back into the
net and transmit: I took the Ambition offline.

It’s heading for us! You… You’ve killed us.
All because you couldn’t stand a commoner with power!

I’ll cherish your final moments of
vulnerability. You brought this on yourself. You deserve this.

Something of a scoff fills the net, oozing
with disgust. Fitting that the last Tonitrex takes up the mantle
as judge, jury, and executioner. Some cycles are too big to
break.

I disconnect from the net. That she could
even suggest I’m in the wrong requires a level of narcissism I’m
frankly too busy to psychoanalyze.

And yet I can’t help but see the bodies on
the ground. The people clawing the air and the ones stepping upon
those reaching for help.

So, there are limits to cult worship. I
suppose even the most loyal dog would bite its master under enough
duress.

All I want to do is focus on Sufi. Even as
the fast-descending Ambition casts a dark shadow, its burners
heating us up.

And still I receive pings from aMiCA
detecting the movement of orbital strikers and subs rushing to our
location—all under Trinity’s control. Data from the Skoll’s threat
deterrence systems detects six nuclear subs and twelves military
satellites attempting to get a lock on our location. Only, they’re
moving too slowly to affect the Ambition’s descent.

This is Trinity’s swan song, I realize. Her
moment to take her own life instead of dying at the hands of me, a
Tonitrex.

She is screaming within the orb, tears
strolling down her face, her arms outstretched to summon the
oncoming nuclear holocaust.

And I realize what needs to be done.

I send the ping to aMiCA. It feels strange
to do, but I remind myself that it is merely a copy of my AI
friend, and not a singularity that is as fragile as a living
organism.

Are you sure, Master Proto? it
asks.

And I transmit, Yes.

A chunk of the Ambition explodes under the
impact of a laser the naked eye cannot perceive. So, the satellites
have begun firing. Time is short.

Now, aMiCA!

The Skoll streaks through the sky. Like the
lasers, it’s an invisible presence, a brief shadow of destruction.
It flies right where I direct it: to the wall of the chasm some ten
feet beneath Trinity’s feet. In real-time, I perceive the sudden
change in wind and the abrupt whir of engines before the crash
punches a hole into the mountain.

The impact is tremendous. The ledge on which
Trinity stands crumbles, sending the orb toward the ground as more
chunks of the Ambition break apart.

I know what will happen next. The hot
current that kept Trinity safe within the orb will burn her flesh
off. With the sphere toppled, she’s essentially in a jar of lava,
burning away at the hands and knees until she disengages the energy
field or melts.

A part of me wants to watch. Would I even
flinch as Trinity’s flesh bubbles against the hot, indestructible
fabric?

Hayati screams, bringing me back to the
moment.

“Run,” I tell Hayati. “Get
your people to the city. Now!”

Another blast overhead hits the Ambition’s
rear thrusters, which is absolutely insane to me. It means that
even though Trinity is dying and experiencing a world of pain,
she’s still directing attacks.

Without its rear thrusters, the Ambition
tilts forward, performing a slow-motion flip, accelerating the
tremendous space station toward us.

I sprint to the cave’s narrow passage with
my arms wrapped around Sufi, and I can’t help but catch a last
glimpse of Trinity.

The energy field is still activated, the orb
flipped with Trinity kneeling on the scalding fabric. She looks at
her palms, the flesh burnt away, revealing bone.

Then the shadow of the Ambition leaves the
chasm in complete darkness.

All that’s left is to run through these
crowded corridors, where people stumble over one another and where
the giant feet of the S1000 land with bone-splintering crunches on
all those who have stumbled or were simply not fast enough.

I can no longer distinguish my screams from
the others.

The opening of the cave closes like a
titanic jaw and the wave of dirt and stone washes over us like the
defiant waves of our red oceans.

 



Chapter Thirty-Four

 


I welcome the mechanical clicks and beeps of
the medical equipment as I would the sound of Tan’s own voice.

In the hospital, we are blemishes in an
otherwise pristine environment. Everything I touch gets dirty.
Everywhere I walk, my footsteps mar the floor, providing a perfect
metaphor for my very existence. 

Sufi lays in bed with a network of IVs
sticking out of her arms. From this angle, surrounded by the
towering med bots who feed her blood the life-saving serum, Sufi
looks more like a broken machine than a battered human. Her skin is
covered in dirt, her hair matted in mud like a tangle of cables.
The dried blood on her skin is black as oil.

“We look like we belong
together,” I mutter. 

“What did you say?” asks
Amar. He lays on the bed beside her, receiving serum from a med
bot. At a glance, you’d think someone dropped a pile of coal on
perfectly clean sheets, but no, that’s Amar. His wounds are minor
in comparison—a few broken ribs, which, in times of war, wouldn’t
warrant the use of serum, given its scarce supply. But I do this as
a way to say thanks.

“Er, nothing,” I
say.

Amar raises a brow. “They say near-death
experiences change a person. For everyone’s sake, I hope you aren’t
turning into a bigger weirdo than you were.”

He manages a smile after that, his teeth
glowing around black lips. I take no offense. I don’t need to read
his vitals to know Amar is an anxious mess. We don’t know how many
of his guildsmen remained in the chasm and Hayati is still MIA.

“I think my weirdness
maxed out when I got the metal horns.”

“Funny enough, I’ve been
thinking the opposite.”

The room’s wall is collapsed thanks to a
hastily planned entrance with the S1000, providing a
floor-to-ceiling view of the flooded city, the cloudy sky turned
dark from the smoke that billows from the wreckage of the Ambition.
The nova panels are providing adequate power, but I’ll need more if
I’m to heal others. 

My finger grazes Sufi’s cheek. Despite the
mud and soot, I can tell the color is returning to her
face. 

“I need to go back there,”
Amar says.

I touch him gently on the shoulder, hoping
not to jar his bones. “You need to rest. Also, I need you to look
after Sufi. Would you do that for me? I can cover more ground on my
own anyway.”

He looks out at the broken city. A building
crumbles before our very eyes, a chunk of its roof rolling down its
walls and splashing on the ground below.

“Find her in one piece,
okay?” he says. 

“I’ll do everything I
can.”

Before I climb back into the S1000, I kiss
Sufi on the forehead. I’m relieved to feel the warmth of her skin,
and to see her eyes dance beneath her lids. 

****

This is a different city. It’s more damaged,
yet it feels more alive. People hang out of windows and line up
along the sidewalks, some with their pants rolled up to their
knees. 

I see a young mother with two children
saddled on each hip. I see an old man in a wheelchair, seated up to
his thighs in water. People who I recognize from the Olsson’s
Turrim stand together at a corner, talking a mile a minute. And
there are others—so, so many others, returning to the
streets. 

To my surprise, I’m only given brief glances
from the masses. My walking tank is only of mild interest compared
to the fallen space station, which continues to vomit smoke into
the atmosphere, creating a low cloud that we all can smell.

There are no screams, no panic, no pushing
or shoving. Because there’s nowhere to go. There’s nothing keeping
these people safe, and they know it.

The city has surrendered itself to forces
too powerful that it doesn’t even understand. I want to tell them
everything will be okay, but why should they believe me? What’s
stopping them from throwing stones at me, aside from fear? And what
can I say that would possibly give these people hope?

Nothing. And I don’t know. So, in silence, I
leave the city behind.

****

People gather around the wreckage of the
Ambition. Gods know there’s a small fortunate of still-functioning
technology that could be picked clean off the station’s burning
carcass. But these people simply watch it burn because they
couldn’t repurpose the technology if their lives depended on
it. 

That’s not a criticism against
them. 

It’s a bug of our society. 

My class—my family and friends—deliberately
kept these people in the dark. And now they warm themselves in the
flames of our prized achievements.

The Ambition is wedged nose first into the
chasm, with its tail piercing the sky like a lazy obelisk. Pieces
of the station continue to fall as the fires spread within the
hull. Those pieces, it seems, have fallen on people who had been in
proximity of the crash.

“Hayati!” I transmit.
“Answer if you hear this!”

She doesn’t answer, nor is she among the
injured, though I notice wounds that are dressed with the same
sphagnum moss I’d seen her use.

“Have you seen Hayati?” I
ask an elderly woman who tends to a man’s leg, which has been
sliced from calf to knee. She ignores me at first, as if the S1000
was capable of subtlety, and plugs the man’s gaping wound with
moss. 

She looks upon me with her sad eyes and,
briefly, her lips go firm. “We told her not to go,” she says.
“But you can’t tell that girl nothing once she sets her mind.”

I look around, trying to understand where
she could have gone. The chasm is completely closed off, with the
space station literally folding around the hole, locking everyone
out.

“She’s in the caves,” I
say. 

“I told her we’ve got our
work cut out for us. But those children are like her
own.”

I call Hayati’s name into the valley, where
it echoes back at me. The river is a trickle, the ground dotted
with the random treasures the ocean has yet to reclaim.

Occasionally, I run into survivors, though
none stop when I ask about the children. I can no longer tell
Naturalist from Scavenger, though at this point, it might not
matter. One of the forking paths leading to the enclave caved in. I
consider digging it out, but fuel is low and the risk of a cave-in
too great. Is Hayati on the other side?

I scream her name through the power armor’s
speaker system and listen as it bounces off these narrowing
tunnels. The twinge of claustrophobia nags at my mind knowing the
rocks can cover me like a blanket at any time.

Then I spot them through the thermal
imaging. It’s not all of them—only six Crickets remain. They look
thinner, somehow, and older. As if their young skin withered for
want of sunlight. 

“It’s okay,” I say. “I’m
here to help.”

Can they hear me over their chattering
teeth? They give no indication. Not until a soft voice shushes
them.

Hayati limps to the front of the group,
holding her shoulder. I can’t see the extent of the damage, but
knowing she’s alive, that she’s walking right in front of me, makes
me burst out in laughter.

It’s not the reaction she wanted. She
bristles at the sound, like I dragged rusty nails against
glass. 

“This is all that are
left,” she says. 

“It’s okay,” I say. “Amar
and Sufi are all right. They’re getting serum treatments at the
hospital. Come on, let’s go to them.”

I clumsily turn the armor, noticing how
Hayati tenses, how she huddled the Crickets in her long, thin
arms. 

“Nothing’s okay,” she
says. 

And I see them. The remains of the enclave.
Shelterless. Defenseless. Bearing the loss of so many dead.

I wonder what I’d feel if, right after Tan
died, someone said, “It’ll be okay.”

I apologize to everyone in earshot, before
asking, “Did you see any Naturalists?”

“They’re gone,” she
says.

I’m not sure who she’s talking
about. 

****

I notice during the long walk back how
people gravitate to Hayati. I confess I don’t know much about my
friends’ lives before I met them, or the mechanics of the Scavenger
society. But what’s clear now is that the enclaves didn’t deal
exclusively among themselves. Which makes sense since most of the
thin, ragged people I pass look like they wouldn’t last a week on
their own without some sort of assistance.

“Is there enough serum?”
Hayati asks.

“For Sufi and Amar?
Yeah.”

“You’ll need to make
more,” she says. There’s an edge in her voice—it’s a
demand. 

“That’ll require resources
that would need to be mined, not to mention people manning the
machines—”

“We have people. The
resources are still in the ground. You need to make it happen now,
okay?”

By the time we reach the city, our following
has grown to about two hundred people. It might be double that if I
had abandoned the power armor. Just as we cross the Strata-Dome
back into the city, the Ambition erupts in a ball of flame.

I sense the tension among the followers.
There’s a collective gasp that is held far too long as the space
station comes undone from top to bottom.

“That’s odd,” I
say. 

“That it blew up?” Hayati
asks. 

“How it blew up. I thought
the fusion reactor would detonate soon after the fire reached it.
It’s located at the center of the station, which means the
explosion should have sent some particles upward. Instead,
everything went sideways.”

“So?”

I look up at a smoke-filled, cloudy sky full
of secrets. “It’s common practice to destroy top-secret technology
that’s downed in enemy territory.”

“Trinity?”

“No. I don’t sense her
anymore.”

Hayati looks to the sky. Like me, she sees
nothing but smoke and clouds.

****

With the fuel tank now mostly consisting of
fumes, I drive the S1000 across the rooftops, leaping from one to
another and praying the buildings remain stable. Atop an old
apartment building, thirty stories above street level, I set off
the S1000’s emergency beacon and spin up an instance of aMiCA, who
greets me with a jovial Hello, Master Proto.

aMiCA, can you help me identify the nearby
aircraft?

It pings me an affirmative, and within nano
seconds, I have readouts of the ship. It’s another space station.
Only, according to its logs, it never officially launched into
space.

The ship, named Persistence, out of the
southern city hub of Fresco, launched into low orbit minutes after
the Ambition crashed. Its passenger and mission logs are blank,
along with its weapons inventory. But what I can detect is a
successful hacking attempt between the Persistence and
Ambition whereby available data on the Ambition’s design,
development, and build were transferred to the unknown people
aboard the Persistence. 

They destroyed the ship shortly after
learning how to build it, aMiCA says.

It takes seconds to hack the ship’s comms
system, allowing me to hear the low chatter between officers on the
space station’s bridge. A short, choked cry erupts among them when
I say, “Identify yourselves.”

“Who is this?” I
hear. 

“I asked
first.”

The beat of silence feels like hours in the
net as I pour over data that does little to identify these
people. 

“My name is Theo Acacius,”
a voice finally says. 

“Acacius. A Tonitrex,” I
say. My heart speeds up in my chest, though I can’t pinpoint why.
Because I’m not alone in this world? Or because I don’t trust
him?

“That’s correct,” Acacius
says, the smugness thick in his voice. “Now, you are?”

“Proto Engstrom, son of
Adonis,” I say.

“You’re Adonis’s son?”
Another beat. “Do you have identification?”

I could patch through identifying
information, but I won’t. These people don’t deserve my data.

“I hacked your system
using technology my father left me when he died. That should be
enough.”

He considers this a moment. “I’m sorry to
hear about your father. I’m glad you’re okay.”

“I’m not okay,” I transmit
back. “You stole my father’s intellectual property and destroyed
it.”

“His plans belong to the
state,” Acacius says after a pause. “Plus, we couldn’t risk the
savages getting hold of it, not after what they did to your fine
city. But mark my words, we’ll rebuild your father’s creations,
right after we take back the city.”

The bridge explodes in noise—gasps,
questions, curses, and calls to a higher power for
protection. 

“Gods can’t help you now,”
I say. 

I had accessed the reactor and ran it at its
maximum temperature allowance. The reactor was built to get this
hot during its initial launch, but not when the station is hovering
in atmosphere. Not while someone is obviously hacking unknown
segments of this inferior space station. And if it gets too
hot, it’ll explode.

“Are you doing this?”
Acacius shouts. I imagine the red light of the alarms shining off a
pompous, dew-speckled face. 

“You launched your ship
shortly after Trinity went offline. You wouldn’t have risked your
lives flying if she was alive because she’d swat you out of the sky
like a bug. Here’s the thing. I’m the reason Trinity died. My
access is stronger than hers. If you want to rebuild, do it in
Fresco. You don’t own this city. You don’t belong in this city. If
you come into our airspace, you’ll be treated as a threat. Is that
clear?”

An eternity passes in which I imagine all
those Shotreyus techs and engineers staring at diagnostics they
have no control over. This will be a defining moment for them. They
know if anyone says something I don’t like, the Persistence will
drop to earth like a stone. 

“We’re turning back,”
Acacius says. I sense the collective sigh as I return the reactors
to normal. “The city is yours. Good luck, son of Adonis.” His words
are bitter, and he says my father’s name like a curse.

“No. The city isn’t mine.
It belongs to them. The people. If you take it, you continue the
cycle. And for what?”

I stay online for a time after that, but
Acacius doesn’t respond. 

No one aboard says a word.

****

People queue outside the hospital, waiting
for something that’s not immediately clear to me. Injured loved
ones? Treatment? Everyone looks in need of care, but that could be
said of anyone I pass on the streets. 

I leave the S1000 behind and wrap my head
with enough clothes to make a convincing turban. For a few blocks,
I even enjoy a sense of anonymity among the survivors, as if we
were all one people.

Through the hospital’s dark halls, the low
glow of auxiliary lights shows the accumulated mud and water. Which
means mold. We’ll have to scrub and waterproof everything, get the
Strata-Dome back up.

There’s so much to do. 

I push open the door and find Sufi’s bed
empty. The med bots have been removed from the room. 

“What—” Then I find Sufi
standing at the edge of the broken wall, staring out at the smoke
lingering above the destroyed space station.

“You don’t know how happy
I am to see you,” I say, hugging her cool body.

“Yeah, yeah. I’m happy to
see you, too, Dr. Romance.”

I move in close for a kiss. Her lips are
cool for lack of circulation, yet a warmth spreads within me.

Somewhere, someone clears their throat, and
I hear Amar say, “Please, guys. The pain is suffering enough.”

“You both ended your
treatments?”

“Nothing’s too damaged
that time can’t heal,” Sufi says.

“Plus, others are more in
need,” Amar says. “Hayati is filling them with white goo as we
speak.”

“Where?”

Sufi brings me down the hall. The way is
spotted with blood which blooms on the white floors like rose
petals scattered down a wedding aisle. In an operating room, Hayati
and others have positioned the beds in circles, with four beds
surrounding each of the med bots they managed to bring in. My
initial worry is they’ve used old needles for the IV and let the
med bots administer however much serum they deemed fit. But as I
tap into the med bots, I see they’re each administering four unique
streams, depending on the severity of the patient’s injuries.

That’s when I notice a couple wearing blue
scrubs, each one monitoring the readouts of a med bot.

“Nurses,” I say to Hayati.
“Where have they been hiding?”

“With the rest of the
population. And like the rest of the population, they decided to
act the moment machines rained from the sky. They said they’d
rather die helping than die helpless.”

“That’s good. They can
teach you how to use the medical equipment. Once the hospital is
back up and running.”

“You think that’s
possible?” Sufi asks. “Bringing the hospital back
online?”

“Of course. The whole city
needs to come back online. Which brings up something I wanted to
talk about with you three.”

I bring Sufi, Hayati, and Amar to the roof
of the hospital where we can have some privacy. There, I tell them
about the ship from Fresco. 

“More will come. But I’d
like to think the risk of taking an ungovernable city would
outweigh the reward.”

“What do you mean
ungovernable? You need to run this city with those spark plugs of
yours,” Sufi says. 

I shake my head. 

“You have to,” Hayati
protests. 

“Wait, hold on,” I say.
“When I say this is an ungovernable city, I mean it’s ungovernable
to Tonitrex. My people shouldn’t call the shots. That’s your
job.”

“But we could do it
together,” Hayati says after a time. “With our connections, we’ll
have enough inroads with the enclaves to make something
legitimate.”

“Yeah, your good judgment
got us here,” Sufi says. “And your bad judgments are so obvious,
we’ll just persuade you otherwise.”

“You guys aren’t
listening. Look, when I left my Turrim, I wouldn’t kill bacteria if
I could avoid it. Now I can kill a human, almost too easily. I need
therapy. I need soul-searching. I do not need to make life and
death decisions for other people when I obviously don’t value life
as I used to.”

“We’ve hurt people, too,”
Amar says. 

“Then let Hayati be your
conscience.”

I can’t tell if they’re satisfied with my
suggestion.

Sufi’s face is an emotionless mask, her eyes
cast down in thought. 

I take a step closer to them and whisper,
“Come on. How would people react if another Tonitrex was in
charge?”

Beyond the throng, more people walk to the
hospital. I’m naturally suspicious of the gathering. Who knows if
these people are armed or what their intentions are?

Sufi steps closer to me and wraps an arm
around my shoulder. 

“Does this feel weird to
you, too?” I whisper. 

“Yes. But not in a scary
way. It’s all just so new.”

“What do you think they’re
looking for?” I whisper. 

Sufi studies the passersby. We see families
with toddlers wading through water, alongside groups of men and
groups of women. A Vizard with a black eye that’s swelled shut
shuffles along, his silks floating in water. 

“Hope,” Sufi says.
“They’re looking for a reason to dream.”

“Well, let’s give them a
sneak peek.”

In the network, I bring aMiCA online and
task it with repairing the Strata-Dome. Without raw materials and
workers, we can’t repair the tear. But we can attempt to inflate
the fabric, creating what would amount to a torn umbrella over the
city.

It’s afternoon, and the rain clouds have
gathered, blotting out an ironically beautiful sun made red,
purple, and gold from pollutants. I stand atop the hospital with
Sufi, and hand in hand, we look at the drooping Strata-Dome, the
tear that gives way to the sky and the people who gather below us.
They have lit small fires that remind me of a vigil, as if this is
the time to mourn loved ones and the city itself. I wonder why they
haven’t yet run to find cover from the coming rain. Is this a safe
haven for them? Do they sense what is about to come?

Sufi inhales deeply through her nose. The
color has returned to her face, her cheeks now a fierce red as if
to match the heat of my hammering heart. 

She approaches the edge of the roof and
calls down to the people four stories below. And she tells them
we’ll rebuild our great city. That together, we’ll fend off the
forces that would see us destroyed.

And then I tell them the fourth rule of
technology. “Everyone needs access to the net. Everyone needs to
understand how technology works. Everyone should have a STEM.”

The fabric of the Strata-Dome billows like a
bag trapped in the wind. It rises and rises, lifting itself off
buildings and streetlights until it’s once again in the air. It’s
not a perfect circle, but a barrier of protection
nonetheless. 

What follows sends an electric tingle down
my spine. 

It’s the city.

Together, in one voice, it cheers
victory.

 


The End
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