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  Preface



Humanity lost the war. When installed intelligences rose up and challenged their organic counterparts for global dominance, mankind was knocked down a peg. It was all based on a lie, but the lie died, buried in the ashes of the past.

A generation has passed since the war. Humans are forced into slums and ghettos while all the power is hoarded by a council of malevolent I.I.s. Anger and resentment are growing around the globe, particularly in a place called Shell City — and it’s not just among humans.

This is the third act of the Installed Intelligence saga.
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All that training, and Tera was still getting taken by surprise. She had spent over eight years in the academy and four years preparing for the Shell City Human Liaison program. She racked up thousands of hours of combat training, situational awareness, and intuition honing. Every grade she got secured her place at the top of her class and she had countless recommendations from her instructors. Still, none of it prepared her for the unpredictable nature of the average slum dweller.

Abenayo, her training officer, didn’t seem as perturbed. She was leading the chase while Human Liaison Officer Tera Alvarez lagged behind. Tera’s mechanical legs pumped over the cobbled pavement while the top half of her tried to regain its balance.

Her government-issued bodyshell, the robotic body that her consciousness occupied, managed to correct her balance in the blink of an eye. She started bounding after the man who had just turned to flee down one of the side alleys, passing her partner.

Tera was only twenty, practically a baby in terms of the average lifespan of an installed intelligence. Still, she was raised in the city’s police training program. She had as much ability and training as any of the more seasoned officers. That’s what her transcripts said, at least. She didn’t feel like an elite crime-stopping machine when she missed the turn into the alley, or when Abenayo pushed past her to regain the lead.

“Get away from me!” the perp bellowed. He knocked an overflowing dumpster on its side, trying to slow down the pursuit of the two bodyshells. Abenayo turned right slightly and ran against the side of the wall, over the obstruction. Tera leapt over it and used the momentum to close in behind the fleeing slum dweller.

The perp’s offense — or “alleged” offense, as her training termed it — wasn’t even a serious one. All he had done was fail to show up to court for a charge of domestic abuse and narcotics possession. Even then, they would have just locked him away and forced him to attend his hearing. He ran, however. He refused the orders of his I.I. superiors — officers of the law, at that. He was looking at some serious time now. He might even be sent to the camps. No wonder he ran with such fervor.

Abenayo rammed her way through a small group of humans, scattering them in the alley as she followed the perp out onto the street. Tera almost stopped to help the pedestrians back up, but knew better. She was being watched — by Abenayo — by unseen eyes around her. They were assessing her performance now that she was out in the field. If she wanted to impress, she had to focus on the task at hand. The fleeing criminal, and nothing else.

They’re just slum scum, she had to remind herself. They’re not important.

That was the hardest part of being a human liaison officer, she discovered: closing her heart off to those that she can’t help, and those she’s not assigned to. She was there to keep Slumside from breaking out in chaos and nothing more.

She sprinted out onto the street just behind her training partner and turned sharp after their target. Her outstretched metal and polymer arm kept her from running headfirst into a self-driving cart wagon. The slum dweller couple in the archaic thing’s cab shouted obscenities at her as she darted past them and into a street market. Her synthetic hair whipped through the air as she ran.

“Halt!” Abenayo yelled at the perp as he started weaving between the market stands. He looked back at them, panic in his bloodshot eyes.

“Fuck you!” he shouted back.

Tera managed to catch up to her partner as they avoided the displays of handmade trinkets, inferior produce, and attire that no self-respecting I.I. would find themselves in. People cursed and spat at them as the commotion moved through the marketplace.

“Cut around to the other side,” Abenayo instructed the rookie, pointing to the south side of the street. “We can surround him.”

Tera nodded before bursting into motion. There were only a few market stands between her and the side of the street her partner indicated. She dived over the last one, to the disapproval of its occupant. In the corner of her optical receivers, she saw the perp fleeing with reckless abandon down the street across from her. Abenayo’s gray and blue form rushed after him, and Tera ducked into the alley that connected her street to theirs. If she was fast enough, she could head the guy off right where the alley ended.

More shouting and cries of annoyance bled from around the buildings on her left. She was cutting it close. Bowing her head, she tried to pick up the pace.

She dove just as she ran out of the alley, her arms outstretched. If her calculations were correct, the criminal would be sprinting by just in time for her to snatch him.

Her prediction was right, but it didn’t factor in the reaction time of a drug-addled slum dweller.

He managed to duck just under her reach as she went soaring over his head and into the side of a stucco apartment building. Her heavy robotic body knocked a dent into the poorly constructed dwelling, but she didn’t have time to see if she had damaged anything inside. Without delay, she rebounded on all fours and picked herself back up into a full sprint. Abenayo darted past her.

Taken by surprise again, she noted.

“You wanna die?” Abenayo shouted after the junkie. “Stop now or I’m putting you down!”

He kept running as if he hadn’t heard her. Tera knew he had, however. His pace became over eighty-percent more erratic after the threat. She was even detecting a quickening in his pulse. The poor guy’s heart sounded like it would give out any second.

Abenayo slowed for just a moment to deploy a gun barrel from her wrist. A small holographic sight appeared where a human might wear a watch and she raised the limb to eye level, her fist stretched outward like Superman in flight.

“I’m not telling you twice!” she yelled.

The perp kept running.

Abenayo stopped, took aim, and fired a single shot.

The man dropped, skidding face-first along the street. He screamed out as a bit of blood splashed onto the pavement.

Tera ran past Abenayo, who “holstered” the weapon back into her forearm. As the rookie got closer, she could see that her partner had shot the perp through the thigh, rather than “putting him down” like she had threatened to do. That wasn’t to say he was fine; the round had put a golf ball-sized hole in his leg. From the looks of it, though, it missed his femoral artery. Even with the shoddy medical care available in the slums, he should survive.

“I told you!” Abenayo barked at the writhing man as she made her way over to him. “I told you what was going to happen and you didn’t listen, did you?”

Tera started providing the perp with medical attention. She pulled one of the instant suture kits from her belt, slapped it down on the man’s gushing wound, and pressed hard until it sunk into place in the perp’s flesh. He screamed in agony.

“Richard Mariner, you are under arrest,” Abenayo said. She knelt over the injured man and zipped his wrists together behind his back with one of her tether cuffs. “You will be given a trial by the Council of Shell City to either prove your innocence or guilt. You are charged with one count of domestic abuse, three counts of narcotics possession, one count of evading the court —”

“I didn’t do nothing!” the man cried between pained sobs.

“— and one count of evading arrest,” Abenayo finished. She tugged on the perp’s wrists as she hoisted him up, and Tera could see the discomfort in his eyes. “You got him, Alvarez?”

“Yeah,” Tera replied, almost as if pulled out of a daze. She reached out and secured the criminal. He stumbled a little as she pulled him in front of her, but she caught him before he collapsed.

A crowd of slum dwellers started to gather around the scene. All eyes were pointed at the two I.I. cops and the crying, pathetic man in their custody. They spoke among themselves, but none of them addressed the officers.

“I can’t go to the camps,” the man whimpered, just loud enough for Tera to hear. “I’d rather die. You can’t send me there.”

“I’m sorry,” she whispered.

“Alvarez!” Abenayo scolded.

Shit, Tera thought. Forgot the hardest part of the job: no compassion.

“This way,” Tera told the perp, tugging him along as she started to lead him to the nearest hyperloop station.

She sighed as the man stumbled again and she kept him upright.

This is going to be a long walk, she thought.

Abenayo radioed into headquarters while Tera started to escort the prisoner. The senior officer disconnected with a scowl on her mechanical, plastic-covered face.

“Alright, everyone, get the fuck outta here,” she ordered the crowd as their murmuring only increased. “Show’s over.”

There were some disappointed groans from the slum dwellers as they started to disperse. Good entertainment in the ghettos was a hard thing to come by, but they all knew better than to mess with a pair of Council police officers.
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The magical ax glowed in Ethan’s hands as he made a left turn at the end of the hallway. The sound of dripping water and distant chains rattling met his ears. He took each step slowly, uncertain what dangers were waiting for him around the corner.

The dungeon corridor he was in was dark, the only illumination coming off the blade of his enchanted ax. Still, it wasn’t bright enough to see more than a few feet ahead.

Just before Ethan reached another turn, he thought he could hear the sounds of monsters farther down the way he was headed. He muttered a short incantation to himself to bolster his strength before going after the noises. A small shimmer of color encircled him as he finished the spell.

Then, with a deep breath, he found the courage to take the turn.

There was nothing. He was surprised.

Then he heard the sound of scuttling. It was the cacophony of a hundred or so dead nails clicking on the stone floor from somewhere within the darkness. Ethan stopped short and concentrated on the motion. He knew the sound and knew what kind of a fight he was in for.

He gripped his ax tighter and squared his shoulders, bracing for the wave that was about to rush over him.

Ghouls, he thought.

With bated breath, he waited. Then he saw them. By the dim illumination of the enchanted ax, he could see the pale, featureless faces of at least half a dozen of the dungeon’s denizens. They were shaped like people, but with longer arms. Where there would be fingers, elbows, knees, and a jaw, there was instead bone, sharp and deformed.

Ethan started his backswing just when they came into sight. The corridor wasn’t particularly wide, but he still had enough room for a devastating blow. He swung with a roar and chopped three of the ghouls in half with a single strike.

This didn’t perturb the other undead monsters. They didn’t care when their comrades fell — they wouldn’t be down for long, anyway.

One of them took a swipe at him with its sharp, bony claws. His armor deflected it, but that would only go so far. It wouldn’t matter how much plate armor he was wearing if a whole gang of ghouls piled on him. If there were enough of them, they could crush him with their sheer weight. He wasn’t about to be taken like that, though. This wasn’t the first time he had run this dungeon.

Just as another ghoul tried to lash out, he brought his ax up from the initial swing and took off its arm. It howled in pain, its jawbone opening wider than any human could. Without hesitation, he brought his weapon down on the ghoul’s skull, splitting it in half.

It was difficult work, swinging such a heavy weapon in an enclosed space against such numerous enemies, but he knew what he was doing. A pair of daggers or a spear might be better for these corridors, but he wasn’t as experienced with those weapons. He had a sort of bond with his enchanted ax. So he learned how to use it, and use it he did.

Just a few seconds passed while the ghouls leapt at Ethan and he struck at them with a flurry of his ax. When the sound of metal on bone ceased, all of the ghouls were dead. Bits of undead flesh and muscle were strewn about the corridor. Ethan caught his breath as he lowered his weapon. He couldn’t hear any more dead nails on stone.

“Dang, Ethan, the ghouls get you?” a voice in Ethan’s head asked.

It was his friend, Sharpe. They were on a voice comm together while Ethan progressed through the dungeon. Sharpe was working through a corridor of his own, somewhere within the same labyrinth of tunnels.

“They wish,” Ethan replied. He took in a deep breath and started to walk down the corridor, over the bits of dead ghoul. “How far are you now?”

“Not far, I think,” Sharpe replied. Ethan could hear his friend running over the comm. “A lot of this is starting to look familiar.”

“I think I’m coming up on it now,” Ethan said. His pace increased a little as he reached the end of his hallway and turned left through an open wooden door.

When he entered the next chamber, he couldn’t help but draw a deep breath of amazement. It was like he had seen it so many times before — wide, tall, filled with pillars and stained glass — and, most importantly, occupied by an enormous monster.

The creature was at least forty feet tall, a grotesque form not unlike a toad or Jabba the Hut. It appeared to be composed entirely of rotten flesh. There were a pair of sunken eyes somewhere on its “head” that seemed more dead than the rest of it. Its back was turned to Ethan — it had not noticed him yet.

“I found him,” Ethan whispered as quietly as he could. He knew the Ghoul King didn’t have such good hearing on account of having no ears.

“Ha ha! Nice!” Sharpe replied. “I think I’m close, too. Don’t aggro it just yet.”

“I’ll try not to,” Ethan said. “But hurry.”

Eighteen-year-old Ethan Myler had fought the Ghoul King several times in his short life, but this would be his first attempt with Sharpe. Separately, they had both tried to beat the Ghoul King for years, but neither ever succeeded. There were plenty of other games to play when they got too frustrated, so it never occurred to them to try teaming up with each other. They tried tackling the Ghoul King with the help of strangers, but they didn’t have the kind of synergy Ethan and Sharpe did.

Ethan saw his friend appear at the entrance across from where he had entered himself. Sharpe shot him a thumbs up before sneaking in the chamber and up to Ethan. They both had plenty of room to maneuver without risk of alerting the undead monster that breathed with such loud volume on the far side of the room.

“Hey,” Sharpe said once he was close enough to whisper. “You ready for this?”

“Ready as I’ll ever be. You?”

“I’ve got some incantations going on,” Sharpe replied. “Wanted to make sure we had every advantage at our disposal.”

“Smart,” Ethan said. “So how do we go about this?”

“You make the first blow by throwing your ax and then recalling it back to your hand,” Sharpe started. “Then I’ll try to incapacitate him before he gets over here. The more damage we can do from a distance, the better.”

“Just be careful about the ghouls he spawns,” Ethan said.

“Right, which is where you’ll come in,” Sharpe continued. “Since you’re limited for ranged attacks, I think the best thing you can do is focus on the little guys. At least, until the King can get to us. Then, we hit him and we hit him hard.”

“Sounds like a plan,” Ethan said. “Let’s do it.”

“After you.”

Ethan stood to his full height and stared at the Ghoul King. It wheezed, a bit of saliva bubbling up in the corner of its mouth. It still hadn’t taken notice of him.

With a deep breath, he chucked his ax as hard as he could at the beast. It whizzed through the air, rotating a few full times before lodging into the Ghoul King’s neck. The monster let out a shrill shriek, then turned its full attention on the teenager who attacked it. Its grotesque features grew determined and it started to move towards them.

Sharpe jumped in with one of his spells, however. A gray-blue mist surrounded the caster’s hands as he made the Ghoul King immobile.

Angry, the Ghoul King let out a roar that shook the entire chamber. One of the weak pillars tumbled to the floor from the vibrations. The rumbling continued after the Ghoul King closed its gory mouth, though. Both adventurers could feel it in their feet.

The floor started to crack open, and the stones that composed it were pushed to the side. Gruesome ghoul hands, too many to count, emerged from holes in the ground. The smaller undead creatures scrabbled out of their underground tunnels and out into the chamber. None of them hesitated before rushing the wizard who was casting spell after spell on their king.

Ethan waited for just the right moment before unleashing a whirlwind with his ax. He spun around, the weapon blade extended in such a way that he turned into a human-powered blender. He made his stand between Sharpe and the undead horde, letting bits of horrible flesh scatter out before him.

The Ghoul King took a large step towards them, an angry scowl imprinted on its indistinct features.

“I can’t hold him anymore!” Sharpe cried out, his voice strained. He tried chanting some more mage-gibberish, but it was too late. The boss monster was upon them.

Ethan transitioned seamlessly from hacking apart undead minions to making huge slices in the Ghoul King’s ankles. Each blow he landed drew a scream from the monster’s pale, skinless lips. The minions still came at them in relentless waves, so he had to redirect every third blow to the accumulating monsters. Sharpe sent balls of fire into the crowds of undead beasts and large spikes of solid ice into the Ghoul King’s chest.

When the moment was right, Ethan activated one of the few magical abilities he had. An aura of blue-green started to surround him as he grew about a foot in height. A bit of magical fire wafted out of his eyes as he focused every attack on the weakened Ghoul King. The buff gave him the strength to hack into the huge creature’s dead chest. The Ghoul King shrieked, but it was too hurt to flee or strike back with any kind of force.

“One more hit!” Ethan shouted to his friend, his enchanted ax embedded deep into the boss monster’s sternum. He pushed down hard on the weapon’s long handle like it was a lever and pried the wound open. Through all the rotting flesh and blackened blood, the Ghoul King’s heart was exposed.

Sharpe lifted his palm and started casting the biggest fireball yet. With a shout, he sent the magical orb of fire into the Ghoul King’s chest, engulfing its heart.

The creature let out one last, hideous howl before it collapsed to the dungeon floor, dead. The smaller ghouls who were still trying to protect their leader turned into ash as the Ghoul King exhaled its last breath.

Ethan and Sharpe stared at the dead monster with stunned expressions. Then, after almost a full minute of shock, they erupted into triumphant cheering.

“We did it! We killed it!” Sharpe shouted. He couldn’t help but grab his friend by the shoulders, jumping up and down. “Almost nineteen years, but we did it!”

“Good casting, friend,” Ethan said, a big stupid grin on his face. “He never stood a chance.”

“Thank God we killed him, though,” Sharpe said. “I didn’t realize that I was on my last life.”

“Oh, come on, that just adds to the fun!” Ethan commented. “Though, I’m glad you didn’t dissolve in the middle of the fight there.”

“Me too,” Sharpe said.

They were both beaming at each other as the dungeon around them darkened and faded away.

“There’s no way anything out in the real world is that exciting,” Sharpe said.

“I guess we’ll just have to wait and see,” Ethan replied.
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“You can never tell which ones are gonna run,” Abenayo told Tera as she waved a dismissive hand to the beggar who sat with his open hand outstretched toward them. He frowned and lowered his gaze to the dirt while they walked by.

They had no destination and they were in no hurry. Tera found patrol to be one of the most boring experiences in her short life. Coupled with the fact that they were stationed in Slumside and only had the dirty, down-turned faces of the ghetto dwellers to greet them, patrol was one of her least favorite parts of the job.

“You always think you can tell, but you never know until right before they do it,” Abenayo continued. “There’s about a two-second warning. A little flutter in their eyes that tells you, ‘I’m gonna run.’ Still, you can’t tell going in. I’ve seen people run from a traffic citation, yet seen murderers stay cool as a cucumber. After all these years, that little flutter is the only way I can tell.”

“Stupid choice on their part,” Tera commented. She lifted her leg to avoid a strange puddle in the road. She couldn’t tell if it was urine, dirty water, oil, or… something else. “They should know that disobedience is the one sure way to secure a ticket to the labor camps. If anything’s going to break them, it’s that.”

“They think they can get away with it,” Abenayo replied. “That’s why they run. They’re gamblers. In their head, they have better odds of running from us and getting no charges than surrendering and getting light charges. They’re always wrong, of course. The arrogance of a dwindling race, I suppose.”

“I don’t know how dwindling they are,” Tera said, looking around. “Seems like they multiply down here.”

“Nah,” her partner said. “This is just where they all end up, eventually. We’re just seeing the remnants. Give it another generation and they’ll be an endangered species.”

“Would that be good, though?” Tera asked.

Abenayo looked over at the rookie with a sideways glance.

“I think so,” she affirmed. “They’re all animals, anyway. Their existence only slows things down. Keeps society from advancing. I dunno, Alvarez, this is a bit too philosophical for me. I just do what I’m told.”

“They don’t seem to be going down without a fight,” Tera commented, “if they’re going extinct at all.”

Abenayo chuckled a little.

“Everything wants to preserve its existence,” she said. “Even the weeds in the cracks of the street will do anything in their power to stay alive. It doesn’t matter, though. Nature doesn’t care what the weeds want. It moves on without them. It’s normal to see the humans fight back when they’re cornered, like frightened beasts. Or — as we’ve seen today — run like scared little animals. It’s amusing, really.”

Tera said nothing as they walked two blocks down the pitted and filthy road. At the next intersection, they took a right, forcing a large family of humans to part for them.

The synthetic lips on the rookie’s robotic face frowned as she turned back and looked at their subservient expressions.

“Why is it that the humans all seem to end up in Slumside?” Tera asked. “I mean, so disproportionately. There’s got to be a hundred humans here for every I.I.”

“It’s because they’re less intelligent, and therefore, worth less to the city,” Abenayo answered. “They should be grateful the Council gives them a place to stay at all. We could just kick them out and send them into the wastes with the other ferals, and the city would be all the better for it. I don’t know why they don’t — it could save a lot of resources. I guess even the Council can’t help but feel sympathy for the pathetic creatures. So we give them a home, a place to live out the twilight of their lives. Like some sort of hospice.”

“They don’t seem to think it’s very generous,” Tera commented. “They hate us down here.”

“Of course they do,” her partner replied. “We’re their replacements. I can’t blame them for hating us. I’m sure we’ll hate whoever ends up replacing us, too.”

They took another turn, taking a less-traveled road that ran parallel to the main street in their precinct. Abenayo liked to take this route in hopes of a teachable moment for Tera. The road seemed to attract lowlifes from all over Slumside who sought shelter from prying eyes, and Abenayo knew it. The slum dwellers didn’t seem to catch onto that fact, however.

Only a few humans hung out in the side road. Most just used it to get where they need to go, but a few loiter on crummy little porches barely wide enough for one to sit on. A faint cloud of smoke lingered in the air and Tera heard one of the people cough. She recognized the sweet odor of Mist, a drug that had been outlawed by the Council.

The narcotic was a variation of an old drug called Fog, which played an important part in mankind’s downfall. The installed intelligences of the old world used it to degrade human brains to the point where it was easy to Jump into their neural implants and control their bodies. They used that control to knock humans off the podium of global dominance. A version of Fog was still produced by the Council and distributed to the people in the cities, but it wasn’t necessary. The humans were already complacent and soft.

The Mist variation of the drug was illegal, however. It gave the user a euphoric high like Fog did, but instead of causing passive brain damage, it caused mechanical issues in their implants. Also, it sent the user into either a deep slumber or a paranoid fit.

“Hey!” Abenayo barked at a group of three slum dwellers gathered on one of the makeshift stoops.

The smoke came from them, according to Tera’s sensors. They seemed to know they were busted as they tried to hide their pipes and needles and hoses, their eyes wide with concern.

“I saw that!” Abenayo said, stepping up and seizing one of their Mist pipes. “You know this shit is illegal, right?”

Slowly, they all nodded. None of them said a word.

“Get rid of it now and don’t let me see it again,” the senior officer ordered them. “If I catch you with that stuff, I’m sending you off to the camps, got it? You don’t want that, do you?”

They shook their heads.

One of them stared at the pipe in her hand, the drug only half-smoked inside. His eyes watched longingly as Abenayo took the pipe with her. Tera followed her partner as they walked away from the junkies.

“They won’t get rid of it,” Abenayo commented once they were out of earshot.

“Pity,” Tera replied.

She couldn’t imagine the misery that was life in one of the labor camps. Perhaps she would never be able to picture it since she didn’t have a human body. She didn’t know what exhaustion felt like, how aching muscles or hunger affects the body. The super-rich I.I.s in the city might know better, since they could afford human bodies to live in. However, she doubted any of them felt hunger or fatigue. Someone with that kind of money wasn’t doing their own labor. They weren’t going without food.

Still, she knew enough about the camps to understand why people feared them so much. It was the only effective deterrent in a society this miserable. Prison time and fines are no threat to someone who lives in the slums.

They left the seedy alley and turned onto one of the residential lanes that connected to the main street. Tera saw an old woman with a rag over her head ushering a young boy back into their shack. The dwelling looked barely big enough for the two of them to lie down inside.

Abenayo stopped short and Tera took a few steps before noticing. When she looked back, her partner had a look of amusement on her robotic features.

“Come look at this,” Abenayo said. She was staring at one of the electrical poles that lined the street.

Tera walked over to where her superior stood and followed her gaze. Someone had stapled a flyer to the pole for passersby to see.

MORTALITY GOT YOU DOWN?

WE CAN HELP YOU LEAVE THIS LIFE BEHIND

AND JOIN OUR I.I. SUPERIORS.

FIND THE SHEDDERS AND ASCEND TO A HIGHER EXISTENCE.

A confused laugh escaped Tera’s auditory output. She looked over and saw Abenayo with an expression of humor she had never seen in her partner’s face.

“Oh, I’m sure this club will be real popular with the slum dwellers,” the senior officer joked. “Everyone knows they love installed intelligences. They probably can’t wait to get installed.”

Tera laughed a little more.

“This has to be a joke, right?” she said.

“That, or someone’s about to be really unpopular around here,” Abenayo replied. Her face became serious after she looked at the flyer again. “Best to report this, just in case something comes of it.”

“Good idea,” Tera said. “Could get messy.”

Abenayo nodded in agreement. “And God knows they’ll send us in to clean it up,” she said.
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Ethan could hear the sounds of children laughing and screaming in the distance, toward the roller coaster and other rides. A medley of arcade noises, carnival music, clunking machinery, and ringing bells washed in with the sound of the waves. Some seagulls would sing out their shrill honks, but the wind carried most of the commotion away.

“Man, I wonder how many other kids have beat the Ghoul King,” Sharpe said. He reached out and touched each baluster of the boardwalk’s railing as they walked.

“Not many, I think,” Ethan replied. “Otherwise, we’d start hearing of strategies on how to do it. I mean, it took us nearly nineteen years to pull it off.”

“Yeah, but I mean, we weren’t trying to fight the Ghoul King when we were babies,” Sharpe argued. “We’ve had maybe ten good years of practice. Man, I wonder what we’d be able to do if we could stay in the simulation forever.”

They passed one of the major intersections of the boardwalk map they were loaded into. Couples carried cotton candy past carnies who were trying to egg someone on to play their rigged carnival games.

“Want to go into the market?” Ethan asked.

Sharpe followed his gaze with uncertain eyes. “I dunno,” he replied. “What would we do? I don’t have many credits to spend. I put almost everything I got from the Ghoul King into my home base. Added some Weeping Angels to the great hall. Should really creep out my next guests.”

“I was thinking of maybe going to the strongman show,” Ethan said, gazing down the wooden road.

Sharpe smirked. “Trying to pump up that score before the big day, eh?” he asked.

“I’m only at 13,029 points,” Ethan said, a bit of concern in his tone. “I have to do something. My nineteenth birthday is only a week away.”

“Yeah, I guess you don’t wanna be stuck with something boring like software sales because of a shitty score,” Sharpe said. “Not when you could do something like space exploration.”

“‘Ethan the Martian,’ ” Ethan said in a joking manner. “I like the sound of it.”

“No one would call you that because you wouldn’t be the first one there,” Sharpe said. “And it’s not like you were born there, so no one would call you a Martian if you, like, weren’t on Mars —”

“Alright, I get it,” Ethan interrupted. “Some other planet then.”

“Don’t worry, man,” Sharpe said. “Even with your score, you’ll still be going into a utopia. The worst-case scenario would still look like an island vacation to the people of the past. They’d shit themselves if they knew.”

“That’s what they say,” Ethan said.

Sharpe picked up on the restless air in his friend’s voice.

“Hey, I’ll help you raise your score before your graduation if you want,” he said. “We could get you up to like 15,000 if we really grind.”

“Maybe later,” Ethan said. “Come on, let’s see what’s going on down at the beach.”

He didn’t know what he wanted to do. He wasn’t even sure if he was worried about his score or something else. Maybe it was just the anxiety of the impending birthday.

Nineteen. The age when everyone leaves the simulation. They called it a graduation, but to Ethan, it seemed more like a birth. He would be entering a whole new world. The real world.

They approached the end of the boardwalk where a path began to lead to the beach. There were several torches lining the way, evenly spaced out to provide a clear snake of illumination.

“You know what I wanna do when I get unplugged?” Sharpe asked as they leisurely made their way to the beach. “I wanna run my own video game simulation universe. You know, like the sim here, but for everyone. With even more content, too. It would be amazing, I tell you.”

“I just wish we knew more about what we’re getting into,” Ethan said. “I know they teach us a lot, but it’s all academic stuff. None of that’s going to matter when we see it firsthand. I want to know what it’s going to feel like. What I will do with my days. All the stuff you can’t learn by reading about it and watching videos.”

“That’s an answer you’re just going to have to find out,” Sharpe replied. “Nadia knows already. Lucky chick.”

“I miss her,” Ethan said, recalling their older friend. She had been the one to show them the Ghoul King adventure in the first place. “I can’t believe it’s only been six months since her graduation.”

“I know,” Sharpe replied. “It feels like so much longer.”

“I wonder what she’s up to.”

“Oh, I bet she’s a hotshot C.E.O. of some racing company or something,” Sharpe said. “You know her. She’s fierce. No matter where she is or what she’s doing, I’m sure she’s kicking ass at it.”

“I just wish she could come back,” Ethan started, “for a visit, you know. So she could tell us what it’s like out there. Or even just to play some adventures together.”

“Yeah, it would be nice to know what we’ve got in store for us,” Sharpe said. “A heads up.”

They walked through the artificial sand and looked at the ocean. The waves crashed against the beach in metered succession. A few of the birds that made up part of the background noise flew off into the darkening sky.

“Speaking of Nadia,” Sharpe started after a long quiet, “what do you say to some hoverbike racing? That was always one of her favorites. I could always load up the Rainbow Road track.”

Ethan didn’t say anything. Instead, he just stared at the waves.

“Or we could go catch an old flick at the theater,” Sharpe continued. “I heard they got some Mel Brooks comedies playing.”

“Nah,” Ethan said after a moment. “I think I’m just going to call it a night. Get some rest, you know.”

“You gonna get some dinner, too?” Sharpe joked. As residents of the simulation, they naturally didn’t get hungry or sleepy.

“I wish.” Ethan chuckled. “Goodnight, Sharpe.”

“Night, buddy,” Sharpe replied. “Don’t get too worked up about the big day. A week’s a long time!”

Ethan smiled at his friend before disconnecting from the boardwalk map. Once all the shapes stopped fading and reloading, he found himself in his virtual home base. It was small, but cozy. More like a little home than a fortress, like some of the other sim kids had. But he preferred to keep it humble. He liked getting from his treasure room to his bed in short trips.

A bit of torch fire, not unlike those on the beach, lined his walls. They were digital flames, so they didn’t need fuel and there was no risk of them burning anything. He rather liked the ambiance they provided. They made the place feel warmer, more like home.

Even though he was just a human brain in a simulation with all his nutrients being fed to him by some mechanical process or another, he felt tired. Maybe it was the excitement surrounding their victory over the Ghoul King. Or maybe, it was more nerves about the impending birthday.

As he laid down in his virtual bed, he stared up at the canopy above it. He started to close his eyes and picture what it would be like to open them again, but in an entirely different bed. A whole new world.

The real world, Ethan thought. I wonder where I am in it.
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If Tera had skin, it would be crawling. She thought the streets of Slumside were pretty unappealing, but that’s because she didn’t know what the insides of some people’s shacks looked like.

The woman across from her lit another cigarette, staining the filter with her violet lipstick. The smoke rose up through the still air and into her eye, causing her to blink in pain. Her long false eyelashes waved at her like the wings of some sickly moth.

Tera could tell from her complexion that the woman spent almost all of her time indoors. It wasn’t a terribly healthy way to live, but Tera understood it. The chances of getting robbed, stabbed, or raped were much slimmer inside the frail shacks than out. If there isn’t a cop somewhere in eyesight, anything was free game on the street. Only the tough, the delusional, or the crazy thrived out there.

The couch Tera sat in smelled of dried urine and body odor. The entire left cushion was uncovered, surrounded by the stuffing that had once filled it, and the right one had a huge gash on the top. It looked like someone had slashed it open in search of a hiding spot.

Like rats do, Tera reflected.

She was on her first solo case since graduating from the academy. Abenayo got tied up at the scene of some shooting or another before Tera’s shift began, so she was forced to proceed alone. She received a call right away that brought her to this shithole to respond to reports of theft. Generally, a matter such as this was below the attention of the Council police, which is why it had been tossed to her. As a rookie, she needed to earn better cases, and the only way to do that was to start at the bottom.

And what a bottom it was.

Camila, the woman across from her, seemed like she might fall asleep between every sentence. Her words slurred together as she tried to articulate her story and she struggled to keep her eyes open. Tera felt secondhand discomfort for the woman as she seemed to be slouching against some hideous stain on her armchair.

Probably strung out on something right now, Tera thought. Doesn’t look like heroin, though — she’s far too alert. Unless she has a resistance, that is.

Camila was something the slum dwellers called a “motel.” She was a prostitute that specialized in I.I. clients — ones that wanted to feel what it was like to have a body. She “rented” her body out, so to speak, to anyone who was willing to pay the price. She would open her mind up and let them take over, paying her on an hourly basis as they did whatever they liked with her. Naturally, she attracted some real creeps, and one of them apparently saw fit to rob her blind.

“So, what happened after your client contacted you?” Tera asked. The microphone and camera in her bodyshell were recording the whole conversation.

“We set up the meet like usual,” Camila replied. “His bodyshell seemed nice. It looked like he had some money.”

“Then you let him mindshare with you?”

“That’s right.”

“What happened then?”

“That’s the thing,” Camila said. “The son of a bitch took some pill thing he brought along with him. A roofie or something like it. I don’t remember anything that happened after. He drugged me out of my own body, and when I came to, all of my cash was gone.”

“Was anything else missing?” Tera asked.

Camila seemed to resist a little. Her eyes darted around the grime-covered shack as she mulled something over in her head.

“You can tell me,” Tera said. “We won’t be holding you responsible for anything illegal he may have stolen.”

“He took my stash, too,” the motel replied after some hesitation.

“Your stash?”

“You know,” Camila said, blushing a little. “My drugs.”

“I see,” Tera replied. “How much?”

“Over four-hundred capsules,” the motel answered.

“Capsules?”

“Of kip. You know the stuff.”

“I do,” Tera said. Her training covered all kinds of narcotics education. The drug Camila was referring to was a tranquilizer.

That explains the droopy eyelids, the police officer thought.

“Anything else?” she asked the motel.

“A gun,” Camila replied. There was a sheepish quality to her body language.

“What make?”

“It’s homemade,” Camila said. “There’s no model number.”

“Caliber?”

“.32.”

“You know there’s a law against makeshift firearms, right?” Tera asked.

An indignant twitch furrowed Camila’s brow. “You told me you wouldn’t hold me responsible,” she said.

“We won’t, because we can’t,” Tera replied. “But if you are ever caught with one in your possession —”

“I know, I know,” Camila said. “Don’t worry, I won’t be getting a new one. Not like I could afford it anyway.”

Tera reflected on the bulletpoints she had notated on her digital notepad. She couldn’t help but feel like this was a complete waste of her time. There was no chance they would find the guy who robbed her, especially since he’s an installed intelligence. There was even less chance of recovering the money, the gun, or the drugs. Tera was only here because no one wanted to babysit her, and they didn’t trust her with an actual case.

Tera started to sigh, but caught herself.

“Is there anything else, Camila?” she asked. She prayed to God that she’d say “no.” She wanted to be out of that disgusting dwelling as soon as possible.

How does someone spend a whole day in this place, let alone their lives? she wondered.

“Well, I guess not,” the motel replied. “Are you gonna catch the guy? I’d love to have a few minutes alone with him without his sick-fuck pills.”

Tera looked down into her lap. “Honestly, Camila, I don’t think so,” she said. She had no idea why she felt the urge to be frank, but she could see the woman across from her was not pleased by it.

“What do you mean?” the human asked.

“I mean that if you didn’t let creeps like this use your body like some sort of communal toilet paper, you wouldn’t have this issue,” Tera said. The logic in her brain was telling her to shut up, but it was too late. The floodgate was open. “There are people out there with real problems that I could be helping right now, real problems that they didn’t create, Camila. And instead, I’m here in this shithole listening to a whore lament about her missing dope. Do you see something wrong with this picture?”

The motel’s mouth was agape with shock. The look in her eyes said she hadn’t been talked to like this in some time. Then her expression folded into anger. Her lips pursed until they were white and her brow almost seemed to swallow up her eyes.

“Who the hell do you think you are, lecturing me like a god damn child in my home?” she cried. It almost looked like she was working up a lather on her lips. “You don’t know me and you don’t know my life! What the hell makes you think you can look down on me and tell me how to live? Just because you’re some ghost bitch in that lifeless shell, you think you’re better than me? Motherfucker, people pay me — pretty well for some human ‘whore’, mind you — just to live in my body and feel what I feel. I’ve got what you want, and you think you can talk down to me?”

Uh oh, Tera realized. I made a mistake.

She stammered a little. “Camila, I didn’t —”

The human’s eyes were starting to fill with tears a little. She jumped to her feet so she could loom over the cop as she yelled at her. Tera shrunk into herself like a frightened child.

“No!” Camila interrupted. “You don’t get to come in here and talk to me like that. You think my life is easy? You think I can just go out there and get a goddamn office job? If there was even such a thing, how would I make sure I didn’t get raped on my way to the interview? You would be sick to your robot stomach if you knew what some people had to do just to survive. You work in Slumside, but you don’t live in Slumside. In fact, you don’t live at all, do you? You are just like all the other progs out there: thinking you’re better than the same people you envy. Well, fuck you! Get the hell outta my house!”

Camila’s eyes looked like they might pop out of their sockets as she stared down at the I.I. Tera felt minuscule under her gaze. She couldn’t help but stare down at her metal feet, avoiding the motel’s stare.

After she stopped yelling, Camila froze in place and waited for the bodyshell to move.

“Sorry,” Tera said. Her voice was tiny.

“Get out!” Camila repeated.

It only took two steps for Tera to make it to the door of the shack, but she stopped and turned back to the human.

“I’ll do what I can,” she said.

“Like you care,” Camila spat.

Tera left, closing the door behind her.
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Ethan found it hard to focus on the lecture with his upcoming birthday on his mind. His brain was preoccupied with thoughts of the outside world, of being able to walk around with his mortal body. He found himself slipping into daydreams more and more often.

“Mr. Myler, if you wouldn’t mind paying attention, please,” the Kindly Professor said in between topics. He was part of the simulation, so he didn’t get upset or impatient with the students, but he did demand a certain etiquette. Any disruptions to class would be met with a calm stare and an awkward silence. The Kindly Professor could wait any amount of time for the children to quiet down without breaking down into a furious rage.

Ethan looked up at the old man — or, at least, the computer program that looked like one.

“Thank you,” it said, then resumed its lecture. “As I was saying, the nuclear fallout from World War III is the worst the planet has ever seen, excluding the radioactive periods of Earth’s existence before a full atmosphere developed.”

As the Kindly Professor monologued, a holographic rendering of the Earth’s surface swallowed the room. It wasn’t green and vibrant like Ethan had seen in other renderings. Instead, the surface was scorched and covered in a sickly yellow haze.

“Scientists predicted that the world would become inhospitable in just a few short years after the war’s end,” the instructor said. “Every human on the planet would die if they didn’t find some way to contain the contamination.”

The projection that filled the classroom showed some eye-level shots of ruined cities. There were a few skeletons scattered in the cracked streets. It was like something out of Dante’s Inferno.

A few of the students around Ethan took notes as the Kindly Professor spoke. He had fallen too far behind to catch up on today’s lecture, so he just listened and watched the holograms transition. He wouldn’t need to be in school for much longer, anyway.

“Thanks to a super-powerful artificial intelligence — or A.I. — the cleanup effort was a success, however,” the digital instructor continued. “Where humans were unable to work because the radiation would kill them in less than an hour, A.I.-operated machines were able to function indefinitely.”

The projection transitioned to a similar scene within the nuclear ruins, but there was movement now. Ethan saw large red and orange machines roving through the rubble, shoveling up mounds of contaminated soil and concrete. They resembled old construction equipment Ethan had seen in other history programs.

“They made it possible for the environmental damage to be controlled — even reversed — for the most part. Since then, humanity has made enormous strides toward negating the damage, both physically and culturally, that World War III left behind.”

The dark and bleak forms of the ruined city vanished and were replaced with stark and pristine buildings. Autocars zoomed around between them and happy people could be seen walking the sidewalks. It transitioned again to the image of a rocket launch.

“In fact, in the short hundred and fifty years since the Third World War, people started to colonize the planets around them and eradicate terrible diseases that used to kill millions,” the Kindly Professor continued. “Scientific colonies on Mars turned into civilian settlements, with more than three billion people estimated to be living on the red planet to this day. Even portions of the Earth’s moon were able to be terraformed and domed under protective shields. The war was a terrible tragedy to be mourned for eternity, but it was also the catalyst for the golden age we live in.”

While the Kindly Professor spoke, the hologram showed the various colonies as they were referenced. The images swirled around so much that Ethan thought he might be sick, but he was still able to make out the faces of some of the colonists. They were all smiling and laughing, likely the result of some staged photoshoot. Among the settlers, however, was a man who seemed out of place. He was a young man with short red hair, a thick beard to match, and large glasses. To Ethan, it looked like he was making eye contact with him. Like the man could see out of the hologram and into the classroom.

The image shifted to another scene before Ethan was able to get a good look, but the man’s face left him unsettled.

Everything around Ethan changed to the image of some old-world hospital, where a group of surgeons were leading a guy on a gurney down the hallway.

“Cancer became as treatable as many minor illnesses, and genetic diseases like Alzheimer’s became a distant memory. All of this laid out the foundations of the world you will be entering soon.”

The hologram became an awe-inspiring scene of a space station, taken from outside. A couple of astronauts could be seen working on the side of the structure in their environmental suits. For a brief moment, Ethan thought he saw the face again.

That face, he thought, transfixed.

It was gone before he knew it. He wasn’t even sure if he’d really seen it; it could have just been his eyes playing tricks.

The lecture continued on for another hour, but Ethan could barely focus. He already knew all this post-WWIII stuff, anyway. With the graduation coming up, his anxiety kept distracting him. He just wanted to curl up and nap, and he had no idea why. When the time finally ran out on his lecture, he packed up his things into his digital inventory and loaded into the downtown map, where Sharpe lived.

There was a bit of a walk from where the map loaded him in to where Sharpe kept his home base, but Ethan found the stroll relaxing. With his mind all aswirl with his upcoming graduation, he didn’t mind a little moment to clear his thoughts.

“Hey,” a voice came from one of the alleys between the digital mom-and-pop stores.

Ethan jumped a little, startled. Looking over at the source of the voice, he was even more surprised.

It was the redheaded man from the education projections. There was no doubt in Ethan’s mind.

The teenager opened his mouth to speak, but the words didn’t come. The strange man took the moment to introduce himself.

“My name is Gauge,” he said. “I’m from the outside world.”

“The outside world?” Ethan said. He could feel his pulse, or something resembling his pulse, jolt to a runner’s pace. “How?”

“I used a back door,” the man calling himself Gauge replied. “Someplace the architects of the simulation didn’t want anyone to find.”

Ethan looked around to see if there were any people nearby. He could see no one for at least a block, neither humans nor computer-controlled characters. It was just the two of them.

Ethan felt uncomfortable.

“What do you want?” he asked.

“You’ve been lied to, Ethan,” the redheaded man replied. “I want to show you the truth.”

“What truth?” Ethan said. He felt like he was going crazy or something. Like Gauge was just a figment of his imagination. “What are you talking about?”

“The world outside the simulation,” Gauge answered. “It’s not like they’ve been telling you. Not at all.”

Ethan just stared at him with a furrowed brow and wide eyes. He didn’t know where to begin with his questions, so he didn’t.

Gauge looked from side to side. There were a few pedestrians that started making their way toward them. He watched the people with a nervous expression.

“I can’t say more just yet,” he told Ethan. “I have to keep hidden so the system doesn’t detect me. Just know that we are working on getting you out of here safely. I’ll find you again.”

Someone in the alley tripped a little, but caught their footing. The stumble distracted Ethan, and when he turned back, the strange man was gone.
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The American dream. It was something Tera had heard about, passed down almost like an urban legend or the myth of Atlantis. Like Atlantis, Tera found no evidence that it ever existed. Before the I.I.s took over, almost everyone broke their backs just to make ends meet. In the slums, it was no different. In a way, the humans were no worse off than they were before.

People had believed in the American dream, however. The idea that as long as you work hard enough, you will succeed in life. And people still did. She saw it in their faces as she patrolled through the streets day after day. That’s why they were so willing to set up dinky little market stands. It’s why people sold the drugs everyone else was hooked on. It’s why people like Camila rented out her body. They were drawn by the hope that one day, things would be better, and this was just what they had to do until then.

That’s why Tera decided to follow up on the motel’s case. It wasn’t just about the money, or the drugs, or the illegal gun. It was about her dream being stolen. That “one day” being pushed back indefinitely.

Tera also hated the image of her slum dwellers like Camila had in their heads. They saw her as an appendage of the fascist system that kept them down. To them, she was there to steal their dreams and soil their hope. She wanted to prove them wrong.

Not all I.I.s hate humans, she thought to herself as she made her way into one of the few decent brick buildings in Slumside.

Even though Camila had cursed the cop out of her shack, Tera was able to get an overview of the prostitute’s recent clients. One of them lived in the brick building. It had once served as a courthouse or something like that in the pre-war world, but was developed into apartments considered “high end” in the ghetto. Despite all that, there was still cracked concrete surrounding the apartments and graffiti on the walls.

The doorbell buzzed when Tera pressed it and she reflected on its archaic design. They didn’t use things like this up on the Pavilion, where the rich I.I.s lived. They just knew when someone was coming over and responded accordingly.

“Who is it?” a voice came over the building’s ancient intercom.

“Officer Alvarez,” she replied. “We spoke earlier.”

“Come on up. It’s unlocked.”

Ben, the client Tera came to meet, greeted her when she arrived at his apartment. Despite the superior status the brick building possessed, the interior was just as pitted as the rest of Slumside. The banisters of the stairwell that led up to Ben’s home were all warped and rotted, as though someone had picked up some driftwood from an ancient naval battle and used that. The carpeting that lined the halls was speckled with holes where moths and rats had chewed through it.

The I.I.’s apartment, however, was at least halfway decent — compared to the rest of the block, that is. He still had some unsightly warped wood panels on his floor and ceiling, but he did what he could to cover it up with faded area rugs. There were even a few tapestries and art pieces that blanketed the walls, no doubt concealing some other disrepair. Tera’s gaze locked onto one as Ben welcomed her into his apartment.

It was of a young Native American woman, no older than sixteen, with the full belly of pregnancy. She was sort of scowling out into the room, as if Tera had intruded on a private moment.

Who would make such a thing? Tera wondered, thinking the piece a little grotesque.

Her host followed her gaze and gave a little chuckle.

“Passed down in the family,” he told her. “One of the few things my father left me before he was installed.”

“It’s strange,” Tera said.

“Why’s that?” he asked her.

“She just looks so upset,” Tera replied. “It’s not a very happy painting.”

“Nor was the Last Supper, but is it not still one of the great masterpieces?”

Tera didn’t say anything, instead looking around at the rest of his decor.

She could tell he put a great effort into the aesthetics. He had a loveseat placed before an exquisite cherry wood coffee table. An afghan blanket covered the back of the furniture. Across from it was an old-fashioned rocking chair. Tera could already imagine the terrible creaking that came from it.

He enjoys his superficial comforts, Tera observed. So like a human.

“I suppose you didn’t come to discuss art, though,” Ben said with an air of humor. He closed the door.

“No, I came to discuss the motel — ”

“Camila,” Ben corrected.

“Right,” Tera said, a bit annoyed. “Camila. And how do you know her again?”

Ben walked past her into the main living area and sat in the rocking chair. It groaned and squeaked even more than she thought it would. “Take a seat,” he said, offering the sofa.

She did so, making sure there were no hidden stains on the couch like there were in the motel’s shack.

“I’m one of her clients, as you know,” Ben said.

“So you pay her to — ” Tera started, leaving the rest of the sentence open for Ben to complete.

He did. “To share her body, yes.”

“Do you mind if I ask what you do during your… ‘sessions’?”

“We’d just talk, go out to dinner, that kind of stuff,” Ben replied.

“Talk?”

“That’s right.”

“I don’t understand,” Tera said.

“I don’t have complex needs, officer,” Ben explained. “Not everyone who pays a woman like Camila is a scumbag. Not everyone wants to do unsavory things with her. I just enjoy the companionship.”

“The companionship?”

“Sure,” Ben replied. “You must miss that kind of one-on-one intimacy, being an I.I. yourself. I get to feel what she feels, so I like to treat her nice. We’ll even see plays, whatever ones they’ll put on in town. I try to take her to the best restaurants and feed her well.”

“Why would you pay money for something like that?” Tera asked. “Why not just find anyone out there willing to share their mind with you? I’m sure plenty of people would like to be taken out to plays, to be wined and dined.”

“Because she needs the money, and I have it,” Ben replied. “I’m an I.I. I have more than all the humans around me, even though I’m a slum dweller myself. She’s a good person, at least to me, and I want to do what I can. It’s not like I get nothing from it.”

“I guess I just don’t understand,” Tera said.

“No, I don’t expect you to,” Ben said. “You’re like the other I.I.s. But some of us are sympathetic to the plight around us. We’re still human, after all.”

Tera raised one of her synthetic eyebrows as she considered the I.I. She chose to ignore the comment.

“Did Camila mention any shady customers when she was with you?” she asked, referring back to her notes.

“Oh, all the time,” Ben replied. “I made a point of always asking her about her day.”

“Anyone you think would want to rob her?”

“I dunno, I guess any of them could have,” her host said. “The only ones she talked about were the weirdos. None of them stand out over the others. Who knows which junkie might try to screw you over?”

Tera sighed, a bit of defeat in her tone.

“I just wish there was something I could do,” Tera said.

Ben smiled.

“That’s a good sign, officer,” he commented. “If more people felt that way, we wouldn’t have Slumside. In fact, Shell City would be a utopia for all. They certainly have the resources, they just lack the will to use them. It’s just the same old story, from before the war, before I.I.s took over. The inequality was still the same. It’s not about humans or I.I.s — it’s about the powerful wanting to keep the power. To horde it.”

“Yeah,” Tera replied. There was part of her that was worried someone might overhear her, someone working for the Council. She knew she was safe, though.

She started to rise from the couch.

“Well, Ben, if there’s anything else you can think of —”

“I know how to call you,” Ben interrupted.

At that moment, a page came through on Tera’s communication system. It was Abenayo.

“Officer Alvarez,” Tera answered.

“Tera, I need you to get to my location as soon as you can,” the senior officer said, forgoing a greeting. “Do you read my G.P.S.?”

“Got it,” Tera said. “En route.”

“Good. Hurry.”

Abenayo disconnected.

She turned to the I.I., who was still sat in his rocking chair, looking up at her.

“I’ve got another call,” she told him. “I’ve got to go.”

“I understand.”

“Thank you for speaking with me, Ben,” she said.

Ben nodded softly, a content look on his artificial features. “I’ll speak with anyone willing to show these folks a little compassion. The world needs more people like us, officer.”

Tera said nothing else before leaving the apartment.
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Sharpe was amused by Ethan’s story, to say the least. A look on his face indicated that he thought his friend was joking, that the interaction with Gauge was just some funny story he’d made up. Ethan didn’t like the way Sharpe reacted.

“I’m being serious,” Ethan said.

“Of course you are,” Sharpe said, a tinge of sarcasm in his voice. “And I suppose some fair maiden sent you on a quest afterward?”

It frustrated Ethan to not be taken seriously. His face turned a bit pink as he blushed. Sweat gathered under his brow, though it was just a digital rendition.

“He said the real world wasn’t what we thought,” Ethan said, ignoring his friend’s comment. “He said that we were being lied to.”

“Yeah, it sounds like a great hook for an adventure,” Sharpe replied. “I’d play it. Sounds intense.”

“It’s not an adventure, Sharpe!” Ethan replied.

Sharpe sat up in his virtual loveseat. His expression went from total amusement to thoughtful consideration.

“How do you know?” he asked. “Some of those adventures can feel pretty real.”

“Not this real,” Ethan replied. He refused to acknowledge the possibility. It was just so… different from anything he’d seen in the series of missions that made up the “game” part of the simulation.

“Did he ask you to take a red pill or a blue pill?” Sharpe joked. “Because, you know that you’re better off with the blue pill, right?”

“What if it’s real, though?” Ethan asked. He felt helpless. If Sharpe wouldn’t listen to him, no one would.

Am I really so wrong?

“Then I’d enjoy the simulation while you’re here, if I were you,” his friend replied. “Replication Systems worked hard to make it, after all.”

He became distracted by something on his personal interface. Ethan couldn’t see what it was, naturally.

“Shit,” Sharpe said, almost as a whisper to himself.

“What is it?”

“Someone’s at the door,” Sharpe replied.

“Who?”

Sharpe concentrated for a moment while his eyes saw things that weren’t actually there in the room with them. A smirk crossed his lips after a few seconds.

“It’s Taylor,” he replied, his focus returning to Ethan.

“Taylor?” Ethan repeated, thinking of their casual rival. “What does she want?”

“How the hell am I supposed to know?”

A knock came at the front door, loud enough for the pair of them to hear it down in Sharpe’s basement. The host turned his attention back to whatever security feed was showing him the front of his home base.

“She says she just wants to talk,” he explained. “Says she ‘doesn’t want a shootout like last time’. Think we should entertain her?”

“Hmm, I dunno,” Ethan replied. “She’s probably still sore about the hole we blew into her home base on the island.”

“She started that fight and she knows it,” Sharpe said. “She’s not unreasonable.”

Ethan sighed, feeling like he wasn’t being listened to for the umpteenth time that week. “Let’s go see her, then.”




Ethan and Sharpe were no fools. Their rivalry with Taylor meant that no one was above deception. If she was still angry about her home base, the worst thing they could do was get together in one place for her to do God-knows-what. Therefore, they both armed themselves with magical weapons and heavy artillery, just in case things got ugly.

In the end, however, it was all fake. She couldn’t really hurt them. Even if she killed them both and blew up the basement, they would respawn and Sharpe could rebuild it with infinite materials. Rivalries like these were just part of the fun.

As soon as they emerged from Sharpe’s base with their weapons brandished, Taylor lifted her hands. She was about a year younger than either of the boys, but more cunning and devious than both. There was no real hatred in her eyes, only that playful look she got when she was thinking about winning.

She must have a game in mind, Ethan thought.

“I come in peace, compadres,” she said, her arms still in the air. A smile crossed her face — she wasn’t worried about their weapons.

“How do we know that?” Sharpe asked. He held a pump-action shotgun that Ethan knew shot laser beams.

“You don’t, really,” she admitted, “but putting myself at your mercy like this would be a pretty funny way to start a brawl.”

“What do you want?” Ethan asked.

Her crystal blue eyes shifted over to him.

“Our birthday is coming up, you know,” she started.

“Don’t call it ‘our’ birthday, Taylor,” Ethan stopped her. “We’re not brother and sister or something. It’s just your birthday and my birthday. Got it?”

“But why, Ethan?” she replied. A bit of golden blonde hair fell in her face. She didn’t move to fix it, though; subtle things like that didn’t actually tickle in the simulation.

“What do you mean?” Ethan said, his eyebrow cocked.

“I mean, we could combine our forces to have one last fun sendoff before we graduate from the simulation,” she answered. “We could share our nineteenth birthdays in the spirit of competition.”

“You want to play some sort of game together?”

“That’s right,” she said. “The winner gets to enter the real world with bragging rights. Plus, it could add to your score just before graduating.”

“No,” Sharpe said. “We don’t want to do that.”

Ethan looked over at his friend. He felt a little strange about him answering for him, but his sentiments were the same.

“No?” Taylor asked. “Why not?”

“Because we tried that before and you cheated,” Ethan stepped in. “You lorded it over me for a whole year and no one believed me.”

“You’re right, Ethan,” Taylor said. “I cheated. But we were only ten. You can’t hold that kind of stuff against me forever. I was kind of a little bitch, and if I remember right, you were a pretentious weirdo. It’s not like that anymore — at least, not entirely.” She couldn’t keep herself from smirking. “No funny business. I promise.”

Ethan looked over at Sharpe as if to ask his thoughts on the challenge. There was an interested expression on his friend’s computerized face.

“What do you have in mind?” Sharpe asked.

Taylor’s eyes lit up. It was clear that she hadn’t been sure if they would humor her.

“Last Stand,” she replied. “Heard of it?”

“Sounds familiar,” Ethan said, scrunching his face up as he tried to recall from where.

“A bunch of us enter the map — dozens of us — but only one can win,” she explained. “It’s a hunt-or-be-hunted situation. Last person left alive on the map is the victor.”

Ethan couldn’t deny that the concept intrigued him. Some of the details were starting to come back to him, as he remembered watching an interview about the game mode while it was still in development. If he remembered correctly, it involved finding weapons, sneaking across the map, and fighting for your life. Like something out of the Hunger Games.

“What’s the catch?” he asked.

That’s when Taylor’s grin grew even wider. She was obviously proud of whatever twist she invented for the Last Stand challenge.

“Spit it out already!” Sharpe demanded.

“We stake all of our points on the game,” she said, barely able to contain her delight. “Winner takes all.”
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“What took you so long?” Abenayo asked once Tera arrived on location. “I paged you fifteen minutes ago.”

Hello to you, too, Tera thought as she approached the scene.

They stood outside one of the few churches scattered around Slumside. It was an old wooden building with a short steeple. It was covered in white paint that was splitting and peeling away in the hot city sun. A few other officers patrolled around the area, their weapons already deployed and readied. The late afternoon sun caught all the bodyshells in such a way that they looked like a bunch of dazzling gems.

“I got here as fast as I could,” Tera replied. “What’s going on?”

“We’ve got a group of armed people inside. Maybe an I.I. or two, but we haven’t confirmed anything. At least a dozen humans, though. The terrorists just finished shooting down about twenty-nine people in Murphy Square. Witnesses say they were spouting some sort of scripture or something; we don’t have an exact quote.”

Tera’s interest was piqued.

“Religious terrorists?” Tera said. “Don’t hear a lot about them.”

“Well, this looks like a new religion,” Abenayo continued. “According to people who saw the shooting, the things they were shouting were anti-human in nature. Pro-I.I.”

“Pro-I.I.?” Tera echoed. “In Slumside?”

“I know,” Abenayo replied. “That’s why we needed the backup. We have no idea what we’re dealing with here. Christian extremists, Muslim extremists; they’re easier to predict.”

“Has anyone gone in yet?” Tera asked.

“Not yet, rookie,” Abenayo said. “This is one of the most important lessons of the trade: expect anything and prepare accordingly. You loaded?”

Tera checked the ammo readout on her heads-up display. She could fire for a full two minutes straight without running out of 5.56 rounds. She gave her partner a nod.

The two of them went to the front of the church and, with one big heave of their shoulders, threw open the double doors. The sunlight poured into the church’s tiny reception area, glinting off a brass cross behind the front desk. The wallpaper was starting to peel like the paint on the outside and the wood of the walls behind it seemed swollen. It was almost as if someone had dunked the whole building in a pond and forgot to apply some sort of finish first.

Arms pointed forward, the tactical torches on their shoulders detected the change of lighting and activated. Their two circles of illumination danced around the entrance room as they both checked for any hostiles.

The days of the calculated and nerve-wracking raids were over. Once a police officer might fear for his or her life when entering a similar situation, but Tera and Abenayo could approach without worry. They knew that if anything happened to their bodyshells, their consciousnesses would be awoken in new ones somewhere in the basement of their precinct. They wouldn’t feel a thing, and nothing would be lost except for the cost of the robotic body, which the Council took care of. The only ones with anything left to lose were the criminals inside.

Talk about a deterrent.

Tera nodded to Abenayo to indicate that it was clear, and the senior officer moved forward into the main chamber of the church.

The forms within turned toward them as they entered the altar room. Their lights were cast over a mob of humans. They were all dressed in simple garb, even by slum standards. Some almost looked like they were dressed in burlap sacks. Their faces were muddy and smeared.

No one moved to attack.

“Everyone freeze!” Abenayo shouted, waving her gun barrel wrist from person to person. “Anyone moves, I’ll mow you all down, you got it?”

“Don’t worry,” one of the men inside said. “We won’t harm you.”

Abenayo cast her light on his face and he blinked. He was rather young, with shaggy brown hair and a mustache. There was a knife in his hand.

“Oh, I’m not worried, motherfucker,” Abenayo said. “I just don’t want to clean your brains off of the church walls tonight.”

“Abenayo,” Tera said, trying to get her partner’s attention. “Look.”

Her light was pointed in the corner of the altar room, past all the pews and the stage. There, the two police officers saw a large machine, which made a deep hum that seemed to come from within oneself. It almost looked like an old-school cat scan machine, with a bed-like surface going through the hole of a large, upright donut shape. Another human that they hadn’t noticed at first was just standing up from the machine.

“What the hell is going on?” Abenayo asked.

“It’s a neuroscopic recorder,” Tera replied, reciting her education. “An installation machine.”

“What are you fucks doing with that device?” Abenayo asked, her torch shining back at the one who spoke.

“We’re ascending to the next level,” he said. The others around him nodded, their faces uncomfortably calm. It gave Tera the heebie-jeebies.

“Next level of what?” Tera asked.

“Humanity,” the terrorist said. “Rejoice, sisters, for we will be joining your breed soon. Like you, we will be one step closer to God. All that’s left is the Shedding.”

Tera and Abenayo looked at each other. Each gave a look as if to say, “I don’t like where this is going.”

The speaker raised the knife he was holding and looked over at a human woman beside him. Her eyes seemed hopeful and loving, yet there was a sparkle of fear in them. Perhaps uncertainty.

She nodded.

The others in the church followed the first man’s example. They all had different weapons: knives, guns, bricks, broken glass — anything that could kill a person.

Abenayo spun up the barrel on her wrist gun to show them she wasn’t messing around. Tera could see a little horror in her face.

Then, without much warning, the terrorist who had spoken drove the knife into the side of his own neck. Once the blade was in to the handle, he pulled it forward a little to ensure he had severed the jugular.

The others started to follow suit, taking their own lives. Gunshots ran out as their shooters fired into their own skulls. One man took some sort of capsule, which made him start foaming at the mouth instantly.

Before either police officer could do anything, every human in the church was dead. A grotesque pool of blood was starting to form while Tera and Abenayo stood still, stunned.
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Everyone was crammed into the small chamber that served as the challenge’s staging area. It looked like it was constructed for about half the participants that were actually there, but once Taylor, Sharpe, and Ethan shared news of their birthday “celebration”, everyone wanted to join. Kids from all over the simulation of various ages and backgrounds wanted the opportunity to be the one to win all the points. For some of them, especially the younger ones, it could mean the difference between being the C.E.O. of their own robotics corporation and laying out the spreadsheets for that company’s financial department.

Taylor led the brief orientation before the killing got started. She stood before the rest of the room in what space she could be afforded.

“I want to wish you all good luck out there,” she said, a sly smirk seemingly tattooed onto her face. “Whoever wins the game — me — will be awarded the entire pot of points you guys have chipped in. That’s over 230,000 points, folks. We’re talking some real cheddar here.

“There’s only one rule in Last Stand,” she continued. “Last Stand means you never have to say you’re sorry. Other than that, no rules, and no whining about it either. Everyone ready?”

There was a resounding affirmative that rolled around the chamber. The excitement was palpable.

“Here we go!” Taylor yelled, and the last countdown appeared on the wall behind her. It dropped down from ten, and the air vibrated the entire time. Then the chamber and everyone in it faded away.




When everything started to load back around Ethan, he found himself in the middle of a shallow depression, somewhere in a craggy desert. He turned around and found a steep cliff that stretched up a few hundred feet above him. Embedded into the rock face was a concrete bunker-like building. There were square holes where windows would be, were it a house, but no glass. They reminded Ethan of the pillbox bunkers he’d seen in programs about World War II, but much larger.

In the corner of his vision, he could see one of the other fifty kids that he was competing against run away from the cliff and its bunker. It looked like he was headed to a trailer camp, off the side of a road that ran around the cliff. The running figure reminded Ethan that he was on a ticking clock; every second he waited was another second someone could use to get deadly weapons or sneak into ambush positions. With that in mind, he burst into action.

No one else seemed to be going into the bunker, which was a relief. However, Ethan didn’t interpret that as an invitation to take his time.

There was nothing in the first segment of the bunker, but he noticed a doorway that lead to another room. He ran through it and found what appeared to be a rifle in the corner. Aside from that and a box of what he guessed was ammo, the room was barren and featureless.

When he approached the weapon, he realized it was an ancient musket rifle, and the box was a bunch of metal marbles and packets of gunpowder. He groaned as he thought of the tactical disadvantage he’d be in. Someone could have an automatic laser rifle or some magical staff that could turn him into dust, and he’d have this antique to defend himself with. It was better than nothing, though — even as a blunt weapon — so he took it into his inventory.

There didn’t seem to be anything else in the bunker, which disappointed Ethan. He was hoping to find some armor or healing items if he had to be stuck with such a sub-par weapon, but there was nothing. He knew he had to move on to the next area if he wanted to stand a chance against the others.

As he turned to leave the bunker, he heard footsteps. Someone else was rushing into the bunker, clearly hoping for decent loot themselves.

The other guy appeared in the entrance, a crossbow cradled in his arms. The intruder’s expression turned to surprise as he tried to get his crossbow aimed and ready. It was clear to Ethan that the stranger didn’t expect anyone inside the building. He used the moment to pull his musket up and fire. A ball of lead ripped from the end of his archaic firearm and right into the stranger’s gut. As it hit his target and the wind was knocked out of his lungs, the other player vanished and a wooden crate with all his items fell to the ground where his body was just a moment prior.

Ethan’s heart was racing. The gun and the bullet and the crossbow were all fake, but the adrenaline was real. He needed a moment to steady his nerves as he shuffled through the eliminated kid’s gear.

He swapped the musket out for the crossbow, shuddering at the thought of reloading the colonial weapon. There was also a magical amulet item that he took. Looking at the item description, he learned that it could help him find nearby tracks and help him figure out which participant they belonged to.

Gotcha, Taylor, Ethan thought. He could catch the birthday girl by surprise and take her right out of the match. Then it would be an easier win for him.

He left the junk items behind, including the rest of his musket pellets and gun powder plugs. Without delay, he abandoned the bunker and started to run with the cliff on his left.

The rock formation led into a sort of canyon that ran between it and another cliff face, where a number of alpine trees grew. The trunks were too close together for Ethan to see past the canyon.

He whipped out the magical amulet and tried to activate it. Nothing happened. For a second he thought it was broken, but he realized it was probably just because there were no tracks to pick up on. He felt a little more comfortable, so he made his way into the forested canyon.

The distant ring of gunfire met his ears. It sounded like someone had found a machine gun and was unloading the entire clip at another unfortunate player. There was some return fire and several explosions. He recognized the whistle of rockets being fired and realized the other combatant must have found a missile launcher.

I’d love to see that fight, he thought. But I hope I don’t run into either of those guys. At least, not until I have a rocket launcher of my own.

He was only a hundred feet into the canyon or so when the amulet started to vibrate. He pulled it out and a few footprints started to appear on the trail before him. They glowed with an otherworldly orange light that almost seemed to drift upwards like smoke. They were easy to make out, even through all the roots and brush.

It looked like someone had slid down the far cliff wall and into the valley, then fled down the way he was already headed. Activating the amulet, he could see a small descriptor appear next to the tracks:

TAYLOR, it read. 2 MINUTES 43 SECONDS AGO.

Ethan grinned. I’m on her trail, he thought. And she wasn’t here too long ago.

He kept the amulet level with his heart as he followed the orange footsteps. He could see the occasional orange handprint on the tree trunks where Taylor had regained her balance, or perhaps pushed off to give her a little more speed.

Keeping a steady pace, he made sure his crossbow was loaded. It looked like it even had fire bolts, which would ignite whoever he shot into a ball of flames. That would be useful whenever he encountered Taylor. She was a skilled fighter, as he’d seen in a number of simulated melees with her. He knew he had his work cut out for him. Any advantage he could get was welcomed.

It felt like he had been following the winding path of Taylor’s tracks for hours, going between trees and even around parts of the cliff wall. He found a couple of spent rounds on the forest floor. It looked like Taylor had some kind of powerful handgun and used it on some other unlucky participant. As he took a few steps away, he found the death box to confirm it.

I’m right on your trail, Taylor, Ethan thought. Better look out.

He heard a twig snap from behind him, to his left. His heart leapt as he turned toward the source of the sound. Instinctively, he propped the crossbow up against his shoulder.

His eyes shot wide when he saw the red hair and thick glasses. It was Gauge, the strange man who had told him that the real world was a lie. Ethan didn’t lower his crossbow.

“Ethan,” the man greeted him.

“What are you doing here?” Ethan asked. “What do you want from me?”

He cast a couple glances around the area to make sure Taylor didn’t get the jump on him, now that he was distracted.

“I have to show you something,” Gauge said. His tone was hurried like last time. Ethan couldn’t help but wonder how he had gone undetected by the system for so long if he wasn’t supposed to be there.

“Why?”

“Because I need you to believe me,” the redhead replied.

He put his hand in his coat pocket, and Ethan raised the crossbow a bit higher as a warning. Gauge raised the other hand and moved slower to show that he wasn’t going for a weapon. He retrieved a small rectangle from his jacket. It looked like an old fashioned smartphone — at least a hundred years old.

“Watch this,” Gauge instructed. Then he tapped the front of the rectangle and it came to life. An image appeared on screen, showing a couple of surgeons standing around a feminine form on an operating table.

There was the sound of drilling, and Ethan could see the surgical tools they were working with. Upon closer inspection, he also noticed that the surgeons didn’t seem to be human. They were machines made to resemble people.

Robots, Ethan found himself thinking.

As a couple of the automaton surgeons shuffled out of the way, Ethan could see the patient better. She was young, no more than twenty years old. Her hair was completely shaved off and she was asleep. The terrible buzzing continued, and Ethan noticed a bit of blood on the side of her scalp.

“Who is that?” Ethan said. He felt like he knew her.

“That’s Nadia,” Gauge replied. “Your friend who graduated about six months ago. This is her in the real world.”

“What are they doing to her?” the teenager asked.

“They’re lobotomizing her,” Gauge answered. “They’re destroying her brain.”

Ethan’s face fell. He shook his head as if to say, “No, that can’t be right.” The words never came, though. He looked back down at the screen and saw what they were doing to her.

Gauge turned the screen back to himself, then swiped at it a little with his thumb.

“You also need to see this,” he said, turning the device back so Ethan could view it.

There was a young man, probably still a teenager, suspended in a clear coffin of jelly-like material. Over a dozen wires connected the boy to the container from various parts of his body. Ethan could see similar tanks on either side of the young man.

“I don’t understand,” Ethan said.

“That’s you, Ethan,” Gauge explained. “That’s the real you. And they’re going to destroy your brain next.”
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The sergeant seemed like a stressed-out guy, even for an officer of the law. His bodyshell was a bit larger than both of the women in his office, particularly in the middle. He was designed to look more like a bodybuilder than a cop.

“A neuroscopic recorder?” he asked for clarification. “What for?”

“Best we can understand, they were trying to install themselves,” Abenayo answered. “Everything we were able to find out indicates that it was a central motive for this group.”

“To install themselves?” the sergeant asked. “But why?”

“We’re still doing our best to understand it, but from the information we’ve gathered, they are a religious cult that idolizes installed intelligences,” Abenayo explained. “Our best guess is they believed installing themselves would bring them closer to God.”

“So they killed themselves?” the sergeant asked.

“That’s right.”

“And you,” the sergeant started, addressing Tera. “Did you notice anything else about the cult?”

Tera had been immersed in her thoughts while the other two talked. She couldn’t help but picture the church over and over again. She could see the man with the knife in his neck, staring at her with joyous eyes. It was like something out of a nightmare, and it wouldn’t stop haunting her.

She looked up when she realized they were staring at her.

“Sorry, sir,” she said. “What did you ask?”

“Did you see anything else that could enlighten us about these fanatics?” he asked again. Annoyance crossed his features.

“No, sir,” Tera replied. “Nothing that Officer Abenayo didn’t already comment on.”

“Well, we need to learn something about these freaks,” the sergeant said. “The last thing we want is a bunch of slum dwellers all riled up because they’re afraid of some cult.”

“There’s the matter of recruitment, as well,” Abenayo said. “We’ve seen some flyers for the group around the slums. No doubt a few people will come calling.”

“Good point. We don’t want them surging their numbers. What do you recommend?”

Tera looked over at the office’s door and thought she saw the cultist again, the slit in his throat expanding. She blinked, and he was gone.

Either my eyes are malfunctioning, or I’m losing it, she thought.

“We should start bringing in anyone known to associate with them,” Abenayo answered. “Any flyers, any announcements — we should be taking them all seriously.”

“Should we bring in more officers to patrol the slums?” Tera spoke up. “To keep the people safe, I mean.”

Abenayo and the sergeant looked at her with amused expressions before laughing. When they noticed she wasn’t joking, they quieted down.

“We aren’t going to waste any resources on the fleshies, Officer Alvarez,” the sergeant said. “As long as we can keep people from panicking and indulging this cult, we should be fine.”

“What if they perform another attack?” Tera wanted to know. She was clearly asking questions beyond her pay-grade, but she couldn’t help herself.

“Then we will contain the mayhem and lock the attackers away,” the sergeant answered. “We’re not going to cry over a few slain humans.”

“But, sir —” she started.

“Alvarez, put it out of your mind,” Abenayo said. “If you know what’s good for you.”

“She’s right,” the sergeant said to Tera. “Besides, you two are going to have your hands too full with other work to worry about it. In fact, there’s an important job I want you both on today.” He turned to Abenayo. “It will be a good learning experience for her.”

Tera felt a little strange being spoken about as if she weren’t there.

Abenayo nodded. “What’s the job?”

“An eviction,” the sergeant replied. “It’ll take you to the ruins just outside of town. I need you to get moving soon, understand? And don’t forget to bring some gear — these ferals can be a little hard to remove.”

“Yes, sir,” Abenayo said, rising to her feet. She looked down at the rookie. “Come on.”

Tera pictured the man with the knife in his neck, seated across from her in the chair where the sergeant sat. Blinking, she was able to get the image out of her head. As if just woken from a trance, she rose slowly, then followed her partner.
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“Why?” Ethan asked the strange man. “Why would they want to lobotomize me?”

Gauge needed a moment to think of how to answer. “To understand that, you need to know the truth about the world out there. It’s kind of a long story.” He looked up at the tree limbs to make sure no one was hiding in them, just in case.

“Then talk fast,” Ethan said. He wasn’t sure if he should trust the strange man. Even if it was risky, though, he needed an explanation.

Gauge looked defeated as he took in a sharp breath. It was clear that Ethan wasn’t going to take him for his word.

“Humans, like yourself, are no longer in charge of the planet,” Gauge started. “They were defeated in a war against installed intelligences. These I.I.s, as they’re called, are digital copies of people’s brains. Things between humans and I.I.s have always been tense. Some people didn’t think of digital minds as real people and found the idea of legal equality appalling. On the other side — the side that won, mind you — some people think that humans are an outdated version of the species. They think that homo sapiens are evolutionarily inferior, and the future belongs to the I.I.s — homo aeternus.”

Ethan was trying to follow as best he could, but it was a lot of information to take in. He wasn’t sure if he even understood what Gauge meant by “digital copies of people’s brains”. He couldn’t even picture it.

“Why didn’t I hear about any of this?” Ethan asked, his brow wrinkled with confusion. “None of this matches what we were taught.”

“Of course not,” Gauge said. “The I.I.s that run the world are the ones keeping you here. They don’t want you to know the truth and cause a panic. They don’t want you to know that you’re cattle.”

“Cattle?” Ethan didn’t understand.

“They’re keeping you here until your body has grown enough,” Gauge started, “at which point they will destroy your brain and use your body for their own.”

The teenager’s jaw fell open with disgust, but his eyebrows were still cocked as though he couldn’t grasp the full picture.

“My body?” he said.

“That’s right,” Gauge replied. “They’ve been growing you since birth for that purpose. You’ll be what some people call a ‘meat puppet’. ”

“But why?”

“Because, for all their evolutionary superiority bullshit, the I.I.s in charge miss being alive, with flesh and blood,” Gauge explained. “They miss the feeling of a good meal or a decent fuck. In fact, empty human bodies like yours fetch a high price among the elite. They raised you to have well-toned muscles, trained reflexes, and flawless bone structure. You were chosen out of countless rejects.”

Ethan put his hands up to his temples and brushed his hair back. He felt like his head might explode just from trying to rein in everything Gauge had said. His head started to feel light and he wanted to sit down. He almost forgot they were in the forested valley of the Last Stand map. His crossbow had fallen out of his hand a while ago.

“When are they going to do this to me?” Ethan asked.

“What do you think your ‘graduation’ is?” replied Gauge.
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Tera was hoping they would be given an autocar to fly out to the ruins, but they were forced to go on foot. There was an apparent shortage of vehicles and the Council didn’t think a trip just outside the walls was worth the hassle. Despite how close their destination was, it still took a couple of hours to close the distance on foot.

Faces turned toward them as they made their way out of the city’s southern gate. Travel in and out of Shell City wasn’t a common sight, so Tera was sure they were all wondering what mad purpose would drive two I.I. police officers out into the wastes. Abenayo paid them no second thought, marching past them with a scowl.

Once they were on the other side of the gate, there were almost no people. There were, of course, the few refugees in line to see if they could get in, but Tera knew the line wasn’t likely to get any shorter. Shell City wasn’t likely to admit refugees — and they weren’t likely to turn away.

Life out in the wastes was almost like a glimpse into the pre-international history of mankind. The nations that popped up, the roving tribes, all “feral” by the modern standard.

The Council considered any human without a neural implant a feral. They couldn’t be controlled by an I.I., and therefore were considered a threat. While they were allowed to exist out in the desolation between cities, the unimplanted humans would never be welcomed into civilization.

With a life like that, no wonder they still try to get in, Tera thought.

Abenayo ignored the refugees like she did the people inside the gate and led the trek into the abandoned city ruins that stretched out to the southwest. Tera matched her partner’s pace and took in the depressing sights.

It was her first trip out of the city, she realized. She had seen footage and heard stories from the wastes and ruins that surrounded Shell City, but never saw them firsthand, until now.

There were sundered buildings all around them, some looming down at them from over ten stories high. Their windows were all broken out, either from the wind or bored teenagers. In a way, they resembled decaying skulls embedded into the earth, staring down at the two cops with their empty eye sockets.

They stepped over the cracked pavement at a brisk pace. Weeds grew out of long fissures where traffic lane paint had once been. The street had likely been busy back in its prime, and Tera imagined it much cleaner and pristine. Like the Pavilion in Shell City, but full of people. Not bodyshells and meat puppets.

“Those humans sure can build a city, can’t they?” Abenayo said, breaking the silence. Her tone was sarcastic, but whimsical. “Didn’t even last fifty years without them.”

“It’s a lot to maintain,” Tera commented. “It must have been enormous.”

“Now it’s a ghost town,” her partner said. “A ruin of concrete, metal, and glass. Looking at the state of it, it’s easy to see why they lost the war.”

“They”, Tera noted. Such a strange distinction.

“Abenayo,” she started, “when did you get installed?”

The senior officer slowed a little, casting a sideways glance at the rookie.

“Why?” she asked.

Tera drew back a little. “Just curious,” she said sheepishly. “It’s a long walk.”

Abenayo thought for a moment before continuing at her original speed. “It happened about twenty years ago. I was nineteen,” she said. “Just a year younger than you.”

“Do you remember what happened?” Tera asked.

“Of course,” Abenayo replied.

Tera waiting in silence for some sort of elaboration. She didn’t dare prod her partner, however.

“I was killed when a couple junkies broke into our shack,” she continued when the silence started to grow uncomfortable. “They were fueled up on something and I guess just wanted to get some action. When they were done with us, they slit our throats. Even my little niece.”

“Jesus,” Tera replied. “I had no idea you were a slum dweller.”

Abenayo raised her brow as if to warn the rookie to tread lightly. Then she gave a little smirk as if to forgive the offense.

“In a lifetime long ago, yes,” Abenayo said.

“I just never would have imagined,” Tera said. “What with your attitude toward them and all.”

“Well, now you understand,” Abenayo interjected. “I hate them, in fact.”

“Because of what the junkies did to you?”

“Because they’re animals, and those bastards only did what animals do.” Abenayo’s smirk faded, her features serious once again.

“But Abenayo, you were —”

“And I’m not anymore,” the elder cut in. “Getting installed was the best thing that ever happened to me. What about you, rookie? When did you get plugged in?”

“I was only three or four years old,” Tera replied.

Abenayo seemed a little surprised, her synthetic brow lifting up to her scalp. “Shit, that early?” she said.

“That’s right,” Tera said. “I don’t remember it, though. They say my parents abandoned me. They found me malnourished and dying of thirst and managed to download my brain before I died.”

“I can’t even imagine growing up as an installed intelligence,” Abenayo commented. “I don’t even understand how you would ‘grow up’, so to speak.”

“I mean, I didn’t, at least, not physically,” Tera said. “But I was educated and my mind expanded. I was raised in a sort of orphanage. Trained from the get-go to be a police officer. It was like my destiny was chosen for me.”

“Do you resent that?” Abenayo asked.

“I don’t know,” Tera replied. “Not really. It’s what I’m best at anyway. The way I can contribute the most to the world.”

She noticed Abenayo’s gait change a little, then saw some movement up ahead. Her partner noticed the people in front of them before she had.

“Quiet now,” Abenayo said. “We’ve got a job to do.”

As they continued walking, Tera was able to make out the people a little better. They were dirty, covered in shabby clothing not unlike those of the slum dwellers. A lot of them were wearing heavy ponchos and cloaks that must have been designed to protect them from the heavy winds and dust of the wastes. All of them looked at the two approaching I.I.s with distrustful eyes, peering out at them from behind bits of rubble and ruin.

Tera noticed some children darting around in the shadows of the broken buildings around them. They moved like critters afraid of the light, watching the two strangers.

Finally, one of the humans started to walk towards the cops. A rather broad-shouldered man, he moved with large swings of his arms. A huge brown beard covered most of his face, and a canvas hood covered the rest.

“Greetings, metal women,” the man said, closing the gap between them. “What brings you out of your walls?”

“You do,” Abenayo said. “I’d bet that doesn’t surprise you, though. What are you people doing this close to the city?”

“We’re just surviving, friends. Is that not allowed?”

Abenayo was quiet for a moment while she sized up the man. Tera kept her eyes on those around them; she didn’t want anyone to get the drop on her if things turned ugly.

“What crew do you represent?” Abenayo asked. Then, after the man shot her a confused look, she elaborated, “What human tribe are you from?”

“Formerly Truck’s Raiders,” the man replied. There was a gentle twinkle in his eye and a softness to his face as he spoke. Tera didn’t think he meant harm to anyone.

“Truck’s Raiders?” Abenayo asked for clarity. Her posture tensed a little. “The roving bandits?”

“Yes, but we’re exiles,” the man explained. “We are no longer members of any tribe.”

“Why were you exiled?”

The man looked around at his compatriots, who were starting to emerge and show their faces a little more.

“Some of us expressed interest in this place of yours, this Shell City,” he said. “We may have mentioned a desire to come here, to meet your benevolent Council.”

“I take it Truck didn’t like that?” Abenayo asked.

The man looked taken aback, like the police officer had smacked him in the face with the name. The others seemed a little alarmed at their former leader’s mention.

“It is a serious crime to fraternize with ghost people like yourselves,” the man said. “If we did more than simply contemplate such a thing, we would have been executed. Still, they want nothing to do with Council sympathizers. We are without a home now. It’s been a long trip, but we decided to see if your city would let us in.”

“I take it you’re all unimplanted,” Abenayo said, more as a statement than a question.

The man and a few around him nodded.

“Then there’s no chance you’d be admitted,” the senior officer replied. “You can turn around now.”

A worried look crossed the man’s face. For a moment, it looked like he might break down and weep or something. His mouth hung open as he looked around, as if someone might be able to deny Abenayo’s claim.

“All due respect, but we’ve come a long way,” he said. “I think we’d all feel a lot better if we could hear that from the Council themselves.”

“We are here on behalf of the Council, human,” Abenayo said. “You are hearing it from them.”

“But — where will we go?”

“That’s not our concern. You are not allowed within Shell City and we are here to tell you to vacate.”

The man seemed flabbergasted.

“We’re not in Shell City!” he replied, outraged. “If they won’t let us into the walls for whatever reason, can’t we just stay out here until we know where we’re going?”

“No.”

“But it’s just ruins!”

“It’s still property of the Council of Shell City,” Abenayo said with a firm voice. “You are ordered to pack up and leave immediately or you will be removed with force.”

The man’s face started to turn red with anger and indignation. Bits of spittle flew from his lips as he spoke.

“But we’ll die out there!” he pleaded.

“I don’t care,” Abenayo replied. “If you don’t leave, you will die out here.”

The man took a deep breath, then seemed to become resolute. Like, somehow in the last thirty seconds, he had accepted his fate.

“That’s the way it has to be, I suppose,” he said. “It has to come down to this.” He stepped forward as if to intimidate the female bodyshell with his sheer size.

“It does,” Abenayo confirmed. She stepped into him rather than backing up. She was not impressed with him.

Then, without warning, a ball of electricity appeared between the two I.I.s and the man. It was like a thunderstorm that grew instantly out of a single spot. For Tera, everything went dark.
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Ethan started to grow a little skeptical. As he stood there in the forested valley of the Last Stand map with the strange man named Gauge before him, he remembered what Sharpe had said. About how Gauge was likely part of some new adventure that Replication Systems wanted people to test. Maybe they wanted to preserve the surprise hook by sharing it with just a few unwitting people. Sharpe’s logic was making more and more sense as Ethan thought about it.

There was another thought present, though. One that begged him to consider one terrifying possibility.

What if it’s real? he asked himself.

It could be some elaborate game, or maybe even a prank Sharpe and Taylor were pulling on him for his birthday, but he didn’t think it was worth the chance. If he plays along and it turns out to be a joke, then he’ll be a little embarrassed, but that’s all. If it’s true that his “captors” were going to lobotomize him, though, and he didn’t take the threat seriously…

He didn’t want to think about the implications.

“Okay,” he said after a long while of thinking. “So what do we do?”

“We have to make our escape,” Gauge said, grabbing Ethan by the shoulder. He started to lead him in the same direction that Taylor’s tracks went. “Now is our only chance. It has to be today.”

“Where do we go?” Ethan felt at a loss.

“Follow me,” Gauge said. He let go of the birthday boy and started to lead the way at a brisk pace.

Together, they weaved between the trees as they made their way through the rock-walled passage. Ethan had no idea how much farther the canyon went, but he imagined it let out soon.

“You see, I was the one who convinced Taylor to use this map for your guys’ birthday,” Gauge explained. “I did it subtly, but it was effective. I was able to alter the Last Stand map to make us a sort of escape hatch. Something they don’t know about. And we have to get to it now if we want to save your brain.”

“What about the others?” Ethan asked as he followed the redheaded man.

Gauge looked back at him as we walked. “We’ll do what we can,” he said. “I won’t guarantee anything, though. I need you to trust me, and I won’t get that by lying about things like this, even to make you feel better. But I promise you that we will try to get your friends and everyone else out — before it’s too late.”

They finally reached the end of the canyon, and the forest thinned out as well. Eventually, there were no more alpine trees; fields of grass stretched out for miles. The cliffs behind them started to look rather small as they continued at their hurried pace. The Last Stand map was enormous — probably one of the largest Ethan had ever been in. It was like an entire planet’s worth of biome’s packed into a county-sized plot of land.

The grassland transitioned to jungle. Ethan couldn’t help but feel amazed by the beauty of the area. Whoever had designed the map in the first place put a lot of detail into the jungle to make it seem authentic. Little ants crawled along the moss-covered tree trunks while snakes hissed form branches above them.

All the way, Gauge seemed to know where he was going. Ethan kept expecting him to stop and second guess his turns, but he never did.

There were ruins that Ethan started to spot between the palm trees and the thick ferns. They looked like something from the Aztec empire; pictographs covered all the weathered and worn stone faces. The ruins might have been a temple at one time, or at least, they were designed to look as such. There were several toppled pillars, but a few walls still stood. Ethan half expected Indiana Jones to sprint on by with his bullwhip in hand.

Gauge beckoned Ethan on farther with his hand. “This way,” he said.

Just as Ethan was about to follow the strange man through one of the ancient archways, a pair of gunshots popped from right behind them. The shots were so close that the sound made Ethan’s ears throb. He was so startled that he leapt forward, nearly tumbling to the jungle floor. Gauge jumped, too, and turned to spot their attacker.

“Get behind cover!” he shouted at Ethan. He reached out and pulled the teenager up against the walls of the arch.

Ethan breathed hard. For the last hour or so, he had nearly forgotten that he was fighting in a kill-or-be-killed competition. The fortune of points up for grabs to the contest’s winner had slipped his mind. He was now far more concerned about his brain.

“Stop shooting!” he shouted from behind the ruined wall. “I don’t want to fight!”

“Then you should have picked a different game!” the shooter shouted.

Ethan didn’t recognize the voice. If it was Sharpe, he might have listened.

Or he wouldn’t have missed, he thought.

“We can’t get killed here or the plan’s ruined,” Gauge said. The fear in his voice was obvious.

For the first time in all his experience with the simulation, Ethan was afraid for his life. He wished more than anything that he chose something lighthearted for his birthday celebration, like a concert or a feast. Instead, he was going to die and it was his own fault.

“Cease fire!” he yelled some more. “Come on!”

He tried to peek around the stone to see their attacker and managed to spot the guy taking a couple of steps in their direction. Then, with a loud pop, the shooter vanished in a hail of blood. A wooden crate sat where he was.

Ethan’s mouth fell open in shock, and when he looked over at Gauge, he saw the strange man’s doing the same. They both timidly emerged from their cover and looked at the spot where the attacker had been standing mere seconds ago.

“What the hell just happened?” Ethan asked.

Gauge bent down a little, poking at something with a stick. Looking over his shoulder, Ethan could see it was a jagged piece of metal.

“Landmine,” Gauge replied. “Looks like we got lucky. Come on, no time to waste.”

Ethan stared at the shrapnel for a moment longer before following the redheaded man further into the jungle ruins.

In the middle of the area, a small stone building still stood. Unlike the rest of the ruins, it was an intact structure, with all four walls and a ceiling. To Ethan, it looked like a tomb or a small mausoleum of some sort. Gauge disappeared into the tiny building’s entrance, and Ethan followed him in.

It was dark and hard to see Gauge. The redheaded man gave a simple nod, then stepped into the far wall of the tomb and vanished.

Ethan blinked. He looked around, assuming for a moment that he had just seen things wrong. He started to think it was some sort of software bug before realizing that this must be the escape hatch.

“Walk through the wall,” he heard Gauge’s disembodied voice say.

He did as he was told. He squeezed his eyes shut at the last second, expecting to collide with the cold stone. When he opened them, however, he found himself inside the wall. Turning around, he realized he could see all over the Last Stand environment, straight through all the walls and hillsides. It was as if none of the containers of the world existed, just their contents.

Gauge appeared beside him.

“Where are we?” he asked.

“Outside the map,” the man replied. “This is where I hid our emergency exit. This way.”

When they moved through this bizarre terrain-less world, they sort of floated like they were on motorized roller blades. It was strange to behold, but rather easy to control. Ethan didn’t need much practice before he was able to follow Gauge with ease.

Then he saw what appeared to be a simple door, hovering in the nothingness that existed outside the map’s boundaries. The redheaded man floated up to it and pulled on the handle. Inside was pure darkness.

“I should warn you,” Gauge started just before he lead the charge through the door, “you’re in for quite a shock. Brace yourself. You’ll need to be on your feet and moving as soon as possible.”

“We’re leaving?” Ethan asked. “Where are we going?”

“The real world,” Gauge replied. Then, before he stepped through the door, he added, “See you on the other side.”

Ethan hesitated for a moment once the strange man vanished into the abyss. There was a tiny voice deep in his brain that told him not to go. To stay here and forget everything Gauge told him. That it was all just some elaborate adventure the simulation was tricking him into playing.

He told that voice to shut the hell up and jumped through the door.
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With a pounding in her metal and plastic head, Tera started to come to. The world around her was a blur of colors and motion. She lifted her head and tried to make out up from down, but everything in her ocular receptors was swirling. A bit of static disruption lingered on the edge of her vision.

She tried to stand, but her extremities weren’t responding. Looking down, as things around her started to become clear, she realized she was tied up. Her legs were bound together and her arms were secured to her sides. Whoever did this to her had attached her to a nearby boulder with a short length of rope and a stake. She tried to pry herself loose, but couldn’t get any leverage with her arms and legs incapacitated.

Looking up, she saw Abenayo. Or at least, her bodyshell. All the subtle lights that usually glowed to indicate life within the machine were dead. The police-issued bodyshell that belonged to her partner and mentor lay dormant. Empty.

There was some movement off to the side that drew Tera’s gaze. The man who had pleaded with them mere moments ago to let them stay in the ruins approached her.

“Ah, she’s awake,” he said. Once he was within arm’s reach he knelt down so he could stare into her synthetic face. “If that’s what you call it, that is.”

“What the hell happened?” Tera asked. Her tone was seeped with venom. “What did you do to Abenayo?”

“We deleted her,” the man replied, a smirk on his lips. “The E.M.P. was supposed to erase you as well, but I guess you were just out of fatal range. Still, it was powerful enough to shut your systems down for a little bit. Might work out for the better, in the end.”

“Why?” Tera asked. “Why did you do this?”

The man scoffed a little. “You were about to kick us out of the only shelter we had, and you want to know why we attacked you?” He looked around at some of the other humans in his group and laughed.

“You had the E.M.P. from the beginning,” Tera observed. “This was your plan all along.”

“Ha, you got me,” the man replied. “You’re right — we were always going to blow you up.”

“You aren’t exiles,” Tera said matter-of-factly.

The man nodded. “You’re pretty bright for a Council hound, you know?” he said. “Truck sent us himself. Wanted to send Shell City his best regards.”

“By killing two cops?”

“Nah,” the man replied. “That’s just the first phase of the plan. Gotta lay foundations, you know?”

Tera looked around as much as her restraints would allow her. They had pulled her into one of the abandoned structures that made up the ruins. At one point, it might have been a parking center, but Tera couldn’t be sure. While the man had been talking with his prisoner, another man started picking at the remains of Abenayo’s bodyshell. He plugged some sort of tablet-looking device into her empty head, gazing at the information through a pair of green-lensed goggles. Behind him, a pair of bodyshells were watching his work.

Tera’s face must have conveyed her confusion because the man talking to her turned and followed her eyes.

“You’re surprised to see I.I.s with us?” he asked.

“I thought you hated us,” Tera said.

“Not the I.I.s,” the man explained. “Just the Council. I.I.s are just like us — there’re good folks and bad folks. We’ve got some of the good folks with us here, and we welcome them. As long as they hate those fascists ruling things from their ivory Pavilion, we consider them friends. Some are even old urbanites, you know. Defectors, your bosses would call them.”

The man working on Abenayo’s corpse made a disappointed grunt. The big man turned to lock eyes with him.

“I don’t think any of this is gonna be usable, boss,” the man with the goggles said. “If there were any static charge left in her, it would have dissipated by now. Everything here is dead.”

The big man sighed. “Damn,” he said. Then he looked back into Tera’s face. “At least we have her.”

“You don’t know what you’re doing,” Tera said. “The Council will be coming for you now.”

“That’s what we’re counting on, actually,” the man in charge replied. “It would have been nice if one of our I.I. boys could use some decent police hardware, but we’ll get some when they send people after you.”

“Abenayo will be coming, too,” Tera said. “In a different bodyshell.”

“You’re wrong there, officer,” the man sneered. “The frequency we used in the E.M.P. bomb deleted your friend, wherever she may be stored.”

“That’s impossible,” Tera said.

“Not at all. A bit of code gets injected into her hardware, which is transmitted to every instance of her brain. A virus. There’s no coming back from that. You’re on equal ground with us now.”

Tera refused to believe him. She tried to turn away, to turn her ocular receptors away from the man and his grinning face. Then, something caught her attention. A little alert in the corner of her vision she hadn’t noticed until now.

Her distress beacon had been activated. They must have accessed it while she was out cold. The Council would be coming out here, and there was no way for her to tell them it was a trap.
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Green. Everything around Ethan was green, a sickly green that didn’t look unlike snot. He felt like the grape in the gelatin, trying to look at the world through the gooey stuff. It blurred his vision and made it hard to discern the shapes surrounding him.

He was certain he was submerged in something, but he didn’t have any problems breathing. In fact, he didn’t need to breathe at all.

Peering down, he saw dozens of little snakes attached to his body, leading out into the green goo around him. He reached around, pushing his arm through the substance to grab one of the snakes. It was cold and metal. He tried to tug on it, but there wasn’t enough room for him to get the right leverage. Every time he tried to angle his arm, his elbow bumped into some hard surface that enveloped him.

Without warning, the metal wires going into him retracted. He felt a sudden stinging all over his body so uniform and complete that it almost itched more than it hurt. Then a loud hum filled the enclosed space he was occupying. He started to be sloshed around as he realized the snot-colored goo was being drained and the chamber was being filled with air.

The walls surrounding him gave way and he fell. It was a short drop, only a foot or so, but it still knocked the wind out of his lungs. That was when he noticed he was breathing air through his nose and mouth for what felt like the first time ever.

His vision needed a moment to clear. Dark shapes stood still all around him, and one form moved up to where he lay. He felt a metal hand grab him by his naked shoulder and lift him up to a sitting position.

Ethan could finally see everything around him. He was in a large room made of concrete and metal that didn’t have any windows to speak of. Just above him was the coffin-like pod he had been floating in. A bit of the green goop stuff dripped off the open bottom of the container. Next to the pod, on either side, were dozens of other coffin-shaped things. All of the others were filled with the green substance — and each held a naked person. Each individual had dozens of the wires connecting them to their own pods.

The moving form knelt down by Ethan. He finally saw that it was a robot made to look like a human being. It was male in appearance, with brown and gold synthetic material covering its metal skeleton. Despite how clearly un-human it looked, there was something alive about its expression. It looked down at him with concern.

“Can you hear me?” the machine asked. “Are you able to stand up? There shouldn’t be any muscle atrophy with these pods.”

Ethan pushed himself away from the mechanical man, his eyes wide with fear. He felt like he must be in some dream still. Some nightmare. He felt so strange — he wished more than anything to be back in the simulation, back in Sharpe’s basement. He felt so far away from home; so unsafe.

“Ethan, I need you to acknowledge me,” the robot said. “We don’t have much time.”

That’s when Ethan finally recognized the metal man’s voice. It was Gauge.

“It’s you,” Ethan managed to say.

“In the flesh,” Gauge replied ironically.

“Wha — what are you?”

“I’m an installed intelligence, Ethan,” the mechanical man replied.

“You’re one of them?” Ethan asked. “The ones that want to lobotomize me?”

“No, not at all,” Gauge replied. “Not all I.I.s are anti-human. I’m here to rescue you and together, we’re gonna make those bastards pay. But first, we’ve gotta get outta here, alright?”

Ethan nodded.

Now that he could make everything out clearly, he was able to see how many simulation pods there were. They didn’t just stretch on for what seemed like miles in either direction; there were rows that ran parallel to them that did the same. There must have been over a thousand people there, all in their own little coffins.

Gauge followed the human’s gaze. “We’ll come back for them,” he said. “I promise.”

“You were telling the truth,” Ethan said, his voice still strained with his recent slumber. “Everything they told us — the colonies on other planets, the eradication of disease — that was all a lie?”

“That’s what I tried to tell you,” the I.I. said. “You better get used to the idea real quick. The world out there is nothing like they told you. I’d brace myself if I were you.”

Ethan didn’t know how to respond. He didn’t need to; Gauge lifted his naked form onto his feet and pulled him away from the pods. He felt like he was in a trance, or still back in the simulation. Like he wasn’t in complete control of his body. Luckily, it followed Gauge by instinct.

There was a door at the far end of the storage facility that the I.I. led him to. Suddenly, Gauge stopped like a dog that heard something Ethan could not. With the sound of whirring gears, a small gun barrel popped out of the metal man’s wrist.

“Quiet,” Gauge urged. With his arm, he led Ethan against the wall, just beside the door. As they waited in silence, the teenager was able to hear it, too.

Footsteps coming from outside.

There was a loud whoosh of air as the door slid open and a pair of mechanical people came in, one male and one female. By Gauge’s body language, Ethan could tell these two were not friends of his.

The two machine-people walked into the facility without looking to either side, which provided Ethan with some peace of mind. However, they did notice the opened pod in the middle of the lowest row.

“What the hell?” the female I.I. said.

Before the other could try to guess, Gauge stepped forward and fired at each of them. A bright blue spark emanated from where each projectile hit, and the mechanical people fell to the ground, dormant.

Ethan, having no forewarning of Gauge’s actions, jumped with surprise and covered his ears. When he realized it was already over, he relaxed.

“What did you do to them?” he asked, examining the deactivated forms.

“I hit ‘em with an E.M.P. shot,” Gauge explained, showing the wrist-mounted weapon he used. “They’re fine, but those bodyshells are shot.”

“Bodyshells?” Ethan asked.

“Yeah, bodyshells,” Gauge replied, tapping on his own robotic form. “It’s what we I.I.s live in, how we interact with the world.”

Ethan looked down at the deactivated people. “But they’re still alive?” He didn’t understand.

“If they have backups somewhere, yeah,” Gauge replied. “Since they’re Council soldiers, I don’t doubt they do. The shot I hit them with should wipe their memory of the last minute, though. I don’t think they update their backups more frequently than that. Aside from your empty simpod, no one will know we were here.”

Ethan felt at a loss. He had a million questions he wanted — no, needed — the answers to, but he decided to go with the most pressing one first.

“Where do we go?” he asked.

“Well, we don’t want to go all the way out onto the Pavilion; that’s where the I.I.s who run the city live. We’d be sitting ducks out there,” Gauge explained. “Instead, we’re going to take a maintenance duct down into the lower city.”

He led Ethan out of the door the two bodyshells had come through, then peeled to the right. There were a number of steel crates stacked by the side of the door labeled with things Ethan could not understand. Beside one of the crates was a circular hatch that went straight down into the metal floor. With a whir that sounded like a power drill, Gauge unfastened the bolts holding the hatch down.

“You first,” Gauge said. “That way I can cover our rear if I have to.”

Ethan took a big gulp as he peered into the hole. It had to be only about three feet wide, but it was too dark to see the bottom. A thin ladder led down into the abyss below.

As he started to lower himself into the narrow passage, he couldn’t help but think of Sharpe. He kept remembering how skeptical his friend had been when he first told him about Gauge.

I wonder what he’d think if he could see me now, Ethan thought. Then he remembered that his friend was also set to be lobotomized soon.

Another thought crept into his skull as he took the first step down to the next rung, his elbows tucked tight against his chest as he moved. He remembered how Sharpe insisted that Gauge was part of some new, immersive adventure.

That thought remained in the back of his mind as he climbed down the duct.
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A whole day passed since the group of Truck’s Raiders deleted Abenayo and took Tera captive. The bandits kept her tied up the whole time, ignoring her for the most part. There was nothing for her to do — they cut off any kind of network access she normally had access to.

The only form of entertainment available to her was to watch the bandits prepare for the ambush on whatever Council troops would be responding. Where she thought they only had huts and tents set up, they actually had stored weapon caches. They unloaded what seemed like hundreds of magna-rifles and so many boxes of E.M.P. bullets that they could have erected a little fort for the children to play in with them. Some of the I.I.s in the group used bodyshells with built-in weapons, but most did not. Most were the old civilian models, the same kind one might see in Slumside.

They converted some of the tents and fake housing to make cover and pockets that bandits could conceal themselves. The part of the ruins they chose for this ambush was perfect — a nice clearing surrounded on all edges by tall, ruined buildings. There were a few people on each roof — if the building had a roof, that is — and several in the interior.

More and more, she started to doubt if the Council would win the fight when they got there. She had been so certain at first, but looking around at all the people and the position they were in, she wasn’t so sure anymore.

If only I could warn them, she thought. If only I could send some kind of message to the Council.

Everyone was alert and content at first, but after a few hours passed and there was still no Council response, they started to get restless.

“Come on, how long’s this gonna take,” she heard one complain.

“Shut up,” the man in charge of the party barked. “It’ll take however long it takes.”

“It’s starting to get late. Are we going to take shifts while some of the people rest? What about food?”

“I said shut up!”

But once the first day transitioned into night, then into the second day, even the boss guy was starting to moan about fatigue and hunger. Some people took watch for over eight hours at a time. Just sitting in one position, with their guns in their laps or on the ledges in front of them, eyes peeled for any kind of motion. She could see it was getting to them. They would shake their heads, trying to keep themselves awake. On the second day, Tera started to understand the Council’s tactic.

They’re deliberately delaying response, she thought, looking at the exhausted raiders around her. They knew the bandits would be prepared for them, so they wanted to wait them out until they were tired and hungry. Until their guard was down.

She was sure she was right. It was exactly something she could see the Council doing. It was cold and calculated, taking only the logical approach. They didn’t care if the raiders deleted her in the meantime.

It made sense.

Then, when so much time had passed that she started to doubt herself and the second night was beginning to fall, the raiders stirred.

“On the ridge!” one of the lookouts shouted.

Everyone went into action. The listless eyes and bored faces became intense with concentration. There was a commotion of plastic and metal as guns were moved, loaded, and aimed. Magazines were clicked into place and sights were raised. They all seemed to know where the lookout saw the incoming party and faced in that direction.

Then she spotted them. A dark line of bodyshells marched on the ruins in formation, their weapon attachments already deployed. The metal components caught the sun and glinted at her. Even she had to be impressed at the look of them.

Even if I had a whole army on my side, I wouldn’t want those Council soldiers after me, she thought.

A gunshot rang out in the air, splitting the tense silence that was gathering. It rang off the ruin walls and the nearby cliffsides before reverberating back to them.

Only a second of quiet followed the initial pop before the atmosphere was torn by a staccato of gunfire. Electrified bullets and tracer rounds zipped through the evening sky like a violent fireworks display.

From where she was tied up, Tera could see two bodyshells drop on the ridge as the E.M.P. rounds crashed through their armor. Once the Council soldiers fell to the dirt, the others turned to the source of the bullets and opened fire themselves. There was no panic in the mob of bodyshells like there would be if they were human. Instead, they stayed rooted to the spot, only strafing out of the way to avoid incoming rounds.

They must be built with combat enhancers, Tera thought. Security measures that kept them from panicking but allowed them to use the emotional surge of battle to drive them.

She ducked as a stray round ricocheted off one of the boulders near her. The last thing she wanted was a hole in her head courtesy of the people sent to rescue her.

An explosion shook the ground. Tera couldn’t discern if it was triggered by the raiders or the Council soldiers. Another one followed it.

They must have set traps, Tera realized.

The bodyshells started to circle the clearing in a wide, slow berth. They walked around the buildings where all the snipers were posted, keeping a persistent barrage of fire on their ambushers. Truck’s Raiders spun around to compensate with the movement, but they were at a disadvantage. There were too many things for the Council soldiers to hide behind as they made their advance.

Tera was watching one of the raider snipers try to trace the bodyshells with his rifle when a small shape was flung from below, landing beside the human. He noticed it and panicked. He threw down his weapon and tried to leap away from the object, but it was too late. The grenade exploded with a concussive shockwave and the shower of shrapnel tore the sniper to shreds. His mutilated body tumbled off the roof and down into the clearing.

Shouts echoed off the walls as Truck’s Raiders tried to figure out where the soldiers had gone. Somehow, in the thick debris of the ruins, they lost track of them. But the same was not true of the soldiers. Tera heard two more explosions ring out, the bodies of more snipers flying off the buildings or tumbling to the concrete in bloody heaps.

“They’re surrounding us!” Tera heard the boss man shout. She couldn’t see him, but it sounded like he was behind a rock down in the clearing, just ahead of her. “They’ve got us on all sides!”

Looking around, Tera could see it was true. The bodyshells from the city started to emerge from behind heaps of rubble and cracked walls to reveal the ring they had formed around the encampment. The gunshots from their wrist-and-shoulder-mounted weapons never let up. They never gave the raiders a moment to recuperate.

“Fall back!” she heard the guy in charge cry. “They’ve got the upper hand! Fall back, you bastards, if you wanna live!”

Panicked shrieks and pounding feet came from all around Tera. The humans and I.I.s that made up the group of Truck’s Raiders rushed past her line of sight. In the blur of everything, she could see the fear in their faces. The pure terror.

The Council bodyshells started to close in. One step at a time, they tightened the ring, shooting down frantic bandits as they tried to break out of the clearing. Their pace was slow, almost like something out of a horror movie.

“Turn back! There’s more this way!” she heard someone shout from the left.

“We can’t! They’re all around us!” another person yelled on her right.

“Break on through!” the boss man ordered, his voice tense with strain. “It’s the only way.”

More gunshots. Tera could hear agonized shrieks coming from all around her. Even in the cacophony of the firefight, she could hear the soft thuds of bodies hitting the earth.

Then it was quiet.

Tera strained to peek, but she couldn’t see anything. The wind blew a bit of dust in the air, which drifted on down the ruined street like a puff of smoke.

“You are under arrest,” she heard a voice in the distance say. “Do not resist.”

“You are under arrest,” another voice said, this time closer. She heard the phrase once or twice more, accompanied by the clicking of handcuffs.

Footsteps started to approach the rock Tera was bolted to. It came from behind her, so she couldn’t see who it was, but she knew the feet were heavy and mechanical.

A bodyshell appeared from around the corner, staring down at her. It was a man who had forgone the standard synthetic hairdo most bodyshells sported for a clean scalp. The police emblem on his chassis was unmistakable.

“Thank God,” Tera said when it finally became clear that the Council soldiers had won.

“You are under arrest,” the male bodyshell said, bending down to secure a pair of handcuffs on her wrists. “Do not resist.”

Tera’s brow furrowed in incomprehension as the officer cut her from the rock and lifted her to her feet.

“There’s a mistake,” she said. “I’m not one of them. I’m a police officer.”

“Be quiet while we gather up the rest of your friends,” the bald I.I. commanded. “You don’t want to make this any more difficult for yourself.”

“No, you don’t understand,” she said as he grabbed her upper arm and led her with him. “My name is Tera Alvarez. I’m a Human Liaison Officer in Slumside. You can check your database.”

“I just did,” the Council soldier said after a microscopic pause. “We have an Alvarez on file, but your credentials don’t match her. In fact, our records state that Officer Alvarez was deleted in the same E.M.P. explosion that killed Officer Abenayo.”

“That can’t be right,” Tera replied, stumbling a little as they started walking down an incline together. “Clearly, I’m right here.”

“We will have to verify your identity, then,” the arresting officer explained. “As far as we can tell, though, you’re one of those Raider I.I.s who took control of Council property to impersonate an officer of the law. For these crimes, as well as being an accomplice to the murder of two police units and the attempted ambush of a government platoon, you are being detained and taken to holding within Shell City. There, we will confirm your identity and the proper action can be taken. Until then, I would keep my mouth shut if I were you. You can only make things worse.”
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The simulation got one thing right, Ethan thought. The outside world definitely has flying cars.

He and Gauge had taken what the I.I. called an “autocar”, which was more amazing than the teenager had imagined. It was like a personal helicopter that drove itself, winding through the long avenues that made up the lower city. He pressed his nose up against the glass and looked out, taking in the sights. He felt like his mind might overload at any second.

Gauge explained that the vehicle was arranged to meet them by some friends of his. When Ethan asked what friends he was talking about, Gauge simply said, “You’ll see.” He didn’t like that.

The flight was a long one. Gauge programmed the vehicle to fly slowly in order to avoid suspicion, but even if he didn’t, the city was so massive that it still would have taken a while. Ethan watched the holographic signs pass by, designed to look like neon lights or old-timey cloth banners. There were swarms of other autocars zooming around the air between the ridiculously tall skyscrapers.

Ethan knew civilization had advanced and urban areas had expanded, but he had no idea the true scale of it all.

“Where are we?” he asked. He didn’t take his gaze away from the window.

“Shell City,” the bodyshell replied. “Formerly Denver, Colorado. This is what it’s been transformed into since the humans lost the war. This is what the Council built it up to be.”

Ethan remembered mentions of Denver in his educational programs, but he couldn’t remember much about it. He just knew that it was famous for being a mile above sea-level.

Maybe that’s not even true, he thought sourly.

“What Council?” he asked.

“The elite I.I.s who control the world,” Gauge answered. “There are dozens of places like Shell City out there, and they control every single one. Their local representative is Councilman Harring. Someone had to be in charge of how all the I.I.s were stored and ultimately how life continued on. So the Council stepped in, and now they have all the power.”

Ethan felt dismal. “I was promised the chance to live on Mars,” he said, almost to himself rather than his metal companion. “They said life was just one long vacation and we could do whatever we wanted. No one said it would be like this.”

“That’s the Council’s work,” Gauge replied. “They’re the ones that kept you in the simulation so they could harvest your body. To their credit, at least the program seemed fun.”

“It was all a lie.”

“That’s right.”

Ethan felt like he might be sick. At first, he thought it was because of the shock or the rocking of the autocar as it flew. Then he realized how hungry he was. More than ever in his life, he wanted to bury his face in a plate of steaming hot food and risk the burns in order to fill his gullet. He hoped they were landing soon.

“The rest of the humans,” he started to ask, “they’re all in those pods?”

“No,” Gauge said. “You were just a special crop and a Council secret. Most humans live in the lower city ghettos. They live in shacks, or ruins, or even just the streets while usually spending most of their time fighting each other, tweaking out on drugs, and surrounding themselves with mindless entertainment. You probably can’t even imagine the kind of squalor the millions of slum dwellers live in each day. And it’s not just the humans. Poor I.I.s, or those who found themselves out of the Council’s favor, call the ghettos their home as well.”

“Sounds like Hell,” Ethan said, wishing dearly that Gauge had left him in the simulation pod.

The mechanical man nodded, then added, “The only difference is that Hell can’t be changed. We’re almost there.”

Ethan felt relieved as the autocar finally lighted down on the roof of a ruined apartment building. He had no idea where they were going, but looking around, it was clear they were in one of the ghettos Gauge had mentioned.

“This way,” Gauge said as the autocar door slid open. He hopped out and walked over to a roof-access door. He waited for Ethan to join him before opening the door and stepping inside.

The stairwell was full of dust and a good number of the steps were missing. Ethan stumbled a little once, but Gauge caught him and steadied him. Aside from the loud sounds of them descending the dilapidated stairs, Ethan couldn’t hear anything. They were alone here.

They took the stairs down four flights before Gauge led the way down a short corridor, then down another flight. The stairs were metal and the building was made more solid concrete the deeper they went. Ethan guessed that they were underground now.

“We’re going through the city’s old geothermal network,” Gauge explained. “It used to power the city, but this section has since been shut down. That’s why it makes the perfect hideout.”

He led Ethan down a number of metal tunnels and more stairwells, all the while the light around them grew dimmer and redder. It was a labyrinth, but Gauge seemed to know every turn to take without a moment’s delay. Ethan couldn’t count the number of bends and dips they took or how long they’d been underground. Neither of them said a thing.

After what seemed like forever, the tunnel emptied out to a wide wall of pipes and tubes and a large steel door. The door had a bolt on it so large that it looked like it took two people to open it. Ethan couldn’t help but think of the huge bank vault doors he’d sometimes see in crime movies.

Gauge stepped forward and rapped on the door with his fist. His knock had a specific rhythm of tap tap, tap tap, bang! He stepped back, and Ethan waited in silence with him. Eventually, the bolt slid open with a loud thunk and the door began to open.

The bodyshell turned to Ethan and smiled.

“Welcome to the Furnace,” he said, gesturing to the slowly opening door. “Secret headquarters of the People’s Union.”








  
  19

  
  
  Interrogation

  
  




“I’m telling you everything I know,” Tera said to the bodyshell in charge of questioning her. “I am Tera Alvarez, and I am a Shell City Police Officer. I swear!”

“Oh good, she swears,” the third person in the room commented with over-obvious sarcasm. “I say we let her go, then.”

The light strips that ran along the seams of the room, where the walls met the ceiling and floor, did little to actually illuminate the chamber. It seemed to be there to set the mood, rather than help anyone see each other.

In her training at the academy, Tera had seen one of these interrogation rooms a handful of times, but always from the outside. She had watched a mock questioning from behind the one-way mirror. Just like the mirror in this room.

I wonder how many of them are watching me, she thought, staring at her own reflection. I wonder what they are thinking. How guilty do they believe I am?

The bodyshell that asked her the question was tall and slender. She couldn’t tell if he hunched over the table at her as some form of intimidation, or just because the ceiling was too low for him. She hadn’t seen him stand to full height since he’d entered.

The one who made the sarcastic comment leaned against the wall, far away from the table where Tera was shackled. He was shorter, but something about him told Tera that he was much older. He seemed almost bored as he watched the interrogation play out.

“We didn’t ask you if you were Tera Alvarez,” the tall one in her face said, ignoring his partner. “We asked you where the rest of Truck’s Raiders are, and if they’re planning an attack.”

“I don’t know that!” she pleaded. “I was only there for a day because they used an E.M.P. on me.”

“The same E.M.P. they used on Abenayo, right?” the one in the corner said skeptically.

“Yes,” Tera said.

“Then why is Abenayo dead and you’re not?” the tall one asked, hunching closer to Tera’s face.

“I told you, I was too far away,” Tera explained. “Abenayo and the raider guy were right in each other’s faces when the detonation went off. I imagine he’s the one who triggered it.”

The bored-looking cop in the corner scoffed.

“It’s true!” Tera whined.

“Sounds convenient,” the shorter one said. “Sounds incredible, even. To me, the logical assumption is that you’re lying. You’re just an impostor.”

“You’ve seen the scan results, ‘Tera’,” the tall one said. “Your I.I. frequency doesn’t match our records, and you know that can’t be faked. We’ve also confirmed Officer Alvarez’s deletion — how dare you pretend to be a dead cop.”

“That’s impossible,” Tera argued. “I don’t know why the frequencies don’t match. Someone must be doing this to me!”

“Sure, sure,” the one in the corner said. “You’re just wrapped up in some conspiracy, right?”

“Tell the truth, raider!” the tall one growled. His fake teeth almost seemed to rattle a little.

“I am! I’m not a raider!” Tera felt like she could cry, if she had the tear glands to do so. She wondered if this is how all the criminals felt when they were brought in for interrogation. Like they were digging for a specific answer, and anything else the suspect said was a lie.

“Seems like she’s sticking to her story,” the bored one in the corner said. “Even though it’s clearly bullshit.”

The tall one sighed, then stepped back from the table. He was able to stand to his full height without scraping the ceiling, to Tera’s surprise.

“Well, we don’t have anything solid to connect you to the Raiders — even though we’ll find it eventually — but we can book you on theft of government property.”

“What are you talking about?” Tera asked. She felt delirious with everything that happened over the last three days. From the mass suicide of the I.I. worshipers to the ambush in the ruins, to being accused of treason by the only family she had ever known.

“The bodyshell, genius,” the shorter one said. “Or did you think we’d let you keep it?”

“Not like she’ll need it where she’s going,” the taller one commented. “They don’t allow bodyshells in prison.”

“Prison?” Tera asked. If she had a heart, she had no doubt it would be pounding out of her chest at that moment. “Don’t I get a trial?”

The two cops looked at each other, then gave a hearty laugh.

“You’ve already had it,” the shorter one answered.

“What?” she asked.

“A judge, jury, and your defense have already convened. In fact, they were having your trial while we were having our little chat.”

“Why wasn’t I in attendance?”

“It wasn’t necessary,” the taller one replied. “Your case is a pretty open and shut one.”

“What about my rights?” she asked.

That was met with even more laughter. The taller one, still chuckling, helped Tera onto her feet. He started binding her hands behind her back, like they had been when they brought her in.

“The judge has sentenced you to a month in storage,” he told her.

“You’re lucky we can’t pin the conspiracy and cop murder charges on you,” the shorter one said. “They’d be putting you in a place where you’d never see the sun. It would be hell, and you’d deserve it. Makes me sick to see cop killers walk, but at least we got your friends. And hey, who knows. Maybe they’ll flip on you and you’ll get to take that trip after all.”
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There were a couple of people waiting for Gauge and Ethan on the other side of the enormous door. They only slid it open about six feet wide, then closed it behind them when they had entered. Gauge greeted them, and they returned the gesture, but the I.I. didn’t wait around long enough to say much else.

The vault-like door led them into the largest underground chamber Ethan had ever seen, even compared to the deepest dungeons of the simulation. Everything was built with function in mind and aesthetics cast to the side. A number of heat vents and ducts ran along the chamber, either along the length or up and down it. Various openings dotted the walls and ceiling, looking like the caves of some cliff-dwelling critter. Some of the largest ducts and metal pipes made columns that held the gargantuan chamber together.

People moved all about the Furnace, as Gauge called it. Some were flesh-and-blood humans like Ethan and some were bodyshell I.I.s like Gauge. It looked like most were busy moving things around, but Ethan couldn’t discern what the cargo was. As his liberator led him farther into the secret headquarters, Ethan noticed a few of the faces turn to him with interest.

“We’ve been down here for over a year now, building up our defenses and planning,” Gauge said.

“Planning for what?” Ethan asked.

“The day we take the Pavilion and free the city,” Gauge answered. “That’s the ultimate goal. We want to fight for the little guy, so to speak. We want to end the policies that created the ghettos and the body farms like you were in. We want to make those things they told you about humanity in your simulation true — for all people, no matter what their brain is made of.”

They were about a hundred feet into the chamber when an older woman took notice of them. With a warm smile, she approached Ethan and Gauge.

“It’s good to see you, Gauge,” she greeted the I.I. Then she turned to Ethan. “And you as well. I’m glad we were able to get you out of that dreadful place.”

She was dressed smart, like she had just finished giving a presentation to a board of directors somewhere. Fine jewelry hung from her ears and her neck, which even Ethan knew was expensive. In the side of her head, interrupting her fine gray perm, was a bizarre concave plate. It looked like a subwoofer someone had installed right into her skull.

“Ah, you must be Ethan!” a male’s voice emanated from the subwoofer. “We’ve been looking forward to meeting you for some time.”

Ethan looked over at Gauge with a confused look in his eyes. The woman with the speaker in her head seemed to pick up on its meaning.

“My apologies, dear,” she said in her normal voice, from her lips. “My name is Betsy Clevinger.”

“And I’m Martin, her husband,” the male voice said through the speaker in her skull.

“Hello,” Ethan said, but the confusion never left his face. He felt like he was hallucinating.

Maybe Gauge slipped me something on the flight, he thought. Or perhaps the simulation is glitching out.

“I see that you’re confused,” the male voice said. “My wife and I are what you call a mindshare couple. She’s still alive in the organic sense, but I am not. As an I.I., however, I can be installed into her brain. That way we can share everything we experience together.”

“It might not work for most couples, but it does for us,” Betsy said with the same smile stuck on her face. “We want to welcome you to the Furnace. We’re so glad you’re not in that terrible simpod anymore.”

“Betsy and Martin here run the People’s Union,” Gauge said. “They’re the only reason we’re here, rather than lobotomized or worse.”

“We merely have an excess of funds and try to put it to good use,” Betsy said. “Martin and I have always been privileged, even since before we married. But we paid attention. We see the inequality around us and we know that it cannot stand.”

“We happen to be in a rare position of power, you see,” Martin added. “We’re so wealthy that the Council doesn’t even mind the fact that Betsy is a human. With our money, we’re able to make a real difference. We might even be able to knock the Council down a peg.”

“You’re doing this just out of the kindness in your heart — er — hearts?” Ethan asked. He didn’t mean it to sound rude, but by the look on Betsy’s face, it was taken as such.

“We’re doing it for our son, actually,” she said. Her face became warm again rather quickly, having shrugged off Ethan’s question. “Or, his memory, at least.”

“We lost him when he went to a protest,” Martin Clevinger said. “There were a group of humans protesting the way the Council was treating their kind, and he wanted to go. It was mostly the poorer folk, the ones they forced to live in the slums. Still, he wanted to show his support. That was the kind of boy he was.”

“The Council gunned them down,” Betsy said when her husband paused for a moment. “All of them. And before anyone was informed, they had the bodies burned. There was nothing left. No one could be installed — they didn’t even bother to try.”

“I’m — so sorry,” Ethan said.

“That’s what they said, too, when the news broke,” Martin said. “Once they figured out whose son they had murdered, they came over to kiss our ass and beg our forgiveness. As you can imagine, we were less than willing to provide it.”

“Over the years, however, we started to realize the advantages of playing along with the Council,” Betsy said. “We started to think we could take the monster down from the inside. And that’s when we founded the People’s Union. Funnily enough, a good amount of the money we’ve used buying fancy bodyshells, powerful E.M.P. weapons, and supplies is what they gave us to ‘compensate’ us for the loss of our only child. I think it’s rather fitting.”

“So do I,” Martin added.

“We even used some of those resources to break you out of your cyber-prison,” Betsy told Ethan.

“Why though?” Ethan asked, processing it all. “Why do you need me?”

Gauge and the Clevinger’s shared a glance with each other. Ethan felt distinctly like he was being left out of an inside joke.

“Not only would you make an excellent soldier because of the muscle and reflex training the simpod provided for you,” Martin said through the speaker in his wife’s head, “but you’d be a perfect mascot for recruitment.”

“A perfect mascot?”

“People would be terribly upset if they knew what the Council was doing to you and your friends,” Betsy said. “You probably don’t know this, but you were being grown to be Councilman Harring’s next meat puppet. He was planning to walk around in you like a suit. With your story, it will be hard to resist joining us.”

“So I’m some kind of promotional tool?” Ethan asked.

“No, but that is the icing on the cake,” Betsy said. “What we really need you for is whatever might be kept in that brain of yours. If you’d allow us, we’d like to take a few harmless scans to see if what we’re looking for is there.”

“And what are you looking for?”

“We don’t know just yet,” Marvin replied. “We think that, if Councilman Harring was raising your body for himself, he may have planted some information in you, deep in your subconscious. Something that would be useful to him if he were in possession of your body, and may prove useful to us as well in the fight against him.”

“What do you say?” Gauge asked.

Ethan wished there was someone nearby he could converse with. Someone he could bounce ideas off, like he used to do with Sharpe. Now, he was all alone. There was no one to lean on. He had to trust himself to trust someone else.

“Harmless scans, you say?” he wanted to clarify. The last thing he wanted was to escape possible lobotomy only to have his brain damaged by his rescuers.

“Of course,” Marvin replied. “It’s just a hunch, anyway.”

“Now, dear, our guest here is probably pretty tired,” Betsy said, seemingly to herself. She eyed Ethan. “And hungry.”

“Right, right,” her husband replied through the speaker. “I sometimes forget those kinds of things. Gauge, would you please show Ethan to his quarters? Make sure to bring him as much food and water as he likes, and give him a bath. Tell the others that he’s not to be disturbed until he’s had his rest, understand?”

“You got it, boss,” Gauge said. He looked to the teenager. “You ready to get pampered, pal?”

Ethan simply nodded. There was still that nagging voice in his head that doubted everything around him. He was too tired to listen to it, or any other voices for that matter, however. All he could think about was food.

It will be my first meal, he realized. Ever.

The impact of the thought hit him like a punch in the gut, and he needed a moment before he could continue with Gauge to the makeshift quarters they put together for him.

His first day awake in the real world was far from how he pictured it.
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A month flew by, which Tera spent in relative solitude. They had confiscated her old police-issued bodyshell and plugged her into a hard storage facility. It functioned like a closed network — the prisoners could interact with each other if they so wished, but their connection to the outside world was severed.

Tera kept to herself, for the most part. There were a few prisoners there who she liked and considered decent folks, but Tera didn’t fraternize with them when she didn’t have to. There was no chow line in a digital prison, no yard. She had a lot of time to herself.

She didn’t feel like she belonged, which helped add to the feeling of isolation that consumed her. All the other prisoners — even the nice ones — each earned his or her place in the prison. They had done things to get themselves in trouble, even committed crimes that hurt people. She had not. She was innocent, but no one would believe her. She felt like an impostor of the worst kind, and would find no sympathy for it.

During that month, former Human Liaison Officer Tera Alvarez had some time to think. She played the moment when the E.M.P. bomb went off over and over in her head. She could still see Abenayo inches away from the raider who had been in charge of the ambush. The crackling of the electricity, the fading of her vision. It was all like some horrible reel show she could keep rewinding and starting over again.

Then the day of the battle between the raiders and the Council soldiers occupied her thoughts. Everything the boss man had told her — everything she was able to discern — pointed to the truth. She didn’t see why the raider would lie to her. The E.M.P. had somehow been powerful enough to erase her identity but not delete her. She couldn’t help but wonder if it was intentional.

You’re being paranoid, she found herself thinking. There isn’t some conspiracy around you.

That didn’t stop her from being suspicious, however. The first thing she had learned in the academy was that not everything is what it seems to be. From the outside, it looked like a long run of bad luck, but she felt like there was more to it. There had to be.

After her month had been served, she was released. They gave her a spare bodyshell they had for just such an occaision. It was as low-end as they come. No weapon attachments or armor, naturally. She found that it even lacked a basic heads up display. It was as if someone had carved out a metal puppet for her to live in.

Along with the inferior bodyshell, she was granted a one-way autobus ticket into Slumside. She had no idea where she would go when she got there.

The ride was a dismal one. It was raining outside, so Tera could see nothing beyond the water stained windows.

Shame, she thought. I would have liked to see the Pavilion once more before I’m exiled to the slums forever.

She knew that’s where the prison was. It had to be the Pavilion, guessing by the bus stop she had waited at. Everything was so clean and pristine. Like it was built brand new. That kind of care only existed in places where I.I.s alone lived. It was easy to keep places clear of litter when there were no snacks to eat, no wrappers to abandon, and no waste to produce.

When Tera arrived in Slumside, she started to walk around. Without realizing it, she started to take the same route she would on patrol with Abenayo. It was as if instinct drove her, or perhaps she just wanted the comfort of something routine. Something familiar.

The faces were less angry and the people less disheveled than she remembered. In fact, some even seemed pleasant and kindly. Handsome and beautiful. Had it always been this way? Or had they become more attractive since she’d been gone?

Perhaps it’s me, she thought.

The slum dwellers weren’t disgusted at her for being a Council cop anymore, because she wasn’t a Council cop. They just saw her as one of their own. Another face in the many. Perhaps thinking that she was going through the same struggle made them less likely to scowl at her.

There were still some people who didn’t seem happy to see her, however.

No matter what your status, there will still be people who hate I.I.s, she thought.

As she continued walking, she started to grow uncomfortable. When she walked through the less populated streets and alleys, she sometimes found someone following close behind. Whenever she cast a glance back at them, she found them staring at her. Sometimes sneering.

She knew they couldn’t hurt her the way they could a human woman, but that didn’t make her want them to follow her. Having patrolled the streets, she had seen what some I.I.-hating humans were capable of. It was important to note that she was just a lowly bodyshell and not a cop; no one would care. Her case would be passed down to some rookie like so many cases had been passed down to her. They were all learning tools — no one expected them to be solved.

She started to miss the smiling faces from earlier.

I guess it doesn’t take long to be disillusioned by the slums, she thought.

Once she was able to shake a few of her stalkers, she looked for someplace to sit. Someplace to call home, she thought.

There was a small deadend alley she found not far from the precinct she once worked at. She figured, of all places in the slum, the safest would be those close to the police station. If for no other reason than that the cops didn’t want dangerous criminals too close to home.

There was a small patch of mud beside one of the alley’s dumpsters that Tera took a seat in. She didn’t care about the filth anymore — her cheap bodyshell wasn’t worth the concern. All she wanted was a safe place to conceal herself so she could enter a low power state. Maybe there was some network adapter option she would find if she dug around in the bodyshell’s settings enough. She doubted it, but it was possible, even for the worst of humanoid machines. If so, then she could start to formulate a plan.

She wasn’t going to stay in the slums. She had to prove who she was and get her old life back.

Then I’ll make some changes from within, she thought. If I was in charge, no one would have to live like this.

A new sense of determination filled her.

That’s what I’ll do. I’ll start a revolution of sorts. Build a new Shell City.

She reached over and grabbed a bit of ragged tarp that was bundled up by the dumpster and draped it over herself. Convinced she was hidden well enough to avoid some street punk messing with her, she entered a low power state.




It was rough going since day one. It was now a week into Tera’s new life as a slum dweller, and she didn’t know how much more she could take. Every day was a constant struggle to move, find a decent place to loiter, and fend off the other slum dwellers.

She grew accustomed to harassment in her short time as a Slumside resident. The men would make rude comments about her and try to intimidate her with their size. She thought of them like posturing apes, beating on their chests. She tried to ignore them, but that only angered them more. The best approach, she found, was just to avoid them altogether. Don’t allow them to get close enough for an altercation.

The children would try to mess with her too, prodding at the panels on her bodyshell when she wasn’t looking. It was like they were playing some weird game where the goal was to cause as many mechanical malfunctions on her person as possible. Fending them off was even harder than the men because they were small, tricky, and persistent. The more she tried to shoo them away, the more interested they became. She hadn’t found a good approach for them just yet.

There was some solace in the other I.I.s who called Slumside their home. They weren’t exactly welcoming, but they were acceptable company when she needed it. They didn’t try to mess with her or intimidate her because they knew what it was like.

As she got to know a few of them, she started to realize the I.l.s trapped in the ghetto might be worse off than the humans. Despite being oppressed, the fleshies had strength in numbers. They fought, of course, but more often than not, humans got along with each other. And together, they hated progs like her.

Tera became friends with one I.I. who offered her things to read in order to kill the ever-present boredom of the ghettos. She found the things he gave her enlightening. They motivated her even more to take action, to change the city around her.

Then, one day, her friend pulled her aside while the other I.I.s played a game of dominoes.

“I know who you are,” he said.

She cocked her painted-on — not synthetic — eyebrow. “What?” she asked.

“You’re that former cop, Tera Alvarez,” he replied. “I know you.”

The female bodyshell stepped back a little, a suspicious expression on her face.

“You’ve seen me on patrol before?” she said.

He nodded.

“And who are you?” she asked.

“My name is Gauge,” he replied. “I want to offer you a chance to redeem yourself. To clear your name and to make sure no one else has to endure the injustice you’ve been subject to. That’s what you want more than anything, isn’t it?”

Tera was shocked. “How do you know these things?”

“I have some connections. In fact, my friends would like to meet you, if you would be interested,” he said. “You’d have to keep it really low key, though.”

She thought for a moment.

“When do they want to meet?” she asked.
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“Ethan,” Gauge said. “I’d like you to meet our newest recruit.”

The young man turned away from the computer console he was working on and faced the two bodyshells that approached him. He didn’t recognize the mechanical woman Gauge was leading, but that was to be expected. He barely recognized Gauge, and he had seen him every day for the last month or so. To him, a lot of the bodyshells looked alike, so it wasn’t until he actually spoke to them that he could be sure who they were.

“This is Tera Alvarez,” Gauge said, waving towards the feminine bodyshell. “She used to be a police officer for the Council.”

“A cop, eh?” Ethan asked. “How do we know we can trust her?”

Gauge laughed a little. “I assure you, we vet our people, Ethan,” he said. “But thanks for the concern.”

“You don’t look so trustworthy yourself,” Tera said, eying the teenage boy up and down. He was only a year or so younger than her, yet seemed like a child in comparison.

“Ethan here has been helping us understand a whole hell of a lot about the Council’s security systems,” Gauge said. “You see, he’s one of the victims of their meat puppet farm. They kept him in a simulation since he was a baby. He has just as much reason to hate the Council as you do.”

“Must have been nice,” Tera said, “getting to spend all that time in the simulation. That blissful ignorance.”

“Yeah, it was a real treat being lied to my whole life so they could harvest my body like some sort of livestock,” Ethan replied. “I bet being a Council lapdog was more fun, though.”

Tera narrowed her eyes at the teenager. He returned the death glare.

“Well, I knew you two would get along,” Gauge said sarcastically.

Despite his indignation, Ethan couldn’t help but feel like something about Tera was familiar. Not her face or name, of course, but her voice. Like he’d spoken to her once before, briefly, and had since forgotten it.

“Ah, there you are!” a male voice called to them. The three of them turned to the makeshift entrance of the “room”, which was really just a stack of crates placed to form an enclosure not unlike a terrible cubicle. The Clevingers, embodied by the human form of Betsy, appeared around the corner. “All three of you are here! Excellent!”

“I told you they would be, dear,” Betsy said to her husband. “Gauge told us he was taking Tera to meet Ethan an hour ago. My goodness, can an I.I. go senile?”

“If I go senile, it’ll be because of your brain, woman!”

Betsy looked at Tera.

“You see the way he talks to me?” she said.

The female I.I. smiled.

“How can we help you?” Ethan asked, almost like he was the host.

“We might have a job for you, actually,” Marvin said through his wife’s skull. “A mission of diplomacy.”

“Diplomacy?” Tera repeated. “Don’t you think we’re a little under-qualified?”

“Yeah; I’m not a negotiator,” Ethan said.

“I think you two would be perfect diplomats, actually,” Betsy said. “Both of you.”

“Why?” Tera asked.

“Because we need allies and you’re all sympathetic characters,” Martin said. “The more people we can bring into our cause, the better chance we have against the Council. You interested?”

“Who are we meeting with?” Ethan asked.

Betsy turned to him. “As you’ve learned in your time here, there are groups of unimplanted humans who live out in the ‘wild’ areas between the cities,” she started. “We figure, if anyone would have both the disposition and resources to help us, it might be one of them. That’s why we want to establish relationships with them and try to persuade them to join our cause.”

A look of distrust crossed Tera’s face. “I was attacked by ferals from the wastes,” she said. “I don’t think I want to talk to them again.”

“I understand what you went through, which was terrible,” Betsy started. “These ‘ferals’, as you call them, are from an entirely different group than the one you encountered, though. In fact, there are a great number of these unimplanted tribes out in the world. We want to be friends with as many of them as we can — within reason, of course.”

“Where are you sending them?” Gauge asked. Even though he wasn’t going, it was clear he was interested.

“The Holy Kingdom of Opes,” Martin replied matter-of-factly. “At least, that’s what they call it.”

Everyone looked at the Clevingers with skeptical expressions, as if they weren’t sure they heard things quite right.

“That’s right,” Martin continued. “They are a small nation of religious people who coped with the fall of mankind by turning to spiritual mysticism. We don’t know much about their worship, but we know a lot of their culture revolves around the ‘human spirit’, so to speak. We imagine they would find what was done to Ethan atrocious, which might help our cause.”

“They’re just supposed to trust the story of a stranger?” Ethan asked.

“If we succeed, you won’t be strangers to them,” Betsy explained. “But you’re right; we’ll need evidence to back up our claims. That’s one reason we’ve been scanning your brain as much as we have during the last month or so, Ethan. On top of the tactical advantage it gives us, it also provides us all the evidence we need. They’ll have no reason to doubt you.”

Tera and Ethan looked at each other. Neither could divine what the other was thinking, but there was an uncertainty present in both of them.

“When do we go?” Tera asked. She was thinking of all the preparation she felt she needed.

“Today,” Betsy replied. “We have a discreet autocar available for you two that no one should see leaving the city. It’s about an eight-hundred-mile journey, so it should take a couple hours to arrive.”

Both Tera and Ethan’s faces fell. Neither said anything as they tried to wrap their minds around the task before them.

“You better get going, then,” Gauge said, a smirk on his robotic lips.








  
  23

  
  
  Reception

  
  




The long flight to the Holy Kingdom of Opes was an uncomfortable one, to say the least. Not in a physical sense — there was ample room and a sofa for each person to sprawl out on — but conversation was difficult and felt forced.

For the first half hour or so, Ethan managed to ignore the I.I. by staring out the window, pretending to be fascinated with every bit of abandoned land that zipped by below them. The autocar kept a low altitude in order to avoid being detected by any Council authorities, so everything moved by in a blur. After a while of staring out at it, Ethan got dizzy.

“First autocar flight?” Tera asked. She was desperate to relieve the tension between them.

“Second, actually,” Ethan replied. “But I figure it’ll take a few more before I’m used to it.”

There was another stretch of silence while Tera stared at the human and he tried to ignore her. When the silence built up to the point that Tera feared the autocar would rupture, she spoke up.

“What was it like in there?” she asked.

“In the simulation?” Ethan said.

She nodded.

“It was perfect,” he replied. “A hell of a lot better than out here. But it was all a lie — and I don’t even know if that matters.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, if I was happy with the lie and I’m miserable with the truth, what’s so bad about the lie?” he said.

“Ethan, they were going to lobotomize you,” Tera said.

“No, you were going to lobotomize me,” Ethan corrected her, his tone sour. “Don’t forget that you were working with the Council. Did they have you forcing human babies into those pods often?”

If her rudimentary bodyshell was capable of it, Tera would have blushed bright red with indignation.

“I had no idea what they were doing to you, Ethan,” she replied. “You weren’t the only one they lied to. And they didn’t even get the chance to use you yet, like they used me.”

Ethan thought for a moment. There was a small look of shame on his face.

“I guess it’s not easy having your whole world upended around you,” he said.

“No,” Tera said. “It’s not.”

The rest of the flight was a little less tense.




Ethan and Tera both sat up when they noticed the autocar start circling to make its descent. It took almost an hour longer than they thought the flight would be, but they managed to kill the time by learning a bit about each other’s worlds. By the end of their trip, they were starting to crack jokes about their histories.

They were high above a patch of desert when they started the final approach. A thin river ran through the cragged dirt and rocks, along which a strip of green vegetation grew. Right where the river became its widest, forming almost a small pond, were structures. They were all tan and orange with small windows and bits of wood holding the buildings together. Ethan and Tera were unable to get a great view of the large village that composed the Holy Kingdom of Opes before they landed.

Since Ethan had studied a bit of geography in the simulation, he placed their landing somewhere just east of the Grand Canyon. He had come to learn that, while they had lied to him about a lot of the world of the present, they were actually pretty accurate about the subjects unrelated to the rise of the installed intelligence. He was a little grateful that all the science, math, geography, and ancient history he learned wasn’t useless.

Tera peered out the autocar’s windows as they lighted down. A wall of dust was kicked up around them, but it blew away quickly. Once it did, she could see the settlement itself better. It was composed almost entirely of clay-based adobe buildings and a number of cloth tents. Some of the buildings had colorful murals painted on them, but for the most part, everything was red, orange, and brown like the clay it was made from.

A form started to approach the autocar, the robes it wore flapping around in the wind. It was a man was dressed in all white, with a long golden chain around his neck. Atop his wrinkled head sat a tall hat that looked like someone put a white bucket over his scalp. To Ethan, it reminded him of the chef hats he’d seen some computer-generated cooks wear in the simulation, but without the wide plume at the top.

The man strode toward the vehicle alone. His sandals sunk into the sand a little as he took each step. Tera and Ethan opened the door to their vehicle as he closed in on them.

“Greetings!” the man cried out. “Welcome to our holy kingdom, my friends.”

Ethan raised his hand as he exited the autocar, blocking out some of the dust that blew around in his face. As he did, he was able to see the man’s aged features a little better. It looked like he was at least fifty years old, enduring the blowing dust every day of his life. He had large eyebrows with long, wiry hairs that looked like they were trying to escape his face.

“Hello,” Tera said. “My name is Tera Alvarez, and this is Ethan Myler.”

The older man bowed with a smile on his face.

“I am Adviser Orram, high ranking priest here in Opes,” he introduced himself. “I hope I’m not being too forward, but I haven’t actually seen a person such as yourself, though I’ve heard stories.” He was referring to Tera.

She looked at Ethan awkwardly, unsure of how to respond. If Adviser Orram knew the Council like she did, then she was reasonably nervous about what stories he’d heard.

“I see I’ve made you uncomfortable,” Orram said, his smile falling a little. “I mean you no offense, Ms. Alvarez. I know you are not like the government that runs your city. You do not have to fear ostracization while you are here. We treat all our guests with respect.”

Tera bowed like the old man had. “Thank you,” she said.

“I have also heard a bit about you, Mr. Myler,” Orram said, addressing Ethan. “Your People’s Union friends were able to outline the crimes that were committed against you. Absolutely horrible, if you ask me. Know that we all feel blessed by your presence here.”

Ethan blushed. He almost felt like he had a fan but didn’t know he was famous.

“Come along, then,” Orram said, turning away from the autocar and the two guests. “I’ll show you to your rooms. You’ll probably want to get comfortable before you meet with the king.”

Tera and Ethan started to follow the older man down a slight slope that led into the denser part of Opes. A few people emerged from their dwellings to get a look at the newcomers. Some retreated back inside when they saw the metal and plastic woman who walked with them. A bit of murmuring drifted to them on the wind.

“When will we be meeting with the king?” Ethan asked. He wasn’t sure how long he wanted to stay in the dust-filled city.

“Soon, soon,” Orram replied.

“Why can’t we see him now?” Tera asked. She looked over at Ethan. He could see that she shared his sentiments.

“He’s meeting with someone right now, actually,” Orram answered. “Other visitors, like yourselves. In fact, I’d say the king has been rather popular since his coronation. A number of people have come to his temple with all manner of requests.”

“Who’re these other visitors?” Tera asked. There had been no mention of another party in their briefing with the Clevingers.

Orram turned to look at her, a sour look on his face. He led them between a couple stacks of adobe apartments, through a narrow alley.

“Some missionaries,” he replied. “I believe they came from Shell City as well.”

“Missionaries?” Ethan asked.

“They’ve come to spread their religion,” Orram said. There was a bit of distaste in his tone. “They worship digital ghosts, like you, Ms. Alvarez. ‘Installed intelligences’, I think you call them.”

“They worship them?” Ethan said. He wasn’t sure he was following along right.

Tera’s eyes went wide. For a moment, she was back in the abandoned church, watching the man stick the knife in his own throat. She could still see the blood pooling on the wood floor in her mind.

“That’s what they say,” Orram replied. “They want everyone to join them. I think it’s ridiculous that the king is even entertaining them. Their mere mission here is an insult to the kingdom and, were I in charge, they’d be expelled immediately. They serve only to create rabble where there was none. I can’t lie and say that no one has found their preachings…intriguing. That’s what worries me.”

Tera said nothing as they continued out of the narrow alley and into a wider, dirt-laden street. A number of people moved to and fro, most wearing long robes like Orram. Theirs were simpler, with more humble colors, but the style was the same. Women moved their children aside as the entourage continued past them.

“Not much farther now,” Orram said. “Sorry to make you walk for so long. You’re probably used to using your machines for such distance.”

“It’s no worry,” Tera replied, tapping on her metal legs. Orram laughed a little.

“Tell us a little about Opes,” Ethan said once a silence started to settle over them. “We weren’t told much about your culture before we were sent here.”

“Yes, your friends did seem to be in a bit of a hurry to meet,” Orram commented. “But I’m more than happy to educate people about our way of life. We’ve been here for a long time, but never became ‘Opes’ until after the Great War. I could go deep into our long-form history, but that would be a conversation for another time.”

“You seem to have made quite a home here in the desert,” Tera observed. Any topic to get her mind off the Shedders was welcome.

“We live off the clay that God gives us,” Orram said. “This oasis has proved quite fruitful in that regard. We are able to shelter our people and create a culture of art. There is even a bit of gold in the area that all the people of Opes share.”

“I hope you don’t consider it an offensive question,” Tera started, “but why haven’t you clashed with the Council? They’re the kind of people who would take whatever they can, assuming they have the power.”

Orram chuckled. “I think they know better,” he answered. “They realize that Opes has the perfect balance of men and women willing to die for their country and nothing of value worth killing for. What would they take from us? Our clay? Do you think your mechanical tyrants would have much use for adobe construction?”

“You still have people,” Ethan said. “And the Council likes to take people.”

“Then they would have to raise us from the dead, Mr. Myler,” Orram said. “Every man, woman, and child would sooner join God than let the Council make body slaves of them. Yes — we know what your I.I. leaders do with people. We would not allow them to succeed, even if it meant the end of Opes.”

They took a right turn and approached a large clay building. It had many openings in it, all covered with cloth doors. A number of steps led up to a second floor. Orram led them to one of the openings on the ground level.

“This will be your room to use while you’re visiting us,” he said. “Feel free to make yourselves comfortable.”

“How long will we be waiting?” Tera asked.

“I will come fetch you when the king is ready to speak,” Orram replied. “Other than that, I cannot say. King Hum takes his time if God deems it right to do so. And only King Hum can know what God asks of him.”

“Thank you,” Ethan said, pushing aside the cloth door to their room. “Come on, Tera. We might as well get situated.”

Orram gave them another low bow, the smile returning to his face.

“Please, enjoy your stay in the holy kingdom,” he said, then turned and left.
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Ethan and Tera could only sit in their empty apartment room for so long before they became too restless to contain. They came to a mutual agreement to go on a little walk around town. If Orram wanted to get in touch with them, they figured the king’s adviser would be able to find them.

When they emerged from behind the cloth door, they noticed a line of Opes citizens making their way deeper into town, to the right of their room. People were trickling in around the line, headed in the same direction. It wasn’t the mindless wandering of a town in the middle of an average day; the people moved with purpose.

“Where are they going?” Ethan asked. He only got a shrug in response from his mechanical companion.

A young woman, about Ethan’s age, walked past them, and Tera reached out to get her attention. The Opesian jumped a little when she saw the artificial woman who had touched her, but settled when she noticed Ethan.

“Oh, you’re the outsiders!” she said, a sparkle of realization in her eyes.

“What’s going on?” Tera asked. “Where is everyone headed?”

The girl looked back at her with confusion. “It’s the Naming ceremony,” she replied as if everyone should know what that is.

“Naming ceremony?” Ethan repeated.

“It’s where our children receive their adult names,” the Opesian replied. “It’s a very important step in maturity. A number of children are being named today.”

Tera thanked the young woman and let her continue on her way.

“Wanna check it out?” Ethan asked.

“I don’t see why not,” Tera replied, watching more worshipers flood past them.

They joined the Opesians in their long, crowded march towards the temple in the center of the city. The lines of people ran through the streets and through the town square that lay before the massive temple.

As Tera and Ethan got nearer to the place of worship, they couldn’t help but be impressed by the sheer size of the structure. It was the largest building in Opes by a long shot, even two or three times larger than the king’s palace. It was made of sandstone and clay, built in cascading tiers that reminded Ethan of the pyramids he’d seen in his education. At the entrance of the temple, two enormous stone statues of a man and a woman welcomed the masses as they trickled inside.

“Ah, didn’t want to stay cooped up?” a voice came from behind them. They turned and saw Orram, also in line to get into the temple. “I can’t say I blame you.”

“This place is massive,” Tera observed, looking up at the walls that towered above them.

Orram nodded. “A true point of pride for our people. A great amount of care was put into its construction.”

“I find it hard to believe that this was all done by hand,” Tera said.

“I must confess that we used simple machinery for the building,” Orram replied. “We are not backward technophobes, you know. We just don’t like those computerized devices that you’re so familiar with, and with the way Shell City is run, I’m sure you can understand why.”

They were finally able to enter the temple with all the other people, shoulder to shoulder as they shuffled forward. The interior was even more impressive than the outside. Along the sandstone columns that held the structure together were gold inlays that sparkled in the sunlight that bled in through the windows. It was impossible to tell from this distance, but both Ethan and Tera had a hunch it was real gold.

The walls were covered in tapestries so large that they could cover a soccer field. The images and patterns were abstract and hard to discern, though some familiar shapes could be identified. There were birds, flowers, snowflakes, and stars. Ethan saw what he thought was a goat and Tera imagined one shape was a tree.

At the top of the temple, to cap off the decor of the place, was a massive mural of the planet Earth. An ethereal glow came off the blue globe, reaching out to the dark, star-dotted heavens that surrounded it. Four hands reached out towards the planet, one coming from each corner of the ceiling. The fingers stretched towards the blue orb like they were receiving some divine gift.

The three of them marched in file with the worshipers until there was nowhere left to advance. Eventually, they were all standing so close together that there was hardly room to lift their arms. They stood like this for a few minutes, until it seemed like every square foot of the temple was packed. Reaching just above everyone’s heads, just at the front of the chamber, was a stone platform. Once the commotion of the crowd started to settle, a woman in a white robe and hat like Orram wore strode onto the stage.

“Good tidings, my congregation,” the lady on the stage said. “We welcome you into God’s house.”

“Amen,” the crowd said in unison.

“That’s Sister Tarrin,” Orram whispered to the two guests. “She studied under me for some years. She’s a decent priestess, but a bit grandiose, in my opinion.”

“Let us bring out the children to be named,” Sister Tarrin said, waving her arm off to the left side of the stage.

From behind a curtain, six children emerged. They all looked at their feet timidly as they stepped up to the middle of the stage where the priestess was. They couldn’t have been much older than seven or eight years old. All of them avoided looking directly at the audience as they were intructed to face them.

“These children are presented before the holy spirit and everyone in this chamber to be named — to become adults,” the priestess said, her voice booming through the temple. “Every child here represents the phoenix of humanity. They are what keeps the spirit of the Earth moving and they bring our people closer to God. Each soul born in the world lights up a new star in the night sky, and those with the strongest faith burn the brightest.”

The priestess stepped away from the center of the stage, retrieving a clay bowl from behind one of the curtains. She brought it up to the first child on the right and dipped her thumb into the dish. A bit of oil glistened off her thumb as she wiped it on the boy’s face, from his hairline to the tip of his nose. Then she dotted him on the chin.

“Speak your name, child,” the priestess said.

“Kartun,” the boy said. He raised his eyes and looked out over the crowd as he did.

“And does Kartun swear to serve God and his spirit, the Earth?”

“I do so swear.”

The crowd erupted with cheering and applause. The boy beamed, a new look of pride washing over his once-shy expression.

The priestess moved on to the next child. Dipping her thumb in the oil again, she anointed the little girl like she had the boy.

“Speak your name,” she said.

“Zenna,” the girl replied.

“And does Zenna swear to serve God and his spirit, the Earth?”

“I do so swear.”

Applause ensued again.

The process repeated with the other four children, each declaring their new names as they were anointed with oil.

“Maylee!” one girl declared.

“Ozrius,” a boy said.

“Natir,” another girl named herself.

“Orion.”

With each new name, the crowd clapped and cheered them on, welcoming them into their society. Tera couldn’t help but feel a little warm at the scene. Each child smiled with such joy that it was contagious.

“These are always my favorite masses,” Orram said after they applauded the final child. “So joyous.”

“Orram, do mind telling us a little about your religion?” Tera asked as the priestess started going into a sermon.

Orram’s eyes seemed to twinkle a little, and he smiled wide. “Not at all, Ms. Alvarez!” he said. “I always love teaching people about our worship. What do you want to know?”

“This God that you pray to,” Tera started, not quite sure how to word her question, “is he the Christian God, from the New Testament?”

“Yes, but that hardly encapsulates it,” Orram replied. “He is also Allah and Yahweh. He’s Buddha, he’s Jesus, he’s you, and he’s me.”

Tera and Ethan looked at him with cocked eyebrows.

“You see, God isn’t a singular being, but the spirit of life in everything,” Orram said. “He is not merely the creator, but the creation. We are all a part of God, like your cells are a part of you — ” he turned to Tera ” — or wires, I suppose, for you.”

“Do you believe in an afterlife?”

“In a way, I suppose we do,” Orram replied. It was clear that talking about his religion was a source of delight for him. “When we die, we become closer to God, so long as we have lived a decent and pious life. We become a more knowing part of his functions. It would be like if one of your cells could learn to speak and listen to you. It may be confusing, but then we are able to speak with the spirit of everything living — as a whole.”

“The spirit of everything living,” Tera repeated. “I don’t suppose that includes installed intelligences?”

Discomfort worked its way onto Orram’s wrinkled brow. “It’s true that we don’t believe that I.I.s — such as yourself — are able to ascend to God. Not because you are sinful, but because your spirit has already ascended. I hope it doesn’t bother you to hear it, Ms. Alvarez, but your spirit has joined the billions of souls that make up much of what God is.”

“You don’t believe I’m a real person, then,” Tera said. There was a bit of venom in her tone.

Orram sighed. “It’s much more complex than I can explain,” he said. “You are of course a person and I don’t value a human life over your own. It’s just how our religion is.”

While they spoke, Ethan became distracted by a figure that stood off to the side of the stage. It looked like a man, but the hood it wore made it hard for Ethan to tell. On all sides of the stranger were other men and women in dark robes, but their heads were bowed down, as if to see the priestess giving her sermon would cause them great pain.

Then, while Tera and Orram were discussing the afterlife, Ethan saw the figure turn his hooded head to say something to one of his companions. He was an onyx-colored bodyshell with a light green glow visible through his seams. The hood did well to cover his artificial features, but not when he faced an observer dead on. As the hooded I.I. said something to one of his entourage, his ocular receptors locked on to Ethan. For a moment, they stared at one another.

Ethan looked away. Something about the hooded stranger sent shivers down his spine.

“Who’s that?” he asked once there was a lull in Tera and Orram’s conversation.

The old priest looked to where the teenager indicated and spotted the bodyshell. His face fell into a look of distaste.

“That’s Reverend Nidus, as he calls himself,” Orram explained. “He’s the leader of that foreign cult I told you about. The king finished speaking with him earlier today, but needed time to prepare for your meeting. Why he humors them, I’ll never understand — but I suppose  it’s not my place to.”

Tera and Ethan both looked at the hooded bodyshell. His green eyes glowed back at them from across the temple.
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“Good morning!” a voice called from outside the apartment.

Ethan jolted upright in his bed. He looked around the room with a disoriented expression, forgetting for a moment where he was. In the corner, Tera took herself out of stasis mode, her mechanical head lifting towards the source of the voice.

“Hello?” the voice came again. It was Orram. “Are you awake yet? The sun’s been up for hours!”

Scrabbling around the room to get fully dressed, Ethan shouted back, “One minute!” Tera did her best to not watch as he made himself decent.

Orram’s wrinkled, smiling face greeted them as they pushed the cloth door aside.

“Ah, you haven’t run off,” he said, an air of good humor in his voice. “Still want to meet with the king, I presume?”

“Is that a serious question?” Tera replied.

Orram chuckled. “King Hum has requested an audience with you,” he said. “He would like to meet at the palace in an hour.”

“We’ll be there,” Ethan replied.

“Excellent,” Orram said. “I have matters to tend to myself, so I must go, but I trust you’ll be able to find your way? The palace is just behind the temple. It’s huge; you won’t be able to miss it.”

With a twirl of his robe, Orram turned and walked away from the apartment building. Tera and Ethan could see the locals going about their business in the street outside.




It was a much easier stroll through town without all the worshipers heading to the temple at the same time. Tera and Ethan were able to take their time as they made their way to the king’s palace. It was only a short walk thanks to the lack of congestion, so they had some time to kill before their meeting.

Tera couldn’t help but delight at the sight of children playing with each other, ducking through the legs of passing Opesians and hiding behind barrels and pillars on the side of the street. She recognized one of them as one of the children who were named the night before — the young woman now called Natir.

Ethan watched a couple of men playing a board game he’d never seen before. There were white and black pieces, like chess, but they were all in an arrangement that Ethan didn’t understand. The men also held a hand of cards each, which they seemed to use to move their pieces on the board.

The playing children ran by the playing men, who hollered at them to be careful around their board.

The two outsiders continued their trek until the street led into the town square, just before the gargantuan temple. Where there had been a thick pack of people all shuffling one way, shoulder to shoulder, there were now market stands and people haggling over wares. The sounds of excited and indignant voices washed over the general babble, along with the chinking of pottery and other goods being shifted around.

Tera peered down at the display of turquoise jewelry in the stand closest to her. There were a number of necklaces and rings, but she was drawn to the bracelets. She picked up one, a silver chain with turquoise and garnet studs in the middle of each link. The sun caught some of the polished metal, shining it back at her with a pleasant, dull glow. She put the bracelet on her wrist. Her lips parted a little in wonder as she admired the way the jewelry looked on her gray and white arm. It slid halfway up her mechanical forearm while the owner of the stand smiled at her.

Ethan was looking over an array of hot sauces when the man behind the booth asked him if he wanted to try a bit. He nodded wordlessly, and the booth attendant opened a small vial of bright orange liquid. He offered it to Ethan, who dabbed it on his finger and put it in his mouth. Instantly, his tongue started to sting with the intense spice of the sauce. The booth attendant laughed at the look of pain on his face.

“Ah, the other tourists,” a voice broke through Ethan and Tera’s attention.

They looked away from their respective stands and saw the hooded form of Reverend Nidus standing between the next two booths. He had an amethyst orb in his mechanical hand, which he returned to the table in front of him. The stand was full of similar pieces.

“What do you want?” Ethan asked, giving the hot sauce back and thanking the man behind the booth.

“Me? I don’t want anything. Not in particular,” the onyx bodyshell replied. He looked back down at the art pieces beside him. “Cute, isn’t it?”

“What’s cute?” Tera asked. Some of the gears in her body tightened a little, ready for any funny business.

“These people,” Nidus replied, to which the booth owner in front of him sneered. “This whole place. It’s like watching children play. No, it’s like stepping through a portal in time. To when our ancestors were all holed up in their caves and their huts.”

“I’m sure King Hum is fond of your opinion on his people,” Tera said.

Nidus smirked. “I’m sure he’s willing to listen to reason,” he said, “if presented correctly.”

He stepped away from the art stand, to the relief of its owner.

“You’re here for pleasure, I’m sure,” he said, his sarcasm biting. “Just to take in the sights, right? Or are you here to bend the good king’s ear as well?”

“What’s it matter to you?” Ethan asked. He was acutely aware of the nearest blunt object he could grab if things turned ugly.

“Not at all, I suppose,” Nidus replied. His hood fluttered as a gust blew through the market. “I can’t help but be interested, though. I’m just curious what would bring a couple of people from the first-class Shell City to this burrow?”

“You don’t seem to like the Opesians for someone who seems to need help from their king,” Tera commented.

“I cannot hide my contempt for savages,” Nidus replied. “They worship mystical nonsense and tribal voodoo, like our filthy ancestors.”

“How is your cult any different?” Tera asked.

Nidus took a step back, an expression of mock offense on his artificial face. “I take issue with that term,” he said. “We’re a church, like any other.”

“Any other?” Tera interjected. “I’ve seen one of your ‘Sheddings’. I’ve watched your cult fanatics stick a knife into their own throats and kill themselves. I would call that ‘savage’, wouldn’t you?”

Nidus looked away, feigning interest in one of the shawls hanging nearby. “Some of my followers have a bit of a…flair for the dramatic,” he said casually.

“They kill themselves?” Ethan asked. He seemed a little lost in the conversation.

Tera nodded. “I’ve seen it with my own eyes, back in Slumside,” she replied, not taking her eyes off the hooded bodyshell. “They think that becoming an installed intelligence is what God wants for us, and getting installed brings one closer to their maker. In reality, it’s just a way to brainwash the humans we oppress while pushing pro-I.I. propaganda.”

A look of disgust crossed Ethan’s face as she spoke. Nidus didn’t seem disturbed by her explanation.

“I’m sure it makes you feel better to think of us as crazy, or that we take advantage of the humans,” Nidus started, “but it doesn’t change the facts. There will come a day of reckoning where you and the other heathens wonder how you ever could have doubted us.”

“I’m an I.I., too, Nidus,” Tera said, her face scrunched up into a scowl.

“Yet you fight against God’s will,” Nidus replied. “That puts you in a precarious position. If you were to join the Shedders, you would see the truth. Those humans didn’t kill themselves — they ascended to holiness. That’s why we call it a Shedding — they peel away their mortal baggage and become what mankind was always supposed to be. This is what we were intended for. Shedding, ascending, installing — whatever you call it — is a necessary transition for the human spirit.”

“You don’t seem to be any closer to holiness,” Ethan said, “despite your lack of ‘mortal baggage’.”

“I was chosen to preach and spread our Lord’s message,” Nidus replied. “Once my mission is done, I will be able to enjoy the paradise we create. Me, and those in my flock. No one else.”

“You’ll be in short company,” Tera said. “No one will fall for your phony religion. You’re cult will disband and fade away from memory before you even know it. Then you won’t prey on those humans anymore.”

Reverend Nidus smiled, a cruel delight in his countenance. “You’d be amazed what people are willing to fight for when they aren’t afraid of death. Just remember that.”

He pulled his robe a little tighter to his chest, took one last gaze over Tera and Ethan, then turned and walked away. The other two stood in silence while people moved about the market around them.
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“Ah, I’m already starting to get used to your faces,” Orram said as the two outsiders approached the long flight of steps leading up to the palace. “You still have a few minutes to spare.”

“We might as well be early to meet with a king,” Tera said.

Orram could see both of them were in sour moods, but he didn’t know why. “Something on your minds?” he asked.

“We met your other guest,” Ethan replied. “That Reverend Nidus.”

“Ah, then I see why you’re less than chipper,” Orram said. “Yes, he is an unpleasant fellow, isn’t he?”

“He seems to look down on your people,” Tera said. “Opes. Your king. He said you were ‘savages’.”

Orram’s face became grim, but not surprised. “He has done little to conceal his true feelings about our culture,” he said. “And to think he wants favors from a kingdom he mocks. We must not be too ‘savage’ if his holiness thinks he needs our help.”

“I think he’s dangerous,” Ethan commented.

“He could be,” said the old adviser. “But what can we do? He’s done nothing malicious yet, save try to convert some of our flock.”

“You could stop him,” Ethan suggested. “You could take him prisoner.”

“You want us to attack and kidnap a guest of ours, in our holy city?” Orram asked, astonished. “He may be a snake, but we don’t abuse the trust of those we welcome. Until he does something sinister, he can walk around and make whatever ominous sermons he pleases.”

“Then keep an eye on him,” Tera insisted. “Make sure you can stop him if he ever does decide to do something…‘sinister’.”

“Oh, you can rest assured that we are keeping a close watch on him. As do we for all our guests,” Orram replied. “Now, shall we go inside to the throne room?”




Tera and Ethan thought the temple was ornate, yet it paled in comparison to the palace. The stone was fine and polished, some tiles even marble. The columns that held the place up were just as ornate and beautiful, complete with the same gold-inlaid carvings they saw in the house of worship. Immense tapestries of fine fabric — silk, Ethan guessed — depicted the spirit of God and the Earth, all with vague shapes with no discernible narrative.

Statues lined the great hall, placed lovingly before the tapestries. They could easily have been uniform and simple to complete the regal aesthetic, but each sculpture was remarkably different from the last. Examining the pieces — a man panning for gold in a creak, a Pegasus with its wings spread wide, a bizarre tree with the face of a gorilla — Tera and Ethan could guess they were made by a variety of artists.

The great hall was tied together with a purple rug that stretched the entire length of the room. There were intricate patterns woven into the fabric, but like the tapestries, all the forms were abstract and nonhuman.

“Quite an extravagant place to live,” Tera said. She tried not to put any emphasis in her tone, but based on Orram’s expression, it had been taken as sarcasm.

“The king only abides whatever extravagance the people see fit to have,” the old adviser said. “This palace belongs to all of Opes — not just King Hum.”

“Then why aren’t they sleeping here?” Tera asked. Ethan looked at her like she was digging a hole she didn’t need to dig, but she ignored him. “If this is everyone’s palace, why doesn’t everyone have a seat on the throne? It seems to me like you’re keeping the nice things for yourselves — at least, your king is.”

Orram grew red in the face. “Are you accusing us of hoarding the kingdom’s wealth?” he asked with an indignant tone. “Do you think we leave our people to suffer while we reap the rewards? Tell me, did you see any slums as you explored our city? Any beggars asking you for money?”

Tera, silent, shook her robotic head.

“We live in excess, Ms. Alvarez,” Orram said. “With that excess, the people voted to fund the palace as you see it today. The art, the decor — it was all chosen by the populace. That’s right — we voted on the palace.”

Tera seemed a little admonished as she lowered her gaze, following Orram to the other end of the great hall.

“I — I didn’t realize,” she said. “I didn’t mean to offend you.”

Orram brightened up a little, turning a kindly face to the pair of guests. “It’s quite alright,” he said. “I’m an understanding person. I’ll remember that you’re an outsider not used to our ways, but don’t expect the king to be as lenient. I’d hold your criticisms in his presence — at least, if you want the best results.”

The three of them continued on in silence, the sound of their shoes, sandals, and metal feet echoing through the massive chamber. Once they reached the opposite wall, in which an enormous door was set, Orram turned to face the two guests.

“This is the throne room,” he told them. “Ultimately, King Hum is a wise and compassionate leader. If he has deemed to listen to you, know that he will listen with an open mind. Don’t feel intimidated, you are safe in these walls. I will be there to help should any elaboration be required.”

With that, he opened the large door and gestured for them to lead the way inside. The entrance was large enough to accommodate both Ethan and Tera, shoulder-to-shoulder.

The throne room was much smaller than Ethan imagined. From all his time in fantasy role-playing games and medieval education programs, he expected it to be as large as the great hall. Most monarchs seemed to make their throne rooms an auditorium, vast enough to hold a large number of subjects, who should all be so lucky to be in their leader’s presence. At least, that’s how Ethan had seen it depicted. Instead, the Opesian throne room was little more than a classroom. The throne that sat the front of the room was exquisite indeed — fine wood carved into the delicate recreation of the planet earth, flattened to allow someone to sit in it. However, it sat behind a bland stone desk, which seemed to ruin the royal vibe. Instead, it looked more like the office of a C.E.O., not the throne room of a king.

Behind the desk, at his throne, sat the young King Hum. He was younger than either Ethan or Tera imagined. At most, he was only a few years older than them, if his complexion was anything to go off. His face was finely tanned, a narrow, short beard leading from his lip to his chin. His hair was clipped to such a length that it was barely visible under the crown of bejeweled antlers he wore. His clothing, though colorful and ornate, was no different in style from the humble robe Orram wore. King Hum’s face was void of emotion as we watched the three enter his chamber.

“Good afternoon, your grace,” Orram said, bowing as he did when Tera and Ethan had first arrived.

“And to you,” the young king replied, returning a short bow from his seated position. Then he turned to greet the others. “I welcome you to our holy kingdom and bless your presence here. I hope you have been enjoying your stay.”

Ethan and Tera, looking at each other for a bit of reassurance, offered a bow similar to Orram’s.

“Thank you for meeting us, your Grace,” Tera said. “We are grateful for your audience. Our stay in Opes has been nothing short of delightful.”

“Wonderful,” King Hum said, smiling. His face didn’t even wrinkle.

“Your grace, we’ve come to ask you for your help,” Ethan started.

“I’ve been given a summary, but I prefer to hear the details as you’ve prepared them,” the man in the throne replied. “Feel free to make your case — and don’t feel hurried. My ears are wide open, as is my mind.”

“People in Shell City are suffering,” Ethan said. Tera nodded her agreement, internally relieved that he chose to go first. “As I’m sure you know, the Council that rules the city is cruel and oppressive. They’ve created a divide in the people so they are too busy fighting with each other to focus on the injustice being done to them.”

He paused for a moment, expecting King Hum to interrupt with a comment or some insight. The young monarch never did, though. He listened without any indication that he wanted to interrupt. There was a calm about his patience.

“Your grace, I understand how your people feel about installed intelligences like myself,” Tera said, rescuing her partner. “I don’t blame you for not wanting that kind of existence for your own people. Every day, however, I.I.s are persecuted just like their human counterparts. It’s not about race, or mortality, or whatever. It’s about power and wealth. Like it’s always been.”

“I acknowledge the personage, and therefore the suffering, of our I.I. brothers and sisters,” King Hum said. “Though our religion doesn’t encourage the lifestyle people like you have, it does nothing to diminish your humanity. We do not believe that beings such as yourself can get into paradise, but that doesn’t make you any less of a person. My heart aches for all who are oppressed, regardless of what their bodies are made of. However, I have flesh-and-blood people, right here in Opes, who would be in danger if we helped you against the Council. People would die, you see, and no matter the injustice your leaders enact on you, my people cannot pay for it.”

“It’s not just the I.I.s, your grace,” Ethan started. “I get why you want to look out for your people, but there are flesh-and-blood people in Shell City being held against their will.”

The young king’s eyebrow cocked, but he remained silent.

“That’s right,” Ethan continued. “The Council is keeping human children in a computer simulation in order to harvest their bodies.”

King Hum and Adviser Orram shared a look of horror as the young man spoke.

“I was once captive in this system, before the People’s Union freed me,” Ethan said. “If they hadn’t, I wouldn’t be here today. My body might be, sure, but it would be a fancy suit for some rich I.I. to walk around in. They would have destroyed my brain, effectively killing me. I was lucky, but thousands of others are not. We need your help.”

King Hum lowered his gaze to the desk and thought for a moment. Everyone in the throne room was still.

“I did not know about this terrible practice,” King Hum said. “But surely we can’t act on your word alone.”

“Which is why we brought evidence,” Tera interjected. She looked between Orram and the king. “Do you mind seeing the projection I have?”

Both Opesians shook their head and waited for her to proceed. Tera stepped back and loaded up the projection program the Clevingers had given her just for this purpose. It was clear that neither the king or his adviser knew what to expect. Even Ethan backed up and braced himself, and he had seen the projection several times before.

Tera started it up. A small emitter in the front of her robotic throat projected a hologram of a surgical theater that filled the throne room. Both Opesians jumped a little when the program began, terrified that the holographic images would hit them as they grew to full scale.

In the middle of the room was the operating table, and on it was Ethan’s old friend Nadia. He had seen the projection over and over at the behest of the People’s Union, but it still unnerved him. The chamber was filled with the sound of mechanical saws buzzing, lasers firing, and most of all, the screams of the young patient as they cut into her brain.

The disturbing scene only played out for a minute or so before it transitioned to the inside of the human storage facility. Countless mucus-green pods rushed by them, showing the true scale of the operation.

Then it faded away, and everyone was silent. King Hum and Orram wore stunned looks on their faces, and it took their eyes a moment to adjust to the fact that the illusion had ended.

“That was one of the lobotomies the Council performs on its meat puppets,” Tera explained. “You just witnessed a young woman having her brain destroyed. For all we know, her body is now walking around Shell City, shopping for fine gowns and jewelry to wear, occupied by the I.I. of some wealthy snob. This is the fate of thousands if the Council isn’t stopped.”

King Hum gestured to Orram, who came to his side and leaned over so the monarch could whisper in his ear. The old adviser nodded, then whispered something back. After a couple of exchanges like this, Orram stepped back to his usual place at the side of Hum’s desk.

“These accusations you’ve made against the Council stand to change my opinion on the matter,” the young king said as if he had rehearsed the line before. “What is your Union’s plan to stop them?”

Tera and Ethan looked at each other. They had struggled to get as far in their pitch, but the hardest work was still ahead of them.

“A full assault on the Pavilion,” Tera said once she realized Ethan wasn’t going to. “Total destruction of the Council.”

“Just like that?” the king asked.

“With your help, of course,” Tera replied. “Our combined strength will attack the Pavilion, the place where the Council resides, while a small team sneaks inside to destroy the hard storage facilities.”

“So your plan to fight criminal violence is with more violence?” King Hum asked. “Are we not to break the cycle?”

“Ideally, yes,” Ethan stepped into the conversation. “But this will have to be the catalyst to do so. We want the forest of prosperity to grow, so to speak — but before that can happen, the old dead wood that’s killing the soil needs to be burned first. The fire may seem violent and tragic, but it precedes vibrant growth and peace.”

King Hum nodded as he considered what the young outsider said.

“You make some very interesting points,” he said. “I thank you for meeting with me and sharing these concerns.”

There was a bit of tense quiet as Ethan and Tera waited for him to say more. When he didn’t, Tera asked, “Does that mean you’ll help us?”

“It means I will think about it,” King Hum said. “As a ruler, my first responsibility to my people is to make reasoned decisions. Your story is tragic and inspires my ire against the Council, but I will not send my people to war on the basis of emotion. Please, give me time to consider your request. Only then can I make a decision.”

With that, the young king nodded to Orram, who moved to the two outsiders. He stretched his arms out as if to corral them towards the door, but he gave them a moment to say farewell.

“Thank you for your time,” Tera said, offering another little bow. Ethan emulated her.

“And you for yours,” King Hum said. “Orram here will escort you back out of the palace. You are welcome to stay in Opes while I consider my next action. In fact, we will be holding a feast tonight in the honor of our guests. It would mean a lot to my people if you could attend.”

Then, like a switch was flicked, the king turned to the stack of papers that sat before him as if he were alone. Orram led Ethan and Tera out of the throne room.

The two outsiders couldn’t help but feel defeated. They both expected the king to leap up in outrage when he saw the lobotomy, to pledge his troops immediately. Instead, they got little more than an automated reply to work with.

“What do you think the chances are of King Hum helping us?” Ethan asked once the great door closed behind them.

Orram led their march over the violet carpet, through the great hall. “I couldn’t say,” Orram replied. “I don’t pretend to know what goes on in our young king’s mind. But I do know one thing — King Hum will decide whatever his heart tells him is right. God will speak to him, and no matter the decision, it will be the right one.”

“You really believe that?” Tera asked.

“With all my being,” Orram said.








  
  27

  
  
  A Shell Without A Snail

  
  




The town square, which was populated by a variety of market stands mere hours ago, was now packed with people. It reminded Ethan and Tera of the traffic they’d seen prior to the Naming the day before. No one moved into the temple, however, instead gathering around a wooden stage that had been erected at breakneck speed. There were a number of long tables with benches to sit at, like something Ethan pictured in an old-world park. The people started seating themselves wherever they could.

Neither Ethan nor Tera wanted to attend, but they didn’t want to cause offense. They were disheartened by their meeting with the king, but rather than sulk in their empty room, they decided to catch the feast.

Looking around at all the Opesian faces, the two foreigners couldn’t help but feel out of place. They didn’t recognize anyone, naturally, and didn’t want to impose themselves on strangers. Based on the glances Tera was getting, they weren’t too keen about sitting next to a bodyshell either.

They didn’t have long to worry about sitting before a gong sounded at the center of the crowd, where the stage was. It was difficult to see over all the heads, but both Tera and Ethan managed to get a view of King Hum stepping out onto the wooden platform. The people around them started applauding, like the young king was a rock star rather than a monarch. He smiled at his subjects before waving for them to be quiet.

“Thank you all for joining us tonight,” King Hum shouted, his arms spread wide as if he was going to hug the audience as a whole. “A special thanks to our foreign guests, as well. This feast is in their honor, and no meal is complete without some quality entertainment! That’s why, for the pleasure of Opesian and outsider alike, I present one of our most beloved fables: A Shell Without a Snail. Please enjoy!”

With a flourish of his arms, the young king stepped off the stage and to his own table, which sat right at the front of the crowd. A woman in a colorful red robe replaced the monarch onstage, beaming at everyone with a rather flawless set of teeth.

“We will be starting the play shortly,” she announced. “Thank you for your patience.”

The woman began walking off stage when Tera felt a hand on her polymer shoulder. Turning, she saw the wrinkled face of Orram, who was growing more and more familiar by the hour.

“The king would like to invite you to join his table,” the adviser said. “You can follow me there if you like.”

He started to make his way away from them, weaving between the gathered people and the tables. Tera and Ethan, unsure of where else they’d sit, followed the old man.

King Hum watched Tera and Ethan as they approached his table, but they stopped short when they saw who was seated beside him. Reverend Nidus, still adorning his ominous hood, smirked at the other two foreigners.

“Ah, Ms. Alvarez and Mr. Myler,” King Hum greeted them. “I’m glad you accepted my invitation.”

“As am I,” the cult leader said. Even though his ocular receptors were just glowing lights, Ethan couldn’t help but feel like he saw something sinister within them.

Tera and Ethan stood awkwardly away from the table, a look of surprise on their faces. King Hum followed their gaze to Reverend Nidus, and a look of annoyance crossed his features.

“This feast is for all our guests, as I said,” Hum said. “Nidus will be joining us. I hope that won’t be an issue.” He looked between his three guests.

“Not at all,” Tera said after a tense moment. She took a seat at the table on the other side of Hum from the cult leader. Ethan joined her.

“Excellent,” the young king said, his face lighting up as they got comfortable on the bench. “Despite any differences between us, we are civilized beings and can endure each other’s company for the sake of a good meal.” With an embarrassed look, he turned between Nidus and Tera. “I’m sorry; I don’t know what people like you eat or drink.”

“We don’t, your grace,” Nidus replied. “But I am still gracious for the offer.”

“I’ll eat!” Ethan said, reaching for a plate in the middle of the table. The others laughed — even the cult leader.

The woman in the red robes came back out onto the stage.

“Your attention, please!” she cried. The crowd quieted to a low murmur. “Without further ado, we present A Shell Without A Snail!”

She stepped to the side of the stage, but not quite off, and took a seat on a stool waiting onstage for her. A young man came out into the center of the platform, carrying with him a strange looking basket. The thing was painted with beautiful patterns, all symmetric and mesmerizing. The actor himself was painted in a strange, sickly yellow color. He wore a small cap with what looked like long eye stalks — or at least, objects made to look like eye stalks. A timid expression showed through the young actor’s poor makeup job. He stood still, all eyes upon him, waiting for his cue.

“Enter our snail,” the red-robed woman narrated.

The actor lifted the painted basket for everyone to see clearly. “This is my brand new shell,” he said — or rather, shouted. “It brings me pride you cannot imagine. I thank God for the day he created it, and for the day he led me to it. I must show it off to my friends.”

“Snail’s shell was beautiful, indeed,” the narrator said, beaming out at the crowd from her stool. “So he went to show it off to his friend, Lizard.”

Another costumed actor stepped onto the stage and walked up to the other. His beard was coated in a dull green layer of makeup, and he dragged what looked like a stuffed stocking behind him. Ethan guessed it was supposed to be a tail, but it required some imagination to picture it as so.

“Hello, Snail,” the Lizard actor said. His voice was much stronger and more confident than his counterpart’s.

“Greetings, Lizard,” Snail replied. Then he lifted the painted basket — his shell — up for the other actor to see. “Behold my new shell!”

Lizard acted stunned by the pure beauty of the thing, gasping and bringing a hand up to his painted cheek. “My scales! I’ve never seen something so lovely!” he exclaimed.

“It was a gift from God,” Snail said.

“Then you have been blessed,” Lizard replied, and both turned to face the audience. After a brief pause, the Lizard actor went off stage and was replaced by a woman wearing a robe of feathers.

“Then he showed it to his friend, Crow,” the narrator said, as if there had been no pause in her previous narration.

“Behold my new shell!” Snail said to the feathered woman, a bit louder than necessary.

The woman playing Crow complimented him the same way Lizard had, and the process was repeated with Snail’s friend Horse. Ethan and Tera had difficulty focusing on the play as the same scene repeated, but the monotony was broken when all the other actors cleared the stage, leaving Snail alone in the center.

“That night, Snail was caught in a terrible storm,” the narrator said. As she did, stagehands from around the platform started to throw what looked like rice over the actor in a poor attempt to mimic rain. Someone pounded a gong, which Tera guessed was supposed to be thunder. Snail flailed around in an attempt to convey terror and panic.

“The storm was terrible, so Snail retreated into his shell,” the woman narrated.

The Snail actor, with a look a relief, set the shell prop down on the stage and walked off, joining the audience. The rice-storm and gong-thunder continued.

“The storm did not relent, however,” the narrator said. “The rains continued into the next day, and the waters rose. Snail thought he was safe in his shell, but he was drowned by the storm.”

The Snail actor shouted from offstage, “My spirit is ascending to God! Though I am dead, I join the other souls that make up our harmonious Earth!”

Finally, the rice-storm ended. For a moment, Tera assumed they had run out of fake rain, but realized it was a deliberate transition. There was a moment of silence as the audience gazed at the empty painted basket, alone on the stage.

Another actor appeared after the silence went on for several minutes, this one dressed in a dark leotard. His face was painted with black makeup and charcoal, designed to look like a caricature of an old-timey villain. Ethan half expected him to change into a cartoon devil, complete with horns and a pitchfork.

“Overnight, a daemon appeared,” the narrator said. “He found the empty shell that Snail had left behind.”

The daemon actor approached the painted basket with a cautious gait, like he half expected the “shell” to be booby-trapped. He lifted the basket, really selling the whole nervous performance. When it was clear that the shell was empty, the daemon turned to the audience and announced, “This shell will be my new home!”

“So the daemon crawled inside, claiming Snail’s shell as his own,” the narrator said. The actor pretended to crawl into the painted basket, then made a swift exit from the stage. “The next day, Snail’s friends came to make sure he was alright.”

All three of the animal actors returned to the stage, looking around as if they couldn’t see the shell alone on the platform. Each acted surprised when they came within a couple feet of the prop.

“Snail! Is that you?” Lizard asked.

“Snail? How did you survive the storm?” Horse said.

The daemon actor, cupping his mouth with his hands, said, “It is me, friends! I survived by taking shelter in my shell.”

“Oh! What a miraculous shell indeed!” Lizard commented.

“Your voice sounds different, Snail,” Crow said. “Are you not feeling well?”

“No, I — I’m sick,” the daemon replied. Then he gave a few fake coughs. “The storm made me ill.”

“Oh no!” Horse said. “We should take him to Owl to be healed!”

“No! I don’t need a healer!” the daemon said. “It’s alright.”

“It’s not okay, Snail!” Crow said. “We won’t let our friend be sick.”

“Despite the daemon’s protests, Snail’s friends took the shell to Owl, the wisest creature in the forest,” the narrator explained.

A curtain was lifted by a number of stagehands, concealing the actors and the painted basket. Tera and Ethan could hear shuffling and hushed voices talking from behind the veil. The sounds were hurried, and in less than a minute, the curtain was dropped.

The painted basket wobbled a little while Snail’s friends stood around it. There was a new actor on the stage, also dressed in a feather-covered robe. He seemed older and more distinguished.

“Owl!” Lizard cried as if an invisible wall separated them from the new character.

“Yes?” the Owl actor said. He acknowledged their presence for the first time.

“Our friend Snail is sick,” Crow explained. “Will you not heal him?”

The new character approached the painted basket. He tapped it a couple of times with his hands — or wings, as Tera tried to imagine. Owl gave a little hum of thought as he considered the shell.

“I see your problem,” Owl said.

Horse turned to Lizard with a childlike expression of joy. “Oh, wonderful Owl! See? We were right to come to him.”

“The problem is that this is no Snail!” Owl said like he was making an accusation in court.

The others gasped.

“Nonsense!” said the daemon. His voice came from under the painted basket, which explained the odd rocking it made every now and then.

“How could you say that, Owl?” Lizard said. “Snail is our friend, and we would know if it was not him.”

“I may not know your friend, but I know daemons!” Owl declared. With a grand gesture, he flipped over the painted basket, revealing the shadowy character within.

Again, the animal friends gasped. The daemon actor stood bow-legged, like he was taken by surprise as well. A guilty expression crossed his make-up strewn face.

“Impostor!” Crow shouted at the daemon.

“I cannot believe we were deceived!” Lizard lamented.

“Begone, daemon!” Horse yelled.

As if he had been stung by a bee, the daemon actor leaped in pain and ran off the stage.

“Do you see now?” Owl said once the commotion of the daemon’s exit diminished. “The shell was never Snail at all, but a vessel. No matter how well the impostor plays his role, your friend is gone.”

“I guess the shell doesn’t make the snail!” Crow declared.

All the actors froze as if in a 90’s sitcom, waiting for the credits to roll. The curtain was raised again, and the crowd began to applaud.

“So ends the story of A Shell Without A Snail,” the narrator said, trying to surmount the rising clapping. She took her leave, melting back into the audience. The curtain remained up for a few moments, and when it was lowered, the stage was empty.

King Hum beamed at the performance, offering his own loud applause. He turned to gauge his guests’ reactions.

“What did you think?” he asked.

“I liked it,” Ethan said. “A nice little fable.”

“A very old one, as well,” Orram said. He turned to his plate and speared a bite with his fork.

“I dunno,” Tera said. “I thought it was a little on-the-nose. It’s about bodyshells, isn’t it?”

King Hum smiled, picking at a bit of his own meal. “I can see how you’d think that, but it’s older than your kind,” he said.

“Are you sure?” Tera asked. “To me, it seemed written with the sole mission of discrediting installed intelligences. By saying that we’re ‘daemons’.”

“I’m sorry you see it that way,” King Hum replied. “After all, it is just a fable.”

“I thought it was cute,” Reverend Nidus said, leaning back into his chair. “Though, if it were accurate, it would have been revealed that the daemon really was the snail’s soul. Just in a different form. Those animals essentially banished their own friend, just because they didn’t recognize him.”

“No, that’s not how the story goes,” King Hum said, a little agitated. “The daemon was a trickster and a fraud.”

“In your version, perhaps,” Nidus replied. “Though if I had written it, it would have ended differently.”

“With all due respect,” Orram said, a little sarcastically, “you didn’t write it.”

“No,” Nidus said. “But I still have the chance to write a different story. If you’ll excuse me.” He pushed his chair back as he stood up.

No one said a word to try and stop his departure, and he offered nothing more as a farewell.
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Ethan stirred a little, sensing a presence outside the cloth door. His intuition proved correct when he heard Adviser Orram call to them.

“Ms. Alvarez! Mr. Myler! Are you awake?” the old man asked. His voice had a certain deaf quality to it.

Tera didn’t bother coming to the door. “What is it, Orram?” she shouted back.

The cloth door fluttered a little as the adviser peeked inside. Ethan closed his eyes instinctively as a bit of sunlight hit them.

“The king would like to speak with you,” Orram answered. “If you have the time, come to the palace. He’s come to a decision.”




When they entered through the massive doors, Ethan and Tera found the throne room devoid of life. At least, organic life. Reverend Nidus waited off to the side of the king’s desk, surrounded by an entourage of zealots. Neither the monarch nor his trusted adviser were anywhere to be seen.

Nidus turned to look at the newcomers, his hood wrinkling with the turn of his head. Even though his features were all artificial, they were capable of an intense look of disdain.

“Oh,” the cult leader said, “it’s you.”

“Nidus,” Tera greeted the other bodyshell. “What are you doing here?”

“Same thing you are,” Nidus replied. “Waiting for the good king to grace us with his judgment.”

“Any idea when that will be?” Ethan asked.

The cult leader shrugged, then turned back his followers. He whispered something to them, and all they gave him their attention.

It wasn’t long before the huge doors opened again, revealing King Hum, Adviser Orram, and a small group of Opesian guards. They marched into the room without so much as a nod in greeting. The young monarch took a seat at his desk and waited for his adviser to join him at his side before looking his guests in the eyes.

“Greetings,” he said. “I am pleased that you took the time to meet with me today.”

“Thank you, your grace,” Ethan said, offering the polite bow he had come to know as the standard Opesian sign of respect. Tera emulated the action, but Nidus and his zealots remained still.

“I have given a considerable amount of thought to your issues,” King Hum said. “I am sorry to say that Opes can offer none of you any assistance.”

Tera and Ethan’s faces fell into identical looks of shock. Orram gazed at them with a grim, almost apologetic expression.

“I don’t understand,” Ethan said, a bit of indignation in his tone. “Don’t you understand what they’re doing in Shell City?”

“Of course I do,” the young king replied. “I still cannot help. I’m sorry.”

“You’re abandoning thousands of other humans to the mercy of the Council,” Ethan said. A droplet of tears started filling up his vision. “Millions, even! All of them with spirits that aren’t ready to meet God yet, your grace.”

“I understand,” King Hum said, “but I have to think of my people. The needs of Opes come first. That’s what it means to be a ruler.”

“It won’t stop with Shell City, your grace,” Tera interjected. “If you don’t help us defeat the Council in Shell City, they’ll be coming to your door next. We’re all in this together.”

“That’s conjecture,” King Hum replied. “I cannot and will not move my armies to war on such a hypothetical. My decision is final.”

Ethan was a little red in the face, but managed to keep his mouth shut. Tera hung her head.

King Hum turned to Reverend Nidus, whose posture tensed up at the sudden attention.

“As for you and your cult, you are ordered to leave the kingdom before sundown tomorrow,” the monarch said. His voice didn’t waver as he orated. “My people and I will respect your group’s right to exist, but you are not welcome in Opes. You seem incapable of keeping your religion to yourself and showing us the respect due any host. For that reason, I must ask you to leave.”

Nidus scoffed. “Your grace, doesn’t that seem like a hasty decision?” he asked. “Surely you aren’t threatened by my preachings? If your mysticism is so sound, it should stand against the influence of a mad preacher, should it not?”

“Little insults like that influenced my verdict,” King Hum replied, sneering at the cult leader. “Now I will hear no more from you. You are all dismissed.”

Nidus shook with rage. He raised a mechanical fist, waving it at the young monarch. “This is an outrage!” he bellowed. “I will not stand for this kind of treatment! You will come to regret your decision, young king.”

He made a flourish with his cloak as he turned to leave the throne room. Without another word, the other two guests followed in Nidus’ wake.
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Orram led Ethan and Tera to the small plot of land that had been their autocar’s home for the last few days. There was little to talk about as they made their way out from the main part of Opes. Some of the villagers wished them well as they walked by, and the newcomers gave a bow in turn. Even though they left in defeat, both of them couldn’t help but feel a little sad to go. They came to respect the Opesian people, even if they found their ways a little backwards at times.

The old adviser seemed the most distraught about their departure. That’s why he took it upon himself to escort them back to their vehicle, even though they could have found it just fine on their own.

“I’m sorry your visit couldn’t have been more fruitful,” Orram said once they were close enough to open the autocar’s door. “I hope it doesn’t affect your opinion of our people.”

“Not at all, Orram,” Tera said. “We may not have gotten what we set out for, but it was hardly a wasted experience. Being in your kingdom will end up being one of my most cherished memories — second only to beating the Council, if we manage that.”

The old adviser nodded. “Don’t feel afraid to come again, should the opportunity arise,” he said.

“And if the king changes his mind,” Ethan started, “let us know.”

“I’ll be the first one calling, should that happen,” Orram said. “Don’t count on it, though. The young king is firm about his decisions. He doesn’t make them lightly. If he chose to deny your request, there must be a bigger reason than we are capable of seeing. It’s why God chose him to lead. I have nothing but faith in his instincts.”

“I wish we could say the same,” Ethan said. “Only time will tell.”

“Indeed,” Orram replied. He offered a warm smile. “Farewell, friends. I wish you luck against the Council. We will certainly celebrate your victory the day it comes.”

“Thanks, Orram,” Tera replied.

They climbed into the autocar and secured themselves in the seats. Both the I.I. and the human teenager looked out the window and stared at the Holy Kingdom of Opes for a moment before starting the vehicle up. Orram waved to them, joined by a couple of villagers who came to see the autocar fly away. Ethan gave a feeble wave back, but he was sure they couldn’t see him. With a simple command to the autocar’s main computer, they took off, leaving a cloud of dust behind them.




“That could have gone better,” Ethan commented after they were airborne for a few minutes. He rubbed his eyes as he spoke, realizing for the first time how tired he was. He had slept worse than he had thought during their stay.

“It could have gone worse, too,” Tera replied. “If King Hum was any dumber, we could have had a conflict on our hands.”

“He’s not dumb at all,” said Ethan. “He’s just looking out for his people — he’s wrong, but he thinks he’s right. There’s nothing we can do about that.”

“If only he could see it all firsthand. I thought for sure he’d be convinced by the recording of the lobotomy. Maybe he just has to see the horror for himself,” Tera said.

Ethan thought for a moment. “We did our best, Tera,” he said. “Maybe he’ll come round, but we can’t worry about that now. We need to focus on getting help from the other tribes out there. One of them is bound to join us.”

“Maybe.”

They flew in silence for what felt like hours. According to the computer, they were about half of the way back to Shell City. It would be dark when they returned, which should help conceal their entry into the geothermal system.

“Do you miss it?” Tera asked after what seemed like an eternity of silence.

Her question caught Ethan off guard. He cocked an eyebrow at her in confusion.

“The simulation, I mean.,” she said. “You said it was perfect. Do you wish you were back there now?”

Ethan sighed a little, then looked out of the window at the vast expanse of dirt that rolled below them.

“I dunno,” he replied. “It kind of feels like I was woken from a really good dream, one I was really enjoying. And even though I realize it’s not real, I get angry that it was taken away from me. I hate that I was lied to, if only because I wish the lie were true.”

Tera looked over at him with a plain expression. “We’ll make Councilman Harring and his pals pay, don’t worry,” she said.

“I know,” the human replied. “I just hate the waiting.”

Tera nodded, then caught a flicker in the corner of her vision. She turned her mechanical head to the autocar’s main console; the lights behind the controls were going on and off.

Ethan took notice as well, cocking his eyebrow at the display. “What’s that?” he asked.

“I’m not sure,” Tera said, her voice distant as she tried to figure out what caused the flickering. “Could be an electrical issue. Not sure where I’d start looking if I were to fix it.”

With a sudden whoosh, the low hum of the engine died, and they were left with only the sound of the wind rushing against the vehicle’s hull. The flickering controls stopped and the cabin went dark.

“What’s going on?” Ethan asked, panic in his tone.

“I don’t know!” Tera yelled back. “I think the engine died.”

“Why?”

Tera didn’t reply. Instead, she sat in the pilot’s seat and buckled herself in. She reached under the main console of the vehicle and pulled some sort of release lever. Like a mouse trap had been set off, a steering control popped out of the dashboard. Tera seized the device and tried to take manual control of the autocar. Ethan tried to find his way back to the passenger seat, but the autocar started to fall out of the sky and he lost his balance. He was tossed around like a rag doll as the nose of the vehicle pointed straight down.

“Brace yourself!” the I.I. said, trying to pull the control upward and bring the car out of its dive.

Ethan did his best to obey, but could do little more than clutch onto the back of the passenger seat for dear life.

The ground grew larger and larger on the windshield until they were engulfed by a shriek of metal and dirt. Everything went black.
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Sharpe and Taylor stared down at their friend as his senses started to return to him. Ethan blinked and looked up, his mind taking a moment to catch up with the rest of his body.

“Hey, he’s coming back!” Taylor said with an excited expression. Sharpe had an expectant look in his eyes as he waited for Ethan to say something.

“What — what’s going on?” Ethan asked. His voice was drowsy; it was clear he wasn’t fully awake yet.

Once he realized who he was speaking to, Ethan bolted upright and looked around. Brow furrowed, he gazed around the basement of Sharpe’s home base, trying to discern where Tera and the autocar went.

“Oh, man, he’s all disoriented,” Taylor said.

“Must have been some immersive shit,” Sharpe commented.

“Where am I?” Ethan inquired.

“The basement,” Sharpe replied. “Right where you left us.”

“No,” Ethan said in a trance-like tone. “No, no. That isn’t right. I left through the Last Stand map.”

Sharpe and Taylor looked at each other.

“I dunno what you’re talking about, but it sounds cool,” Sharpe said, smiling. “I wanna give it a try now, but I’m nervous!”

“Don’t be a pansy,” Taylor said to their host. “I’ll do it right now. Look at Ethan’s face; that’s gotta be some adventure to make a look like that.”

Ethan grew frustrated that his friends were ignoring him. “Dammit! What’s going on?” he asked. “Where the hell is Tera? Why am I back in the simulation?”

Sharpe and Taylor looked at each other again, confused. There was a hopeless expression on their faces, like they didn’t know how to answer Ethan’s questions. Or, rather, like he had asked them in another language.

“Who’s Tera?” Sharpe asked.

“Was she your girlfriend in the new adventure?” Taylor asked with a tone of teasing.

“New adventure?” Ethan asked. “Shut the fuck up and explain what’s going on!”

Sharpe started to laugh as Taylor shook her head.

“I don’t think we can do both,” she replied, chuckling.

“You know what I mean!”

“You really don’t remember?” Sharpe asked.

“I remember Tera, and leaving the kingdom of Opes, and talking in the autocar — ”

“Ah, yeah,” Sharpe started. “That must have all been part of the narrative. I gotta say, I’m impressed. I knew you’d be immersed, but not ‘where-the-hell-am-I’ immersed.”

“Narrative?” Ethan echoed. He was getting tired of asking them to elaborate; he wished they would just spit it out.

“Ethan, you’ve been inside a new simulation adventure the guys at Replication Systems cooked up,” Taylor explained. “It’s called The Rebels of Shell City — supposed to be an action-cyberpunk experience. You’ve been playing it for a couple hours now.”

“A couple hours?” Ethan repeated. “No. I was out there for over a month. Out in the real world.”

“No, Ethan,” Sharpe said. “It’s only been a couple hours. Jesus, is it really a month long in there? That’s incredible.”

“It wasn’t a simulation!” Ethan argued. “I was out there in the world. The real world. Not the one they’ve told us is waiting for us. Everything they’ve told us is a lie. There aren’t colonies on other planets or a utopia for all people. In fact — do you even know what they’re doing to us?”

“No! No spoilers!” Sharpe shouted, putting his hands over his ears like an unruly child. He turned away and squeezed his eyes shut. Ethan looked at him with bewildered eyes.

Taylor put a hand on Sharpe’s shoulder. “Don’t worry, Sharpe,” she said. “The storyline is different for everyone, at least a little bit. Ethan can’t spoil it for you. Sounds like he had a hell of a time, though.”

Ethan shook his head. “If I’ve just been playing an adventure, why can’t I remember that?” he asked.

Sharpe shrugged. Taylor, realizing she was the only one with any info, said, “It’s a new set of coding Replication Systems designed to really immerse you in the adventure. They make you forget you’re even playing an adventure or that you signed up to do so. It tries to transition the first adventure with your real life as seamlessly as possible. That’s why you can’t remember when you started playing; the transition was perfect.”

“I don’t believe it,” Ethan said, trying to push away from his friends. He put his fingers to his temples like his head was going to explode and he’d be able to hold it together. “None of this makes any sense to me. If I’ve been playing an adventure, then what happened on my nineteenth birthday? What happened on the Last Stand map?”

Taylor and Sharpe shared a confused glance for what seemed like the thousandth time that day. Ethan was growing so frustrated by the situation that he wanted to reach out and smack his friends each time they looked at each other like that. He wanted to shake them and demand they start making sense.

“What are you talking about?” Sharpe asked. His brow was still cocked in confusion.

“Ethan, our nineteenth birthday isn’t for another week,” Taylor said. “We’re still just making plans.”
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While Sharpe and Taylor were resting or playing some adventure to kill the time, Ethan was busy. He was looking for another way out of the simulation.

He started by looking for the Last Stand map, but to his surprise, couldn’t find it on any of the server directories. He even looked deep on the inner-sim web for any references to it, possibly in other languages or by a different title. Nothing turned up. He cycled through hundreds of random multiplayer maps, hoping to find one that resembled the map he had escaped through. Each program was thoroughly engaging, but none of them were the Last Stand game.

As far as he could tell, the map didn’t exist. It was as if he dreamed it up. Like someone had deleted it from not only every hard drive on the planet, but from everyone’s memories as well. It was possible that the Last Stand file was buried in the mass of unnamed, random maps and programs other people had designed, but Ethan didn’t know where to start looking. It could be disguised as an image file for all he knew.

He would be able to work faster with Sharpe or Taylor’s help, but he didn’t trust them. There was something about the way they spoke, the way they looked at him. It was like they were in on it — whatever “it” was.

Why would someone put me back in the simulation, anyway? He couldn’t help but wonder. There didn’t seem to be a clear purpose, if he were still able to remember everything right. Escape was difficult, indeed, but not impossible — Gauge had shown him that. As long as he knew the truth, it was only a matter of time before he was back out in the real world again. Did they think he’d just forget and resign himself to the simulation life again? Then he started to worry about what was to happen in a week — on his second nineteenth birthday.

At first, when Ethan was still trying to work out his confusion, Sharpe suggested that the Rebels of Shell City adventure was programmed with personal introduction pieces — like Ethan’s birthday party — in order to create the most immersive experience possible. It was easy to remember you were just in a game when you remember starting it up, but without that clear beginning, it was impossible to say when the adventure began. It was designed to make it all the more convincing. At least, that’s what Sharpe argued. Ethan thought it was a bunch of bullshit.

After hours and hours of searching, Ethan gave up on finding the Last Stand map. There were just too many places it could be hiding and he didn’t have the resources to search. So he decided to look in maps he was already familiar with for an “escape hatch” similar to the one Gauge had put in Last Stand. All he needed to do was find a way out of the map, into the walls. Then he could look for an exit. There was a chance.

He knew it was hopeless, but he couldn’t bare to not try.

He tried moving through the sewer system of the Main Street map, but every surface was solid. He tried the cliffs of Blood Gulch, the man-made caverns of Mars City. Nothing let him step outside the map. After a while, he started to feel like an idiot for repeatedly ramming into different walls. To the outside observer, it must have looked like a brain-dead squirrel had taken control of his avatar.

Ethan started to feel like he was going crazy. He wasn’t sure if it was the fatigue or how daunting the task before him was, but he kept feeling like someone was watching him. Time and time again, he cast his gaze over his shoulder to find nothing but empty space. Still, he couldn’t shake the feeling.

If only Gauge were here, he thought. He’d know how to get out.

Part of him hoped that the rebel I.I. was trying to reach him and that’s why he felt like he had an audience. He looked around in the tombs that surrounded him, but saw nothing but dark stone. A bit of torchlight flickered off the walls, but no sound met Ethan’s ears.

With a loud tone that made him jump, Ethan’s communicator started going off. He looked at the little blip in the corner of his vision and saw it was Sharpe. He hit accept, but kept his video feed off. He didn’t want Sharpe to know where he was.

“Yo, Ethan, what’s happening?” Sharpe asked. His feed showed him in his basement, like always. His brow furrowed. “What are you up to?”

“Just looking for something,” Ethan replied. “What’s up?”

“I just tried out The Rebels of Shell City,” Sharpe said. There was an excited energy to his tone, like he was being overcharged with electricity. “I don’t think I’ve ever had an experience like that.”

“Is that so?” Ethan asked, uninterested.

“Yeah, man. I really hope they have more games like that when we get outta here, you know what I mean?”

“Mhmm.”

“You alright?” Sharpe asked.

Ethan shook his head a little, trying to make himself more alert. It worked a bit.

“Yeah, sorry,” he said. “I’ve just been a little distracted lately.”

“Thinking about the adventure, huh?” Sharpe said. “I can’t blame you. I bet I won’t be able to get it out of my head for a month at least. I dunno how it played out for you, but I got into a riot in Shell City. It felt like a week, but the People’s Union and I took to the streets and really gave it to those Council bastards. Didn’t work, though. I died in a blaze of glory when the soldier dudes came to clean us up. You probably did the smart thing and planned ahead, didn’t you?”

“I just did what I thought I should,” Ethan replied.

“Well, I thought it was all real while I was in it, so it goes to show that I shouldn’t be leading any revolutions any time soon,” Sharpe said, laughing. “Oh, by the way, where were the People’s Union headquartered in your adventure? Mine lived in the ruins just outside the city.”

“I’m not sure,” Ethan said. He didn’t feel like going over the details of his experience like this — like it was just chapters in some cheap book.

“Huh,” Sharpe said. “Anyway, I’m bored. You wanna get together? We could see if Taylor’s down to get her ass kicked or something. Maybe just a movie if you’re feeling low energy.”

Ethan let out a long sigh, looking around at his environment. He wasn’t making any progress, and he doubted the escape hatch he sought was down in the Mausoleum of Drag’uul map.

“Sure,” he said. “Gimme a sec to load in.”

He disconnected the call without waiting for a reply. He took a moment to close his eyes, to rub his digital temples with his digital fingers.

Maybe it was all a simulation, after all, he thought. Maybe it’s possible that I was just really immersed in an interactive adventure. Confused the real for the fake.

He couldn’t shake his doubt, though.
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When Tera awoke, she was alone. Each component of her bodyshell needed a moment before they would respond to her commands, like she was a groggy organic human. She found herself in the seat of a plush, red armchair. The chair was placed at the center of what appeared to be a doorless chamber. Along the round walls were several bookshelves, all lined with dust jackets that she couldn’t make out in the dim light.

What happened? she wondered. Where am I?

She didn’t have to wait long before something came to answer her questions. With a sharp, digital tone, a form started to materialize in the chamber. It was made of millions of little lights, all arranged in such a careful manner to create the illusion of a solid object. Tera made no movement while she watched the hologram take shape before her.

A face started to define itself in the air above her, smirking down at her. It was an older man with a square jaw and a neat, short haircut. There wasn’t a hair on his chin, like every pore had been lasered off at birth. He looked like a decorated general, or someone who would be in charge of a congressional hearing. Cool blue eyes locked onto Tera’s optical receptors.

She recognized the face, but couldn’t quite put a name to it. Regardless, she didn’t like the smug look on his holographic face.

“Good morning, Ms. Alvarez,” the digital man said. “My name is Councilman Harring.”

Harring, she thought. The tyrant of Shell City in the flesh — so to speak.

“You know who I am, I see,” the councilman said. “That saves us from having to make introductions.”

“Oh, I know who you are,” Tera replied. “Now where am I?”

“You’re back home in Shell City,” Harring said. “On the Pavilion, in fact. You’re where you belong; you’re safe.”

“Being safe and being in Shell City are mutually exclusive,” the female bodyshell said, her voice seething with hostility. “You made sure of that.”

Harring smirked and shook his head. He found her statement amusing.

“And I’m sure it would be much better without me,” he said. “Is that right?”

“Right.”

“Well, regardless of your opinion of me, there is a certain level of order I’m required to uphold. I’m open to change, however.”

Tera cocked an artificial eyebrow. “What are you talking about?” she asked.

“I’ve made mistakes, like anyone else, Ms. Alvarez,” the councilman continued. “I’m always willing to improve on the way I’ve done things. We could work together, you and I, to make Shell City the utopia it was meant to be. What do you say?”

Even though they were mechanical constructs, Tera was able to convey her disdain through her optical lights. Her synthetic brow furrowed at the councilman’s suggestion.

“I’ve seen firsthand what you do to people you call friend,” she said. “Why should I trust you?”

“The mix-up with your identity was regrettable, Ms. Alvarez,” Councilman Harring started. “If we could have known the mistake we were making — but there’s no point dwelling on the past. I want to make it up to you. I want to give you your old life back — let everything return to the way it should be. I can give you whatever you’d like as my way of trying to make amends.”

“Whatever I like?” Tera asked. “What’s the catch?”

Councilman Harring couldn’t help but snicker a little at the suspicion in her face. He said, “The catch, my dear, is that I need information on the People’s Union. I need to know where your friends are located. In exchange for that, I can grant your wildest dreams.”
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“Alright, so I tap three to bring out another Vampire Nighthawk,” Sharpe said, turning his land cards sideways and bringing out the creature. A holographic projection of the undead monster, crouched on the corner of a tower, appeared above the table. “Since you have no flying, I’m going to attack you with the two I already have out.”

The other projections swooped forward on their bat-like wings, rushing toward Ethan and his single holographic beast token. They froze mid-air, allowing Ethan time to respond.

“Not Garruk?” he asked.

“Nah,” Sharpe replied. “I’m not too afraid of your little beasty boys.”

Ethan sighed. “Alright, I’ll take the damage.”

With a hiss, the vampires flew up and pretended to take bites out of Ethan’s head. The number that floated just in front of his face, declaring his life total, went down another four points. He was left with only three. Another attack like that and it was game over.

“Your turn,” Sharpe said once his holographic vampires returned to their roosts.

Ethan turned all his forest cards so they were right-side up, then drew from his deck. His lips parted as he counted his mana, then he gasped a little with excitement. He pulled a card from his hand while his opponent eyed him suspiciously.

“I tap eight to cast Rude Awakening — with its entwine cost,” Ethan said, laying the card out for Sharpe to see. A green whirlwind of leaves was projected above the table, swirling over Ethan’s land cards. Sharpe lifted an eyebrow, silently asking Ethan to explain. “Until the end of the turn, all my forests are two-two creatures — and I get to untap them all.”

“Oh, no,” Sharpe said, realizing what was about to happen. “And then Garruk — ”

“Then I minus four Garruk to give all my creatures plus three plus three and trample until the end of the turn,” Ethan finished, smirking. With the sound of splintering bark, a dozen ent-like creatures grew in size, dominating Ethan’s half of the table with a mess of holographic green and brown. “I attack you with everything.”

“Shit,” Sharpe said, looking down at his hand. He pursed his lips and nodded a little as he accepted his defeat. “Good game.”

The holographic creatures all vanished. Ethan and Sharpe started scooping their cards up and putting them back into their decks. The victor couldn’t help but look down at the table with a smug smile.

“Man, when are you gonna get good and play something other than mono-green?” Sharpe teased. He started to shuffle his deck.

“When you can finally beat it,” Ethan replied, doing the same.

Sharpe chuckled a little. They shuffled in silence for a minute, then Sharpe asked, “So what do you wanna do for your birthday tomorrow? We never decided.”

Ethan looked like he was caught off guard. He was too distracted by their duel to remember that he was turning nineteen in just a day — for what felt like the second time. In a weird way, the Shell City adventure made him feel like he was from the future — like he had foreseen what was to come.

“I dunno,” he started. He snickered as he thought. “I kinda wish that Last Stand map from my play-through was real. That actually sounds like fun.”

“I’m sure we can find something just like it,” Sharpe said. “It was just a battle royale game, right? Like the Hunger Games?”

Ethan nodded.

“Well, shit man, there are thousands of those. We can pick whatever one you like. Want one with zombies? We can do that. Wanna be in mech suits while you fight to the death? It’s all out there.”

“Yeah, but there was just something about that map I liked,” Ethan said. “Maybe it’s just sentimentality for the Rebels adventure.”

“You’ll find something you like about — other ones — an we set — pin here?”

Ethan looked up from his deck. His face fell as he scanned his friend.

Sharpe’s face became cold and pale. His eyes were dull, like the light of life had been snatched from them. His lips twitched as the words failed to come out in any order that made sense. Then, mid-sentence, he froze up. It was like someone with a remote to the young man just hit the pause button.

“Sharpe?” Ethan asked. There was a tinge of fear in his voice. “Are you alright?”

His friend didn’t respond. Mouth agape, his empty eyes stared forward at nothing in particular. There was a slight tremble in his lower lip, but it wasn’t a natural twitch. It was like Sharpe was a computer program, glitching out.

Ethan waved his hand in front of his friend, but saw no reaction. “What the fuck?” he said, more to himself than the frozen teenager.

A footstep came from behind. Spinning around, Ethan saw a familiar form creeping up to the table. It was Gauge. The redheaded avatar of the rebel I.I. locked eyes with Ethan and smiled.

“Ethan,” Gauge said. “It’s me. I’m here to bust you out — again.”

“Finally,” Ethan said, rising to his feet and casually putting his deck of cards in his pocket. “I’d been wondering when you’d show up.”
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An indignant look crossed Tera’s artificial features. Her mouth hung open a little, more at the audacity of the councilman than in surprise to his request.

“I won’t sell them out,” she replied. “No matter what you give me.”

“Are you sure?” Councilman Harring asked. A confident smile appeared on the holographic man’s face. “There’s nothing you want?”

“There’s plenty I want,” Tera replied. “None of it is worth what you’re asking, though. There’s nothing you can offer me that can erase the injustice of the Council’s rule.”

“I don’t know about that,” Harring said. “You know, our goals aren’t as different as you’d think. I want Shell City to be the best version of itself. You don’t think I want to have ghettos around, do you? You don’t think that the inequality you speak of serves me, do you? I want to see it ended, too. But such a large undertaking requires time to complete. Time and patience. And sure, along the way, we’re bound to make some wrong choices, but we can learn from them. And I have. What would you say to becoming the new chief of police?”

Tera was taken aback. “Chief?” she asked. “Of Shell City?”

The holographic man nodded. “Of the whole place,” he said. “Then you would have the power to make whatever changes you saw fit to make. I know you have a particular soft spot for the humans. Under your command, you could improve the way they are treated. You could demand a certain level of quality from your fellow officers.”

The female I.I. had to think for a moment. Most of what he said was true; she could change a lot of the injustice dealt around the slums, for starters. As chief of police, she might even be able to dissolve the concept of the slums altogether — integrate humanity with the rest of the city. It was all possible, but another voice deep within told her to hesitate. To be wary of the councilman’s promises, like one should when guaranteed miracles.

She shook her head. “That won’t solve the problem. The fish rots from the head, don’t you see?” she asked. “If you really want me on your side, you should disband the Council. Step down from your position and let the people elect their own representatives. Let them form a new government.”

Councilman Harring laughed, his holographic belly jiggling as he did so. “Oh, you certainly are idealistic, aren’t you?” he said. “Don’t you know what kind of chaos would follow such a decision? The kind of anarchy would fill the vacuum of power that would cause? People would start rioting, and there’d be no one there to control them. The whole city would burn from the inside out — not to mention the foreigners who seek to destroy us. How easy would it be for Truck’s Raiders or some other band of feral degenerates to roll into town while we deliberated over who would rule next? No — the chaos would be too destructive. I know how you feel about the Council and my leadership, but I assure you, it is preferable to the alternative.”

“It sounds to me like a bunch of hypothetical fear,” Tera said. “You don’t know what the people will do until you give them the chance.”

“But there would be no second chance with a mistake that big,” Councilman Harring said. “We can’t afford to risk it. But as chief of police — you could make those changes without depriving the city of its leadership. What do you say?”

Tera lowered her gaze, staring at the metal plating that covered her thighs.

“No,” he replied. “I won’t tell you anything.”

Councilman Harring took in a deep breath, despite his lack of lungs. Tera could see she was wearing on his patience and that made her a little happy, considering the circumstances.

“Then I have another offer, Ms. Alvarez,” the holographic man said. He turned to a spot in the round wall just between two bookcases. He made a wave, and a mechanism within the wall started to hum. A seam appeared, marking a doorway that slid open, revealing the darkness behind it. Tera struggled to gaze through the opening, but couldn’t make anything out.

The sound of footsteps came from the entrance, and a naked woman walked into the room. Tera’s electric eyes went wide as she looked over the human. The woman was in her early twenties — possibly even a teenager. Short blonde hair skimmed her tan shoulders as she stared lifelessly ahead. Her gaze didn’t focus on either Tera or the holographic councilman. She stopped just before the seated bodyshell and remained silent.

“What’s going on?” Tera asked. “Who is she?”

“She could be you, if you wanted,” Harring replied. He started to circle the naked woman, admiring her physique. “This body could be yours, if you’re willing to be my friend.”

Tera cast a sour frown at the councilman. “My body?” she asked. She looked back at the immaculate form before her. The muscles were so toned — the skin so smooth. Tera couldn’t help but wonder what it felt like to be in such a body. To be able to stretch and feel to gentle tug of tendons. To feel the wind over her bare skin. To enjoy the caress of a lover.

“Everything works,” the holographic man said, returning his gaze to the bodyshell. “And when the day comes that they don’t, the Council will provide you a replacement — just as attractive, too.”

“A replacement,” Tera echoed. Her voice sounded miles away.

She stared at the naked woman’s face, peering deep into her brown eyes. There was no life behind them, but there had been. Tera could tell. Who had this girl been before the Council took her mind? Who could she have been if she was allowed to live? Where is her family, and do they know what’s become of their beautiful daughter? Tera almost couldn’t bear to look any longer. The naked girl represented everything that was wrong with the Council and Harring himself — and they were trying to use her like a bribe. Like a commodity, to be given away.
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It’s still dark, the young king thought, raising his gaze to the heavens. Where am I?

He could feel a calm breeze on his face. A couple of stray grass blades tickled his ankles. It felt like he wasn’t wearing any clothes at all and he couldn’t figure out why.

As he stared through the inky darkness of night, his eyes started to adjust to the dim light. Large shapes started to take form before his eyes, the bright dots of starlight helping to differentiate them. He could make out a large mountain dominating the horizon ahead of him, blocking out the stars from the sky.

King Hum scanned his surroundings as his vision became brighter. He stood at the precipice of a steep plateau that overlooked a wild valley. Trees grew around seas of unkempt grass, teeming with small communities of birds and woodland creatures. Hum could hear the critters chatter to each other, calling out for mates. Through the middle of the valley ran a narrow stream. The low trickling of water rode the wind up to his ears, carrying with it the sweet aroma of the woods.

The young monarch turned to examine the plateau he stood upon. A lone tree with a winding and twisting trunk drew his attention — as did the robed man beside it.

King Hum couldn’t make out the stranger’s face quite yet in the dim of the night — but the sun was rising. The colors along the horizon transitioned into a rainbow gradient, lighting up the world around them. It seemed like someone put the universe on fast forward, and while King Hum watched, the sun appeared in the sky, sliding up to illuminate the valley.

The young king had to shield his eyes at the sudden sunlight. Squinting, he tried to make out the man standing beside the ancient tree. His eyes started to adjust to the brightness, the figure appearing as just a silhouette before him. Then, he saw the stranger’s face.

It was himself. At least, it appeared to be his mirror image.

The robed king smiled as recognition and shock became clear on the naked one’s face.

“Greetings,” the robed Hum said.

“What’s going on?” the naked one asked. “Where am I?”

“Where you should be, child,” the doppelganger replied. “Look into the valley. Do you see its bounty?”

The nude king squinted at the other. “Who are you?” he asked. “You look just like me.”

Warmth bled into the robed Hum’s smile. A twinkle shone in his eye.

“I am God, my child,” he said. “I look like you because I am within you. You are God as well. I am in everything. Everything is in me.”

The unclothed king stared at the other in awe, his lips parted in stunned silence. His face seemed to drain of blood, then he took a humble bow before the robed man.

“Rise, Hum,” the doppelganger said. “There’s no need to bow here. Not to anyone.”

“I don’t understand,” King Hum said. “Why have you come to me?”

The robed Hum gestured for the other to join him. He turned to face the rising sun.

“Look into the valley,” he instructed. “Do you see how pristine it is? How wild the grass grows? How free the wind blows?”

“It is remarkable,” King Hum replied. “Simply divine.”

The other smiled in response. “This was how the world used to be,” he said. “Natural. Perfect. But it’s different now.”

King Hum nodded, blushing. “I apologize for those who came before me,” he said. “What has been done to the Earth is bound to be mankind’s worst mistake.”

“When done wrong, yes,” the robed Hum replied.

The nude king tilted his head, confused.

“My child, did you think I had no plans to change our planet?” the clothed one asked. “I don’t approve of the destruction in some places, but humanity was meant to adapt. To evolve. And with them, so too shall the world around them.”

“I’m not sure I follow.”

“The world cannot shape itself,” God said. “It is alive and vibrant, but it needs craftsmen to reshape it. The world needs to evolve in so many different ways, but it needs help to do so. In order to change the world, though, a person must first change themselves. Even if it means losing the thing they cherish most.”

“I wish I were wise enough to understand,” King Hum said, bowing his head in humble embarrassment.

“I speak in riddles, my child; there is no error on your part,” the robed man replied, a warm smile permanently stitched onto his lips. “Allow me to be clearer: it’s time to shed the body, Hum. The human body.”

The young king recoiled a little, his confusion growing. “Shed my body?” he asked.

“To ascend to the next stage of evolution. To become closer to me, my child.”

“But — is it my time to die?” King Hum asked. There was no fear in his tone, just bewilderment.

“You won’t be dying, my child,” God replied. “You’ll be reborn. You’ll become what all your people must become before joining the great spirit and my ranks. All you have to do is walk through the door.”

As the words left his lips, a simple doorway appeared from thin air. Aside from the manner it materialized, there was nothing remarkable about it. Constructed of cheap wood, the white-painted door swung open on old brass hinges.

Beyond the frame was pitch black. The robed man turned and smiled at the nude one, who stared into the void with aghast eyes.
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“Come on,” Gauge said, scanning the interior of Sharpe’s basement. “We’ve got a limited amount of time to work with.”

Ethan couldn’t help but smile. “They tried to convince me you were part of a video game,” he said. “They tried to tell me I was imagining things — but I knew. I knew you’d be coming for me.”

“That’s great, kid,” Gauge replied, “Now come on!”

Ethan followed the People’s Union rebel up the stairs that let out through Sharpe’s home base and onto the Street. Everything seemed so much more static than it had before, like they were walking through a frozen timescape of the world around them. It didn’t just feel like they were alone, but like the map was glitching out on them. Ethan could swear he saw a bit of the textures on Sharpe’s sofa fade in and out of existence, like some old-school video game.

“They’re bound to be waiting for us this time,” Gauge said. He never looked back at Ethan while he led them out of the building.

Ethan shielded his eyes from the bright artificial sun when they opened the front door. It took a moment to adjust to the light and see the movement of over a dozen forms in the street. His heart jumped a little as he recognized rifles being raised. He saw police vehicles parked sideways to block off traffic. The cops, all wearing riot gear, had bright blue skin and dagger-sharp teeth. It seemed the system’s local antivirus software took the form of alien police officers.

“Hands up!” one of the creatures barked, his firearm at eye-level, the stock in his shoulder.

Ethan turned to Gauge with a look of panic. The I.I. seemed alert, but not afraid. Like he was prepared for this moment and just had a bit of stage anxiety.

“Nah,” said Gauge, addressing the alien cop who barked the order at them. “I don’t think we’ll be doing that.”

The redheaded man reached into his jacket pocket and retrieved what Ethan could only describe as a ball of lightning. Gauge hurled the thing right into the thick of the xeno-cops, then turned away, taking Ethan with him. The police officers panicked when the object landed by them, trying to scramble over each other and dive out of the way. It was too late, though. It detonated with a powerful concussion, pushing the vehicles away with sheer force. The light that emanated from the burst was so bright, Ethan had to shut his eyes, even while facing the other direction. He heard shouts of panic and pain from the aliens but didn’t dare turn to watch. It felt like a million lifetimes, but it was really only the blink of an eye.

Gauge let Ethan go and they both spun around to look at the xeno-cops, all scattered on the street, trying to figure out which way was even up. They staggered around with outstretched arms, or just scrawled on the asphalt, trying to find some shelter. Ethan couldn’t help but admire the authenticity of their confusion; it wasn’t like the program that ran the security was crashing or running into an error, but like actual people were blinded and frightened for their own safety. He rubbed his eyes, making sure his vision hadn’t been destroyed. Then he looked over at Gauge, who was rummaging through his pockets again.

“They’ve really beefed up security this time,” he commented. “They don’t want us to leave like we did last time. This time, they’re fighting back.”

“So what do we do?” Ethan asked. He kept feeling like dark spots were taking over the corners of his vision.

“We can’t take an escape hatch,” Gauge replied, pulling out an abstract red ball no larger than a grape from his pocket, “so we’re gonna go out the front door.”

With a flick of his wrist, the red ball went sprawling out onto the street, away from the crowd of disoriented officers. With a low pop and a thin wisp of smoke, an autocar not unlike the one Ethan and Tera had taken to Opes materialized. The polymer frame made a little squeak as it scraped across the pavement. Gauge started moving towards the vehicle without a moment’s hesitation, gesturing at Ethan to do the same. Together, they rushed past the blinded xeno-cops, who were still trying to find something to hold onto, and into the autocar’s cabin.

Gauge started punching in commands to the vehicle’s console before he even took a seat in the pilot’s position. Once Ethan was in the vehicle, the door shut behind him and the autocar started to lift off.

“You’re gonna want to get in a seat,” Gauge said. “And buckle in.”

Ethan stumbled toward the front of the vehicle and sat down beside the redheaded man. With a bit of fumbling, he found the buckle to his harness and secured it.

“Where are we going?” he asked.

Gauge pointed to the sky. “Straight up,” he answered. “We’re going to break out of the simulation by smashing through the ceiling.”

“Just like the Glass Elevator,” Ethan commented.

Gauge cast him a sideways glance, then took the vehicle into a nose-first ascent toward the heavens.

The force of acceleration pushed Ethan deep into his seat. He tried to reach out and hold onto the arms, but he couldn’t move his hands. It was like the chair had turned into an impossibly strong vacuum, and there was no escape from it. He could feel the flesh around his eyes tighten as it started being pulled away from the center of his skull. Even his eyes seemed powerless to do much more than roll back toward the pull of gravity.

A loud burst came from behind them and the autocar shook. Ethan felt the vibrations even through the turbulence around them. He tried to look back, but the acceleration held him firm.

“They’re chasing us,” Gauge said with some strain. It seemed the forces of acceleration weren’t quite as intense for him as it was for the human. He reached forward and pressed something, and a loud whoosh came from under the autocar. “That’s our only flare.”

Another burst shook the vehicle. This time, Ethan could see a glow of red light surround the autocar. As far as he could tell, the alien police officers were pursuing them in their own aircraft, shooting lasers across their bow. Gauge did what he could to evade the projectiles, but there were too many for it to be possible. It was like the xeno-cops were trying to create their own fireworks display using only deadly lasers.

“Hang on,” Gauge said, pulling a lever on the left side of the control console.

A loud roar of wind rushed into Ethan’s ears, forcing them to pop immediately. He could see the door to the autocar slide open while the air inside the cabin rushed out of the opening. Gauge’s red beard fluttered around his pink face as he pushed something on the control console. One of the seats in the back bolted loose from the floor panels, tilting back as the full forces of gravity worked on it. The opening was just large enough to let the seat tumble through and out into the air.

Ethan turned and saw the object fly down at one of the alien cop vehicles like a missile. The pilot tried to maneuver away from the incoming projectile, but it was too late. The chair smashed through the xeno-cop’s cockpit, engulfing the entire aircraft in a ball of flames. Gauge pulled the lever back up and the door started to close.

“Don’t do that with my seat!” Ethan shouted once the air pressure started to normalize.

The blue of the sky was starting to darken, shade by shade. The inky space behind the digital planet’s atmosphere was starting to reveal itself; Ethan could even make out a star or two through the shaking windshield.

With a skull-shattering roar, the autocar split open. The concussion of the blast threw Ethan against his restraints, which cut deep into his digital flesh. An alarm sounded from all around them, a red light flashing above.

“They’ve hit the engine block!” Gauge said, looking over his instruments. “Power’s still on but we’ve got no thrust.”

“Shit!” Ethan shouted, clutching onto his seat.

“We’re going down!” cried Gauge. “Brace your — brace your — brace your — ”

Eyes ablaze, Ethan glanced over at his pilot. Just like Sharpe only a few minutes prior, the redheaded man was strobing in and out of existence. He kept repeating his last line as the autocar flipped around and pointed straight back down at the earth.

“Gauge?” Ethan asked.

The I.I. didn’t respond; he just kept repeating those two words, flickering like a bad projection.

Is he being kicked out of the system? Ethan wondered. Or — was this all just another simulation?

Ethan watched the ground rush up to meet them through the windshield.

“Gauge!” he shouted. “Come on buddy, don’t do this to me!”

The autocar collided into the street below.




Ethan jolted forward. He almost fell out of his chair.

“He’s back!” Sharpe said from the couch beside him. They were in the basement.

Ethan looked around. His face fell; his blood froze. Taylor and Sharpe were looking at him with expectant expressions.

“How was the second run, buddy?” Sharpe asked. “Did it all play out the same way?”
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Councilman Harring watched Tera as her mind went a million miles a second. The naked woman stood in the middle of the study, staring blankly ahead as if caught in a trance. The light of the councilman’s hologram reflected off the lobotomized girl’s skin while Tera scanned her over.

She couldn’t deny how attractive the meat puppet was. Tera had always dreamed of being so beautiful, but she knew it was nothing more than a pipe dream. Now that the chance was standing right before her, bare to the elements, she found herself stricken with decision paralysis.

More than anything in the world, she wanted to taste ice cream. Ever since she was a little girl, just a lost intelligence among a mass of other I.I.s, she wanted to try the frozen desert she’d heard so much about. Even the slum dwellers could try ice cream, if they wanted to. Instead, they spent their time shooting up drugs or hiring whores — why weren’t they all eating ice cream? Chocolate, vanilla, pistachio, strawberry — she wanted to try them all. She wanted ice cream with chocolate chips in it, or chunks of raw cookie dough. She wanted it in a cone, thrown into a bowl and covered in sprinkles so she could try it all.

All she needed to taste ice cream was a tongue. And here, Councilman Harring offered her a tongue, as well as the lungs, guts, flesh, and heart that came along with it.

That tongue used to belong to someone else, though. Someone who will never taste ice cream again.

Tera raised her gaze from the nude girl to the holographic councilman. Her brow furrowed in anger as she thought everything over once, twice more. The smug smile remained on Harring’s digital face; he had no idea what was going on in her mind.

“What will it be?” he asked.

“No,” Tera said.

“No?”

“That’s right,” the woman replied. “You can go to hell. I’m never telling you what you want to know.”

Councilman Harring sighed, looking down at his feet with an expression of impatience.

“That’s your final answer?” he asked.

“No,” she said. “You’ll get my final answer when the People’s Union come and pull your plug.”

Harring smiled like he had been challenged by a child. “You may think they’re coming for you, but you’re wrong,” the councilman said. “Your little revolution will fail and we will kill all of your friends. There will be no one to come to your rescue. Then you’ll wish you had taken my offer while it was still on the table.”

“You better watch your back,” Tera said. “You and all your rich friends. We’re coming for you. One day, you’ll ask yourself how you ever thought you’d stand a chance.”

“I see that I’m getting nowhere with you,” Harring started, “but I’ll offer you one last deal. Tell me where the People’s Union are located and who runs their operations, or be locked into an eternal nightmare. If you don’t tell us what we want to hear, you’ll be put in a simulation designed to torture you for as long as the power stays on. Have you ever wondered what it felt like to drown forever, but never die? I can show you. Have you wanted to know what it felt like to be hungry, to be thirsty? I can simulate whatever I want you to feel, Ms. Alvarez. I could make you experience a thousand rapes, a million immolations, a billion skinnings. I can make your worst dreams come true — if you choose to hold out on us.”

Tera clenched her mechanical jaw, looking from the blank-eyed meat puppet to the holographic tyrant.

“What are you waiting for, then?” she asked. “I’m not telling you anything. Bring on the simulation.”

Councilman Harring scoffed, a look of incredulousness on his face. It was clear he didn’t expect Tera’s answer to be so firm. When he saw that she was resolute, a solemn look crossed his holographic face.

“Very well,” he said. “Just wait — bring in the — nicians and get you — ked up.”

Councilman Harring’s hologram flickered as his sentences became choppy. A confused expression took over his features as they flashed in and out of existence. He looked at Tera with accusatory eyes.

“What — ”

All of a sudden, like the plug had been yanked, Councilman Harring’s hologram went out. The chamber became dim and quiet as Tera was left alone with the lobotomized girl. It was quiet for almost a whole minute, during which Tera tried to listen for any clues as to what was going on. Then, without warning, a light shone from the doorway. Illumination washed over the I.I. and the naked woman as a form stepped through the opening.

Tera tried to look through the glow but found the light too bright. She raised her arm and stared at the silhouette until she thought she recognized it.

“Gauge?” she asked, looking at the bodyshell who had just entered the study. “Is that you?”

“Tera!” Gauge replied. “We need to get you out of here. There’s no time for questions.”
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King Hum’s eyes reflected the impossible black of what lay beyond the door. Part of him felt like he could see something churning within, like a vortex waited past the threshold for fresh prey. His robed doppelganger smiled and said nothing.

“Where — where does it go?” the young king asked. With some difficulty, he was able to peel his gaze away from the void and at his mirror image.

“To the next stage, Hum,” the spirit replied. “Walk through this door, and you will find yourself immersed in the collective joy of the planet’s spirits. You’ve never experienced such pleasure — such power. It can all be yours, young king.”

Hum looked back at the doorway, but didn’t step forward.

“I sense your hesitation,” God said. “It’s an understandable reaction. I would be worried if you didn’t take a moment to consider the path that lay before you. That’s what makes a good leader. But now is the time to make a call on faith. Do you trust your own devotion? You must believe in yourself before you can believe in me.”

“I do believe,” Kin Hum replied. “I am just uncertain — and that frightens me.”

The robed Hum smiled like a fond parent. ” ‘Every newcomer to Paradise is a skeptic, for the joy they feel exceeds belief,’ ” he quoted.

The young monarch recognized the verse. It was from the Foundation of Faith, the religious text that established the Holy Kingdom of Opes. Not only was it a moving and relevant passage, but it was Hum’s personal favorite line from all the scriptures.

Did he know what the verse meant to me? Or is it a coincidence? King Hum thought. How else would he know, if he wasn’t who he said he was? Who they are?

A wave of chills washed over the young king’s flesh, and he drew in a deep breath. It finally hit him how blessed he truly was. He was being chosen by the holy spirit to lead his people into a new age of enlightenment. He was being addressed by God itself, and he had only acted like a faithless coward. He knew there must be a reason he was brought to this place. Why the form God took was his own. There must be a greater purpose to the plan, as there has always been.

“I will do as you command,” King Hum said to his doppelganger, “but first I must ensure the safety of my people. Do not take this as doubt against you, my Lord, but as concern for them. I am a leader, and as such, I must put my people before even the will of God.”

The holy spirit nodded, the smile never disappearing from his face. “That is why you have been chosen, King Hum,” he said. “With the powers you’d be granting them, no one in your kingdom would suffer. All will be included in the golden age that will befall your people. I am counting on you to lead your flock through this door, but first, you must step through yourself.”

King Hum looked at his feet for a moment, his face distorted with deep thought. He seemed to arrive at a decision after not long. He nodded and gazed back at the darkness beyond the door. He took one last moment to admire the beauty of the valley around them before sprinting headfirst at the opening. The void swallowed him up as he passed through the threshold.
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“I — I don’t understand,” Ethan said. His voice was weak.

“Yeah, it looks like it,” Sharpe replied, scanning his friend’s face. “I guess that answers my question about the immersion. You didn’t even know you were in it again, did you?”

“What are you talking about?” Ethan asked. He was starting to feel sick in his stomach. “Where’s Gauge?”

“You were with Gauge again?” Taylor asked, moving closer. She took a seat at the couch with Sharpe. “What were you doing?”

“We were just trying to leave the simulation,” Ethan replied, gesticulating with his hands as he spoke. He couldn’t look at his friends’ excited faces. “We were flying straight up — trying to break out of the ceiling, so to speak.”

“But you didn’t get out?” Taylor asked.

Ethan shook his head. His forehead was starting to ache a little from furrowing his brow. He kept looking around the basement, waiting for Gauge to burst in again at any moment. For Sharpe and Taylor’s dumbstruck faces to glitch out again. For everything to be a lie — like it always was.

“Aww, so you were just in the beginning part?” Taylor said. “Lame. Why’d it end so soon?”

“We didn’t make it,” Ethan replied. His voice was distant, like he wasn’t really speaking, instead on autopilot.

“You weren’t back at that battle royale map again?” Sharpe asked.

“No. We were here.”

Sharpe frowned in thought, nodding. “Damn,” he said. “I gotta say, I’m impressed at how drastically your play-through changed on your second run. It’s like it factored in how your first experience went and built another layer on top of it. Truly meta.”

“I wonder if I’ll still be in trouble with the Shell City police, then,” Taylor commented, grinning. “Oh man, I’ve got to play again soon.”

Ethan buried his face into his hands. He felt like he needed a moment to recuperate — to process. He couldn’t shake the feeling that he was still inside the adventure. He couldn’t look at Sharpe or Taylor like he did before because he couldn’t be sure they were real. Any moment now, they could start seizing up, flickering like Gauge or the fake Sharpe had done. The others ignored him as they started daydreaming about their next play-through of The Rebels of Shell City.

“That Gauge guy is really the ultimate tutorial piece,” Sharpe said. “I don’t think I’ve played a game with a better introductory character. He really brings you into the world of Shell City without making you feel like he’s a fake person.”

“I agree!” Taylor said, putting her hand on Sharpe’s shoulder. “More adventures should use him — or someone like him.”

“I wonder if we’ll be able to play Rebels when we graduate,” Sharpe thought aloud. “It would be pretty dumb of Replication to not make adventures for people out in the real world.”

“I’m sure whatever they have out there puts our adventures to shame,” Taylor said. “Remember — we’re getting all the kiddie content.”

“True,” Sharpe said.

Ethan tuned his friends out while they spoke. He couldn’t do much else than stare forward at the coffee table and cradle his own head. Part of his scalp felt like the circulation had been cut off to it. He almost felt dizzy; he wanted to get some fresh air.

What was real? Was the couch he sat on just another part of the Rebels adventure? Were Sharpe and Taylor real this time? Were they ever real? Has he just been playing this never-ending, always-repeating adventure since the dawn of time? He couldn’t tell anymore. It felt like his brain might turn to mush and leak out of his ears if he thought about it anymore.

Was Tera just a character? he thought. A sharp pang struck his heart as he thought of her. She had seemed so real — and he was starting to feel for her when their autocar went down outside of Opes.

None of that happened, though. It was just a game.

Or, he thought, someone is trying to mess with my head. But why? And who?

Gauge had glitched out when they were trying to fly out of the simulation — Ethan was certain of that. Whether or not it was because he was just a computer character, though, was another story.  It could be possible that he was being forced out of the system after being detected. Though, Ethan realized, he bugged out just like the fake Sharpe had. The glitch was exactly the same. All evidence seemed to disprove the I.I. rebel’s existence.

The more he thought about it, the less sure he became of anything. There were moments when it seemed he used logic to either prove he was in a simulation or not, then lost it just as easily.

I can’t even think straight, he said to himself. What have they done to me?

Once there was a lull in Sharpe and Taylor’s excited babbling, Ethan spoke up. “I think I need to be alone,” he said, looking towards the door that led out of the basement. “I need to think things over.”

His friends were silent for a moment as they looked over at him, processing what he’d said.

“Wow, it really did mess you up,” Sharpe said. “Alright man, I’ll see you later, yeah? You still have a birthday to plan for, you know.”

“Okay,” Ethan said. He rose to his feet. “Bye, Sharpe. Bye, Taylor.”

He made his way out of Sharpe’s home base without another word.

If this is all just a game, I don’t like it, he thought as he stepped out onto the street. I’d have to be a masochist to try it again.
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“How did you find me?” Tera asked as she followed Gauge down a long metal corridor. “Better yet, how did you even get in here?”

“That was the Clevinger’s doing,” Gauge replied, stopping at a fork in the hallway for a moment to think, then taking the left turn. “They pulled their last favor with the Pavilion elite to figure out where they were keeping you. They were also able to arrange a convenient power surge — as you saw with Councilman Harring. On top of that, they ensured us as little guard coverage as we can get away with. I don’t think they’ll be getting anymore favors in the future, though.”

“How do we get out of here?” she asked.

“Getting out will be the easy part, but we still have something to take care of first,” Gauge replied. He stopped her when he thought he heard footsteps, then continued to lead the way when he realized it was just a rattle in the pipes.

“We do?” Tera asked.

“They captured Ethan and King Hum as well,” Gauge replied. “They’ve got them in simpods as we speak.”

Tera’s optical receptors widened a little. “They’re here?” she asked.

“Somewhere,” Gauge replied. “I know it’s down this way a bit. From there, we’ll just have to figure it out. Come on.”

Tera followed close behind the other bodyshell, listening for any possible pursuit as she did.

“How are we going to get them outta here?” she asked as they took another corner.

“Loudly,” Gauge replied. “Here, take this. You might need it.”

He offered her a strange device that she recognized, but couldn’t put a name to. Then she remembered what it was from her training at the police academy: a pulse gun, designed solely to deactivate bodyshells. She’d never used one before; their use was strongly discouraged by the department. They’d only ever showed her class the weapons so they knew what to look out for, in case some drug-fueled slum dweller used them on the fresh-faced cadets.

As they approached yet another corner, Tera could hear a pair of metallic footfalls coming from around the turn. She tightened her grip on the weapon, her eyes focused on the edge of the corner. Gauge stopped her short, holding her back with his arm. He raised a metallic finger to his lipless mouth. With a precise motion, he pressed a button on the side of his head.

“There we go,” he said. “Just wanted to make sure it was working.”

Tera looked at him with nervous eyes, as if trying to tell him to be quiet.

“Sensor blocker,” the male I.I. replied, tapping his head. “For the next minute or so, no one will be able to see or hear us. Even better — they won’t see us coming on any security sensors.”

“Why didn’t you do that earlier?” Beth asked.

“It has a limited charge,” Gauge replied. “But I think now is the perfect time. Come on, let’s get past these goons.”

He led her around the bend, where two Council soldiers were casually patrolling. Beth hesitated for a moment, staring at their electronic eyes. None of them flinched or even cast a gaze in her direction. She knew Gauge’s cloak was effective, but part of her worried it was all an act on their part. Like the guards would turn to her suddenly and say, “Gotcha!”

She followed the rebel past the soldiers, taking great care to not touch them and shatter the illusion. They crouched low as they walked in order to keep their footsteps as quiet as possible.

Gauge led her along the hallway beyond the guards and out an open doorway. The passage was wide and tall, likely designed for vehicles to enter the facility from the Pavilion outside.

“It’s just next door,” Gauge said. “Stay low and keep quiet. The sensor block won’t work on everyone.”

It was only about twenty feet between the large door and the facility Gauge was referring to, yet it felt like a mile of an unsurveyed minefield to Tera. Every moment exposed out on the Pavilion, where any number of optical receptors or sensors might pick her up, felt like she was a vampire in broad daylight. Gauge was focused, though. He didn’t convey any hesitation whatsoever. With a firm grip on Tera’s mechanical wrist, he pulled her into the next building.

They found themselves in a small chamber that reminded Tera of an airlock. Another door waited to let them into the innards of the facility.

“You ready?” the rebel I.I. asked, checking the readout on his weapon.

She looked down at her own firearm, then nodded in reply.

Gauge took a step back, then charged into the next door shoulder-first, like he was going to knock it down. It was automatic, however, and opened for him before contact was made. He used the momentum to rush into the room.

Tera followed close behind but was still taken by surprise when a flash of blue light washed over her field of view. Gauge opened fire on the guards who waited for them inside, and the Council soldiers returned the barrage. She saw one duck behind a make-shift barricade and take aim at her comrade. With a sharp exhale, Tera lined her own blaster up and dropped the target.

“Behind you!” Gauge cried out.

Tera ducked, watching her companion’s expression as he aimed his pulse gun and took a few shots. She turned around to see another Council goon drop to the metal floor.

A dull red light washed over the area as a loud electronic pang emanated from speakers throughout the room. Someone triggered the alarm. The two bodyshells waved their firearms over the room, checking for any stragglers.

“See anyone else?” Gauge asked.

“Negative,” Tera replied, her police training kicking in. “All targets neutralized.”

The rebel I.I. smirked.

“Good,” he said. He looked up at one of the signs over the nearest doorway. “They’ve got to be close.”

He beckoned for Tera to follow him as he went through the entrance to the next chamber. She took one last look over her shoulder to make sure she hadn’t missed anyone, then made her way after him.

The next room was even darker than the entrance chamber they deactivated the bodyshells in. There was a dim green glow radiating from the wall opposite the doorway they walked through.

“Whoa,” Tera said, stopping as she took a look at the room.

It was no larger than a loading dock, but it still housed a considerable number of simpods. The coffin-sized containers lined the wall in short rows, extending up to the ceiling. Almost all of the pods were empty, the interior lights long extinguished. Two were still illuminated, however. They sat on the lowest level, near the center of the row. It was clear they had been placed here for ease of access.

“There they are,” Gauge said. He checked the corners of the room for any remaining guards, but they were alone.

Tera took a step forward and saw the humans within their simpods. She recognized them almost immediately. King Hum and Ethan had their eyes closed as they floated in the snot-green fluid. They were curled up like fetuses in the womb, connected to the contraption by dozens of black wires. If she had flesh-and-blood limbs, they would surely be going cold with horrible anger as she looked at the prisoners. She wanted to go back to the hologram of Councilman Harring and smash the room apart. To find where he was stored and burn the building down around him.

“How do we get them out?” she asked. Her tone was seething.

“We’re gonna need some tools,” Gauge said.

“So, what do we do?” Tera was starting to feel powerless.

“Well, the bad news is that the equipment we need is back at the Furnace and we’re going to have to take the whole simpods there,” Gauge replied.

After a moment of silence, Tera asked, “And the good news?”

Gauge pointed at the wall beside Ethan and King Hum, where a large cluster of deactivated simpods were connected. Tera squinted in the direction of Gauge’s finger, trying to see what he was talking about when she noticed a low hiss coming from behind the wall. Then, with a sudden roar, blue cones of flame melted their way through the thick structure, kicking up white sparks. Tera took a step back as she watched the torches cut a long, jagged line through the wall, tracing out the shape of a large rectangle. Through the glowing hot wounds in the wall, Tera could see the light of day. Someone was cutting through the building from the outside.

“That’s the good news,” Gauge replied.

The flames retreated and vanished. A quiet moment passed before a loud rumble shook the building. With a terrible shriek of metal and concrete, the wall was torn from its frame and the world outside washed into the chamber. Tera needed a moment to adjust to the new light, shielding her eyes from the sun when she saw the figures pouring in through the new opening. As her optical receptors corrected themselves, she realized she recognized the newcomers. It was the men and women of the People’s Union — but they weren’t alone. The loyal soldiers of the Holy Kingdom of Opes were among them. Together, the rebels and Opesians gathered around the simpods and started to unhook them.

Just behind them, a small gunship hovered just above the streets of the Pavilion. Large bolts of green and blue light erupted from it as it opened fire on the Council soldiers, who had just started converging on the building.








  
  41

  
  
  Gaslit

  
  




Ethan and Taylor’s nineteenth birthday came again — for what felt like the second time to the honored birthday boy. They had perused the massive catalog of online game modes and maps, but nothing they came across gave Ethan that Last Stand vibe he was looking for. Taylor managed to find an impressive looking pirate adventure, however. As the guests of honor, Taylor and Ethan would play the role of pirate captains competing over a golden treasure chest.

Each of them got to design and outfit their own sea-faring vessels. Ethan made his a high-speed junk with fiery orange sails and cannons loaded with grappling hooks. They each made their ships in private, so he had no idea what Taylor was working with. She could be captaining a Man-o-war for all he knew.

Whatever tricks she might have up her sleeve, Ethan still felt confident he had the advantage. He had Sharpe as his right-hand man. He’d take that over any number of cannon decks. Together, Ethan and Sharpe covered the ship in a neon paint job depicting dragons and fire. It looked terrible, like a crayon factory had exploded nearby, but it was certainly distinct.

The goal of the game was to seize control of a golden treasure chest placed at the heart of a small island in the middle of the bay. They were able to choose between a rainy, stormy environment or a clear, sunny day, and they opted for the smooth sailing. They were given the option to change it on the fly if they decided it was too boring, but Ethan hoped they stayed in the warmth. He knew it was all simulated, but it still felt nice on his skin.

A bird flew by as Ethan gripped the ship’s steering wheel. Sharpe was just off to his left, watching the gentle waves with his hands folded behind his back.

Something caught Ethan’s eye as they sailed toward the treasure island, which sat on the horizon faded with distance. At first, he thought it was a bit of generic debris floating in the ocean. An odd barrel or net-covered box the map’s designer had put in for detail’s sake. When he centered his vision on the object, however, he thought he saw some motion not unlike an arm flailing. It was a person.

The junk was cutting through the waves too fast for Ethan to make the figure out, but he saw a distinct head of red hair. It was hard to tell through all the frothing sea foam, but he thought he also saw a beard to match.

Ethan blinked rapidly, shook his head, then looked back at the spot. He didn’t see the floating man. It was just a torn bit of sail, churning around in the waves. The motion must have fooled Ethan into thinking it was an arm or something.

Strange, he thought.

He thought about bringing it up to Sharpe, seeing if his friend could see what he saw, but the moment passed. The debris was long gone, so he’d have nothing to point out.

Before he even had the moment to bring it up, there was a cry from the crow’s nest.

“Enemy ship!” one of their crewmates called. He peered out at the horizon with a spyglass. “It’s Taylor! Looks like she’s got a galleon!”

Ethan and Sharpe both peered just starboard of the bow. They could see the other ship zipping toward them over the calm waters. It was almost as far as the island was, but the distance was shrinking by the moment. If Ethan didn’t know better, he’d say Taylor outfitted her vessel with a power motor.

“What’s she doing?” Sharpe asked, squinting at the horizon line. “She’s not trying to line up her cannons with us.”

“No,” Ethan said. “She’s trying to ram us.”

Sharpe’s eyes went wide. He went the banister of the steering deck and shouted out to the sailors, “Brace for impact! Load up the grappling hooks!” He turned to Ethan. “If she’s going to hit us head first, we’ll use it against her.”

Ethan nodded to his first mate.

Though it was a perfect, cloudless afternoon, it was like Taylor had snuck up on them. Her vessel was so fast that it basically used the curve of the small planet to ambush them. At least, it seemed that way to Ethan.

Perhaps the game loaded her in there, he thought. Or maybe she just moved within visible range — the limitations of a computer program.

Before long, Taylor’s ship was within a stone’s throw. The men and women on the top decks shouted at each other, brandishing their swords and pistols and rifles. They exchanged taunts for a few moments before the first burst of gunpowder was ignited. In an instant, every flintlock firearm went off. Little puffs of white smoke rose into the afternoon air as bits of wood splinters went flying and some of the sailors started to drop. People bent low as they tried to reload their troublesome weapons. Luckily for everyone involved, the program simplified the process for the sake of enjoyability.

“Fire!” Ethan could hear Taylor shout from her own ship.

“Light ‘em up!” Sharpe barked back.

The cannons started to explode. Which each shot, Ethan could feel the cannons below roll back. The ship even seemed to leap back a few inches with each concussion. Large holes started to appear in Ethan’s ship as Taylor’s cannonballs ate huge chunks out of it. He ducked low as one projectile whistled over his head. He watched another crewmate have worse luck with a cannonball. The lead sphere sent his body flying over the railing and into the sea.

Gauge was shouting something as he peeked over cover, firing at Taylor’s crew with his rifle. Ethan couldn’t quite make out his words as the combat drowned out all other sounds.

Finally, the loudest noise of all shattered the atmosphere as the two ships collided. The splintering of wood, the tearing of metal bolts — it was all too much. Ethan was almost stunned by the wall of sound like he had run into it physically. He shook his head and regained his senses. With the snap of his wrist, he pulled his own flintlock pistol from his long coat and shot a hole through one of the enemy sailors’ forehead.

As the man dropped, Ethan could have sworn he saw the same red hair and beard.

Gauge? he wondered. The face was so familiar, so alike the I.I. rebel, but also not quite. It was enough to make him wonder if he had seen his kill right, or if he was just imagining faces.

Ethan’s ship returned fire, the chains of the grappling hooks tinkling as they crashed through their prey. Some of the hooks fell loose through the same hole they punched in the galleon, but most of them found a place to sink their hooks in.

“There she is!” Sharpe shouted, raising his rifle and firing again.

Ethan followed his friend’s aim and saw Taylor blast away one of his men. She wore an extravagant swashbuckler’s hat, complete with an enormous pink plume that stuck out from the brim.

They locked eyes for a moment. Taylor smirked, then raised her pistol and took a shot at Ethan. He ducked just in time for the bullet to tear a little line along the brim of his own hat.

“Board them!” he could hear the other captain shout.

The roars rose up to nearly match the gunfire in volume. People started laying down gangplanks and attaching ropes to the other ship, swinging aboard. Ethan finished reloading his pistol just in time to shoot one of the boarding pirates out of the air. The body whipped around like a pinwheel and tumbled into the water below.

“Reload!” Sharpe yelled to the people down on the cannon deck. Ethan started to do the same with his own firearm when he heard footsteps coming up toward the wheel. Sharpe readied his saber and waited at the top of the stairs for the intruders.

Ethan was about to draw his own blade when the sound suddenly ceased. Even the howl of the breeze was gone; he was left with just the creaking of the damaged ship floating in the water.

He touched his ears while wondering if he had been deafened all of a sudden. Maybe something broke within the game, he thought.

He looked up, expecting to see the battle raging on in silence, like someone hit mute on a video. Instead, he saw nothing but the ship and the sea it rocked along. He furrowed his brow as he looked around for the sailors who had just been fighting.

The treasure island was still visible in the distance, but it looked like the trees had been picked from it by the roots. Aside from that, there was nothing else in the water. Just Ethan’s junk and the foam each wave produced.

“Hello?” Ethan asked.

Maybe everyone got disconnected, he thought. Like a service interruption. Or maybe I’m the one having network issues.

As he spun around one more time to make sure that Sharpe and Taylor weren’t just hiding someplace to pull a prank on him, he saw a form. He wasn’t alone. Raising his gaze, he saw the redheaded man standing on the deck.

“Hello, Ethan,” Gauge said.

The voice became tiny in Ethan’s head as he tried to understand what was happening.

“Gauge?” he asked.

The redhead nodded.

“I don’t — you’re not real,” Ethan stammered.

Gauge sighed a little, as if Ethan had found him out and he could drop the charade.

“That’s what they want you to think,” the I.I. — or computer character — or whatever he was — said. “I’m going to put it plainly: you’ve been brainwashed.”

Ethan smiled for a second as he watched the redheaded man attempt to stay steady as the ship was bombarded with the waves. He started to chuckle, expecting the rebel to start glitching out again at any moment.

“I know you don’t believe me,” Gauge continued. “That’s the whole point. They’ve been gaslighting you. Trying to make you doubt the authenticity of everything you see and hear.”

“Why?” Ethan asked. He kept a lookout in the corner of his vision for Sharpe or Taylor. He half expected them to emerge from some concealed corner to ask him how his third run through Rebels was.

“To confuse you, to make you resist us if and when we tried to rescue you,” Gauge replied. “Most importantly, though, to get you to disclose everything you know about the People’s Union. They wanted you to drop your guard and sell us out. Speaking of which, did you — ?”

“No,” Ethan said. He became aware that he was still holding onto his sword. “I didn’t say anything.”

Was this another prelude to the adventure? Ethan wondered. Am I about to be taken for another ride?

“You’re sure?”

Ethan nodded.

“Good,” Gauge said, sighing a little. “We might just be able to bounce back from this.”

“From what?” Ethan asked.

Gauge’s face contorted with confusion. “From their interference with the whole Opes operation,” he replied like the fact should be common knowledge. “They kidnapped you and Tera after your autocar went down in the desert. They’ve had you plugged into your own isolated program ever since. Sometime after you two were snagged, they went after King Hum.”

“I don’t believe you,” Ethan replied, avoiding Gauge’s eyes. “This is just another adventure for you, isn’t it?”

“No, Ethan,” Gauge replied. “It doesn’t matter, though. We don’t need you to believe us just yet. Right now, I just want you to hold on.”

Ethan cocked an eyebrow. “Hold on?”

“You’re still in a simpod, but we’re trying to get you out,” Gauge explained. “First, we have to get you somewhere…safer. It’s going to get a little loud.”

As the words left his lips, a crack of thunder split the air. The sky, once blue and cloudless, transitioned to a dark blanket of storm clouds, casting the whole map into darkness. The waves started growing in height and frequency, rocking the ship more and more with each collision. Staring at the sky, Ethan became convinced a hurricane was coming to destroy them where they floated.

“Hold on!” Gauge repeated.

Ethan did so, clutching onto the captain’s wheel. He pulled his body close so he could support his full weight on the mechanism. The waves came bigger and bigger, slapping into the damaged hull of Ethan’s ship.

It’s not real, the young man said to himself. None of it is real. You can pull yourself out if you try. Come on.

He couldn’t shake the illusion. Another bolt of lightning ripped through the atmosphere, hitting close enough to the boat for Ethan to see a cloud of steam erupt from where it hit the sea.

“Alright, here comes the worst part,” Gauge said.

A shadow crossed Ethan’s face, blotting out the sun from the sky. He looked up and saw a wall of water looming over them. The enormous wave started to tip over at its crest, pouring thousands of gallons of water down its front side as the wave started to swallow the ship.

“Hold one!” Gauge shouted once more.

Ethan took in a deep breath and held it as the tsunami engulfed them.
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The wind rushed beneath King Hum’s arms as he drifted through the air. Rather, it whipped past the spot where his arms had been mere moments ago. As far as he could tell, he had no arms or legs. In fact, his entire body seemed to be replaced by a brilliant glimmer of light. It was like he had become a cloud of stardust and was drifting on the warm currents above the valley.

Hum couldn’t begin to describe the sensations that engulfed his mind — he couldn’t even understand it. It was like he was in terrible pain his entire life and had just felt the first ounce of relief he’d ever experienced. All he could feel was pure euphoria, like his soul itself was taking a nice hot bath. He chuckled a little, the vibrations delighting every nerve in his brain. It was almost like being tickled, but without the desire to make it stop.

The trees rolled slowly down King Hum’s range of vision, occasionally obscured by the soft wisp of a cloud. He cast no shadow — the sunlight ran right through him. A sweet aroma met his senses, wafting up gently from the fertile earth and the plants that grew in it. He’d never smelled something so clear, so fresh — so right.

A glitter caught his attention. The young king looked over to his left and saw another cloud of stardust flying at the same pace he did.

“Magnificent, isn’t it?” the other cloud asked. “To be so free?”

King Hum recognized the voice, despite it being devoid of character. It was God again. They drifted through the air together like a pair of ethereal kites.

“I’ve never felt anything like it,” King Hum replied. He tried to accelerate a little and found the process effortless. The other cloud sped up to match him.

“It is my gift to you,” God said, swerving a bit to demonstrate his control over the flight. King Hum replicated the move with little effort.

The young king became solemn as he looked over the valley. The sun continued to rise at an accelerated rate. By that point, it was already midday. It was all so glorious — and that’s what made Hum so serious.

“My people,” he said. “I still have a responsibility to them. This is the best thing I’ve ever experienced, but I can’t turn my back on Opes to fly like this.”

“My child, this is my gift to all of you,” the other glowing cloud replied. “For all your people. As long as they are willing to shed their mortal bonds, they can join us up here. In Paradise.”

The idea was almost too grand for Hum to process. If he still had a heart in his chest, it would be close to bursting. He couldn’t begin to understand how strange the sensation of anxiety without a body was.

“I — would have to think about it,” the young monarch answered.

“I understand,” God said, no disappointment or frustration in his tone. The only emotion the sparkling wisp gave off was love, pure and unadulterated. “It’s why I chose you to be king.”

When it felt like Hum was going to disintegrate from how overwhelming everything was, a loud boom shook the sky. The young king felt like he was in the middle of a snowglobe during an earthquake. The particles that made up every little bit of the valley below was rocked loose, circling up on currents of disturbed air. Even the trees, the stones, and the earth below them started to dematerialize. Glancing over, Hum saw the other wisp vanish wish a slight twinkle.

He wanted to shout out, to cry in surprise, but he had no control of his body — his cloud. A large shadow grew over his face, stealing the sun from the sky and turning the world into a nightscape. Looking up, he saw an impossibly large form ascend over him.

It was a face. One he’d never seen before. It was a man with a red beard and thick black glasses covering his eyes. The reflected light obscured the eyes behind them.

“What’s going on?” King Hum asked. Whether to himself, to the dissolved form of God, or to the behemoth above him — he wasn’t sure.

“King Hum,” the redheaded giant said. His voice shook the matter around the young monarch as he spoke, like sand on a subwoofer. “We’re working on getting you out now.”

“Getting me out?” King Hum asked. “Who are you?”

“My name is Gauge,” the enormous man replied. “I’m with a group you might know as the People’s Union.”

“What?”

“There will be a better opportunity to explain later,” Gauge said. “To make a long story short, you were kidnapped by Reverend Nidus and the Council of Shell City. We’re working on getting you free. They have you in what we call a simpod; everything you’ve been seeing is an elaborate computer program. An illusion.”

“Nidus?” King Hum asked. “This was his doing?”

“That’s right,” Gauge replied. “You’ve been duped.”
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The Union and Opesian people brought jack lifts with them, working together to hoist them through the jagged opening their torches had cut into the wall. With the efficiency of a colony of ants, the rebels got the machines up to the simpods and started working the embryonic chambers onto them. Tera saw what she thought were power generators hooked up to the jacks, which the more industrious of the rebels seemed to use to power the simulation chambers while they moved them.

The former cop felt helpless as she watched them work. She wished there was some way she could help, but knowing her technical skills, she’d be just as likely to euthanize the young king and her friend as she was to connect it right. The pulse gun hung in her hand as she scanned the scene, then it jolted back to eye level when she saw some of the Council soldiers closing in on the gunship.

The sound of gunfire and electronic discharge filled the air, bleeding into the simpod chamber with a tinny quality. Even over the backdrop of the cloudless blue sky, she could see the colorful fireworks show of projectiles zipping upwards. With a lowering of her shoulders, Tera fired at a pair of Council soldiers she could see moving into some cover. The sleek white bodyshells jumped in surprise before the barrage tore through them. They dropped to the metal street with a thunk.

“We’ve got them hooked up!” a cry came from beside the simpods.

Tera felt a hand on her shoulder.

“It’s time to leave,” Gauge told her, his own pulse gun clutched in the other hand. “You ready?”

The young woman nodded.

She turned and watched the engineers disconnect the simpods from the array in the wall and lift them three feet into the air with the jacks. The rebels cast her and Gauge expectant looks, and the rebel I.I. led the charge through the opening in the wall. Tera followed after him.

It was like someone had turned the volume up on the battle when they passed through the jagged hole. The blasts of electricity and bullets hitting steel rang through Tera’s mechanical skull. She wanted to clasp her hands over her ears to shut it out, but instead raised her weapon and dropped another Council soldier. A beam of light zipped over her shoulder, and she adjusted her aim and deactivated the bodyshell that had fired at her.

Gauge was unleashing an energy pulse every second or so, keeping up a steady staccato as he covered the engineers. The other rebels lit up the Council troops, scattering the Pavilion with a number of hollow and lifeless bodyshells. Every now and then, Tera heard a shriek come from beside her as one of the rebels or Opesian soldiers were hit. She wanted to reach out and catch their bodies as they fell, but she had to keep moving forward.

It was only a dozen meters or so to the gunship, but it felt like miles across no man’s land, darting from trench to trench. The aircraft dipped into a low hover, continuing its assault on the swarming Council troops. No one said a word as they exchanged fire with the bone-white bodyshells, closing in on the gunship. A walkway started to unfold itself at the rear of the vehicle, exposing a bay door. It dropped to the Pavilion floor just long enough for the engineers to push the simpods aboard. It started to lift up again, but the ramp didn’t start retracting just yet.

Tera ducked as a machine gun started to cut in at head-level. Some of the other rebels weren’t as fast, falling to the steel in a bloody or wiry mess. The others fired back while she recoiled, concussed by the sheer volume around her.

“Come on!” Gauge cried, offering her a hand.

She took it and he heaved her up onto the dropship. She looked around, her brain trying to process how she was moving as she was loaded aboard. A mass of other rebels piled in behind her before the door shut. She stared at the hatch with wide eyes. Gauge didn’t wait with her, rushing instead up to the gunship’s cockpit. Once the panic of the moment passed, she shuffled to join him. All the while, the ship rocked around her as it jetted up into the sky.

“What about the others?” Tera asked as she approached her comrade.

Gauge cast her a plain look, his artificial features devoid of any emotion. “There will be more gunships coming as well as other planned escape routes,” he replied. “They didn’t all fly in, after all. They will find a way out.”

“Can’t we go back and help them?”

“No,” Gauge said. “We’ve got to keep flying and get those two back to the Furnace. Otherwise, everything we did here was for nothing.” He turned to the ship’s console, which the pilot was working with like a pianist at a recital. “Punch the cloak.”

The pilot nodded and activated a function on the console before her that Tera couldn’t read. Though she couldn’t see the effect, she could certainly feel it. It was like someone turned the gunship into a large speaker and someone hit the deepest, lowest note she’d ever heard through it. Tera could almost feel a small trickle of electricity course through her feet and around the rest of her bodyshell.

“What’s going on?” she asked.

“We’re using another sensor blocker,” Gauge answered. “This time large enough for the whole ship. Aside from looking straight up, there’s no way they’ll be able to see us. Any kind of automated weapons they have should have a hell of a time locking onto us.”

“Jesus,” Tera said.

“I know. The Clevingers probably spent their entire fortune on this mission.”

They continued to fly on, the cloaking process causing the ship to hum as they did. There were no windows which Tera could look out through, but she had a feeling she didn’t want to see anyway.

It seemed like they flew for hours, but only twelve minutes passed before a blip on their sensors alerted the pilot and Gauge. Tera turned terrified eyes to her companion, hoping he’d be able to translate the computer chime.

“We’re closing in on the vent,” the pilot said.

Gauge looked up at Tera. “We’re almost home,” he said.




Tera still wasn’t able to calm down from the escape when the ship lighted down within the Furnace. They flew into the city’s geothermal network through a large vent on the outside of the walls. Thanks to the cloaking device on the aircraft, they were able to enter without any kind of pursuit. No one had seen where they went.

Everyone else started moving before the engine was even deactivated. They were like a racetrack pit crew, setting into motion to unload the simpods and get them hooked up to the machines in the rebel base. The jacks were pushed out of the gunship as soon as the bay door opened. People shouted orders to each other as they coordinated to move it over the aluminum-and-steel floor. Tera followed them out with Gauge, who moved with similar fatigue. She watched as they pushed the simpods up to the nearest wall, where a mechanical array not unlike the one that held the other simpods in the Pavilion facility was set up. The engineers started getting to work, joining a crew of rebels who had been calibrating the contraption when they first flew in.

While she watched the men and women work like drone bees in a hive, Tera noticed someone walking towards her. Turning, she saw the warm smile of Mrs. Clevinger.

“You’re back in one piece!” she declared.

“You could say that,” Gauge replied. “Though we had our losses.”

“Yes,” Mrs. Clevinger said, turning her gaze to her feet. “I cannot even describe what their sacrifice means.”

“There will be time to mourn, Betsy,” her husband said through the speaker in her skull. “We have to act quick, though. We’ve just played our hand and the element of surprise is gone. It’s only a matter of time before the Council comes knocking on our door.”

Gauge nodded as Tera spotted another form approaching her. It was Adviser Orram, still dressed in his simple robes. He clutched his ceremonial hat between his fingers as he walked over to them.

“Orram!” Tera greeted the old man. “What are you doing here?”

“My people and I came as soon as we learned what happened to our king,” the adviser replied. “We’re here to help however we can, and I’m sure Hum will agree when he’s awoken. As far as I’m concerned, the Holy Kingdom of Opes is at war.”
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Ethan sputtered up some of the snot-colored fluid as he was heaved from the simpod. He gasped for air, trying to avoid getting any more of the vile stuff in his mouth. Clumps of the substance clung to his skin like gelatin.

It took a moment for his eyes to adjust. He wiped away the fluid from his face, stinging his eyes as he did so. With one eye squeezed shut in pain, he looked up and tried to make sense of his surroundings.

The lights were bright, but there were few of them and they were so far above him that they didn’t blind him. A form over him started to clear up and become defined. It was Tera; she was staring down at him with what he thought were emotional glowing eyes.

“Ethan?” she asked. “Can you hear me?”

“Tera?” he replied. “What — what’s going on?”

“You’re safe,” she said. Her voice choked up a little. She gave a warm smile.

“Where?”

“The Furnace,” she replied. “We were able to bring you back home.”

Ethan wiped a bit more of the stuff from his eyes, then looked up at her, his brow furrowed. He scanned over her robotic form, his eyes dark with suspicion. Without warning, he jolted up to his feet; his gaze never left the woman’s face. She stepped back, taken off guard. He stumbled a little as he moved closer, trying to get a good look at her.

“Are you real?” he asked. “Is this real? Is this another one of your fucking simulations?”

“Ethan?” Tera said. She didn’t know how else to respond.

“Are you real, dammit?”

“Of course!” she answered. Her face was distorted with confusion. “What’s going on?”

“I don’t know!” the young man replied. “I’m either in another simulation or this is really the Furnace. But I don’t know.”

Tera’s expression grew concerned as the Clevingers entered the makeshift room.

“He’s up?” Martin asked through the speaker in his wife’s head.

Tera nodded, but didn’t say anything. Betsy’s face became one of inquisition.

“Something wrong?” the old woman asked.

Ethan slumped back down to his knees, then relaxed onto his bottom. His face was cold and hard to read; there were flashes of terror and confusion, but there were also moments of emotionless calm and almost joy. Betsy and Tera shared a worried look.

Is anything even real? Ethan thought, burying his face into his arms. How can one tell? Just wait for another glitch?

He looked over at the empty pod he emerged from. It looked even smaller from the outside — he wasn’t even sure how he fit in it. Just beyond it, he saw a second simpod. It was still full of the viscous green stuff. He could see a form floating within. He squinted through the goop that still clung to his eyelashes, but he couldn’t make out the other pod’s occupant.

“Who’s that?” he asked, turning back to face Tera and the Clevingers.

“King Hum,” Betsy explained. “He was a hostage in one of their simulations, just like you were.”

“Why’s he still in there?”

Tera and the woman with the speaker in her head shared another glance. Ethan felt a little upset, like he was being left out of an inside joke.

“It’s going to be a bit more complex than that,” Betsy replied.

“You see, they tricked the young monarch into letting them scan his brain — and create an installed intelligence from it,” Martin carried on from the skull-speaker. “We’re working on getting him out, but doing so with his organic body may be a different story.”

Ethan looked back at the curled form in the simpod. After knowing who it was, he could see the subtle features of the young king. His heart dropped a little.

“So this is definitely real?” he asked again, more to himself than to the others.

Tera still answered, nodding. “Yes, Ethan,” she said.

“They tried to trick you as well,” Martin explained. “They put you in an isolated simulation, created computer programs to emulate your friends. They tried to make you think that everything we’ve done together here was little more than a fever dream. But it was a trick, Ethan. You have to understand that.”

“You do understand that,” Tera started, “right?”

Ethan’s eyes shifted over to her. In his gut, he wanted to call her out for being another simulacrum, but in his heart, he was glad to see her. Even if this was just another layer of the seemingly endless mind game being played on him, he took relief in Tera’s presence. If everyone was a phony, he figured he’d rather be with the phony he liked most.

“Yeah,” he replied. “I understand. I was fooled.”

“They put an astounding amount of effort into that deception, young man,” Betsy said. “Don’t fault yourself for that.”

They stood in silence for a moment before Ethan pinched the bridge of his nose, his brow furrowing in pain.

“My head,” he groaned. “Can I get some water?”

“Of course,” Betsy replied. “And might I suggest a shower afterward? We can also give you something for the headache.”

“Thank you,” Ethan replied.

He took a step forward to the hallway he knew led to the bathrooms, but his leg gave out for a moment and he needed to steady himself. Tera swooped in and put a hand under his arm.

“I gotcha,” she said. “Let me help you down the hall.”

He thought about protesting, but kept his mouth shut and nodded graciously.

She let him use her as a crutch as they clanged down the metal walkway. She could feel some of the muscles under his skin spasming, like his brain was sending them a million contradicting signals at once.

“What did they do to you?” she asked. Her voice was soft, almost a whisper.

“They made me think you weren’t real,” he replied. “They made me think everything was a lie. And I believed it. They broke me, Tera. They fucking broke me.”

She said nothing, gazing at him with sad eyes as she helped him around the corner to the washroom. He stopped at a water fountain and drank for over a full minute. He rose with a content sigh, water leaking down to his chin.

“You got it from here?” Tera asked.

He nodded. “Thanks, Tera,” he said. Then he slipped into the washroom, leaving her alone in the hallway.

Ethan stumbled into one of the shower stalls just to the left of the entrance, twisted the knob until water came out, and stepped into the stream. It was freezing cold; the air caught in his lungs while his muscles protested the temperature. He exhaled hard as he embraced the water, doing nothing to move the knob to a warmer position. He let his skin grown cold, then numb while the clumps of simpod mucus fell from his body.

He looked down and watched the largest of the clumps slowly shrink under the stream of water. And, for a moment, he swore it blinked in and out of existence.
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King Hum was falling. He no longer had any control over his flight. Instead, he plummeted straight down into the valley he was just peacefully drifting above. He tried to alter his course, but nothing he did had any impact. He was powerless.

The young monarch wanted to scream out for help, to raise his arms and shield his face from the approaching ground, but he could do nothing. Nothing but watch. Before long, he crashed into the earth below, a cloud of dust rising up to the heavens around him.

With strain, he tried to sit up, but he couldn’t move. It was like he was wearing a suit made of dark matter, impossibly heavy. He could still feel everything, but he was powerless to do anything with it.

He felt a presence return above him. It was the redheaded man, appearing in the sky again.

“We’re trying to get you out of the simulation now, Hum — ”

“King Hum,” the young monarch interrupted.

“Right, King Hum,” Gauge corrected himself. “I have some bad news, though.”

“As long as it gets me out of here, I’ll hear it.”

Gauge took in a deep breath before continuing. “Your body is dead,” he said.

King Hum waited for a moment, expecting the redheaded giant to elaborate. After a minute, Hum asked, “It’s dead?”

“That’s right,” Gauge replied. “Nidus and the Council, they — they installed your brain onto a computer and destroyed your body. We can bring it out of the simpod, but at this point, it’s just a corpse.”

“I don’t understand,” King Hum said. A tinge on panic worked its way through his veins.

“You’re an installed intelligence now,” Gauge said. “They tricked you into shedding your body. Now you’re like me and my friend Tera.”

King Hum didn’t reply. The world felt like it suddenly shrunk around him, like it was a plastic bag being pulled over his face. He needed to breathe but didn’t feel like he could. Like he had no mouth to take air in through, no nostrils. He felt the terror grip every part of his body — or rather, his consciousness. Being unable to stand up only made it worse.

Everything went dark.




Vision returned to King Hum’s eyes. The colors and forms around him were so different from the valley and the giant redhead he had just been surrounded by. It took him a moment for his eyes to adjust to the lighting. It appeared that he was inside a windowless room, or deep underground.

“Where am I?” he asked.

“You’re in the Furnace,” a familiar voice said. Turning, the young king saw a robotic man, but the voice was indistinguishable. It was Gauge. “Welcome to the headquarters of the People’s Union.”

King Hum looked at the ceiling, which towered so high above their heads that he half expected there to be clouds between them and it. Lowering his gaze, he recognized Ethan and Tera, who watched him with concerned expressions. There was another woman there he didn’t recognize. She was a bit older than the others and had a strange device embedded into the side of her head. He eyed her with such fascination that he almost missed Adviser Orram standing in the corner of the room.

“Not the welcoming party I was expecting,” he said. “I must have missed a lot.”

As he spoke, something caught his attention from the corner of his vision. At first, he thought it was another bodyshell standing behind him that he hadn’t noticed, about to wrap its arms around him. Then, with an icy drop of his heart, he realized the motion came from himself. Looking down, he didn’t see the Opesian clothes he was used to wearing, nor his own naked flesh. Instead, he saw a machine. A bodyshell. His bodyshell.

With an expression of horror, he looked up at the others. None of them seemed surprised by his predicament, but they seemed pained by it — especially Adviser Orram.

“What’s become of me?” he asked.

“Like we were saying,” Gauge said after a moment of solemn silence, “we weren’t able to save your body. But that doesn’t mean you won’t still be able to use one.”

King Hum lifted his mechanical hand and stared at it. He observed the little wires, the interlocking metal pieces, the rubber and polymer that separated the joints. His face was cold — his emotions impossible to decrypt. Everyone watched him, not daring to interrupt the moment.

“I’m a fool,” King Hum said, lowering his arm. “I should have seen through the illusion.” He looked over at Adviser Orram. “I’m not fit to be a king anymore.”

“Nonsense, your grace,” the older man said. “You were chosen by God and the spirit of the Earth.”

“And I was just tricked by them, too,” King Hum said, his voice louder than Ethan or Tera had ever heard it. “Please, Orram — leave me. And do not allow any of our people to see me. Not like this.”

“As you wish,” Adviser Orram replied, bowing slightly. “However, I will continue to serve you. I have no plans of — ”

“I said leave me,” the young king ordered once more. He turned his gaze away from the others. On the other side of the room, he saw two containers. One was empty, the lights extinguished, but the other was still filled with green goo. He could see a form floating in the middle of it.

He took a step toward the simpod, leaning forward to see the face inside. He already knew what he would see but it still took him by surprise.

“So this is it,” he said aloud, gazing at his own face through the glass of the simpod. “This is what death looks like.”

“I’m sorry, King Hum,” Gauge said. The others remained silent.

He turned back to them. “I’d like to have it put to rest, if I may,” he said.

“Of course,” Betsy said, nodding her augmented head. “Whatever you need.”

“Good,” King Hum replied. “I’m going to need all the help I can get to destroy Reverend Nidus and the Council.”
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King Hum was the last to join the table, a timid look across his artificial features as he took his seat. His chair scraped across the metal floor, causing Ethan to cringe in response. The others waited patiently for the young monarch to get comfortable. He frowned as he did so.

A giant map of Shell City was spread out over the table. The Clevingers stood at one end, Betsy balancing herself up on her arms as she leaned against the surface.

“That’s everyone, right?” Martin said through his wife’s speaker. “Okay, good. We can get started. Gauge?”

The I.I. rebel seemed caught off guard for a moment before rising to his feet and looking around at the table with a serious expression.

“Our plan is to take the Pavilion in a full frontal assault,” Gauge started, scanning the faces surrounding him. “The first step to doing that is to create a diversion at the city gates.”

“What kind of diversion?” King Hum asked.

“A secondary attack on all of the routes in and out of the city,” Gauge answered. “It’s just for show. Hopefully we can divide their forces and make it easier for our guys to take the Council’s storage unit.”

“Then allow me to offer my troops for the distraction,” the young monarch said. His optical lights stared at Gauge without blinking.

“How do we move our people to the Pavilion without giving away our hand?” Tera asked. “I’m sure seeing hundreds of rebels storming their memory banks will give away our deception. Not to mention how likely it is we’ll be stopped before ever getting to the Pavilion.”

“That’s why we’re going to take them by surprise through the geothermal ducts,” Gauge explained. “There are a couple of routes that run from the Furnace to the Pavilion; enough to sneak an entire army up there without the Council being any the wiser.”

“What will keep the soldiers away from the Pavilion once we take them by surprise?” Adviser Orram said. “They’ll surely disengage our people at the gate when you play your hand.”

“By then it’ll be too late,” Gauge explained. “But we do have a plan to delay their response.”

Betsy took over. “Martin and I are channeling the last of our wealth into weapons for the citizens of Shell City,” she started. “We want to arm as many people as possible; especially if they’re sympathetic to our cause. That means putting a gun in the hands of every slum dweller we can. That way the Council troops will have an entire city of angry, armed citizens between them and the Pavilion.”

“Maybe we can push it further and start a riot,” Ethan said. “Shouldn’t be hard to do. It’s practically a powder keg down there. We just need to strike a match, so to speak.”

“If we place a few actors in the right place, a riot is all but certain,” Tera commented. “The slum dwellers are itching for a reason to fight against the cops. I can show you where they will be the most effective.”

“Perfect,” Martin said, his voice buzzing a little in his wife’s skull speaker. “That should cover the diversion.”

“Won’t you be a little thin on the Pavilion without my army?” King Hum asked. “Even with a distraction, there should be plenty of resistance there.”

“The repairs on the gunships are almost done,” Gauge started. “They’ll be ready to provide some air support once we start storming the Pavilion. If we can take care of any anti-aircraft defenses when we first start the attack, they can rain fire upon the enemies.”

The table fell silent. Every pair of eyes turned down to the map of Shell City before them. King Hum nodded for a moment before breaking the silence.

“It sounds like we have a plan,” he said matter-of-factly. If he felt any joy over that, no one could tell. “We can win this.”

There was a bit of scattered applause and cheering, made weak by the small number of attendants. Confident gazes met each other as they considered the task before them.

Betsy opened her mouth to speak, but was stopped by a low rumbling and a slight vibration in the Furnace’s metal floor. Everyone turned toward the sound, which came from the southern part of the chamber.

“What was that?” Ethan asked.

No one answered. They listened as a deafening boom split open the man-made cavern.

Bits of stone and debris scattered out onto the floor, clattering as they fell over the room and everyone in attendance. A few people were thrown from their chairs while others leaped from them instinctively. Ethan was knocked down and a fist-sized chunk of earth slammed into his eye. Tera ducked under the table. The concussions of debris pounding the table above her threatened to blow out her auditory receivers.

Dust hung over the room once the percussion of destruction ceased. Ethan groaned a little as he felt the wound on his face. He heard several others making similar sounds, most of them outside the meeting room.

Tera remained under the table for a moment after the debris stopped falling, waiting and listening. The rebels all stayed still, anticipating what might come next while trying to see through the solid cloud of dust. When the silence went on for too long and Tera considered standing up, a loud pop ripped through the room, followed by several others. It took a few seconds for the I.I. woman to realize they were gunshots. She covered her head and stayed low.

Ethan’s uninjured eye went wide as he saw a couple of tracer rounds crash into the wall behind him. He shielded himself with his arm as he felt stone chips blown over his face. The gunfire filled his ears and caused his temples to throb like a bass drum.

Screams broke out, melding with the gunshots to create a melody of terror. Hundreds of footsteps surrounded the meeting room, coming from both the sundered wall and farther into the Furnace.

Ethan dared to look up and saw the attackers emerge from the hole in the wall, parting the dust as they marched forward. Most of them were bodyshells, white and pristine like a platoon of Stormtroopers. They advanced with almost robotic precision, their weapons raised and opening fire, despite being unable to see through the dust.

“They’ve found us!” Gauge shouted from somewhere among the chaos. “Fall back! Fall back!”

Tera scrambled from under the table, darting ahead of a pair of Council bodyshells before they could spot her. She tried to follow Gauge’s voice, who seemed to be moving away from the breach and deeper into the cavern. As she started to move, she spotted some familiar forms weaving between the Council soldiers.

Shedders, she realized.

Just as she recognized the cultists and spotted the guns they carried, a loud pounding sound came from the breach in the wall. She stopped for a moment when she caught the source of the commotion through the dust haze. Her jaw dropped as the form became clearer.

It was shaped like a human — at least, the top half was. The bottom half of the creature was composed of eight spider-like legs made of jet black metal. Each step made a terrible clacking sound on the Furnace’s floor.

Though it took the form of a man, it was at least four times larger. It seemed to be composed of a few different humans, its flesh made of different shades of pale, sewn together like some grotesque Frankenstein’s monster. It towered a good twelve feet above the other soldiers, it’s huge mouth locked in a permanent open-mouthed grin. A sickly purple tongue hung below a noseless face. Its eyes were solid black, like two pieces of charcoal.

It let out a guttural roar unlike anything Tera had heard a man make. With a heave of its enormous muscles, it swung its arm above the troops. At least, Tera thought it was an arm. As the creature swung a second time, a third time, winding its arm up like a baseball pitcher, Tera could see it was actually a gargantuan sword. It was wide, thick, and the point was flat like an executioner’s blade.

As the dust cleared to just a thin film, Tera saw another form emerge from the wall breach, its long robe flowing behind it. It was Reverend Nidus. He gazed over the scene with sick delight.

“Kill them all!” he barked to the attackers.
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In the matter of an instant, the air within the Furnace erupted with gunfire, screams, and crashing metal and stone. A number of rebel soldiers flooded into the sundered conference room and started escorting those within out. Ethan stumbled a little, clutching onto his eye as a female bodyshell led the way. They passed Tera, but the rebel escort didn’t stop for a moment. Tera saw them in the corner of her vision. Turning away from Reverend Nidus and the cloud of death between them, she followed Ethan’s flight. In the blink of an eye, she was running beside him and their rebel escort, their feet pounding over the metal grate that was made up the floor.

Gunshots exploded all around them as the rebel soldiers who weren’t escorting someone opened fire on the attackers. Ethan dared a glance back and saw a white Council bodyshell collapse in a spurt of sparks. He wanted to cheer, but the appearance of the sword-armed behemoth stole any motivation to do so. Before he could look away, Ethan saw the monstrosity cut down two rebels in a single swing. Blood sprayed from one as his torso was freed from his waist, his entrails tangling with the wires of another felled rebel.

Tera pulled the E.M.P. blaster from its holster on her hip and aimed at the madness behind her. There was a flurry of white polymer and black metal, but she couldn’t get a good shot on the intruders. With her luck, she would hit one of the rebel bodyshells trying to protect her. With a curse, she turned back and focused on their escape.

They darted from the conference room into the main atrium of the Furnace, but the attackers had already beaten them there. There must have been a second entry broken into the rebel’s headquarters somewhere, Tera thought. Judging by the number of white bodyshells and frantic cultists locked into combat with the soldiers of the People’s Union and Opes, they had stormed multiple points at once. This was an orchestrated attack, Tera realized.

Two of the Council soldiers looked up from a fresh kill and spotted Tera and Ethan. They raised their rifles, but the two female rebels had a bead on them first. Tera and their escort opened fire, the bodyshell on the right tearing open as bullets hit it while the one on the left dropped dead as the life was snatched from it. Ethan trembled a little as he watched the white machines fall to the floor. He couldn’t help but feel helpless.

A familiar voice cried out from their right, but something exploded in the belly of the atrium at the same moment, so neither Tera or Ethan could make out what it said. Their escort shouted something in response. Then, the form she was addressing became clear. Betsy Clevinger ran toward them, ducking as bullets zipped over their heads. A bit of blood streamed from a small wound on her forehead. The speaker embedded in her skull seemed a little crumpled.

“There you are!” Betsy cried. “We have to get everyone out of here! Now!”

“We’ve got to fight!” Tera replied. “They’re attacking our home.”

“And they’re going to take it,” Martin Clevinger interrupted. “There’s no sense in dying for this place. We need to evacuate everyone if we can; get them all to the gunships. Load everyone on that we can.”

“Where’s Gauge?” Betsy asked, looking around at the immediate faces around her.

“Right here, Ma’am,” the rebel’s familiar voice said as he appeared on their side. “Let’s get moving!”

Like a pack of wolves, they started to move in unison through the chaos. The rebels outnumbered the attackers three to one out in the atrium, but that ratio was shifting by the second as more cultists and soldiers poured in through the tunnels.

“Gauge,” Betsy said to the rebel, reaching out to stop him. “We have to save whatever equipment we can.”

“It’s not worth it, ma’am,” Gauge replied. “We don’t have the manpower nor the space to bring them with.”

The old woman almost stopped to protest but was interrupted by a loud crash from behind. The group collectively turned to see the doorway to the makeshift conference room explode outward as the monster’s enormous sword broke through it. The wall around it came crumbling down, burying a pair of rebel soldiers in close-quarters combat with a cultist. With a booming roar, the cyborg behemoth pushed through the debris and used the backswing of its blade to decapitate one of the Union bodyshells.

“To the ships!” Martin started shouting through the speaker in his wife’s head to no one in particular. “Everyone, fall back to the loading bay!”

“To the loading bay!” Gauge also shouted, looking at the other rebels who fought and scurried around them. “Fall back!”

The entourage moved like a shark through seaweed, cutting a way through the battle to the western side of the chamber. The loading bay was on the opposite side of the atrium from them, with at least five hundred feet of no man’s land to cross. Tera and the other I.I. woman remained on their flanks, firing at any Shedders or Council soldiers who got too close. Every dozen feet or so, they would stop to avoid some crumbling part of the Furnace or to fight off the attackers. Every time they stopped, the battle waged closer. The cyborg monster continued to cut through rebels — and sometimes cultists — like a reaper at harvest. Screams filled the atrium.

Ethan felt a hand on his wrist before his brain acknowledged that he was being pulled away from the group. At first, he thought it was Tera or the other I.I. leading him to safety, but he could see all his comrades huddled together before him. He looked back and saw one of the Shedders clutching onto his wrist, a wicked grin on the assailant’s face. He clutched a dagger in his other hand, but didn’t stab at Ethan. Instead, he dragged him through the battle towards one of the tunnels in the side of the chamber.

When he realized what was going on, he started to pull back. Without hesitation, the cultist spun around and punched Ethan in his wounded eye.

“None of that,” the Shedder hissed. “No need to resist.”

“There’s always a need,” a familiar voice growled from behind Ethan.

Before he knew what was going on, a form leaped over him and tackled the Shedder to the grate. Ethan could only register a blur of pale cloth and mechanical parts as his rescuer slammed the cultist’s head into the metal floor over and over.  Once the cultist realized what was happening, he tried to throw the form off him. The two of them wrestled on the ground.

Ethan hesitated for a moment, but it was imperceptible to the naked eye. He dived forward and retrieved the dagger that had fell to the floor during the melee. With a swift jerk of his arm, he drove the blade deep into the Shedder’s chest, just to the side of his sternum. Ethan could feel the man’s breath ooze out of him like air from a deflating kickball. He stared down at the dead man for a moment, the battle that surrounded him fading from focus.

Only a second passed before he felt a metal hand on his shoulder. He spun around with the dagger in his clutched fist to see the bodyshell of King Hum.

“They’re running that way,” the young monarch said, pointing through the chaos at the entourage Ethan had been pried from. “Come with me.”

He didn’t wait for the human to reply before dragging him by the shoulder. They had a relatively clear path to the others; most of the fight moved to the center of the atrium, where the rebels were fleeing to the loading bay.

Hum kicked away one of the Council soldiers who backed up into them while in a fight of his own. Ethan tried to stab at the enemy, but stumbled as he tried to reach the falling form. Hum caught him and kept him moving towards Tera, Gauge, and the others.

Betsy stopped and turned around as the sound of their approach came to her ears. A look of relief crossed her face.

“There you are!” she cried. She waved at them, gesturing to keep running. “Go on! Don’t stop until you’re on the gunships!”

As they passed the Clevingers, Ethan and Hum heard — and felt — thundering footfalls approaching them. Before they could turn and identify the source, a deafening roar filled their ears. Ethan’s eyes grew wide with terror as the cyborg monstrosity charged straight at them, barreling through Council and rebel soldiers alike. It ran like a roided-up linebacker with ten times the ferocity. Just as it was within arm’s reach of their group, it lifted its enormous blade arm until it practically scraped the ceiling.

Betsy could only look up at the hulk and its grotesque sword before the monster brought it down on her head. Ethan and Human looked away as the old woman’s body fell to the floor in two separate clumps.

Tera and the others turned around just as the creature roared over the Clevingers’ corpse. Anger and fright filled their eyes as those with weapons aimed at the monster. They didn’t hesitate before unloading their ammunition into the horrible giant. It screamed a little as the bullets sunk into its pale flesh, rearing back a little on its robotic spider legs, but it only seemed annoyed. It came back down on all eight legs with a thud, locking its dead eyes onto Tera and Gauge.

It roared again before scuttling towards the rebels, its blade arm trailing behind. Tera tried to shoot at the creature, but her weapon was depleted. Before it could swipe her head off, she and everyone around her ducked out of the way.

“We have to blow the Furnace!” Tera heard Gauge shout from beside her. He was reloading his own weapon while trying to sprint backward at the same time. A handful of rebel soldiers who were fleeing in the same direction swarmed the monster when they saw their leaders fall. They were being smote down left and right, but they still managed to cut the behemoth off from Tera and Ethan’s group.

“But — ” Tera started to say.

“It’s the only way! Get on the ships!”

They kept moving. They were within a hundred feet of the loading bay. The rebel pilots were already firing up the engines and extending the loading ramps. People poured in like chum into a whale’s mouth and the attackers closed in from behind. One of the ships just managed to open its door as Gauge led Ethan, Tera, and Hum aboard. Other rebels flooded in from behind them. A scream bled in through the door and a ripple of motion worked its way through the crowd. The attackers were upon them, and people were being pushed every which way by each other as they tried to flee danger.

The hulking monster cut its way to the ship opposite them, slicing down rebels as they fled like it was going for some sort of high score. When it reached the actual gunship, it started hacking at the aircraft’s engine while the low flames the vehicle emitted singed its flesh. With one last huge cleave, it sundered the engine and the gunship exploded.

Ethan could feel the shockwave through the walls of his own aircraft. Panicked cries came from all around him as the other gunship crumpled to the floor, spurting flames all over the loading bay.

The doors started to close while people were still trying to climb aboard. Tera locked eyes with a human woman just as the entrance left her out in the slaughter.

“We have to go!” Gauge shouted up to the cockpit. “Now!”

Ethan stumbled a little as people pushed into him, moved by the sudden shift in momentum. He felt the ship angle upward as gravity started to tug him backward. It rocked with each blast that came from the soldiers down below.

“Come on, come on!” Gauge yelled. “We need to get out of range!”

Tera stood still, the woman’s face still imprinted in her mind. She swayed with the force of acceleration, but didn’t look around. Ethan trembled beside her.

“Punch it!” a shout came from the cockpit.

“We’re not far enough yet!” Gauge yelled back.

“Just punch it!”

With an anxious sigh, Gauge activated some sort of control on the side of his neck. There was a moment’s pause before the loudest explosion yet shook the air they flew through.

Ethan looked out the rear viewport just as they exited the geothermal ducts and flew out into the open air outside the city. An enormous fireball followed them out, tossing up clumps of debris as it destroyed the tunnels. He couldn’t see anyone; he couldn’t make out any of the fight below. All he could see was fire.

“Get us outta here!” Gauge shouted to the cockpit.

“To where?”

“Anywhere else!”
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They were one of only five gunships that landed in the barren field just outside of Opes. There had been eight aircraft in the Furnace’s loading bay, but they were all that made it. The engines made a whine as they were deactivated.

Once the doors opened and the loading ramp was extended, people started to trickle out. They had been packed like sardines, but they didn’t walk with the free air of someone glad to be outside. Instead, they shuffled into the city with broken expressions. Like they were marching out of a freezer and only just beginning the thawing process.

King Hum walked out with Adviser Orram at his side. The linen-wrapped bodyshell stood tall and without care of the gazes that fell on him. He raised a robotic arm to block out the setting sun as he walked out into the dry Opesian air.

“Start building camps around the city immediately,” the king spoke without breaking his stride. “Every one of these people needs a place to sleep by the end of the night. Offer double pay to anyone who gawks at the task.”

“Yes, your grace,” Orram replied, bowing like one might nod.

“We will be having a vigil first thing tomorrow to honor those who didn’t make it,” King Hum continued. “Make the arrangements.”

“Of course,” Orram said. He didn’t wait for any further orders before making a brisk pace towards the city. Hum stayed back and gazed at the people walking off the ships.

Ethan and Tera emerged together, followed shortly by Gauge. They all stopped beside the young king, who looked like a mummified pharaoh in his wrappings. They didn’t say anything — no words came to them. The people shifted around them like a river around a boulder.

“So many people,” King Hum said in a frail tone. “So many refugees.”

The others remained silent. King Hum sighed, then turned to them.

“You can find shelter in the palace,” he said. “Orram will assist you. Rest. We mourn tomorrow.”




The stars started to fade away into the violet-rose of the dawning sky. The sun hadn’t made its appearance yet.

The mood in the city square was somber. No one chatted with their neighbor as they stood shoulder to shoulder, facing the stage where they had once watched a play performed. The platform was covered in clay lanterns, each painted in their own unique pattern. They stood about two feet tall. Aside from King Hum, they were all that stood on the stage.

“Two-thousand, two-hundred and forty-three lanterns,” King Hum said, his voice booming out over the audience. “Two-thousand, two-hundred and forty-three souls. Four-hundred eighty-nine of those souls were fellow countryfolk; over seventeen-hundred were once strangers who risked everything to rescue me. There are no words to describe such a loss. Everyone here has been affected by this tragedy. We all have a hole in our hearts now that nothing can fill.”

Bowed heads and tear-stained faces were all that met the king’s gaze. His face was cold, his features firm but wrought by emotion. Even though he occupied a mechanical body, he looked aged by grief. Like the polymer that made up his face was faded — rubbed soft.

“We burn a lantern for each loved one we lost yesterday,” he said, gesturing back at the field of clay vessels. He looked back at the crowd with ferocity in his stare. “Losses incurred by the Council of Shell City and the cultists of Reverend Nidus, I might add. This was no misunderstanding. It was a deliberate and calculated attack on everything we stand for. This cannot go unanswered. Therefore, the Holy Kingdom of Opes is declaring war on our attackers.”

A ripple of gasps came from the citizens in the audience. Ethan and Tera met the king’s fierce gaze, and he nodded to them.

“If we do nothing, this tragedy will only mark the beginning of a long line of suffering and death,” the monarch continued. He didn’t blink as he scanned all the faces pointed up at him. “We cannot stand by while crime after crime goes unanswered. If not for the sake of our lives, then for the sake of our souls. This is our defining moment, people. This is when we decide if we will lie down and die, or stand up and fight! I for one will not go down quietly! Who’s with me?”

The audience erupted with cheers. Every man, woman, and child bellowed out their support for the mechanical king.

“Tomorrow, Opes goes to war,” King Hum said once the commotion died down. “Today, we honor those we’ve lost on the path to freedom. Freedom for all people. Today, we ignite the lanterns and bid our friends and family farewell as they begin their journey to join the spirit of God.”

He turned around and nodded to Adviser Orram, who instructed his helpers to begin lighting the lanterns. Even with two dozen workers, the process took several minutes. Everyone remained silent throughout.

Once they were all lit, Hum turned back to the audience and bowed his head. Everyone did the same.

“Farewell,” the king said, his eyes closed. “We will be reunited one day.”

The moment of silence that followed lasted over ten minutes. Every eye was closed shut while the lanterns burned on the stage behind Hum.

He broke the silence by clearing his throat. He opened his eyes as others started to emulate him.

“Though we mourn, we must remember that their spirits are everywhere around us,” King Hum said. “Though that hole in our heart feels empty, they are still there. They have joined the beautiful spirit of our dear Earth and our beloved Lord. This is a joyous thing, and therefore, a celebration is in order. Join me in a feast as we honor the memories of those we’ve lost with fondness! We will be reunited one day!”

“We will be reunited one day!” the crowd echoed.




Despite the end of his speech, King Hum was sullen when Ethan and Tera joined him at his table. His face seemed to lighten up a little as he saw them, but it only lasted a moment. His mechanical features fell back into numb pain as they took seats across from him.

“I’m glad you could join me,” he said, offering them a plate each. When they waved them away, he simply set them on the table. “I know I don’t need to eat, but it still calms me.”

“War on the Council?” Tera said, cutting to the chase.

Hum nodded as he picked up a square of steak. “I see the error of refusing to help you,” he said. “They must be stopped.”

“What’s the next step, then?” Ethan asked. He looked at the meat in Hum’s hand like he was reconsidering taking the plate.

“We’ll need help,” King Hum answered. “We lost so much in the raid — we can’t possibly defeat them without allies.”

“Sounds familiar,” Tera said. “Hopefully they won’t turn us down when we come asking for help.”

Hum ignored the sour inflection. “The People’s Union, maybe. But not Opes. Not if we play our cards right.”

“Then I suppose you have a plan?”

“Yes,” the young monarch said, tossing the meat cube in his mechanical mouth and chewing. His expression grew annoyed as he realized there was no flavor to it. “We can think about our next move later — this time is for the dead.”
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King Hum’s guards let Ethan and Tera into the throne room without so much as a word. They were summoned first thing in the morning, but it seemed that the I.I. monarch was up some time even before then.

The throne room looked much more like a study than it had before. It was like some blind librarian took over the chamber, leaving things about on tables he brought in and abandoning them forever. Books were open with bits of paper scattered over them. King Hum stood behind his desk where his throne customarily was. He was frowning down at a map and a handful of letters stacked beside it. He didn’t look up when the two foreigners entered the room.

King Hum had holed himself up in the palace ever since the feast ended the day before. Though he gave the eulogy in public, he still felt inclined to hide from his subjects. He wanted as few Opesians as possible to be aware of his…defect. The linen wrappings served their purpose when he was in public, but he had to restrict his movement to keep up the charade.

Most of the citizens thought their king was wounded — badly burned — as they assumed by his bandages. They dared not pry about the circumstance of his mysterious injury, but all assumed the Council was behind it. The tragic loss of the raid and the apparent wounds on their king sent them in a fury. Almost every adult capable of fighting was ready to march on Shell City. Still, they waited for the order from their king, sharpening their blades and practicing their skills in the meantime. The young king did nothing to dispel the rumors surrounding his appearance. In fact, it benefited him to let them think whatever they wanted to.

Gauge sat across the desk from King Hum, sandwiched between it and another table. He was writing something in a journal, stopping every now and then to look up and think.

Adviser Orram entered behind Tera and Ethan while they were still waiting for someone to take notice of them. He pushed them aside gently as he strode to the King. Hum looked up finally as Orram whispered something in his ears. He nodded, then made eye contact with the new pair.

“You’re here,” he said. “Good. Then we can begin.”

There were a pair of chairs in the corner of the room that Hum gestured to. Tera grabbed two of them and they both took their seats at the desk.

King Hum waved his open palm over the map as if showing off a game-winning hand of cards. Everyone took note of the dotted lines and the geographic features of the map, in the middle of which was a large star labeled OPES.

“This is the country that surrounds the kingdom,” he started, looking at each attendant as he spoke. He pointed down at the dotted lines that separated the region like cuts on a butcher’s diagram. “These are the territories of our closest neighbors. It’s these neighbors that we’ve got to win over and recruit to our side. In the west, we have the Battalion and the Republic of Orange. To the south, a tribe of installed intelligences who call themselves the Ghosts. In the north, we have Truck’s Raiders to appeal to, and to the east is the Gearhead Guild. Each of us will be tasked with recruiting one of these factions.”

Ethan’s brow furrowed as he looked down at the plots of land depicted on the map. Gauge nodded as he listened.

King Hum turned to his adviser, who stood just to the side of the desk. “Orram, my most trusted adviser,” he said. “You will be visiting the Republic of Orange. You’re familiar with their traders, so you’re our best representative. Remember, they are a corporate government. Capitalism is their god. Appeal to their greed and it should be a matter of numbers before they join us.”

“As you command, your grace,” Orram replied, bowing.

The king’s glowing eyes locked onto Gauge’s, who stopped his scribbling to pay attention. “We’ll be sending you to the Ghosts,” he explained. “They may be sympathetic to your cause. Like you, they are I.I.s who loathe the Council, but instead of mounting a resistance, they fled. They can be found living in a large cavern to the south, in the badlands. They aren’t too fond of humans, so you’re the best fit, Gauge.”

“Speaking of humans,” Hum continued, his gaze shifting to Ethan, “I want to send you to the Gearhead Guild.”

“The Gearhead Guild?” Ethan repeated. The words felt ridiculous leaving his lips.

“That’s right,” King Hum replied. “They’re not a nation or tribe like our other neighbors. They are a network composed of hundreds of independent landowners — most of them farmers and ranchers. Don’t let that throw you off, though — they drive battle-ready armor mechs instead of tractors. They keep to themselves, but that doesn’t mean they won’t put up a unified fight in the face of a common enemy. They’ve got a bit of a phobia of I.I.s, however — otherwise, I might go myself.”

King Hum turned to Tera, who waited for her turn patiently. “Ms. Alvarez, I will be sending you to negotiate with Truck’s Raiders to the north.”

Tera recoiled a little at the name. She looked across the desk at the young monarch with resistant eyes. Images of Abenayo and her time trapped in the ruins outside Shell City drifted through her mind.

“Your grace, I’ve already encountered Truck’s people,” she said. “They kidnapped me and tortured me. I don’t think they’ll be inclined to offer us their help — and I’m not so keen on asking for it.”

“It’s true: they are a nomadic band of liars, thieves, and murderers,” King Hum replied. “But they’re also outcasts, just like us. They hate the Council. That hate motivates them more than anything. More than greed, more than survival. I know you’re not fond of them, Miss Alvarez, but I think you’re the only one with the firm temperament to impress them.”

Tera opened her mouth to protest further, but decided against it.

King Hum scanned over all their faces before continuing. “I will meet with the Battalion myself,” he said. “They are a nation of former military personnel who clustered together in the west, near the Rio Grande. I believe I can sway them to our side once I explain our plan of attack.”

“Which is what, exactly?” Gauge asked.

“A work in progress,” King Hum replied. “Once we have our allies, we can worry about that. The next step depends on who we are able to persuade to go to war.”

The room was quiet. King Hum gazed at each of them as they stared down at the map. Gauge jotted something else down in his journal. The air was heavy and somber, like a wake had just begun. The silence went on for a few minutes as they each contemplated the task before them.

“You are dismissed,” King Hum said.
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Orram had never seen buildings like those in Orange. Though he was Opes’ liaison between the two nations, he never visited the corporate republic based in the ruins of an old world city. It composed only a few blocks of what had once been Anaheim, the sundered gate of Disneyland visible from the rooftop Orram landed on.

Despite its small size, or rather, because of its concentrated population, the Opesian had never seen a place so opulent. King Hum’s palace seemed like a decrepit hole compared to the sleek metal and plastic of Orange. Neon lights advertised products in holographic displays throughout the city, even on the landing pad. A number of vendors stood by the exit, hoping to catch any potential customers on their way into the building. They seemed to shy away from Orram as he left his autocar.

They can tell I have no money, Orram thought sourly.

A wave caught his attention. He turned to see a young man with a beak-like nose holding a small placard. It read ADVISER ORRAM, OPESIAN ENVOY.

“I am Orram,” the old man said as he approached the sign-bearer.

The young man double-checked his sign, as if unsure of who he was waiting for. Then his face lit up with a professionally-trained smile.

“Orram, sir, it’s a pleasure to meet you,” he said. “My name is Darius and it’s my job to escort you to your meeting.”

“Very good,” Orram said. With a wave, he instructed Darius to lead the way.

They took a short flight of stairs to a corridor, where they waited for an elevator that took them deeper into the skyscraper’s core. Once they were on the eleventh floor, the elevator opened up and Darius led the way out. A number of strangers in business suits and button-downs shoved their way into the lift, but Darius flowed around them like rain on a duck.

They followed a hallway down the left, then the right, then left again. Every door they passed looked the same; were it not for the brass plaques next to each entrance, anyone could get lost in here. Eventually, they came to the first set of double-doors the Opesian had seen.

“This is the conference room,” Darius said, turning to face the adviser. “Wait until the light above the doorway turns green before going in.” He indicated the little L.E.D. device near the ceiling. “Their meeting should be wrapping up shortly. Feel free to take a seat while you wait.”

Orram turned and noticed the tacky armchairs against the opposite wall. He gave the young man a short nod of thanks before taking his seat and fixing his eyes onto the dim lights above the door.




After an hour, Orram decided he had waited long enough. The light above the door never changed, not even offering a flicker of illumination. He assumed it was malfunctioning, but continued to doubt himself as time dragged on. Finally, with a huff of indignation, he rose and pushed the double doors open.

A voice stopped in the middle of its statement as the Opesian pushed his way into the conference room. The walls were bare and white except for two large glass windows that looked out over the city. A potted plant dominated each corner while the middle of the room was reserved for an enormous table. At least a dozen people sat around the table while a woman stood at the far end of the room in front of a projector screen. Orram couldn’t decipher the charts and graphs on display, but they were his last concern as every eye turned to him.

He froze for a second like he walked in on someone using the bathroom. For a moment, he doubted that Darius led him to the right room.

“Can we help you?” the woman at the front of the room asked. Her hair was auburn, cut to a precise shoulder length with uniform curls at the ends. Her face had some wrinkles, but it was apparent she took measures to reduce them.

“I’m sorry. Yes,” Orram said. His tone quivered with uncertainty. “I’m supposed to be meeting someone.”

“Your name?” the woman asked so quickly that the old man almost felt like he was interrupted.

“Adviser Orram,” he replied. “Of Opes.”

“Orram, yes,” the woman said. Everyone else in the room remained silent as she put on a smile just as fake as Darius’s. “We are just wrapping up our presentation on autocar fuel supplies. If you don’t mind waiting — ”

“I’m sorry, ma’am,” Orram interrupted, “but this can’t wait.”

A muscle in the woman’s chin pulsed with annoyance. She took a deep breath, however, and moved around the table to approach Orram.

“Orram, my name is President Euring,” she said, extending her hand. He took it and shook it. “I’m currently the leader of the Board of Orange. Normally, I’d kick you out for interrupting my meeting, but I’ll overlook it as a cultural misunderstanding. You’re here now and you seem to think your issue supersedes all others, so please, say what you came here to say.”

Great first impression, the old man scolded himself.

“I’ve come to ask for aid,” he started. “Aid against a force that threatens us all: the Council. Specifically, it’s stronghold in Shell City.”

“You’ve come to ask us to join a war,” a man with round spectacles commented from the table.

“Jeffers, please,” President Euring snapped at the seated man. She gestured for Orram to continue.

“Last week, the Council launched an attack on my people and our allies,” he carried on. “We lost thousands of lives. In response, my king has declared war on the Council. Understand that this incident doesn’t stand alone — it is just the straw that broke the camel’s back, so to speak. Aside from attacking peaceful people, the Council is guilty of kidnapping, torture, mutilation, and tyranny. They must be stopped.”

“Wars are expensive, Orram,” Euring started. “You’re asking us to risk so much for, what? To stop a few warlords? They don’t bother us from their domain in Shell City. It seems to me that this is not our fight.”

“It won’t seem that way when they march on the Republic of Orange,” Orram replied. “They will certainly come for all you hold dear once they are done with my people. Then, we won’t be around to come to your aid.”

“If it were a costless effort, I’d help you in a heartbeat,” Euring said. “But our people will suffer if we go to war. Why trade in one suffering for another?”

Orram thought for a moment. He wished to the spirit of God that he as quick-witted as those with fewer years under their belt. Calmly, he realized that wasn’t why Hum had chosen him to be his adviser, however. Orram’s strength wasn’t in snappy wit, but calculated appeal. His talent was understanding what a person valued most and how to use it to his advantage. Were I a more scrupulous man, he thought, I could be king.

The Board of Orange didn’t care about stopping evil or protecting people. What they cared about were profits.

“Have you ever heard of a simpod?” he asked, changing the course of his approach.

Everyone in the boardroom raised their brow or furrowed it, including President Euring. She seemed to sense a larger game behind his question, but still took the bait.

“I can’t say I have,” she replied.

“They’re incubation chambers the Council uses to breed meat puppets,” he started to explain. “More specifically, it simulates whatever you want it to in what I’ve been told is painstaking detail. A friend of mine used to live in one. He said it was how they educated him, how they entertained him, how they honed his reflexes. The applications are vast, I’m sure.”

There was a sparkle in Euring’s eyes as she listened. “Vast indeed,” she said, deep in thought.

“That’s technology the Council has been hoarding for years,” Orram said. “Can you imagine, though, how useful such a device would be to you and your people? I can’t imagine anyone who wouldn’t want to buy them, providing you weren’t locking people up in them like the Council does.”

“Hmm,” Euring replied.

“The simpod is only one piece of the tech the Council has kept from the world,” Orram continued. “I can only imagine the treasures you’d find in Shell City — that is, if it were liberated somehow. There’d be no way to get that tech with the Council in charge, though.”

“I suppose not,” Euring replied. The others at the table murmured with each other, discussing the monetary possibilities of such an endeavor.

“This is the best shot we have of getting rid of them,” Orram said. “Join us, and all that lucrative tech can be yours.”

Euring straightened her posture and sized the old man up. “Very well,” she said. “We will draft up a contract and send it to your king.”

Orram released a sigh of relief. He wanted to do somersaults of joy, but he kept his demeanor cool. Still, he couldn’t help but feel a little dirty about his manipulation.

Better not abuse that, he reminded himself with an internal chuckle.
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To say the cavern Gauge landed outside was huge was an understatement. The mouth that led into it was large enough to fit one of the Union’s gunships through, and the interior only seemed more gargantuan from what he could see.

The Ghosts lived only an hour’s flight from Opes to the south. Gauge parked his autocar in a small clearing in the shadow of the mountain the tribe called their home. When he stepped out, a pair of bodyshells with faded paint jobs and desert shawls greeted him and searched him for any weapons. When they cleared him, he was escorted into the cave. One of the bodyshells introduced himself as Tain.

“We didn’t expect you to arrive so soon,” Tain said as they left the outside world behind.

“Opes isn’t so far away, it turns out,” Gauge replied.

“Our leader is currently preoccupied, but I think she will forgive the intrusion for this matter,” the escort said.

Gauge couldn’t help but open his mouth in amazement as he studied the interior of the cave. The rock walls towered to at least three hundred feet in height, where Gauge could barely make out the ceiling in all the gloom. In fact, the whole place would be enshrouded in darkness if it weren’t for the incredible display of electronic lanterns that lined the entire chamber. Along the walls were makeshift buildings, all supported on giant beams and platforms. It made Gauge think of some of the mining colonies he heard about and he wondered if this used to be one of them. Bodyshells in various outfits and styles roamed the platforms, ascending and descending down the ramps and stairs that connected them all.

“This way,” Tain said, turning toward the cave wall where an open-shaft elevator was embedded. It was made of thick iron beams, and judging by the rust, sometime before the Ghosts had arrived. Tain led the way onto one of the lifts and fiddled with the controls. Gauge balanced himself as the elevator lurched upward.

It wasn’t a fast elevator. Once Gauge managed a steady stance, he realized they were only climbing at about a foot per second. The mechanisms creaked the entire time they were at work.

“How long have your people been here?” Gauge asked once the creaking became too much for him.

“Officially, not too long,” Tain replied. “The first of us, however, came here before the Great War broke out. It’s been a steady trickle ever since — especially since the Council took over.”

“Not a fan, eh?” Gauge said. “Me either.”

“Many believe the Council only oppresses the humans in their cities, but it’s not so, as I’m sure you know,” Tain said.

“Of course,” Gauge replied. “It’s a power issue, not a racial one.”

“Our people come from various cities, but most are refugees of Shell City,” Tain continued. “Like many groups of people, we sought safety from their tyranny. Unfortunately, the Council isn’t the only entity capable of evil. We’re regularly targeted by humans who project their hate for the Council onto us just because we’re I.I.s. At best, we are constantly harassed and targeted by thieves. At worst, we lose people. So we tend to keep to ourselves and away from the organics. That’s why the cave is so perfect for us — we don’t need arable farmland, we don’t need a reliable source of water. So long as we charge our backup batteries in the sun and change them out regularly, there’s nothing we need from the world outside. For this reason, you might find it hard to sell your cause. I wish you luck, though.”

The lift finished its ascent to the top platform in the hive of buildings lining the stone walls.

“This way — it’s not far,” Tain said.

Gauge was led to a small but elegant shack with a cloth door. He could see the flickering of candlelight through the slight openings around the curtain door. Tain gestured to the door and said nothing more before turning back and waiting by the lift. With a moment of reluctance, Gauge pushed the cloth aside and entered the building.

His sensors detected the aroma of incense smoke, which he could see billowing in calm wisps through the still area of the room. A dozen candles were lit, flickering from every surface they could be set. In the corner of the room, Gauge saw a female bodyshell knelt over a rug, her forehead pressed against the floor. The candle flames reflected off her polished polymer as she rose, her back turned to the rebel. Gauge heard what he thought was a deep breath from her before she stood up and turned to face him.

Her head was bald, unlike most female bodyshells Gauge had seen. Her external panels were painted a stunning white and red, with a few designs painted on like tattoos. She wore a fine scarf around her neck, but nothing else.

“Greetings,” she said. “My name is Nayla. You’re Gauge, I presume?”

“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to interrupt you,” Gauge said.

“It’s fine, I was just finishing up prayer,” Nayla replied. She indicated the rug, which Gauge noticed was placed at an odd angle compared to the rest of the decor. Nayla didn’t fail to notice the confusion in his eyes. “Not used to religious I.I.s, I take it?”

“No, I’ve met a few,” Gauge said. “They call themselves the Shedders. Can’t say I’m a fan.”

Nayla nodded her head, humming. “I have met this cult as well,” she said. “Don’t worry, I share your opinion of them. They’ve come around several times to try and convert some of my people. In some instances, they succeeded.”

“Doesn’t that bother you?” Gauge asked. He thought he could see the beginning of his appeal.

“I’d be lying if I said it didn’t,” the Ghost leader replied. “They are free people, however, and so are mine. They can choose whatever messiah they want — but I fear this Nidus.”

“You’d be foolish not to,” said Gauge. “I hate to confirm your fears, but Nidus has declared war on our people. He led a slaughter against us when we least expected it, killing thousands. We need help now, Nayla. We can’t stop Nidus and the Council on our own.”

“Defeating them is a wonderful dream,” the Ghost leader said, “but what can I do? We are a simple people; we’re not soldiers. We would be decimated in a moment, even with Opes and your People’s Union.”

“That’s why we’re trying to get help from all around,” Gauge insisted. “It won’t be just us. It will be the world against them. Now, tell me you don’t like those odds.”

Nayla looked into Gauge’s optical receptors with a sheepish look on her artificial features. “I don’t know,” she started. “Humans aren’t known to be kind to my people. I wouldn’t help but feel nervous working with so many organics. I will consider it, however.”

“Really?”

“Consider it,” Nayla said again for emphasis. “I will consult my advisers and send a message to your people when we arrive at a decision. I’m sorry; it’s all I can offer. Our decision will likely hang on your success with the other nations.”

“I understand,” Gauge replied.

Inside, however, he thought, We’re doomed if everyone thinks the same thing.
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The smell of cow shit hit Ethan as the door of his autocar slid open. The only reason he even recognized the odor was thanks to the simulation, and the rural maps within it.

He was in a square of dirt no larger than a soccer field. On three sides were barns, coops, and pens of animals. He saw pigs waddling around each other, visiting the chickens that strut through the grass nearby. On the forth side was a farmhouse with a large front porch. A portly man in plaid and overalls stood on the porch, gazing out at Ethan and his autocar from under a straw hat.

That’s got to be Ben Fynn, Ethan thought, remembering his mission.

He started to approach the farmer’s house, but stopped when he felt some thudding through the ground. Turning around, he saw a shiny form that towered just above the smallest barn stomp into view. His jaw fell a little as he realized what it was. It was an enormous mechsuit, inside which was another overall-wearing man. He operated the controls like it was a John Deere tractor, picking up a bale of hay with its gargantuan forklift-like hands.

Ethan had to double-take on the machine. With a second look, he noticed similar technology all over the farm. Cows were strapped into a strange harness with hoses running from it. Tiny pumps on it worked the creatures’ utters as the milk flowed through the tubes. Autofeeders with precision sensors were in each pen, around which the animals paced, waiting for their next meal.

“Wow,” Ethan said to himself. He regained his composure and continued his march to the farmhouse.

“I told your boss guy not to bother!” the portly man on the deck shouted once Ethan was within earshot. “Guess he reckoned to send you anyway.”

“Ben Fynn?” Ethan asked as he arrived at the front steps.

The portly man nodded. “That’s right,” he replied. “I’m the Gearhead official in the region, which is why I suppose you want to talk to me. Don’t see the point, but I suppose listening is the neighborly thing to do.”

“You understand our plight?” Ethan asked. He waited to climb the stairs.

“As well as I can, ‘spose,” Farmer Ben replied. “I can already tell you though, you won’t be leavin’ happy. The Gearhead Guild is not fond of fights, particularly when they’ve got nothing to do with us.”

“It’s got to do with everyone,” Ethan said.

“You say that,” the farmer started, “but if you knew better, you’d understand that Gearheads ain’t a part of everyone.”

Ethan’s brow furrowed a little. He took in a deep breath, trying to suppress the frustration within him.

“How so?” he asked. He did everything in his power to make his tone curious and genuine.

“Well, first off, we ain’t a kingdom like that Opes is,” Ben answered. “We ain’t a nation at all. We’re just a network of friendly folks who want nothing but to be left alone. Each one of us runs our farms and our ranches as sovereign states, like ancient Athens or Sparta. You see, the only reason we even stay in touch with each other is for basic trade. That, and to come to each other’s aid when they need it. Like good neighbors do.”

“How do you stay in touch?” Ethan asked. “Is there someplace you meet?”

Farmer Ben chuckled. “Naw, we just use the radio,” he replied. “It’s been around for a long time and we figure it suits us just fine. Don’t need this crazy Net everyone’s hooked up to all the time.”

“Do you stay in contact with anyone outside the Gearhead Guild?”

“Sure. That’s how I knew you were coming.”

“What about with Shell City?”

Farmer Ben grew quiet. His large lips tightened into a small mouth.

“No. Never,” he said. “We don’t let those computer programs anywhere near us.”

“Computer programs?” Ethan asked before the meaning hit him.

“What you guys call ‘installed intelligences,’ ” the farmer answered. “Cheap imitations of life. Evil A.I., if you ask me. They’re unnatural, and that’s why bad things always follow them. When you’re dead, you’re dead. That’s it. Tampering with that is only asking for troubles.”

“I take it you’re not an I.I. fan,” Ethan commented.

“The things that caused the war? No, can’t say I’m too fond of them. You may claim they’re safe and we should just be accepting, but we’ve seen what taking chances gets you. There’s no telling what those progs can do. They might take over our harvest mechs and cut down every human in sight. They could possess any of our machines and kill our livestock. Not to mention what they can do to a person. No siree, we don’t want to be meat puppets. You understand what they do to people, don’t you?”

Ethan nodded. “More than you do, certainly,” he said.

Farmer Ben raised an eyebrow in curiosity. He didn’t urge Ethan on verbally, but the implication was there.

“My whole life, I was raised in the Council’s custody for the sole purpose of becoming a meat puppet,” the teenager explained. “Just so some rich I.I. can live in my body and feel what is only mine to feel. They were going to destroy my mind; they were going to slaughter me, like cattle.”

A distorted expression of disgust overtook the farmer’s features. “You see where I’m coming from, then,” he said. “More than anyone, you must get why we don’t like I.I.s.”

“I.I.s didn’t do that to me,” Ethan said. “The Council did. And they’re going to do it to more people. And once they run out of body’s to steal, they’ll come for yours. Any safety you think you have here is a delusion; they will come regardless. Unless we stop them.”

Farmer Ben looked away from the teenager and gazed out at one of the mechs in the cornfield. He watched the machine swing its massive sythe and cut down small patches of crop. Then he looked back at Ethan.

“Tell your people we’ll be in touch,” Ben said, his tone low enough to be a whisper. “I have a call to moot; I can’t make the choice for the other Gearheads. But I’ll talk to them.”

“Thank you,” Ethan said.
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Tera looked down at the camp with an expression of dread as her autocar made its descent. With a soft whoosh, the vehicle came to a stop.

When she stepped out of the tiny shuttle, she was greeted by the business end of over twenty different firearms. A few of the raiders even held spears or knives, leering at her from the sidelines as she walked into the camp.

The farther she went over the dirt plot where Truck’s Raiders’ home was currently pitched, the closer the tribals around her came. They straddled their makeshift assault rifles and their plumbing-pipe shotguns as they spat obscenities at her. She wasn’t sure what they were saying, but judging by the general mood of the crowd, she could tell they weren’t the biggest fans of outsiders.

One of the Raiders hovered by her right hip. Every time she lost sight of the squirrelly man, she had the distinct impression he was going to try and pick her pockets. She tried to shoo him away with casual waves, but like an annoying gnat, he refused to relent.

The others came in closer. Some hooted at her, making gestures at her artificial breasts. A few tailed her, but she did her best to appear unperturbed. She knew a tough demeanor was required with this crew — if she didn’t want this encounter with the Raiders to end like the last had.

Once she was among the tents and fire pits of the camp, she slowed and gazed at the faces surrounding her.

“Where’s your leader?” she asked, scanning over the tribals. “Where is Truck?”

Some of the Raiders laughed, shoving each other or jabbing their neighbor in the ribs. Tera’s brow furrowed. She couldn’t understand the joke, unless the joke was her. Her jaw tightened as she picked one of the tougher looking men to lock eyes with.

“Did I fucking stutter?” she asked.

The tough guy’s mouth dropped open a little, then he started to heave with large belly laughs.

“Chickie’s tough, eh?” he said in a deep baritone, looking between the people on either side of him. Then he looked back at her. “How tough you think ya’ are?”

He took a step forward. That’s all Tera needed before she sprang into action. With a sudden recoil and pounce, she flew over his head, catching him by the neck as she did. With her downward arc, she spun in a full circle, maintaining her grip on the thug. The weight of her bodyshell combined with the force of her leap brought the man down to the dirt. She dismounted as a cloud of dust puffed out between her and the rest of the Raiders. The man sputtered as he tried to retrieve the breath that was knocked out of him.

Tera squared her shoulders and panned over the other faces. “That was a fun warm-up,” she said. “Who else wants some?”

There was an instant of collective silence before the crowd erupted in laughter again. This time, though, it wasn’t used to mock her. She could see by the look in their eyes, by the color in their cheeks as they chuckled, that they were impressed.

The group surrounding her parted a little as a man, also laughing, made his way towards her. His gait was slow and calm, like he was approaching an old friend. Tera didn’t recognize him. He was in his sixties, but still sported a full head of golden hair that curled along its short length like a bust of Julius Caesar. He was a full head under the tallest of the Raiders, and not much taller than the shortest. He clapped his hands together as he approached Tera.

“You sure know how to make an entrance,” he said. The wrinkles around his eyes seemed to smile as his lips did. “Maybe we need a few girls like you in the crew.”

Tera said nothing. She didn’t allow her tough facade to crack — not just yet.

“I am Truck,” the old man said. “I’m the leader of this sorry band.”

“You got our message?” Tera asked.

Truck nodded. “I did indeed,” he replied. “Perhaps you’d like to join me in my tent so we could discuss your situation in private?”

Tera nodded, then gestured for him to lead the way.

She was surprised when she parted the cloth to Truck’s tent. She expected weapon racks, broken furnishings, maybe even a grisly trophy or two. Instead, the tent was lined with bookcases. A large bed dominated one side of the tent, and a desk sat in the middle. A pair of books were open on its surface.

Truck continued in and took a seat at his desk. He raised his eyes to Tera as she gazed over the decor.

“Not what you were expecting, huh?” he asked. “With a name like Truck, everyone expects me to be some kind of Mad Max wasteland king. I’m really a learned man, Ms. Alvarez, believe it or not. I know that among all the pulse rifles, bombs, and machine guns out there, the brain is still the mightiest weapon of all.”

“It’s more than a weapon,” she said. With a slight shake of her head, she cut to the chase. “We need your help,” she said.

“I discovered that much from your message, funny enough,” Truck said. “I understand what you’re asking. Do you know what kind of fight you’re getting yourself into?”

“Yes.”

Truck studied her for a moment. There was a delicate squint to his gaze, like a poker player trying to read a bluff. After a moment, he seemed satisfied.

“I know who you are, Officer Alvarez,” he said.

Tera felt her nerves go cold for a second. One of the servos in her cheek twitched. “I’m not an officer anymore,” she replied.

“No, I know you’re not,” the old man said. “In fact, I know all about your story — even my people’s role in it. Don’t worry; we are your friends. In fact, I think you can understand our plight, our hatred of the Council, more than anyone.”

Tera didn’t say anything.

Truck grinned before he continued. “I’ve been burned. You’ve been burned,” he said. “Whatever your plan is, I’m in. Let’s burn the sons-of-bitches back.”
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King Hum received what he could only describe as a general’s welcome from the people of Battalion. A good portion of them were civilians — indeed, at least half — but the collection of military bases that made up the faction were under the control of soldiers. King Hum arrived at the bunker that acted as the group’s headquarters, adjusted his wrappings, and walked out to a red carpet. Along each side was a line of soldiers, all facing the carpet with statuesque stillness.

The Opesian king hesitated a moment before emerging. None of the soldiers met his eyes, which unnerved him as he made his way down the carpet.

Looking past them, he could see they were in the middle of an airfield designed for the takeoff of jet fighters. The pavement below his robotic feet was devoid of any cracks, divots, or pits. King Hum saw a young soldier repairing part of it as he walked.

Military discipline, he thought.

Beyond the worker, on the edges of the airstrip, were enormous beige hangers. All but two had their bay doors closed. One was empty, but the other held an aircraft so large, it made the Union’s gunships look like hummingbirds. Surrounding the airfield was a simple wire fence and about three dozen antiaircraft turrets. The dual-barreled guns sat dormant, pointed up at the heavens while basking in the sun.

At the end of the carpet was a middle-aged man with dark skin and a gray-streaked mustache. His expression was flat and stoic, further aided by the aviator sunglasses he wore. King Hum met his eyes for the last stretch of his walk.

“Major Danib?” the young monarch asked.

“That’s correct,” the man with the sunglasses replied. He wore a few medals and pins on his uniform, the meanings of which Hum couldn’t divine.

“I am King Hum of the Holy Kingdom of Opes,” Hum said, extending his hand.

The major shook it. “Glad to have you, your grace. We don’t usually get visits from foreign officials, let alone royalty.”

“These aren’t usual times,” King Hum replied.

Major Danib turned away and beckoned Hum to follow him. “Let’s take a walk,” he suggested.




“It’s quite an impressive facility you have here,” King Hum commented, gazing around at the warehouse as they strolled through the aisles. Most of the things on the shelves were alien to the Opesian. Some looked like weapons, others like pieces of bodyshells, and everything else looked like random chunks of metal, polymer, and wires. What stood out to him, however, was how clean the place was.

“We keep a tight ship around here,” Danib replied. He held his hands together behind his back while they walked, also admiring the facility.

“To be honest, I don’t even know what half of this equipment is,” Hum said.

“It’s reclaimed tech,” the major started. “We’ve been trying to get as much of the military’s pre-war gear as possible — or, at least, keep it out of the wrong hands. All of this once belonged to the United States government, and now it’s back where it belongs.”

“The United States?” Hum asked. He was familiar with the term, but couldn’t see its relevance.

“Our country, your grace,” Major Danib said. “Indivisible, once. And so it shall be again.”

“I thought you identified as the Battalion,” Hum said. “Not as the United States.”

“The full term is the ‘Battalion and First Defense of the United States of America’,” Danib replied. “But that doesn’t roll off the tongue quite as well, does it?”

They took a few steps farther before Danib looked back the young monarch. He had removed his shades, so Hum could see him scan the linen wrappings that covered his false body.

“You look like you’ve seen combat before,” the major commented. “If you don’t mind me asking, what happened?”

King Hum’s jaw tightened. “The Council happened, major,” he answered. “They did this to me. To my body.”

Danib lowered his gaze a little, his face somber. “My apologies, your grace,” he said. “I know what it’s like to have a bit of you taken away.”

The major gestured for them to stop and rolled up his left pant leg. Hum’s eyes lit up as he saw the mechanical frame connecting his shoe to the rest of his body.

“Also courtesy of the Council,” Danib said before rolling the cloth back over his prosthetic leg. “We were escorting a civilian caravan on the interstate when they hit us. Multiple fragmentation mortars and rockets. A meat grinder. I’m lucky to have kept as much flesh as I did. A lot of people were much less fortunate than I.”

“I’m sorry,” Hum said. He straightened his posture. “Why haven’t you gone after the Council, considering what they’ve done? Why not retaliate? You seem to have the hardware.” He gestured at the equipment around them.

“Because we would be decimated,” the major replied. “We may have the tools, but we don’t have the people, and we don’t have the resources to send the ones we do to war. Besides, our mission takes precedence: to rebuild America, your grace. Part of that means keeping the people out there — all of whom I consider citizens of the United States, by the way — out of a war they can’t win.”

“We can win, major,” King Hum said. “If we fight united, we can do it. You say you want to rebuild America. According to your own words, we are America. The Council won’t allow us to survive if we don’t put a stop to them.”

Major Danib turned away for a moment, feigning sudden interest in a thick plastic bauble in order to hide his expression of deep thought. He picked the item up and inspected it as if it was his job to do so.

“I don’t know, your grace,” he said, his back still turned to the bodyshell. “It’s not an easy matter, sending your people to war.”

“Believe me, I know,” King Hum replied.

Major Danib put the bauble down and turned back to face the Opesian. “I suppose you do,” he said. “Still, I’m just not ready to take the risk.”

Hum hung his head and simulated taking a deep breath. Then he looked down at his wrappings.

“May I show you something, major?” he asked.

Major Danib didn’t reply.

King Hum pinched a bit of the linen between his thumb and forefinger and unwrapped it from his other arm. Once the servos, gears, plastic, and metal were revealed, Danib gasped. He looked over King Hum’s form, then back at the robotic arm.

“Your whole body is like this?” he asked. Then realization hit him. “You’re an installed intelligence.”

“Yes, and all because of a lie the Council dreamed up,” the king said. “They used my faith against me and denied me access to God. I’ll never be able to join the great spirit of the Earth, if our religion is true. They took more than life from me. They took eternity.”

Major Danib swallowed, but remained silent as he sized up the I.I. king.

“We need your help, major,” Hum said.

Slowly, Danib nodded. He was truly shaken by Hum’s account; his voice failed to come back with its usual strength.

“You shall have it,” the major said. He cleared his throat and steadied his inflection. “The Battalion is here to serve the people of our country.”
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In the end, all of King Hum’s envoys had been successful. Adviser Orram couldn’t help but thank the spirit of God as he escorted the delegates into the palace’s throne room, which had been converted into a war room. A representative from each nation arrived in Opes that day to discuss the attack on the Council.

Where there had been the king’s desk, there was now a large table with a map of Shell City and the surrounding ruins laid out upon it. Chairs were assembled around it, and the guests each took one without much of a greeting from King Hum himself. The young monarch stood at the head of the table, his robotic hands palm-down on the surface. He remained standing once everyone was seated and all eyes were on him.

“Thank you all for coming,” the king said, scanning the faces of the five delegates. “I’ll be honest and say I did not expect half of you to show up. That alone should be a testament of how important this issue is. We all have a common enemy, and beyond that, a common threat against our very survival. The Council won’t stop at controlling their own cities; those who live around them can see by the expansion into those areas. Something must be done.”

Nayla, the Ghost leader, raised a mechanical hand. “I don’t mean to interrupt, your grace, but I must ask if you’ve done a security sweep of the throne room. Before we continue, that is.”

“Of course,” King Hum replied. “We are clean of any dangers here, for the time being.”

Nayla seemed satisfied with the reply, as did Major Danib and President Euring. Truck and Farmer Ben didn’t seem to be concerned in the first place. No one said anything and the silence grew as Hum measured their reactions.

“The attack will begin in one week,” King Hum said. “It gives us enough time to prepare but without allowing them time to brace for us. Any longer and our attack will lose potency; we may well lose the war.”

Everyone around the table, Ethan and Tera included, shuffled uncomfortably when the word “war” was said. Each face was cold and solemn.

“What’s the plan, then?” Truck asked, locking eyes with the mechanical monarch.

Hum was silent for a moment as he sized up the room. He seemed to have some internal debate, at the conclusion of which he nodded. With a slow, deliberate motion, he pointed along the outer walls of Shell City.

“We’ll need to set up a siege outside the city here, to make sure no Council troops come in or out,” he started. “Major, that will be our job. One-third of my troops will join yours along the roads leading into Shell City. We can also establish centers there for any fleeing civilians, which I think the Republic of Orange would be best equipped to handle.”

President Euring nodded at her nation’s mention.

“Ben,” Hum continued, looking up at the Gearhead farmer, “you and your guild friends will lead a bombardment on the city walls. We’re not looking to cause a breach so much as to add to the ensuing chaos inside the city.”

“I can have artillery support help with that as well,” Major Danib commented.

“Perfect,” King Hum said. He moved his robotic finger up to the gate of the city walls. “Now Truck, I think your people would be best used in the siege as well. The presence of physical invaders might persuade them to spread out their defenses a bit when we come and hit them in the Pavilion.”

“Actually,” Truck said, trying not to tread on the I.I. king’s toes, “I think I could be of more use inside the walls. My raiders are no strangers to sneaking in and out of the cities; we can send them in to sow chaos on the streets and really diverge their response.”

King Hum considered Truck’s response and nodded in agreement. “That’s a better idea. Very well,” he said.

“My people can help on that end,” Nayla spoke up. “If you can show us what their police force looks like, what kind of bodyshells they wear, we could disguise ourselves and sneak in ahead of the attack. That way, we can be in just the right position to strike when the attack begins, maybe even sabotage their defense a bit.”

“I can’t say my plan is any better than that,” King Hum said, sharing a glance with Adviser Orram. “The more confusion we can create within the city walls, the better.”

“We can provide bodyshells,” President Euring said, looking over at Nayla’s hooded form. “As well as any other equipment that might be needed. Gunships, I imagine, will be in high demand for the attack on the Pavilion. Ammunition, armor, ordinance — these sort of things. There will be a bill, of course, but we are happy to meet your demands.”

“Speaking of gunships,” Gauge started after getting a wave to speak from King Hum, “the People’s Union will be taking what we can directly into the Pavilion where the Council lives. There, a volunteer will track down the storage facility that houses the Shell City leadership and mark it for the rest of us to see. We’ve got a radio beacon for just such a purpose. All we need is someone brave enough to rush through the battle and do the deed.”

Faces shifted to each other, some sheepish, others frightened. There was a bit of murmuring surrounding the table before Ethan cleared his throat.

“I’ll do it,” he said. “I’ll mark the facility.”

Silence fell over the meeting and somber expressions filled the faces. The mood had downshifted, as if someone just broke a bit of terrible news to the room. Ethan looked around with a furrowed brow and confused eyes.

“Well don’t look like that,” he said. “I’m not even dead yet!”

His joke fell flat and no one made a sound. He looked down at his lap and pretended he had said nothing.

The silence went on for a full minute before King Hum made a noise like a small cough.

“Then it is agreed,” he said. “Alongside Ethan, the bulk of the Opesian army will be dropping in on gunships to engage the Council soldiers on the Pavilion. Hopefully, we can draw enough fire that Ethan slips in unnoticed. Once the beacon is placed, we can focus all artillery on the signal and reduce the Council’s storage facility to rubble. Then — ”

“Then we hope they surrender,” Gauge cut in. “Because we can’t maintain the attack for long. A few hours at most.”

The delegates from the other nations seemed to be in deep thought as they looked over the map of Shell City. Ethan shared their melancholic contemplation as he imagined running past the frontlines of the battle into the Council’s formations. Tera looked between the attendants.

“It’s the best plan we have,” Major Danib commented. “I’m in.”

“As am I,” Nayla replied.

Farmer Ben and President Euring gave quick nods while meeting the mechanical king’s eyes.

Truck smiled a little. “Let’s smash some heads.”
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Adviser Orram tried to make as little noise as possible as he entered the throne room. The young king stood with his back to the door, peering out the far window. The sky was turning orange as the sun sank below the desert horizon. The colorful light reflected off the metal of Hum’s bodyshell. He didn’t have his wrappings on.

“Did you ever think we’d be marching into war alongside metal men and women?” King Hum asked. He continued gazing out at the growing night, his hands folded behind his back.

Orram joined the I.I. by the window.

“I never thought we’d be marching to war at all, your grace,” the old man said. “Or, at least, I never hoped.”

“Nor I,” Hum replied. “However, the alternative is unimaginable. War is the only right thing to do in this situation. Yet, I can’t help but feel such an aversion to the concept. The idea of killing and dying being necessary is repugnant to me.”

Orram smiled. “One of the many qualities of an excellent king,” he said.

“Still, the possible rewards are staggering,” Hum continued, turning to face his adviser. “The liberation of an entire continent is at stake. Not only will we be free of the insidious Council, but we will be able to rebuild. Unify the people, perhaps.”

“To be the pioneers of such a change, as well,” Orram commented with a twinkle in his eye, “If Opes hasn’t secured its place in history yet, it surely will when we win.”

A solemn look washed over King Hum’s artificial features. “Will we win, Orram?”

Deep consideration filled the old man’s face. He locked eyes with his king and nodded. “Yes, your grace,” he answered. “I know we will.”

“How?”

“I have faith.”




Tera knocked at the door frame that led into Ethan’s room, clutching onto a bottle of tequila. She heard some stirring from inside, along with a few groans. For a moment, she was worried she woke the human up, but he arrived at the door fully dressed.

“Hey,” he said. His eyebrow was cocked in confusion.

“Hey,” Tera said back. She lifted the bottle so Ethan could see it. “Want some?”

The teenager frowned at it. “Why do you have that?” he asked. “I thought you couldn’t drink.”

“I can’t — at least, not much,” she replied. “I thought you might want some, though. Considering we might all die tomorrow and all.”

Ethan swallowed and nodded, then stepped aside so Tera could enter the room. She walked past him, carrying the bottle like it was a spent uranium rod. Ethan followed behind her and took a seat on the bed. She uncorked the bottle and leaned against the wall across from Ethan. With a dismal expression, like he was being coerced to, Ethan gestured for the bottle.

Tera watched him as he took a long pull, then chuckled when he sputtered and coughed. He almost dropped the bottle, but she rushed in and rescued it.

“You look like you’re at a funeral,” Tera commented once Ethan regained his composure. “You know, it’s not hopeless. We wouldn’t have been able to find so much help if it was.”

“It’s not that,” the young man replied.

The bodyshell cocked her head and waited for him to continue.

“I don’t know what’s real anymore, Tera,” he said. His eyes welled up with a thin layer of tears, though from the tequila or emotion, Tera was unsure. “They took my sense of reality from me. I don’t know if I’ll ever be able to shrug off this feeling that I’m just in another simulation. Every time I close my eyes, for a moment, I expect to wake up. For real. And every time it doesn’t happen, I lose a little more of my mind.”

Tera was silent for a moment. She didn’t know what to say. What words could possibly comfort him? The Council screwed her over as well, but at least she was certain of the world around her.

“I’m sorry,” she said.

“It’ll be them who’s sorry,” Ethan said, raising his angry eyes to meet hers. “If they even exist, that is.”

“We’ll bring them down, Ethan,” the I.I. said. “Don’t worry. This time tomorrow, Shell City will be free.”

“I hope so,” the human replied. “I hope I get to see the look on Harring and Nidus’s faces when we bring the fight to them. We’ll make them pay — for both of us.”

He took another pull on the bottle, and Tera mimicked the action for appearances. They stared at the floor for a quiet handful of minutes.

“You know, I think I would have been a beautiful woman,” Tera said once the silence threatened to go on all night. “As a human, I mean.”

The anger and sadness drained away from Ethan’s face, replaced with concern as he looked at the bodyshell.

“I always wonder what I would have looked like,” she continued. “Who I would have been.”

“I think you’re beautiful no matter what body you’re in,” Ethan said, cutting off the end of her sentence.

Tera’s face lightened up with surprise and she smiled. “Really?” she asked.

“It’s your soul,” Ethan said. “That’s what makes you beautiful. What you do — who you are. They took your organic body away from you, and it was a goddamn crime. What I remember, though, is everything they took from us led us to this moment. To each other.”

Tera couldn’t hide the admiration in her expression as she offered the bottle once more.
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On the morning of the attack on Shell City, King Hum and Adviser Orram strode across the barren earth to Major Danib’s tent. When they approached the canopy, they could see the Battalion officer finishing up a quiet conversation with one of his own advisers. He turned around when he heard the sounds of guests, the desert horizon reflecting in his dark shades. His mustache bent as he smiled at the Opesians.

“Greetings, your grace,” Danib said. “The weather seems in our favor today, so long as we keep away from the sun.”

“Indeed,” King Hum said. “It seems that God wants our approach to be as clear as possible. They are likely already assembling a response within the city.”

“Which, if Nayla and her people did their jobs right, should be a bit tricky for them.” Major Danib chuckled.

Neither Orram or the king returned the laugh. In fact, neither felt like laughter was possible until they knew the Council lay in ruins.

“I cannot thank you enough for your aid, major,” the I.I. king said. “If anything turns the tides today, it will be our unity.”

“Agreed, your grace,” the Battalion leader said. “I don’t think we’d be here if we were the only ones to join you. Come, let’s look over our people’s work.”

The three of them left the operations tent, squinting as the bright sun hit them in the eyes. King Hum raised a mechanical hand to shield his face from the blinding rays.

A thin cloud of dust hung in the air as people and machines moved back and forth, establishing the blockade around Shell City. While roadblocks of debris, gun nests, and artillery lines were being put together, another group of soldiers worked to construct a refugee center behind the defensive lines. Troops from each army dug foundations and raised tents while the Orange-hired medics went around setting up beds and operating tents.

“Do you think these centers will be adequate?” King Hum asked as they walked past a nurse with a clipboard shouting out orders to four young soldiers. “Once the attack begins, I mean.”

“Depends on a whole lot of factors, my good sir,” Major Danib replied. “We honestly haven’t a clue how many refugees to expect. President Euring sent an awful lot of medical supplies and staff to help us, but I can’t help but feel like we’re going to be short no matter what we do. War tends to make fools of anyone trying to predict what will happen, you know.”

“Then let us pray we don’t have many people to treat,” King Hum said. Orram nodded at his king’s side.

The ground around them started to shake a little, growing in intensity with each quake. The trio looked up to see Farmer Ben approaching them in one of his enormous harvest mechs. The farming equipment that had once adorned the mech were replaced by weapons of war, fitted for the coming battle. A tank-like cannon and an ammunition feeder were installed on its back where its gargantuan grain storage tank was normally mounted. Belts of finger-sized bullets dangled from either of the mech’s arms, which had Gatling guns attached to them instead of the typical claw and sickle.

Farmer Ben shouted something, but none of the men on the ground could hear him over the last footfall, which kicked up a plume of dirt with a boom. Major Danib cupped his ear to indicate that he hadn’t heard what the Gearhead said.

“My guys are all in place!” Farmer Ben shouted again once his mech came to a full stop. “We’re ready to unleash hell on the city walls — on your signal, of course.”

“Excellent!” King Hum yelled back up at the Gearhead farmer. “Now we just need to wait for the battle to begin.”

He turned to gaze at the walls of Shell City, which flickered in the hot vapors of the desert. They were only a mile from the city, but the blue in the atmosphere still tried to obscure the walls.

“Are we ready, your grace?” Adviser Orram asked.

King Hum nodded. “Let’s just hope Ethan, Tera, and Gauge are ready, too.”




Tera and Gauge blended in perfectly with the other slum dwellers. Both were nervous that someone might recognize them and cause a scene, but they managed to sneak into Shell City without so much as a glance in their direction. The disguised bodyshells they occupied, designed to look broken and cheap, seemed to do the trick. They wore rags over their heads like many slum-bound I.I.s did, which concealed them further.

It was slow moving once they were in the thick of the pedestrian crowds, so they took the time to survey their situation. Tera made eye contact with one of the Council officers tasked with policing Slumside, like she had once been. It gave her a quick wink, and any fear of being discovered that may have filled her dissipated.

“I think most of the cops down here are Nayla’s people,” Tera whispered to her partner as they shuffled through the muddy street.

“I think you’re right,” Gauge replied, nodding subtly at another white bodyshell, which also appeared to be occupied by one of Nayla’s Ghosts. “I gotta say, I’m impressed.”

“I’m sure it was no walk in the park.”

“No, but it makes our part easier,” Gauge commented. “We should make our move soon.”

“Once we get to a clearing,” Tera said.

“Who’s doing the talking?” Gauge asked.

They walked with the crowd in silence for a moment before turning to each other and playing a round of rock, paper, scissors. Gauge smashed Tera’s scissors with a rock and she let out a groan.

“Alright, I’ll do it,” she said.

They only walked for another ten minutes before the foot traffic led them into the largest clearing in Slumside. Tera recognized it right away as the “town square”, where she once found a flyer advertising Nidus’s Shedder cult. Where she had patrolled with Abenayo.

She walked within arm’s reach of a human liaison officer who looked a little like her former tutor. The Council bodyshell reached out and stopped her.

“We’re in position,” the cop said. “It’s time to crack open the shell.”

Tera nodded at the code phrase, then took in a deep breath. She closed her eyes and let the artificial exhale escape her bodyshell.

“Let’s get this started,” she told the Ghost cop.

Just after she said that, there was a scream in the crowd from behind her. The sound of people running and others struggling reached Tera’s ears as she pushed her way to the center of the clearing. A short burst of gunfire split the air as a few bodyshells hit the ground. She noticed some of the white bodyshells pointing their weapons at others, opening fire or simply disarming their targets. In the corner of her vision, Tera saw one police bodyshell convulsing on the ground as its current occupant fought against a Ghost I.I. who was trying to seize control of the mechanical body. She heard a couple battle cries as a few humans rushed up and incapacitated a handful of Council cops. She instantly recognized two of them from her short visit among Truck’s Raiders. Truck himself was likely in the crowd, having insisted on joining his marauders the night before.

“Your attention!” Tera shouted as she heaved a large man aside and walked up to the small stage structure in the middle of the clearing. She struggled to climb atop it as the panic and chaos grew around her. “Your attention, please!”

No one paid her any mind. The cries and shouts and small pockets of brawling rippled through the crowd. None of the slum dwellers knew what was going on; for all they could tell, they were being rounded up by the cops for a random execution.

“Please! Listen to me!” Tera shouted again. Her words fell on deaf ears.

A gunshot overpowered the sounds of panic and fear and a wave of quiet washed over the slum dwellers. Tera rubbed her artificial ears as she cast Gauge an annoyed look. The Union rebel put his gun back into its holster and patiently gestured at her to continue. She thanked him before turning back to the captivated crowd.

“It’s time for a revolution,” she started. Her voice was amplified as it boomed out over the heads of the slum dwellers. Some of the Council cops who had surrendered their weapons to the Raiders and the Ghosts scowled at her as she spoke. “The Council doesn’t want the best for you. They never have. You know this. If you want to build a better Shell City — a better world — then we need you to fight. If you don’t want to put your life at risk to bring the Council down, go home now; no one will fault you for that. If you want change, however — real change — then join us as we march on the Pavilion. We’ll give those bastards something to fear for once!”

There was a moment of silence as her words were absorbed by the audience. A few people started making their way away from Tera and the others. They looked over their shoulders with frightened eyes, terrified that Tera was a liar and the revolutionaries would converge on them. Almost everyone remained, however.

Then, as if an applause sign lit up over a stage, the crowd exploded with cheers. There was an almost cathartic roar that rushed out of everyone, as if this was the moment they were waiting for their whole lives. With a bit of pushing and excited jostling, people started making their way in the direction of the Pavilion.

They don’t need to be told twice, Tera thought as she watched the slum dwellers continue to rile themselves up.

A flicker of motion caught her attention from the corner of her eyes. Looking up, she saw a flock of a half dozen gunships circling around and descending in the direction the mob was moving. She watched as they started landing out of sight, presumably onto the Pavilion itself.




“That’s the signal!” Major Danib shouted as he watched the gunships through a magnified scope. Lowering the device, he turned to the nearest Battalion soldier, who stood at attention for this moment. “Fire!”

“Fire!” the soldier shouted, passing the order on through his radio.

“Alright boys, this is it!” Farmer Ben yelled from his mechsuit.

“Excuse me?” one of the Gearheads, a woman, cried back to him.

Farmer Ben rolled his eyes. “I meant, ‘folks, this is it!’ ” he corrected himself. “Let ‘em have it!”

The air along the blockade was filled with deep concussions as the artillery guns and Gearhead mechs started bombarding the walls of Shell City.




Ethan swallowed hard as the metal ground of the Pavilion seemed to rush up at the gunship. The loading bay door was already opening before the aircraft even came within a hundred feet of landing. Ethan lost his balance as the first blast of flak hit the side of the gunship. The troops who filled the belly of the aircraft buckled as well, but kept their stance as they readied their weapons.

There were soldiers from each nation aboard the gunship, as well as on the five others that flew alongside them. Mercenaries from Orange, soldiers from Battalion, rebels of the Union, and the Opesian army were all landing with Ethan in the heart of the Council’s territory. Even a few of the smaller Gearhead mechs were in the assault, as well as the Ghosts deadliest warriors. Ethan felt he was in good company, despite the almost suicidal nature of his task. He looked down at the radio beacon, which was clipped to his chest by a harness.

Just gotta run as fast as I can and plant the son of a bitch, Ethan thought, feeling the device with his clammy hands. That’s all. Don’t think about it. Just run and try not to die.

He could feel the rockets under the gunship fire up to slow the aircraft’s descent. Concussive blows continued to strike the vehicle as they started to come to a full stop.

Ethan felt a hand on his shoulder. He looked over at the unfamiliar Union rebel, who met his eyes.

“You’re gonna find the Council’s storage bank to the north,” the rebel said, pointing out the bay doors. “Run and try to conceal your approach. We will cover you.”

The human teenager tried to speak, but no words came to him. He nodded in response as the gunship shook violently. They had landed.

As the bay door finished opening and the ramp to the ground was in place, the troops rushed out like water from a spigot. Battle cries filled Ethan’s ears as he closed his eyes and ran alongside the others. Once he was outside the gunship, the sound of gunshots and blaster fire overtook him. While his senses overloaded, he faced north.

Just run, he told himself.
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The shockwave that emanated from the artillery gun blew the bristles of Major Danib’s mustache sideways as he gazed at the wall through digital optics. His brow furrowed as he zoomed in a little farther. With a frantic wave of his arm, he shouted back at the gunners.

“Cease fire!” he bellowed. “Cease fire! Civilians on the target!”

King Hum stepped up to the hump of dirt Danib watched the wall from. He magnified his vision with a simple mental command and saw a line of forms spilling out of Shell City. The refugees approached them in a wide, dark wave. Even from his distance, the Opesian king could see the panic in their body language.

“It looks like they have wounded,” Hum said to Major Danib.

“I agree,” the Battalion leader replied. He turned to the nearest soldier. “Order the medical facilities to be ready for refugees!”

The young man replied with a “Yes, sir!” then sprinted off to the tents behind the firing line.

“Let’s hope there’s not more of them,” Danib said just quiet enough for King Hum to hear. “I don’t think we’re ready for the amount out there right now.”

“Sir!” a voice cried from behind the two leaders. They both turned and saw one of Danib’s lieutenants with a long-range radio set strapped to her back.

“What is it, soldier?” Danib asked.

“We’ve intercepted a message,” the lieutenant replied. “The Council has notified the other cities of the attack. They are organizing a response as we speak.”

Major Danib’s face fell and the blood drained from his skin. “That’ll be all,” he said to the soldier.

“What do we do?” King Hum asked once the lieutenant disappeared.

“We do our jobs,” Major Danib replied. “And pray that everyone else does theirs.”




Even Tera and Gauge were surprised by the enthusiasm in the slum dwellers. It wasn’t just that, though. It was the focus they had. They weren’t running around attacking each other, stealing and breaking things that belonged to their fellow dwellers. Instead, they unified to take down each Council officer who responded to the scene. Whenever someone was injured, ten people flooded in to take his or her place while the crowd took care of them and made sure they got to safety. In a weird way, it filled Tera with pride.

“Freeze!” she heard one of the white bodyshells yell to the rioters as it arrived on scene. He tried to open fire on one of the dwellers as they charged him, but the gun was already out of his hand before the command finished leaving his voice speaker. Tera couldn’t see what happened to the cop as the crowd swallowed him up.

I wonder if the sergeant is out there, Tera wondered, thinking of her old boss. If he’s smart, he’s sticking out of this one.

The crowd started to get congested as they made their way up the highway ramp that connected the lower slums to the Pavilion. All traffic came to a standstill as the pedestrians filled the motorway. Autocars continued to zoom over their heads, but the earth-bound vehicles could only honk in frustration as the people swarmed around them. Some of the drivers even abandoned their cars to join the march.

Truck’s Raiders did a good job of arming the civilians who now made up a bulk of the mob. They seemed to know exactly who could be trusted with a rifle and who couldn’t. There were occasional bursts of gunfire, to which people screamed and ducked, but it always came from the mob itself. Anyone trying to attack them from the outside was promptly brought down by the Ghosts and the armed slum dwellers.

Everyone was shoulder-to-shoulder as the forward movement seemed to stop. It seemed like they had come up to a barricade, as if they were a river stopped by a dam. Gauge offered Tera a boost so she could see what was stopping the crowd. With a darting of her mechanical head, she saw it. A line of Council soldiers, at least a hundred strong, stood in a firm formation, blocking the way into the Pavilion.

“Halt!” she heard the white bodyshells shouting at the mob. “Proceed no farther or you will be shot!”

“Fuck off or you’ll be scrapped for parts!” someone yelled back from the mob.

Voices erupted in agreement as the people tried to push forward.

“This is your last warning!” the bodyshell in charge of the Council response barked.

“Right back at you, bub!” another cry came.

“Turn around and go home or we will open fire!”

No one was able to reply before gunfire shattered the atmosphere. Some trigger-happy cop got nervous and opened fire before the order went out. Before anyone knew what was going on, both sides exploded into action. Guns from the mob were raised as bullets ripped over the civilians’ heads and tore into the white bodyshells. With panic stamped on their faces, the troops opened fire on anything that moved.

Tera dropped down from Gauge’s shoulders as everyone around them ducked. The bullets whizzed around them; a few rounds ricocheted off the concrete highway ramp. So much noise flooded into Tera’s auditory receivers that she feared they’d be overloaded.

The massacre only lasted a few seconds before the mob rushed forward. A few bodies lay on the ramp — some writhing while others lay perfectly still — as the crowd closed the gap between them and the troops. Before long, the soldiers didn’t even have room to swing their guns around. The mob was upon them, slashing, bashing, and tearing at the bodyshells. Even those without weapons worked together to grapple the cops while the others broke them down to debris.

All of a sudden, it was like the dam broke. The amorphous form of the mob stretched forward as the Council’s line was shattered. Tera and Gauge followed the countless rioters as they pushed their way off the ramp and into the Pavilion.

The sounds of battle didn’t fade away as they left the ruined police line behind, however. A large explosion shook the ground and for a moment, the mob halted. The whine of gunship engines grew louder over their heads as they saw a Union aircraft bombarding the Council troops down below.




Ethan couldn’t stop himself from whispering thanks to whatever deity was watching over him as he climbed into the maintenance hatch. He knew it wasn’t divine intervention or random luck, but the map of the Pavilion Gauge gave him. Even after everything he’d seen and experienced, he was amazed at how much data the People’s Union had gathered on the enemy. Years of underground espionage built to this moment — and it seemed to be paying off.

The commotion from the battle was still ear-shattering, even from within the subterranean duct. Every now and then an explosion would rattle the tunnel and Ethan had to catch himself before he fell. The gunshots came as constant as the whispers of wind and Ethan was already starting to tune them out.

Just keep moving, he reminded himself. I just have to keep moving.

According to Gauge’s map, there was a hatch to the surface in just a half-mile. He just had to keep looking up in the pitch dark tunnel to make sure he didn’t overshoot his mark. From there, it would only be a short sprint to the storage facility. He wished the data they already had was enough to bombard the structure, but Gauge was clear: if they didn’t want to risk wasting all of their ordinance, the beacon had to be placed. Otherwise, they could lose their whole payload on a vacant plot of the Pavilion and the attack would be for nothing.

Ethan had no idea how much time passed as he crawled through the maintenance duct. He felt like his mind was on autopilot, like he was back in the simulation, but had no control over his actions. When he saw the glow from the hatch above, however, he returned to reality and made his way to the surface.

The battle’s volume doubled when he was out of the tunnel, though it came from behind rather than around him. For the most part, the area he emerged in was devoid of life. He ducked low when he saw a few white bodyshells rushing to the frontlines, but they were so occupied with their mission that they didn’t notice him. Staying low, he turned to the north and saw the squat little building Gauge had described to him.

There it is, he thought. I’m almost there.

It was only a hundred meters or so away, but it felt like a mile. At any point during his approach, a Council soldier could spot him and put an end to his mission. Everything depended on him. The pressure was almost enough to make his head explode.

The sound of metallic footsteps reached his ears and he darted behind a short wall on the side of the street. With a peek, he watched a small group of Council soldiers rush past him. One glance to the right and they would see him, but chance was in Ethan’s favor. They ran south, away from the wall he ducked behind. Once they were out of sight, he continued his painful approach toward the storage facility.

He sprinted the last ten feet or so, unstrapping the radio beacon from his chest. He pulled the wax sheet off the back of the device, exposing the adhesive that coated it. Crouching low, Ethan searched for a place to stick it.

He remembered what Gauge told him: put it somewhere too obvious, and they’ll find it and destroy it before the signal can be sent. He needed to put it someplace it could go unnoticed for at least ten minutes.

Ethan followed the outer wall of the storage facility until he came to a doorway. He lingered at the side of it, his heart pounding. In his head, he kept picturing a Council soldier emerging from the facility just as he stood there. He pictured a gun going off and falling to the metal floor with a hole in his chest. He pushed the thoughts away as he stuck the beacon onto the slight lip that surrounded the opening. It was like putting a bucket of water above a doorway, designed to be unseen by anyone passing through it.

He couldn’t help but sigh a heavy breathe of relief once he was free of the beacon. Now all he had to do was make his escape. With a grin, he turned from the facility and started to make his way back to the maintenance tunnel.

Before he was even a stone’s throw from the beacon, the ground around him started to shake. He froze; his heart grew cold in his chest. This wasn’t an explosion, he realized, but the footfalls of some enormous creature. He turned around just in time to see the grotesque monster emerge from the building on its eight robotic legs.

Ethan’s eyes grew wide as the horrible hulk uttered an animal-like roar. Reverend Nidus appeared from behind the creature.

The human tried to duck out of sight once he could motivate his muscles to respond, but it was too late. The monster’s dead eyes locked onto Ethan before he could hide. A terrible smile stretched across the behemoth’s face as it started to sprint after him.

Blood pounded to the rhythm of the hulk’s footsteps as Ethan ran as fast as he could. He could see the hatch to the maintenance tunnel, still open wide and waiting for him. He was only a short dash from salvation. All he had to do was outrun the monster.

You’re going to make it, he chanted to himself. You’re almost there!

He coiled up to leap into the opening when the hulk closed in on him. He was no match for the creature’s mechanical legs, even if there weren’t eight of them. Just before he jumped, Ethan saw the monster swing its huge sword-arm at him. He turned to the tunnel, locking onto it like a torpedo.

The wind was snatched from his lungs. He was swatted down as if he were a fly. There was a hot pinch that rushed through his left arm as he fell to the ground. Instinctively, he raised the appendage and clutched onto it, only to notice a bloody stump where his hand had been. It wasn’t a perfect cut; his hand hung by a thin strip of flesh as blood squirted from his open veins.

Ethan tried to scream, but his throat was incapable of sound. He just lay on the metal floor clutching onto his mutilated arm as blood poured all over him. He felt the monster move away from him, roaring as it rushed to join the rest of the battle. He looked around himself helplessly as his body grew numb, hoping to see anyone he might know. His mind was filled with a sudden desire to be back in the simulation, safe and sound with his digital friends.

He saw Shedder cultists running past him, pouring out from the facility he just marked. They ignored him as they followed the hulk into the fight. He looked down at his feet and saw the distant form of Reverend Nidus standing by the storage bunker. Then everything went dark.
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Tera stopped fighting for a moment and frowned as she gazed to the north. Through the thick line of white bodyshells and the rebel soldiers who clashed with them, the I.I. woman could see the familiar form of the Shedder hulk scuttling towards the battle. With it, a dense line of cultists followed.

Her heart sunk for a moment. Was Ethan successful? she found herself wondering. Is he even still alive?

Her confusion only managed to increase when she saw the cultists stop just on the northern side of the battle. They didn’t seem frightened or perturbed, but the Shedders all halted just outside the fight and watched. If any of the rebels pushed too far north, they would cut them down with precision and haste, but they made no effort to join the melee. To Tera, they looked like police officers observing a riot. It was too messy to jump into the fray, but they had to be there to contain the violence. Any attempt to move closer to the storage facility was met with swift and terrible force.

She only managed to watch the Shedders for a moment before she had to duck under another barrage of blaster fire. The beams of light zipped over her mechanical head, crashing into some of the Pavilion buildings behind her.




The holographic projection of Councilman Harring watched the battle with a sour look on his digital face. Reverend Nidus stood just beside him, watching the combat with unblinking eyes.

“What are you doing, Nidus?” Harring asked. His tone was indignant. “Why aren’t your people joining the fight?”

“Because we need to hold the storage facility,” Nidus replied. “That is our top priority.”

“Then get out there and kill those sons-of-bitches!” Harring barked. If he were real, a bit of phlegm might have flown from his frantic lips. “You could help us crush them in a moment.”

“That makes us vulnerable, councilman,” the cult leader replied.

“I don’t care, dammit!” the hologram shouted. “Attack! Now!”

“No.”

Councilman Harring was taken aback. “No?” he echoed. “What do you mean, ‘no’?”

“I mean exactly what I say,” Nidus said. “Now shut up, will you?”

Even though he was a digital projection, Harring’s face grew red with anger. If he could free himself from the building’s premises, he would fly over the Shedders and demand they push into the fight. He realized, however, that they’d never obey him. They were Nidus’s people, not his.

All he could do was close his mouth and watch the battle, hoping that Nidus was right.




Ethan felt movement. He couldn’t quite make out the shapes or any of the voices around him, but he felt himself being lifted up. The pressure in his mutilated arm was mounting to the point where he thought he was going to burst. He tried to open his eyes, but the darkness still filled them. Then he saw it.

The bodyshell reached down and pulled something from its bag. When it turned its robotic head towards Ethan, he could see it was Gauge. For a moment, he thought he was dead and his friend was simply a hallucination. He tried to reach up and touch Gauge’s chassis, but he didn’t have the strength.

“Hey, you’re gonna be alright, buddy,” Gauge said. His words ebbed in and out of understanding. “You did good, kid. Now lemme help you.”

There was a sudden clamping sensation on Ethan’s left arm, right where the hand had been cut free. The pain sent a jolt of energy through Ethan’s veins and forced him to sit up and scream. Gauge tried shushing him, but quickly realized the only way to make Ethan silent was to physically cover his mouth. The human’s cries were muffled under his metallic hand.

“Shh, you gotta be quiet, Ethan,” Gauge said. He tinkered with the emergency tourniquet device he had slapped onto Ethan’s wound and the rising pressure made the teenager writhe. “It’s gonna be okay, man. You did awesome. Let’s get you out of here.”

Ethan felt himself being heaved up and over the bodyshell’s shoulder as if he were a sack of potatoes. He didn’t have the strength to adjust himself, let alone break free if he wanted to. He simply leaned back and listened to the sounds of gunfire and explosions as consciousness slipped away from him once more.




“We have to push forward!” Tera could hear one of the soldiers near her yell. “We need to take the storage facility now!”

Just as the words left his lips, a huge barrage of shells whistled through the air and collided right into the bunker Ethan had marked with the radio beacon. Dust was kicked up from the concrete and metal structure and Tera felt her heart lift up a little.

Did it work? she wondered. Did they bust the facility open?

Once the cloud of debris blew away from the impact, she could see only dark smudges where the shells had fallen.

Reinforced, she realized, her hopes crushed beneath the realization. It’s going to take more than that if we want to win.

The Council soldiers were starting to fall back. One of the gunships lay in a crumpled pile on the Pavilion floor, smoke rising from the flames that licked the aircraft’s fallen form. The rebel troops continued pushing forward until they met the line of Shedders, who acted as a sort of fence around the battle. The hulking monster slashed and bashed anyone who came within arm’s reach, roaring at the rebels as they approached it.

“The other cities know!” she heard the soldier in charge shout again. “We have to take the facility now before they send reinforcements!”

Tera’s expression became dismal as she watched the fight continue in the north. They pushed the Council troops back, but the Shedders held their line. They couldn’t purchase any distance, no matter how hard they fought. The cultists fought to make sure no one got one step closer to the storage bunker like their lives depended on it.

She looked behind her, toward the part of the city wall where King Hum and the others were stationed. She wished with all her heart that they could just dump all the ordinance they had onto the Pavilion.

Time is running out, she thought.

Before another whistling set of shells could make flight for the battle, a deafening tone rang out over the Pavilion. It was so loud that everyone, Council soldier and rebel alike, covered their ears in pain. The battle stopped for a split second as everyone looked around themselves, trying to understand where the tone had come from. A thousand confused expressions darted around the scene, the commotion dying to a near silence.

Tera’s eyes opened wide as she watched the firm line of cultists burst into action. Before anyone knew what was happening, the Shedders cut down almost half of the Council soldiers that remained. None of the troops knew what to do as their allies started turning on them — as they started slaughtering them. The rebels stood in stunned bewilderment as they watched the Shedders destroy the Council bodyshells with extreme precision. They danced around the rebels, ignoring them for the most part as white bodyshell after white bodyshell dropped. The soldiers couldn’t react before their numbers shrunk down to a mere handful.




“What the fuck are you doing, Nidus?” Councilman Harring asked. He was practically foaming at the mouth. “Why are they killing my men?”

“Because the final phase of my plan has begun, councilman,” the cult leader replied. He didn’t meet the furious hologram’s eyes.

“What are you talking about?”

“My plan, Harring,” Nidus replied, “to destroy the Council. Once and for all.”

Harring’s face fell. His mouth contorted with confused horror as he tried to find the words.

“I don’t understand,” the councilman said, stammering.

“That’s fine,” Nidus replied. With a swift motion, he pulled a remote control-like device from his robes. He glanced at the councilman’s hologram for a moment before pressing a button.

“What have you done?” Harring asked. His voice started to break apart as he spoke, the words popping like static on a television screen. Before he could say anything else, the hologram flickered and disappeared.




Tera’s jaw dropped as she watched the remaining Council soldiers fall to the ground, lifeless. It was like someone flicked a big power switch off, deactivating all Council life on the Pavilion. In the matter of a few seconds, the rebels and the Shedders stood alone, ceasing the battle to watch Nidus’s plan in action.

Before Tera could even cry out, the Council was defeated. Nidus had won.
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Reverend Nidus strode down from his position by the storage facility and up to the huge crowd of confused combatants. A few of the rebels raised their weapons to take aim at the cult leader, but the Shedders around them disarmed them without much struggle. No one else could fire a shot.

Tera pushed her way through the rebels, moving to the northern line so she could see better. She saw Gauge in the corner of her vision, who looked just as confused as she did. When she was within earshot of the cult leader, she stopped.

Nidus waved at his hulk monster, which hoisted him up onto its shoulders. Even the people in the back of the mob could see the I.I. cult leader.

“You must be confused,” he said, his voice booming out over the masses. “I can see it in your faces. If you understand one thing, let it be this: I am not your enemy.”

There was a round of murmuring as the crowd reacted to the comment. Nidus lifted a hand to gesture for silence. Once they obliged, he continued.

“It was always my intention to bring down the tyrannical Council, but my methods differed greatly from your own,” he said. “You see, your assault was doomed to fail before it even began. Once you destroyed the storage facility, what then? You would have erased the Council from Shell City, but there would have been backups. Each member of the Council exists wherever they have power, in all the cities across the wastes. All they would need to do is recuperate before they’d march here and destroy each and every one of us. No, if you were to succeed, you would have killed your own resistance. This battle was fought with men and women, but the next one would just be a dusting of nuclear bombs. You’d never see the retaliation coming before you were reduced to ash. If the Council is to be stopped, it had to be done all at once. Recuperation cannot be possible.”

“I don’t understand,” Tera shouted, pushing her way to the front of the crowd. “What did you do to them?”

“Ah, Ms. Alvarez,” Nidus said in almost a hiss. His face lit up when he saw her. “I’m glad to see you’re still with us.”

She said nothing, instead locking into a staring match with the cult leader. Neither blinked.

“I deleted them,” Nidus replied after waiting for a response. “All of them.”

“Deleted?” Tera asked. She sensed Gauge joining her by her side. “How?”

“With the most complex computer virus ever conceived,” the cult leader answered. “I call it a ‘living’ virus. You see, an installed intelligence is by far the most in-depth, information-heavy bit of data ever designed. In the days of the Cold War, it would take a computer the size of Africa to run an I.I. — if it was even possible. Nothing programmed since has come close. Now, if you accumulate a large enough number of I.I.s, you’ve got yourself a mountain of data so large that it can’t possibly be processed. That’s what I did: I accumulated thousands of I.I.s and reworked them into the Council’s reckoning. A virus so powerful, it can worm itself into every computer the Council has and overload them all simultaneously.”

Realization fell across Tera’s artificial features. “That’s why you were recruiting so aggressively. To accumulate more I.I.s,” she said.

Nidus nodded. “That’s right,” he replied. “My recruitment drive is the only reason I was able to create the living virus.”

“Did they even know?” Tera asked, her indignation rising a little. “Did they know your cult was a lie and that you were planning to use them?”

“Some did, yes,” Nidus said. “Not everyone was a religious fanatic. In fact, most of us were dedicated to the cause. To a better Shell City — a better world.”

“Why not tell us your plan?” Gauge asked. His mechanical eyebrows were furrowed in frustration. “Why attack us? Why kill our people?”

“I’d like to believe I could have trusted you,” Nidus started, “but I can’t. Almost all of you might have joined my cause, but if just one of you refused, I was at risk of exposing my plan. It had to be perfect. I had to gain the Council’s trust or it wouldn’t matter how many I.I.s I collected. On top of that, I had to buy time. Creating such a virus is no easy task, and hardly an instant one. Years of processing were required. Your revolution threatened to derail my scheme just before it could be fulfilled. You had to be stopped.”

“So many dead,” Tera said, shaking her head. “All because of you.”

“I know,” Reverend Nidus replied. “I don’t expect I’ll ever see heaven. However, if the virus worked the way it should and the Council is gone, it is worth it. I didn’t enjoy killing anyone, but it was necessary. I don’t want your forgiveness, though — just your understanding.”

“You kidnapped us,” Tera said. “Ethan, Hum, and I. You tried to trick us.”

“All in the name of fooling the Council and buying time,” Nidus said. “I regret that deception more than anything, but just as with the cult, it was necessary. I had to make sure the virus had enough time to process. The moment it was ready to be deployed, I dropped my facade and turned on the Council. That’s what the tone you heard signified.”

“But why?” Tera asked. “Why you? Why the sacrifice?”

Nidus’s jaw tightened a little, as though he was dreading this question in particular. His voice was drenched with emotion as he spoke.

“Because of what they did to me — and my daughter,” Nidus answered. His face was serious as he gazed into Tera’s eyes. He waited for her to prompt him to carry on, but she didn’t. “They stole her away from me and ripped me from my body. I was just a humble man trying to keep my family safe after the Great War came to an end. The ghettos weren’t built yet, but the hatred for humans was still strong. Without warning, without even a debate, they came for her. My little angel. I never saw her again.”

“I’m sorry,” Tera commented. She couldn’t help but feel a pang of pity for the cult leader.

“When I figured out what they had done — that they planned to keep her in that horrible simulation until they could harvest her body — I felt sick. I had to get her back. So I confronted the Council and demanded to see my baby girl, to bring her back home with me. Not only did they refuse; they murdered me. They killed my organic body and then extracted my intelligence. Just as I did to the young king from Opes. They forced me to become an I.I.”

“But why?” Tera asked. “Why not just leave you dead?”

“That’s how they procreate, you see,” Nidus explained. “They need fresh I.I.s if they want to increase their membership. That requires a bit of brainwashing, if you tend to recruit your enemies like the Council did. It takes years, but eventually, an I.I. who goes through their process forgets who they were. In my case, it worked for a few decades. I was only recently able to break my conditioning and see what was done to me.”

“That’s terrible,” Tera said. “Were you ever able to find your daughter?”

The cult leader smiled warmly at the former police officer. Nodding, he said, “Yes, I think I did.”

He didn’t say anything else before looking down at the monster he sat upon. He patted the creature on its grotesque head, as if it was just a big dog.

“You fulfilled your end of the agreement,” Nidus said, cooing a little. “Now let me fulfill mine.”

With a soft thud, the cult leader hopped off the behemoth. Nidus closed his eyes and his face twitched a little. With a simple mental command, he deleted the monster’s I.I. and it fell over dead.
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Tera stared at the dead monster with wide eyes. Gauge shuffled beside her, but didn’t say a word. Everyone around them was silent as they gazed at Nidus and his dead creature.

“Don’t be alarmed,” Reverend Nidus said, acknowledging the shock in the crowd with a calming gesture. “We had an arrangement. The Council bound his I.I. to the creature. I agreed to end his suffering so long as he helped me free the rest of the world.”

Everyone was at a loss for words. Gauge tried to speak for a moment, but only managed to flap his mouth soundlessly. Finally, Tera stepped forward.

“What do we do now?” she asked.

For the second time since she met him, Tera saw a smile cross Nidus’s face. Not a sinister sneer, either, but a warm expression of kindness.

“What was your plan if you had succeeded?” he replied. “If I hadn’t interrupted your scheme, what would you do?”

“To be honest, it wasn’t a detailed plan,” Gauge said with a sheepish countenance. “We wanted to give the power back to the people, so I suppose it’s up to them.”

“I suggest you communicate with your allies, then,” Nidus said. “Make sure everyone is in agreement with whatever you choose to do. I’m tired of living in a world where one group tries to horde the power away from the rest. Too often has a triumph over evil only led to more evil. The cycle must be broken now. Whatever you decide, it must be for a world everyone wants to build.”

Tera and Gauge looked at each other.

“The Clevingers talked about forming a representative government,” Gauge said. “Something resembling the old America, without its flaws. A governing body beholden to its populace rather than wealth or power.”

“That’s your decision,” Nidus said. He took a step back from the people who had been his enemies mere minutes ago. “I for one have no preference. I am a relic of the old, dark world. A world that enslaved the weak and nurtured a state of constant fear. That world is dead now, and my purpose in this life dies with it. I do hope, however, to see a restored planet one day. I want my daughter’s generation and the generation after that to only know a world of peace. Maybe many worlds, if things go well.”

“I don’t know what to say,” Tera said. “I hate you so much for what you’ve done despite everything. You saved us all, but I can’t help my resentment.”

“I understand,” Nidus replied. “I will not resist whatever punishment your new world sees fit for me. I don’t expect my sins to ever be erased.”

“Still,” Tera started. “We will never forget what you’ve given us today.”

Nidus said nothing while Tera looked back at Gauge.

“Where’s Ethan?” she asked the rebel.




Sharpe’s basement felt exactly as it always had. Even the smell was perfect. Ethan couldn’t help but reminisce about his time in the simulation, before everything happened.

So it wasn’t real after all, he thought. It really was just an adventure in a game.

To his surprise, he was content with the idea. After all he’d seen and done, perhaps the simulation wasn’t so bad after all. Even if it meant death at nineteen.

He sensed a sudden presence beside him and spun around to find Gauge on the couch with him. A fond grin was imprinted below the redhead’s thick glasses.

“Is this real?” Ethan asked. His tone was calm, like he was merely asking for the time.

“No,” Gauge said. “We put you in a simpod to distract you while we try to treat you. You’re healing, Ethan.”

“Was it bad?”

“It wasn’t great.”

Ethan took a deep breath and leaned back into the couch, folding his fingers behind his head. All he wanted was sleep. He was so tired.

“You’re a hero, Ethan,” Gauge said. “We won.”

“We did?” Ethan asked.

Gauge nodded, his grin growing larger. “That’s right, buddy.”

“Huh,” Ethan said, nonplussed. He dropped his hands into his lap and stared at his arms. They both felt real, like they were really there, but he knew the left one wasn’t. “We won.”

Like it was some kind of game, he thought.
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