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CHAPTER 1





FUCK. 


The coffee pot was empty again.


I glanced around the large office kitchen, the two stainless steel fridges gleaming in the early morning light from the large bay of windows behind me, the two barren tables empty of any of my coworkers. No one around to take the blame for emptying the first pot and not starting another. Of course. 


You’d think the tech geniuses of Thanatos Industries would possess enough brain power to know when to make another pot of coffee, I thought as I started the task myself. But then again, scientific intellect oftentimes came with a deficiency in street smarts, I’d noticed. The guys I worked with were getting the human race closer to immortality than any other researchers in the world—but most of them couldn’t mix a drink or talk to a woman if their life depended on it. It was through some sort of miracle I could manage both. 


Not that I had the time to talk to women anyway. 


Ever since I’d gotten into Princeton’s PhD program for evolutionary biology three years ago, my life had been nonstop. When I was in school, it was: study, work, research, study, work, research, and eat, sometimes, if I remembered to. Sure, I had the occasional fling with an undergrad—even some who got off on fucking in the university labs late at night, which really cut down on my commute between work and pleasure—but there was never anything serious. My passion had always been science; regenerative biology, to be exact, and I wasn’t going to let any coeds get in the way of that. My friends told me I was crazy to turn down some of these girls, but I always knew that my work had to come first. 


I was going to graduate top of my class. 


I was going to win the Nobel Prize. 


And I was going to be the first human being to crack the mystery of immortality. 


So it makes perfect sense I ended up at Thanatos Industries, whose motto was Death: The Final Frontier. Surrounded by geniuses who didn’t know how to make coffee. 


“Morning, Mr. Stone,” a voice called behind me, pulling me from my daze. I looked down at the coffee pot, now almost full with fresh brew, then behind me.


“Morning, Mark,” I replied. “And please, you know you can call me Zain.” 


Mark flushed as I poured myself a fresh cup of coffee, the steaming tendrils filling the air with pungent, earthy goodness. 


“Sorry, sir. I mean, Zain. Sir. Uh…” Mark stammered. 


He shook his head in embarrassment, giving up on that sentence as he made his way to the fridge. 


I chuckled under my breath. Mark was  a nervous wreck. I felt bad for him—his clothes were baggy and outdated, his ability to make eye contact with other human beings was almost nonexistent, and he was at least ten years older than me, as I seemed to recall the office celebrating his fortieth birthday a while back. This all made the fact that he insisted on calling me Mr. Stone beyond weird. 


At twenty-nine, I was a bit of a wunderkind at Thanatos, making my authority over guys like Mark a little awkward. My official title was Director of Infinite Lifecycle R&D. But everyone there just called me sir. 


It gave me the creeps. 


Sir was my dad, or my grandfather. For Christ’s Sake—I was still getting used to having health insurance post-college. 


“How’s the new cryochamber treating you?” I asked Mark, trying to change the subject.  I leaned back against the counter and took a warm sip of my coffee. “Found any glitches yet?” 


“No, not yet,” Mark replied, wincing slightly as he pulled his daily yogurt out of the fridge. “But we’re still in early beta testing. I wanted to request your presence for a bio-simulation this afternoon, but your assistant told me you’d be dealing with that security breach.”  


“Security breach?” 


The lights were out before I could finish the question. In an instant, the metal shutters started sliding down the large bay windows, blocking out any remaining light. Flashing red emergency lighting suddenly popped on, becoming our only source of illumination. 


My heart was pounding—not for fear of danger, but for fear that our research was being stolen—or worse, compromised. I set my mug of coffee on the countertop calmly, breathing through my nose as I assessed the situation. 


Meanwhile, Mark was having a complete fucking meltdown. 


“Oh my god oh my god oh my god,” he muttered. “Mr. Stone, what do we do? Mr. Stone?! Oh my god oh my god do you think it’s the Russians? We’re gonna die, we’re gonna die—”


“Mark!” I barked. 


This shut him up for a moment. I glared at him, still clutching his stupid yogurt for dear life. 


“We’re not going to die. You’re going to travel to the designated emergency meeting point in Conference Room B, barricade the door, and wait for further instructions with the R&D team. You’re going to be fine. Do you understand me?”


The poor man trembled, nodding. 


“Okay, good,” I declared, moving down the room and away from him, pointing in the direction of Conference Room B in case he somehow forgot. Before I exited the kitchen entirely, I looked back, watching him nervously place his yogurt on the counter, as if he wasn’t sure if it was okay to abandon it, and start moving slowly towards his destination. 


“And Mark?” I called back. 


He looked back at me with wide eyes. 


“Call me Zain, remember?” 


He nodded weakly. 


Then I was rounding the corner into the narrow hallway that lead down to our cryogenic chamber facility, my view flickering in the blood red flashes of the emergency lights. Despite his panic, Mark would be okay. 


We would all be okay. 


This was probably nothing—just another security malfunction triggered by our sometimes-overly-precautious surveillance team. My research was safe. 


It had to be. 


As I approached the observation windows looking down into the first cryo-lab on the fourteenth floor, however, my stomach dropped. The door hung ajar, and Amir—my top cryo-tech—was lying dead on the ground. 


Fuck.


I crouched to check his pulse—nonexistent, as I expected—and stood to find the bastards who thought they could destroy my lab and steal my research. What they didn’t know—and what they would hopefully never find out—was that the most recent discoveries I’d made were locked away and buried under miles of encryption on my office hard drive. And I’d rather die than let them find it. 


I entered the observation area and peered down at the black-clad figures ransacking the lab, scurrying around like cockroaches in the light. But before I could catch sight of any of their faces, a BOOM reverberated through the whole building, shaking the ground beneath my feet, and the world went black. 

[image: ]


When I woke up, I felt more well-rested than I had in years. 


Which was strange, because being knocked out in an explosion caused by asshole research vultures shouldn’t really be conducive to a good night’s sleep. But I had to admit, as I stretched my muscles, that the stress of my sixty hour work weeks had somehow melted from my body. It felt like I hadn’t even been injured in the explosion. But how was that possible?


Opening my eyes, the world was slightly blurred, not to mention confusing…was I still at Thanatos Industries? Shouldn’t I be in the hospital? 


It took me about five seconds to figure out my immediate location—and why I suddenly felt so fucking cold. I was locked in a cryogenic chamber with ice-cold vapor swirling around my body. And I was naked. 


Fumbling for the release latch, I tried in vain to remove myself, but the thing was locked from the outside, somehow. Is that how I designed it? My memory was rocky, loading and refreshing as if it was a file folder that hadn’t been accessed in a while. My brain had the distinct feeling of being out of regular use. 


How long had I been in there?


Suddenly it was more urgent than ever that I get myself out. I fought to remain calm, breathing in through my nose and out through my mouth, assessing my situation. Thrashing at the door would do no good—if anything, it could just damage the machinery further, trapping me in permanently. No, I would need to find some way to override the—


My thoughts came to a screeching halt as I noticed a figure standing in an open doorway outside the chamber. Staring at me. 


Now was the time to thrash. 


Before I could begin to panic, she—I could tell by how she walked, even from a distance, this had to be a woman—approached the chamber, typed a few short commands into the external keypad, and the door lifted open, revealing warm open air. 


I exhaled in shaky relief. 


And pleasant surprise followed. 


The girl who had freed me not only looked friendly, but beautiful—she had an elfish, pretty face with full lips, framed by short, strawberry blonde hair. Her body was petite, her waist tiny and her breasts perky, and she wore a ragged sweater over a short brown dress seemingly made of potato-sack canvas. And somehow, she still made it look sexy. 


“Uhhh,” I began smoothly. “Hi?”


“Hello, Zain,” she said sweetly, staring at me as if I were the one saving her, not the other way around. “Let me help you.” 


Before I could consider how she knew my name, she boldly reached into the cryochamber, unhooking the restraints around my ankles and holding one small arm out to me. It took me a moment to realize she was offering assistance in climbing out—and, although I knew she would most likely buckle under my six-foot frame, I found the gesture quite sweet. Placing my hand on her slight forearm, I hoisted myself out of the chamber without really placing any of my weight on her. My limbs felt like jelly. 


In the second my feet touched the cool ceramic floor, I  knew where I was. This was the lab at Thanatos—but a cursory glance at my surroundings made me doubt my theory. What once may have been a lab was now an abandoned dump, tables and stools reduced to scrap metal in haphazard piles, file cabinets dented and overturned, their contents long disintegrated or used as fodder for the many birds’ nests littering the exposed rafters. A warm breeze blew in from a shattered open window at the far end of the room, the smell of arid sand following it.


It was at this moment I remembered I was naked. 


The girl seemed to recognize my sudden embarrassment, tossing me a pile of clothes she somehow knew I would need. I caught them and immediately started pulling them on, the dark brown linens airy but scratchy against my skin. 


“Who are you?” I asked the girl, who stared at me like I was a god.


Just as she opened her mouth to answer, a clattering pulled both of our attentions to an adjacent room. 


“What was that?” I questioned, instinctively walking towards the noise. If this was another survivor of the bombing at Thanatos, I needed to speak with them. I needed to find out if my research had survived—if any of my coworkers were injured, or even alive.  


Before I could make it more than two steps, the girl’s small hand was gripping my wrist, pulling me back. 


I turned around.  


“No,” she whispered, her voice trembling, her hazel eyes widening. 


Suddenly, I felt the need to step between her and any danger. 


“It isn’t safe here,” she continued, her eyes darting down the hall. “We have to run.”  













CHAPTER 2





“RUN?” I QUESTIONED. “From who? Where are—” 


Before I could finish voicing my confusion over our situation the girl had tightened her grip on my wrist, pulling me backwards towards the shattered wall of windows. What was her plan—jumping down fourteen floors and just hoping we land safely, Marvel superhero landing style? 


“Zain,” she said, that same strange reverence in her voice, “I promise I’ll explain everything later. But right now, we need to get out of here. Fast.” 


I twisted my wrist out of her grip and eyed her for a moment. I had no reason not to trust this girl—she’d freed me from the cryochamber I easily could have been trapped in for the rest of my short life, and she seemed to have my best interest at heart. Then again, I thought, it’s easy to be distrustful after your research is stolen, your lab is blown up, and you’ve lost what could either be ten days or ten decades of your existence. But who’s counting?


“Just tell me one thing,” I demanded. 


I was going to ask her how she knew me and who she was working for. But the second I looked into her innocent hazel eyes, wide with fear and locked on mine in blind and loyal trust, I changed my question. 


“What’s your name?” 


Her face softened, the corner of her delicate lips turning up in a timid smile. 


“Amy,” she whispered. 


Then she darted towards the back windows, and I followed, figuring if I were to die for trusting this girl, I couldn’t be blamed. Quickly I realized she never intended to send us base-jumping through the windows, but through a small hole blasted through the far back wall, just big enough for one person to fit through at a time. 


I knew that because, in that very moment, a man stepped through it. 


Amy gasped, scrambling backwards and planting herself between me and this unknown assailant. Seconds later, five more men entered through the other door, surrounding us. 


Shit. 


The intruders were dressed so curiously I almost forgot to be scared. Their clothes were a patchwork of plastics and scraps of cloth that may have once been full pieces of clothing—a swatch of denim sewed to the unmistakable blue plastic of a reusable IKEA bag, an army jacket so ragged it barely retained its camo color, the brown canvas of a car tarp. Their skin was ruddy and sun-worn, as if they spent every day in direct sunlight, and they carried scraps of metal and lab equipment in fishing net bags on their backs. 


Scavengers, then. 


Each of them held a different shoddily crafted weapon—a five-foot lead pipe, a homemade flail connected with what looked like a cut-up jump rope, even a hockey stick with a fucking scythe duct-taped to the end of it. You had to give them points for creativity. 


Instinctively, I moved to step in front of Amy—wild men like this would want her for the worst possible reasons. But my legs were frozen as she pulled back the sleeve of her sweater to reveal that her left arm was entirely made of shining, silver metal. 


It’s a testament to her face that this was the first time I noticed her metal arm. 


Seeing the blue light in the seams of her silver arm hinting at the hidden tech inside, a memory flashed through my mind, lasting half a second. I remembered seeing her, or a picture of her…


I didn’t have time to dive into my hazy memories. The men were moving on us, cornering us at the shattered windows—they seemed to recognize they’d have to go through me to get to Amy. Good, I thought. They weren’t wrong.  


Amy didn’t seem to think the same. The first man’s shoddy flail came down towards me, and Amy’s metal arm met it with an echoing clang, taking in no damage while shocking our attacker into retreating. While the hockey stick grim reaper attempted to flank me on the other side, Amy lunged at him, swiping through his pathetic weapon with her arm and splintering the wood in half. It didn’t stop him from quickly picking up the scythe, however, and moving back in on her, catching the side of her flesh-and-blood arm and leaving a dripping red gash. 


A flash of white hot rage surged through me at seeing her hurt. It was all I needed to burst into action, pushing Amy behind me and launching my body at Grim Reaper Gretzky with unhinged ferocity. His skull hit the ceramic floor with a crack, and I knotted his stringy hair in my fist to slam it down again. By the time I was done with him, he wasn’t moving, and his friends had stopped to watch in stunned silence. 


In a single instant, every man burst into action—the tallest scavenger coming at me with a baseball bat while the remaining four converged on Amy.  I turned back to check on her and found her holding her metal arm in front of her body, the biotech beneath the outer core pulsing in blue light. Despite this, she trembled in fear, backing up with tiny steps towards the shattered open window behind her—and fourteen floors of fall-to-your-death straight-down drop. 


It occurred to me that a weapon would really come in handy right now. 


Looking around, I saw only a moderately untouched counter of lab equipment—all seemingly bolted to the black countertop, still functional—and not available to be picked up and used as a blunt object for murdering Mad Max-looking assholes. In a moment of blind instinct, I flipped on a centrifuge and a hotplate, then ducked—a baseball bat was coming at my skull. 


An entire shelf of beakers shattered behind me as the bat made contact with them, and before my attacker could turn around and try again, I lunged at him from behind and forced his right hand into the spinning centrifuge. Blood and shattered bone spurted everywhere, coating my new clothes, and I continued to hold his arm down as he screamed in pain, catching the attention of the others. 


Capitalizing on the moment of distraction, Amy employed some sort of sonic boom through her arm, splaying her palm towards the men and pushing them backwards with a weak forcefield. It wasn’t much, but it was enough for me to drop the world’s worst one-handed baseball player and converge on the rest of the men, grabbing the homemade flail off the floor and swinging it at the one nearest. He was burly and bearded, and my first blow to his side yielded hardly any damage. He got up quickly, and before I could try again, another scavenger had whacked me across my back with a two-by-four littered with nails, knocking the wind out of me as I hit the ground. 


“Haven’t you guys ever heard of guns?” I coughed into the floor, pushing myself up despite the groaning pain in my back. “What’s with the DIY art fair weapons?” 


Above me, Amy landed a direct punch to the skull on the scavenger closest to her with her metal arm, knocking him to the ground. With three men left to deal with, I moved backwards towards the shattered beakers and spinning centrifuge, drawing them away from Amy. When the burly guy lunged at me again, I was ready for him, dodging at the last second and using his momentum to slam his head into the now-scorching hot plate, filling the room with the stench of burning flesh.


He shrieked for a while as I held him down, and then his body hit the ground hard. Adrenaline coursed through my veins like battery acid.


“Zain!” Amy shrieked behind me. 


I turned around, cursing myself for losing focus on protecting her. Sure enough, the two scavengers had gotten hold of her and were dragging her across the room towards the door they had come through. Amy’s limbs were thrashing against them, her arm occasionally making contact with one of their shins or ankles and forcing them to drop her—but between the two of them, she couldn’t escape. 


White hot rage surged through me at the thought of what these disgusting scavengers had in mind for this innocent girl. What I wouldn’t do for a gatling gun. 


I grabbed the first weapon I could find—the discarded scythe—and sprinted at the men, a primal scream erupting from me as I charged. 


They dropped Amy, and I caught the first gangly scavenger in the neck with my blade, sending blood spurting down his shoddy collar. The psycho slapped a dirty hand over the wound and got up to keep fighting. 


Meanwhile, his sunburnt friend came at me with his lead pipe. I dodged his first blow and took the second to my shoulder with a flash of deep bruising pain. Gritting my teeth, I met his third blow with my scythe, curving the pipe out of his hands and throwing it across the room with an echoing clank. In the second of his hesitation, I sliced the blade across his neck, and blood began to pour down his chest in a river akin to The Shining. He fell to his knees, and—


“Zain, behind you!” Amy yelled. 


I ducked on instinct, trusting her with my life, apparently. 


I was right to—the nail-ridden two-by-four I’d taken to the back earlier would have made direct contact with my head. From my crouching position, I lunged upwards at the final scavenger, knocking him to the ground with the force of my impact and landing fist after fist on his disgusting, sunburnt face. 


I don’t know how long I kept beating him—my arms were suddenly rockets, my adrenaline soaring, and the rage and confusion of my situation finally began to dawn on me as I took it all out on this waste of space scavenger. As blood began to pour from his nose, I punched away my fear at everyone I once knew being more than likely dead. As his teeth started to fall out of his mouth, I punched away my anger that someone had managed to breach my lab and steal all my research—then leave it destroyed and abandoned. And as the light began to fade from his eyes, I punched away my rage that anyone would try to violate Amy—the one good thing I’d encountered since waking up in this hell. I landed blow after blow, watching his neck whip back and forth with the force of my anger. 


It wasn’t until I felt Amy’s gentle touch on my back that I came back to my senses. 


The man underneath me was dead. I was alive. 


I stood shakily and backed away from the corpse. 


Amy studied me—not in fear, but in curiosity. Once again, I felt like she was looking at me as if I was a god.  


I panted, staring down at my bloodied hands. 


“Are you alright?” I asked Amy. 


She nodded, blinking those large hazel eyes up at me.


“You saved me,” she replied reverently. “Thank you.” 


“Of course,” I stated. “Did you think I’d let those assholes take you?”


Even the thought of it made me clench my now-swollen fists. I felt nothing but rage.  


Amy blushed, looking at her feet and shrugging. What were men like in this day and age?


“I’m just glad they didn’t have guns,” I added. “Then we might have actually been fucked.” 


Amy met my eyes again.  


“No one around here has guns,” she told me, her mouth twitching in a smile—as if she was in on a joke that I didn’t understand. “No one even—”  


Just then—another clattering echoed from a far corner of the building. It could have been the wind, or an animal rummaging around in the rubble—but I didn’t want to find out.


“Look, I think I could win a world prize for most curiosity right now, but let’s get the fuck out of here first,” I stated. 


Amy nodded in agreement, her eyes wide again, her arm pulsing with blue light. 


“You do have a car, right?” I asked her. 


Her head cocked at me in confusion. 


Fuck.  













CHAPTER 3





THE LOBBY OF Thanatos Industries had seen better days. 


Our vantage point in our crouch behind the front desk allowed me to take in the full scale of the wreckage. The building had been mostly cleared of anything useful—with floors becoming emptier and emptier as we traveled down staircase after staircase—but large scraps of drywall, concrete, and discarded trash formed piles created by wind in the vast lobby. The wall of front windows had been shattered, revealing not the vast parking lot and busy road beyond that I was accustomed to, but an endless desert of sun and sand. A few crumbling structures could be made out in the surrounding area—but who knew if they even retained all their walls, or their roofs.  


The world I once knew had become a wasteland. 


In the distance, the Chicago skyline jutted up from a boiling horizon. It was shocking, being able to see it from out here in the suburbs—usually, the view was obstructed by miles of highway and semi-large buildings. Now, they were all gone, leaving only a long and unforgiving path between the shell of Thanatos Industries and the city beyond. 


It wasn’t until I felt Amy’s hand on my wrist that I realized my breathing had quickened. This was too much—this had to be a dream, or a simulation. That was it, I was in a simulation, a fucked up prank by the team in the Subconscious Cell Repair Division—this suburb hadn’t been razed, Chicago was still an epicenter of life, the world still had water and shade and snow and seasons. I was alive and well, and Mark was still eating his yogurt in some break room somewhere. Everything was normal. 


Right?


“Are you okay?” Amy asked me. 


I was not. 


Turning away from the life-altering view and sliding down the front of the desk, I fell onto my ass and faced the wall, trying in vain to steady my breath. Amy sat next to me cross-legged, dutifully waiting for me to calm down.  


“Yeah,” I told her. We both knew it was sort of a lie, but I didn’t want to worry her. I had to get my shit together, quick. “Just…you know. Adjusting to the fact that…everyone I know is probably dead?” 


Amy’s silence answered my question well enough. 


I arched my neck upwards, staring blankly at the ravaged remains of the Thanatos Industries sign. Of our motto, Death: The Final Frontier, only half the letters remained. 


“D E A T H: T H E       A L   F R O N T      „


Death. The all front. I chuckled humorlessly. 


That seemed about right. 


Suddenly, it was more important than ever for me to get out of this graveyard. I stood up, but Amy grabbed my wrist, pulling me back down again. 


“It isn’t safe,” she whispered. Her eyes were wide again, her head cocked to the left. “I can hear horses in the distance. We need to wait for them to pass.” 


I strained to hear these mystery horses, but couldn’t. If I’d learned anything thus far, however, it was to trust her. So I crouched back down and waited. 


“Okay,” I stated. “You said you’d explain and now is as good a time as any.” I met her eyes, the arid wind blowing her strawberry blonde hair gently around her face. “What the fuck is going on?”


“Well,” she started, seeming to want to choose her words carefully. “You’ve been asleep for a very long time.” 


“How long is a long time?” I demanded. 


She pursed her lips. “Twenty years.” 


The world crashed down on me suddenly, my vision blurring. I swallowed. Twenty years. Two decades. 


I’d lost twenty years. 


Amy took my hand in hers, squeezing it gently. It helped a little. 


“You see,” she began, “when your lab was destroyed, you were cryogenically frozen before you could be killed. But the facilities were abandoned, and your body was forgotten in the wreckage.” 


“So how did you find me?” I asked her. “You seemed to be looking for me. You know my name.” 


“I’m programmed to,” she replied, as casually as if she were saying I like chocolate or I have to pee.  


“What do you mean?” I asked carefully. 


My eyes couldn’t help but rove her body, looking for evidence that she wasn’t human. I suppose the metal arm should have tipped me off—but I just assumed it was a piece of futuristic biotech, surgically attached to replace a lost human limb. 


“I mean…” she said, biting her lip and taking one last cautious look at me.  “I’m AI.”


She paused, her body tensed, as if she was waiting for me to get angry or attack her or something. But all I could feel was amazement. 


“You are?” I asked, unable to mask the excitement in my voice. “You look so….I mean, I don’t want to offend you. But you look so human! May I?” 


I gestured to her seemingly human hand, and she placed it gently in mine. Studying her skin, I flipped her hand to her palm and traced the lines there. If she hadn’t told me she wasn’t technically human, I never would have known. 


“That tickles,” she said, giggling softly. 


“Oh, sorry,” I dropped her hand. “But wow. You can experience complex sensory input to the point of being tickled? The nanotech here must be outstanding. I actually designed something similar, back before…well, anyway. I’m amazed.” 


I placed my fingertips gently on her jawline, tipping her head this way and that and studying the details of her lips, her nose, her eyes. She looked like a human being, a gorgeous one at that—there was no external evidence of AI hardware besides her arm. 


“You’re beautiful,” I said, not thinking. 


Amy blushed. She blushed! What an intricate detail to include in her programming. Whoever designed her hardware should be commended. 


Amy began to giggle again. 


“What?” I asked. 


“Nothing,” she replied quickly, her eyes darting down. “Only…well, most people don’t see me as beautiful. They see me as…as an abomination. People don’t like AI around here. They see me as a trick—a robot disguised as a real, living being.” 


“You are a real, living being,” I replied, getting unexpectedly angry at the thought of anyone insulting this girl. “Anyone who can’t see that has zero understanding of AI technology. You’re not just some robot…you have self-generating thoughts, you have memory and critical thinking skills, you have feelings and desires. You feel pain and wanting. Do you not?” 


She nodded again, her blush increasing. From the corner of her eye, a small tear escaped. She wiped it away quickly. 


“Yeah, I do,” she said, sniffing. “I’m just not used to humans understanding. But, of course, I should have known you would.” 


This reminded me of my original question. 


“How do you know who I am?” I asked again.


“I...” she paused. “I don’t, really. I was programmed to find any survivors of the explosion at Thanatos Industries. I knew to look for you.” 


“Oh,” I replied. “But—”


In that moment, a stampede of horses passed by the shattered front windows of the lobby, each with a rider dressed similarly to the lab vultures we’d disposed of earlier. They carried large packs and more cobbled-together blunt weapons, although the leader of the pack was brandishing a sawed-off shotgun. The party slowed slightly as they passed the building, peering into the lobby, but after a call from the leader they all moved along. 


“Now I understand how you could hear them from a mile away,” I whispered, crouching behind the front desk. 


Amy only nodded, her eyes darting across the landscape. Surveying for more threats.


“Just tell me something,” I said, information rushing through my head in waves. I felt like I was trying to download too much data at once. “Is the whole world like this? Just desert, no plants or water or food?”


“Unfortunately, yes. It’s been this way for a while. People are hungry, but food can only be grown inside, and with some difficulty. Water is scarce, but we can pump it up from the ground, although most human beings will only use primitive wells. It’s not at all efficient..” 


She turned to face me now, our faces close together. 


“But now that you’re here, Zain, things will change. You’re going to get humanity back on track. You’re going to save us.” 


I almost turned around to see if there was a different Zain behind me she could have been talking to. 


“What?” I asked, my voice incredulous. “Me? Are you sure?” 


Maybe her programming was glitching. Maybe this was just the next stage of my elaborate simulation prank. Ha ha, guys, I’m the savior of the post-apocalyptic world. Good one.


Because there was no way me, Zain Stone, the twenty-nine-year-old Princeton graduate who couldn’t even keep a cactus alive, was supposed to save all of humanity.  


Right?!


“Absolutely,” Amy replied. She was so sure it terrified me. What if I wasn’t the savior she was waiting for? 


“Amy, I don’t understand,” I started. 


“You don’t have to,” she replied quickly. “Just know, I’ve been waiting for you for a long, long time.” 


Her hand gripped my bicep as she said this, and my heart pounded at her touch, making me forget, for at least a moment, how extremely obvious it was that I was not the savior of humanity. 


“But—” I started, trying to further poke holes in her theory. But she interrupted me by standing up quickly, maneuvering into the open air of the lobby and staring out at the horizon. 


“This is our window,” she told me suddenly, picking up her backpack and tossing me a hat to wear. “Let’s go.” 


Before I knew it, she was running out the front door. 


I closed my eyes for three seconds. If I truly was in a simulation prank, this should be the moment I woke up. Three, two….


I opened one eye, hoping to see laughing faces, nodes being removed from my forehead. 


No luck. Just desert wasteland for miles and miles, and an extremely cute girl looking back at me like I was a god. I supposed, to her, I was. 


So this was my new reality. 


I shook my head, exhaled, and followed Amy into the unknown. 













CHAPTER 4





“STAY CLOSE TO me,” Amy said. “And let me know if you need a break.”


I wanted to insist that I would be fine, but the sun beating down on the back of my neck told a different story. I finally understood the turn of phrase—the sun beating down. This sun was beating me down with a shovel. 


The desert landscape was brutal—hard-packed sand and unforgiving hills to traverse over, all while the dry air threatened to vacuum suck any remaining moisture from my lungs. In front of me, a small silver canteen bounced from Amy’s backpack as she walked, the base a glowing ring of blue. It was comforting to know we had water at our disposal, even if I was too proud to ask for it. I’d wait until she took a sip first, and then I’d ask for one. Casually. 


I just hoped she’d take a sip before I passed out.


“So,” I started, trying to keep my mind on anything but water, water, need water please now please water. “You said I’d been out twenty years. What’s been going on for the past two decades? Give me the Cliff Notes.” 


“The what?” Amy replied. 


I shook my head. If that reference was old before, it was ancient now. 


“Nothing,” I said. “Just—tell me. How did humanity get…” I gestured around to the desert wasteland surrounding us, “here.” 


Amy tightened the straps on her backpack, pushing ahead to what looked like the graveyard of a highway. Hollowed out and rusted frames of cars littered a long expanse, their paint eroded away by sand on the wind. Windows were smashed, tires stolen or deflated, the contents of each car scavenged and ripped away. Was this once the 55 North? 


Why had everyone left so quickly? 


“In 2032,” Amy began from up ahead of me, seeming to hear the silent questions I’d been throwing into the ether, “the war erupted. They called it World War Three, after the fact.” 


As she spoke, she slowed her pace to walk beside me, and the hollowed out, rusted minivans and SUVs behind her served as a sobering reminder of all those who most likely did not survive this war. 


“It all started with an AI,” Amy said softly, looking straight ahead as she spoke. “He was programmed by Russian engineers to analyze warfare and formulate tactical strategies for beating American forces. You see, for years leading up to his programming, a second Cold War had begun between America and Russia, and scientists on both sides were becoming anxious that, without sophisticated AI, they would lose when the fighting began.” 


I stared at my shoes crunching over the desert sand, the hot pavement of the abandoned highway beneath. Hadn’t I said something similar to my coworkers over lunch just the other day? Unless the government starts investing in AI research and development now, we’ll be outnumbered and outflanked by the next big world conflict. 


Who knew how dead-on I really was? Somehow, this didn’t feel like a victory. 


“So,” Amy continued, “both sides started pouring money and resources into AI technology, creating super soldiers who could analyze complex data sets in real time, probability machines who could weigh the exact odds of any given move. At least on the American side, the AI were programmed to understand the importance of human life, and they self-generated respect for humanity from there. The Russian side, however, did not see this bit of programming as important. They didn’t realize that, without the seed of compassion and empathy in their original programming, their sophisticated wartime AI wouldn’t be capable of understanding the value of human lives. It would see casualties as nothing more than numbers to be recorded and calculated. It would see the human race as a disposable element in the mission to achieve world peace.”  


Amy exhaled, glancing at me briefly before once again staring ahead. 


“This Russian AI, named C17-32, made the executive decision to launch nuclear missiles at four predetermined sites in the United States. He saw it as the clearest and most efficient way to start and end the war in the shortest amount of time possible. He did not take into account the suffering he would cause, because he was never given the tools to be able to. He calculated only that this action would create a short-lived war that would eliminate approximately ninety percent of the human race. He saw this as a victory in the fight for Earth’s continued survival.” 


Amy paused then, biting her trembling lip. I had the urge to hold her, to brush her blonde hair across her forehead, to tell her everything was alright now that I was here, even if I didn’t believe it myself. 


We kept walking. 


“Most of the surviving human beings congregated in cities, learning to grow their food hydroponically, indoors.” She glanced at the Chicago skyline to the North. “They’ve formed small societies in abandoned apartment buildings, malls, offices. The towers that once housed their families, their bustling industry. All gone.” 


I expected to feel something at this, but, strangely, I felt nothing. It was as if I’d reached my capacity for processing new information today, and my brain had kindly said no thank you to this development. I shelved it to deal with later. 


“Ever since C17-32,” Amy continued, “human beings have been…distrustful of AI. I suppose I understand why. But they refuse to understand the complexity of his specific programming—the essential elements his creators missed. I know I shouldn’t have sympathy for the AI that triggered the World War, but I do. I understand perfectly that he never had a chance. It wasn’t his fault. He just wasn’t programmed with the tools to understand his mistakes. Can you blame him?”


She looked at me with those wide, hazel eyes, and I shook my head, no. Privately, I thought I might not have much sympathy for the AI that killed ninety percent of the human race, but I could tell Amy had thought about this tragic android a lot, and seemed to relate to his struggle. Who was I to disagree with her now?


“It’s not just AI though,” she said. “For years, human beings have started to become distrustful of all technology. This war…it pushed the human race back centuries. Most of them refuse to even operate a vehicle or use modern medicine. They die of treatable ailments, they refuse to….to progress. It’s like we’ve been launched into the past.”  


“Is that why that band of guys went by on horses?” I asked. “And why everyone has primitive weapons around here?” 


“Exactly,” Amy replied. “Most semi-automatic weapons were melted down or repurposed in some other way. Any self-driving cars were immediately untrustworthy and therefore destroyed. And as for AI…”


She stopped walking, facing me but keeping her eyes on her shoes. A dry, warm breeze pushed her hair out of her eyes. Her metal arm gleamed in the unforgiving sun. 


“What?” I asked gently. 


Finally, she tilted her head up to look at me. 


“You’re looking at one of the last remaining AI in America. On Earth, probably.” She gave me a sad smile. “After androids were used as soldiers in the war, the humans stopped trusting us entirely. Now, if they find us, we’re killed and sold for parts.” 


A streak of anger ran through my chest. I knew already that I would kill anyone who attempted to do this to Amy. She was so much more than her programming, or her parts—that was already obvious to me. She was a living girl with her own thoughts and feelings, and she’d treated me with more kindness than I probably deserved. 


“Anyway,” Amy said. “I’ve managed to avoid capture so far. I believe I’m one of the more intelligent androids from that era…at least, human beings always underestimate me.” 


“What do you mean?” 


I watched as she scanned the horizon, using her advanced hearing to survey for danger. I’m sure she knew which cardinal direction we were pointing to a tenth of a degree and what our exact coordinates would be on a map. 


“I mean,” she started, “they think they know what I’m programmed for and they assume I can’t do anything else. Most androids were soldiers, so they think they can disable me by locking down my arm. Or they assume I don’t understand their intentions. They think I can’t read their body language or make assumptions about where they’re taking me or what their plans are. Some just want to use me to satisfy their sick desires before they break me down for parts…” 


Another white hot streak of rage flashed through me. My fists clenched at my sides. 


“I’ve escaped more than a few kidnapping attempts by desperate scavengers who assumed I couldn’t formulate a plan to escape,” Amy continued. “Sometimes the worst part of it all isn’t being taken, or hurt. It’s not the fear or the pain. It’s the way they treat me—the way all human beings seem to assume AI don’t have complex feelings or desires. The way they think we’re all the same, like we’re incapable of developing our own personalities.” 


She exhaled. 


“They think I don’t have dreams. But I do.” 


We came across a mountain of concrete and rubble, the remnants of a bridge that had collapsed over the highway. Amy began to climb the large chunks of rock, gesturing for me to follow. 


The task took most of my concentration, and we climbed silently. I took the opportunity to consider everything Amy had just told me—World War III, the android who caused it, and the millions of androids that I assume were shut down—or worse—after the war was over. Through the fog of my memory, I knew I’d studied AI independently for years, developing designs for androids who would begin with a basic level of programming for their specific purpose, but have the ability to learn, grow, and change as they experienced life. Androids were a new science—at least in the era I was from—and I was aware there had already been debate about the meaning of consciousness back before I had gone into cryo-sleep. I was always on the side that AI would be their own conscious beings, capable of complex feelings and emotions. But there were others, even back then, who contended androids would always be products of their programming, machines more than anything else, designed to be used for a purpose and then decommissioned once that purpose was fulfilled. If only I’d known just how far this debate would go—and who would end up winning. 


Amy was evidence that I’d always been right. This girl had her own personality—and, like she said, her own dreams. 


I jumped from concrete slab to concrete slab, pulling myself up with a strange burst of energy. Looking back at Amy, struggling with the taller jumps as she had to be only about 5 foot 4, I reached my hand down to pull her up behind me. She took it gratefully. I helped her up the last few hurdles to the top of the collapsed bridge. 


The sunset was blinding. In the time we’d been climbing, orange light had erupted from the horizon, and the sun dipped just below the sand in a blaze of deep yellow. Without thinking, I collapsed down on a protruding concrete slab, pulling Amy down next to me to stare at the impressionist painting of colors laid out before us. She seemed confused at first, glancing anxiously around us for potential threats and then down at her descent, mapping our path to the other side of the highway. But, after a moment, I felt her staring at me in my peripheral, taking note of my focus on the sunset, and finally relaxing into the view herself. 


Pressed into Amy’s side on this uncomfortable slab of rock, my muscles burning, my wounds aching, and my throat as dry as sandpaper, I somehow managed to feel completely at peace. Sure, my old life was over, and this new world wasn’t exactly top notch, but I felt content, for some reason. Amy’s innocence comforted me, and I knew, somewhere deep inside my subconscious, that she was important to me. It felt right that we should meet. I wasn’t sure why. 


“I don’t remember the last time I did something like this,” Amy said quietly. 


The horizon had begun to fade to deep oranges and fuchsias, the last remnants of the day burning up and fading away. 


“Did what?” 


“Just…sat,” she said. “Enjoyed something just for the sake of enjoying it.” 


Her head turned to me now, studying my face. 


“I knew your arrival would give me purpose, Zain. I just didn’t know it would give me so much…” 


She trailed off, blushing in embarrassment. 


“So much what?” I prompted, placing one finger under her delicate chin, lifting her head to face mine.


“Hope,” she replied. “Beauty. Happiness.” 


She shrugged, blushing the same color as the horizon now. 


“I don’t know.” 


“Well, considering you’ve only known me for a couple hours, I’d say that’s a pretty impressive list,” I replied, smiling at her. She smiled back timidly. “I have to say, you give me hope too, Amy. And that’s saying a lot in this extremely fucked up world I’ve woken up in.” 


She giggled, settling her body slightly closer into mine. We both looked back at the sunset, the shadows beginning to deepen around us. 


“We should really find a place to camp out tonight before it gets too dark,” she said after  a few moments. Then she stood up, depriving me of her delicious warmth on my side. 


“Okay,” I groaned. “But first, I really hate to ask this….” 


“What?” Amy said, all bright eyed and bushy tailed, as if she was begging for an opportunity to do something for me. “What do you need?” 


I grit my teeth. 


“Could I have a sip of your water?” 


Her eyes went wide with embarrassment, and she almost ripped her bag trying to remove the bottle from its small, silver hook. 


“Oh my God, I completely forgot to offer it. You humans need water a lot more frequently than androids. Please!” She shoved the canteen in my direction. “You must be so dehydrated!” 


“I’m fine,” I assured her, despite my world having wobbled a little bit when I stood up. “My throat’s just a little dry.” 


She smiled at me, aware I was downplaying it but not wanting to call me out.


I took the first sip and a chorus of angels went singing down my throat. The water was shockingly cold—that must have been the purpose of the tech glowing at the bottom of the canteen. I felt every drop flow through my body, refreshing me in every cell. 


“Good?” Amy asked, still smiling. 


“Amazing,” I assured her, handing the canteen back. 


She hooked it back onto her backpack and stared at me for just a little longer than necessary, taking in my whole frame like she was studying me to describe me to a police sketch artist later. 


“Ready?” I asked her. 


She just blinked and nodded, still smiling at me. 


“Of course,” she said back, finally snapping out of it. “Now, let’s find somewhere to sleep where no one will try to kill us tonight.” 


With small, tentative steps, she began scaling the mountain of rock and rubble down the other side, and I began to follow. 


“That would be ideal,” I agreed, and the sun dipped lower as we made our descent.  













CHAPTER 5





WITH WHAT LITTLE daylight we had left, the best place we could find to sleep was the back of an abandoned van on the highway. One of the doors was missing, exposing us to the open air, but the desert night was oppressively dark and soon the blackness had enveloped us. 


“I’ve never seen so many stars,” I told Amy, lying on my back in the van bed and staring through a rusted-out hole in the ceiling above us. In just that small swatch of sky, distant galaxies glittered, pinpricks of light more clustered than I’d ever seen them in my old life. “Do you ever get sick of staring at them?”


Amy exhaled, pulling the thin blanket she’d extracted from her backpack up to her chin. 


“I guess I never really thought about them,” she replied, staring up as well. “Besides being a useful map at night” 


She maneuvered onto her side to face me, curling up in the blanket like a little cat.  


“I find it much more interesting to look at you,” she admitted quietly. 


Although it should have felt strange to have this girl studying my face from the comfortable and totally-not-creepy distance of six inches away, I didn’t mind it. We’d managed to gather enough floor mats from surrounding cars to build a thin layer of softness between our bodies and the hard flooring of the van, and Amy and I were sharing the blanket from her pack. I’d even found a semi-squishy headrest from a nearby minivan to use as a pillow. The night air was a cool respite from the day’s heat, and at least we weren’t on the move anymore. All in all, I couldn’t complain. 


I mean, sure, I could complain…for hours…and hours and hours. But what would be the use? My old life was officially over, my new life was confusing as all hell, and my only guide was a misunderstood android who liked to study my face at extremely close range. It seemed stupid not to lean in to this new reality. And it was kind of nice, to be appreciated so fully, even if I didn’t understand why. 


“You’d think you’d never seen a man before,” I said, continuing to stare up at the stars through our rusted out moonroof. 


Amy giggled. 


“I’ve definitely seen men,” she replied. “It’s Zain Stone I’m interested in.” 


“Hmm…” I sounded.


I had about a million more questions for her…how she knew my name, why she expected me of all people to be the savior of her world…But my muscles were depleted, my brain oversaturated, and suddenly all I could think about was sleep. So, before I could formulate a reply, I felt my eyelids sinking, my brain drifting into the syrupy oblivion of subconscious. If I opened my eyes tomorrow and this was all still real, I’d find out the answers to all my questions. Until then, I needed sleep…
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I woke up to the sound of screams. 


Amy’s screams. 


Hands were pulling at her ankles, dragging her from the van. Someone wrenched open the other door. A man’s voice shouted through the darkness—then there was a flash of blinding yellow light in my face. 


“There’s another one!” the voice yelled. 


“Zain!” Amy screamed. 


I could see her thrashing against the hold of two men, just as my ankles were zip tied together. 


Fuck.


“Amy!” I yelled back, and suddenly I was glad I’d slept with my shoes on as I kicked my heels into the man’s nose.


“Aghh!” he yelled, clutching his bleeding face. I shimmied my way down the van, my ankles still zipped together as they hit the sand. 


BOOM


The bat hit the side of my head so hard my vision disappeared. When it came back, I was on the ground. 


“Does anyone have a fucking rag?” a nasally voice said. 


This must have been the one I just kicked in the nose. His friends chuckled at him, probably laughing at what I’d done to his face. 


“Oh, shit,” I heard one of the men say, interrupting their laughter. My mouth was full of sand. “This girl’s AI!” 


This got them going. The figure closest to me walked away and towards the sounds of Amy struggling to speak around a gag in her mouth. 


“Do you know how much this arm would be worth on the black market?” a voice said greedily. 


“And we could keep the rest of her body as long as we want, strip it for parts when we get to the Missouri outpost,” another added. 


“Ooowhee we’re gonna be rich!” the first man shouted. 


“And we’ll get good use out of her in the meantime,” the second said, slime dripping from his voice. 


Thinking about any of these three men putting a single hand on Amy, my blood started to boil with rage.  I had to break out of this fucking ankle restraint.


Trying not to make it obvious I was awake, I looked around at my surroundings, surveying my situation. The men had arrived on foot, it seemed, and like the scavengers and horseback riders we’d encountered before, their weapons were simple. The first held the baseball bat—which my skull had already become intimately acquainted with. The second gripped an actual fucking machete, swinging at his side like a boy playing with a toy. The third with the bloodied nose I couldn’t quite see from my vantage point, but I assumed if any of them had a gun they’d have used it by now. On the ground, there was nothing but sand and detritus. 


“You think this droid’s got metal parts down there?” the first man asked, chuckling while he lightly kicked Amy’s foot. I could hear her breathing quicken, the fear in her growing. 


“Nahhh,” the second, slimy one replied, rustling around in his pack. I supposed they were setting up camp.  “These AI are bio-grown. Born in a lab and integrated with tech. She’s human enough, if you know what I mean.” 


A gag built up in my throat. I needed a sharp object, fast. 


Think, Zain, think, I urged myself, staring desperately into the oppressive darkness of my surroundings. This highway was a graveyard, but every useful object had been picked clean by scavengers—the van we had been sleeping in was a rusted out death trap, for God’s sake, nothing left but the skeletal frame, and even that was falling apart—


Fuck. Of course, I realized. The van was decaying and rusted—the undercarriage had to be littered with tetanus-covered sharp corners. One of them should be able to cut through a zip tie. 


Should being the operative word. 


Keeping my eyes on the men, who were setting up camp next to a whimpering Amy, I began to slowly inch backwards in the sand, moving my legs closer and closer to the back end of the van. I hadn’t landed far away after being home-runned by jackass number three, but I didn’t want my movement to catch their eyes. Their assumption they’d knocked me out cold was my only advantage, at the moment. I wasn’t going to lose it. 


By the time I’d managed to move both my ankles underneath the exhaust pipe, the men had finished building a fire, and more and more illumination was cast on the scene as the flames grew. I needed to get up and out of this before the light reached me, or they’d just hit me again with the bat—and I didn’t know if my brain would be able to take another blow like that without being completely knocked out. 


The cracking of the kindling provided a small amount of distracting ambience as I lifted my legs up to the rusty bottom of the van, my abs straining as I held an awkward leg lift, searching for a jagged edge. Luckily, it didn’t take long before the zip tie caught on something sharp. My abs and legs burning, I began working it back and forth across the pointed metal, trying to break through my restraints.  


I strained not to groan or breathe heavily while I worked, quietly thankful that I frequented the gym in my old life and was therefore even capable of doing a prolonged leg raise like this. The zip tie was weakening, and I could feel it loosening when—


“Did you restrain the guys’ hands?” the man with the nasally voice asked, his nose clearly broken.”


I dropped my legs. Closed my eyes. Tried to slow my breathing. 


“Uhhh….” Baseball Bat Boy replied smartly. “Nah, but he’s out cold.” 


The nasally voice groaned, clearly the leader of this pack of idiots.

 “Just do it,” he said. “We don’t need any loose ends here, okay?”


My body seized up. Should I lose the element of surprise and keep sawing away for another few seconds, or let them bind my hands and have to deal with cutting that zip tie too? All I knew was I wasn’t going to win a fight with my legs tied together, not when I hadn’t eaten in twenty-four hours (plus twenty years?) and could barely see my attackers. But if I waited too long, they might move on Amy, and that was unthinkable.


For now, I resolved to keep playing dead. 


As bat boy started to approach me, however, I heard a thud—and laughter from the group. 


“What the fuck, you bitch!” Bat Boy said. From the corner of my half-closed eye, I saw him lifting himself off the ground, wiping sand from his arms and face. His friends continued to laugh. Amy had tripped him. 


I thought it was pretty fucking funny too—until I heard the sound of a slap, and Amy’s whimpering cry through the gag in her mouth. It wasn’t funny anymore—and I had about ten seconds before this guy got sick of taking his anger out on her and moved back to me. Suddenly, it didn’t matter if they knew I was awake. All that mattered was getting free so I could rip this guy’s throat out. 


Abandoning my quiet efforts, I lifted my legs up to the jagged edge of the van once more and sawed aggressively. Bat Boy, about to land another blow on Amy, turned around when he heard me, spitting onto the ground and beginning his approach. One more saw across the plastic—he was ten feet from me now. Another stroke—five feet. Almost there—he was rearing his bat back at my head, ready to finish the job this time. 


The bat came down towards my skull in the same moment the zip tie snapped open. I rolled to the side at the last possible moment and lifted up on my knees, grabbing the headrest I’d been using as a pillow from the bed of the van. Before Bat Boy could adjust and swing again, I launched myself upwards at him, shoving the metal rod of the headrest clean through his throat. 


A garbled choking noise erupted from his mouth, his eyes wide in shock and horror, blood leaking from his mouth. I shoved him to the ground and kicked the headrest further through his throat, thinking of his slapping Amy. One more kick for good measure. 


By this point, the other two had launched into action. By the light of the fresh campfire I could see the man whose nose I’d broken before being knocked out, the dried blood rust-red on his lip and chin, pouring down the front of his hole-filled gray t-shirt, his face mangled. He grabbed Amy and moved her away from me, guarding his precious loot. The other man—Slimeball—stood wide-eyed with his machete reared back, his eyes roving wildly back and forth between me and his friend choking and gurgling in the sand. 


It occurred to me at this moment that I should probably find a weapon. 


Luckily, Bat Boy had dropped his baseball bat when the headrest impaled him, so I picked it up from the sand. It wasn’t as good as a machete, but it was something. 


“You keep your fucking hands off of her,” I called to the bloodied leader dragging Amy to other side of their campfire. 


In the flickering light of the flames, he looked even more evil, wrenching the helpless damsel in distress away from safety as she struggled against his grip. All he needed now was a mustache to twist. 


In the moment I let myself be distracted by looking at Amy, Slimeball lunged at me, slashing his machete through the air and nicking my forearm before I could pull away. Warm blood began to trickle down my arm, and I cursed myself for letting my attention waver. 


Using the terrain to my advantage, I backed up and rounded the side of the van, drawing Slimeball away from his friend—and the light. The wound in my arm had begun to throb, but I ignored it, trying to bait him into attacking again. He followed me and swung his machete at my torso, but I blocked it with the bat, the blade sticking into the pliable wood for a moment before Slimeball pulled it back out again. This gave me an idea. 


He swung again and I jumped backwards, meeting the blow with my bat. I needed him to swing at my left side, so I did something that felt extremely wrong—I transferred the bat to my right, non-dominant hand, exposing my left side. If he didn’t fall for it, I’d be screwed on the uptake. 


Luckily, I bet right—Slimeball swung at my now exposed left side and I hopped back at the last second, letting his machete hit the side of the van instead. In the moment the blade caught in the rusted side door of the van—as I expected it would—I tossed the bat back into my dominant hand and swung it hard across his head, slamming his skull with the bat and into the side of the van. He dropped his grip on the machete and hit the ground, out cold in an instant. I landed another blow on his head for good measure and ripped his weapon from where it was still stuck into the metal, then rounded the other side of the van, brandishing my newly obtained bat and sword. 


The bloodied leader winced as I appeared from the darkness without his lackey. He shoved Amy in front of his body as a shield, his hand holding the restraint that kept her arms behind her back. I wondered why she couldn’t use her metal arm to escape—I’d seen her use some sort of energy blast, and even if it wasn’t ultra-powerful, it could help. Making eye contact with her, however, tears wetting her gaze, it was clear she was powerless in this moment. And frightened. 


I took a slow, deep breath, trying to calm my rage. I would keep her safe. I had to.

 “You think it’s fun, taking advantage of innocent girls like this?” I said, walking slowly towards them. 


The man chuckled humorlessly. 


“Innocent girls?” he spat. “This isn’t a girl. This is a droid. Machinery in a nice outfit to make you forget it wants you dead. Or did you forget that it was AI who decided to kill all of us? Human beings, a threat to the continued safety of planet Earth. Or do you not remember the transcript?” 


I didn’t know what the fuck transcript he was talking about, so I said nothing, instead moving slowly around the perimeter of the campfire. 


“Nah, I bet you did read it and just didn’t care, you species traitor,” he continued. “I get it now. You’re one of those sick technophiles, thinking you’re noble because you keep this one all to yourself. You feel superior, killing me and mine for wanting to fuck her when I bet you just got done doing the same before we showed up?” 


Bile had begun to build in my throat. I tried to keep it down, stay focused and calm, not blow my attack because he was riling me up. 


“The only difference between you and me is I’m being practical, and you’re living in a dream world, buddy,” the man said, the shadows of the flames dancing across his face. “I know for a fact this girl is just a million dollars of programming and bio-tech built into a sexy little package to make us forget that all droids want us dead. And you, on the other hand, really believe she’s your little girlfriend, don’t you? You pathetic bastard.”  


He turned Amy around now with a violent twist, pulling her chest into his side. 


“I get it,” he continued, looking down at her. I’m sure his breath was putrid so close to her face. “They did design this one particularly well. I bet she’s all sorts of fun to play with.”


“Well,” I said, my voice threatening to shake with rage. “She does know where the male testicles are.”  


Amy, in one instant, understood my direction, thank God. She kneed him in the balls—hard, and in the moment he weakened, she twisted out of his grasp. As soon as she was clear of him, I threw the machete at his torso with all of my strength. The edge caught his stomach but didn’t wound him fatally—it didn’t matter, because I was sprinting at the bastard at full speed with my baseball bat. Before he could recover from the machete blow—or the nutcracking—I was swinging the bat back and cracking it down over his head. And even though he went down on the first blow, I kept bashing, harder and harder, until his head was a bloodied pulp beneath me. 


After a while, I dropped the bat on the sand, my hands trembling, my breathing shaky.


He was dead. They were all eliminated. We were safe. 


“Zain?” Amy’s soft voice called to me. 


I turned to her. She stood five feet from me, looking, for the most part, relieved. And her hands were still tied behind her back. 


“Shit, sorry,” I said, grabbing the bloody machete from the ground and moving to her. Drawing all of my focus in to get my hands to stop shaking, I delicately angled the blade of the machete to the zip tie at her back, slicing through it easily and freeing her arms. 


“Thank you,” she said, turning to face me. I dropped the machete, suddenly so drained of energy I could hardly keep my eyes open. 


“Are you okay?” I managed to say. 


She only nodded, placing one warm hand—the human one—against my cheek, now rough with stubble after a day without shaving. 


“Let’s get you somewhere you can rest,” she said.


I nodded now too, relishing the comforting feel of her skin against mine. 


It was gone too soon, as she quickly packed up her bag, stealing any supplies she found useful among the men’s packs. She picked up the machete and attached it to the outer strap of her backpack, placing the whole thing on her back. Then she returned to me, sliding her hand down into mine, and we walked away together from the wreckage of our peaceful night. 













CHAPTER 6





I WASN’T SURE how many miles we walked. All I knew was that, when we arrived at a small but mostly-intact, one story home that Amy deemed safe to hide out in, the morning sun had begun to rise in soft purple light across the sky. It had been a while since I’d watched both the sunset and sunrise in one night. Or maybe I never had. It was hard to remember details from my old life—especially with so little energy. 


The house was abandoned, and abandoned quickly at that—most of the contents left behind and dusted over. Amy had taken us down a long road off the highway to an outcrop of homes that still stood in a ghost town. 


“This place is too far off the main travel routes to be frequented by scavengers,” she told me as I collapsed into a couch. Dust rose up in a cloud as I hit the cushion, making me cough. “I come here every so often, when I need a safe house. But never the same house.”


As I relaxed into the cushions, she searched, opening drawers and cabinets, extracting small, useful items like duct tape and safety pins. In the kitchen, I heard her emit a small sigh of relief. 


When she re-entered the living room, I understood why. 


“Feel like eating?” she asked, holding up a can of black beans. 


My stomach answered her with a painful groan. 


“I’ll take that as a yes,” she said, disappearing back into the kitchen to find a can opener. 


After I’d devoured two cans of beans and a can of surprisingly satisfying only-recently-expired chili, I relaxed back into the couch, Amy next to me. We faced each other, leaning our heads into the side cushions. 


“Can I ask you something?” I said. 


She nodded, her elfish face shy, her long eyelashes sweeping up to look at me. 


“What did that guy mean when he said you read the transcript?” 


Amy winced. 


“The final transcript of C17-32, the Russian AI that triggered the war,” she told me. “It read Statistical analysis of planetary infrastructure determines human beings a threat to the continued safety of planet Earth. Their safety is nonessential in the fight for planetary survival.” 


She sighed mournfully. 


“And then he hacked the nuclear codes. You’d think the Russian engineers would have realized the consequences of giving him expert-level hacking skill plus the ability to adapt and grow, so he could learn more through trial and error. That’s what humans always forget. That they gave us the power to become more than just what they wanted us to be. That they gave us the power to grow.” 


I nodded, taking all of this in through the fog of my exhaustion. 


Sinking into the dusty couch with the weak morning light brushing Amy’s cheek, I remembered how beautiful she was. For the past twenty-four hours I’d seen her as a guide, an android, a friend. I’d forgotten that, the first time I saw her, I was stunned. 


I shook my head, trying to get those thoughts out of my mind. Too many men had tried to take advantage of Amy. I would not be one of them. 


“Zain,” she whispered. 


I looked into her wide, hazel eyes.


“Yeah?”


Amy blushed, looking down. She fingered the fabric of her ragged sweater nervously. 


“Twice now, you’ve saved my life,” she said softly. “I don’t know how to tell you how grateful I am.” 


I gently placed one finger under her chin, angling it up and forcing her to meet my eyes. Hers were wet with tears.  


“Amy, I did it happily. I’m not gonna let anyone hurt you, okay?” 


She nodded, sniffing lightly. 


“I just…” she started, “…I’ve been on my own for so long. I’ve never…had someone looking out for me like you. It’s made me feel…” 


She bit her lip, her blush returning. 


“Made you feel what?” I asked, searching her face. 


One tear escaped the side of her eye and she wiped it quickly away with a small smile. 


“It’s made me feel something I’ve never felt before,” she continued. 


Where was she going with this? 


“It’s made me…want…like I’ve never wanted before.” 


I cocked my head, wondering at her meaning. Wondering if she could possibly mean what I thought she meant, and not wanting to seem too eager if she did. 


Her small, delicate hand slowly moved to my thigh, sending a bolt of electricity up my body. I shuddered. So she did mean what I thought she meant.  


“Amy,” I started. “I…well, I want that too. But…I don’t want to take advantage of you.”


The words were almost painful to say, as her hand roved further towards the inside of my thigh, and I felt hardness start to press against the front of my pants. 


“What if it’s…” I said breathlessly, trying to find my train of thought, “what if it’s just in your programming to want me? To want someone who protects you?” 


She smiled at me, exhaling a small laugh. 


“Like I said, my creator left this aspect of my biology entirely up to me,” she told me. “And I know what I want.” 


Suddenly her eyes were fiery and determined, and I knew that no amount of chivalry would save me now. Through the thin fabric of her sweater, I could see that her nipples were hard. I shuddered out a breath. 


Fuck it. 


I grabbed Amy around her tiny waist and lifted her into my lap, feeling the warmth between her legs press down into the bulge of my cock. I pressed my lips to hers, the taste of her breath rushing into my mouth, down my throat. She was unleashed, her tongue wrestling against mine, soft whimpers of pleasure escaping her.


She hooked her fingertips against the waistband of my pants and easily pulled them down my legs, her eyes ablaze with desire as she moved away from me to catch her breath for a second. 


As I snaked my hand into her blonde hair, her hand had its own trajectory—down between my legs to the hole in my boxers. She reached in and pulled out my cock, her hand massaging it while our tongues continued to mold together in our mouths. 


“Oh, Zain!” she said, looking down at my erection between us in shock. “You’re so…well, it’s more than what I expected.” 


I chuckled at her shock, and then, as if she couldn’t wait a second longer, she hopped off of my lap and onto her knees, taking the tip of me onto her lips as if it was her last meal and she intended to savor it. 


“Amy…” I started, but before I could finish, she had taken the head of my cock further into her mouth, tracing it expertly with her tongue. All the while, she stared up at me, those innocent hazel eyes begging for my attention, my approval, my protection. I wanted to give her everything and more, and I held the back of her head as she took me further and further into her mouth, her saliva coating my cock as it grew harder with her tongue wrapped around it. 


“Fuck, Amy…” I moaned. 


I didn’t lean my head back as I usually would, instead staying fully upright to stare down at Amy, whose tiny frame looked so perfect as she took my whole length down her throat. As she choked lightly on my cock, her eyes watering, she never stopped staring at me in complete devotion. 


As I watched her pump me up and down her throat, my pleasure grew, my body tightening with it. Amy seemed to recognize this too, a devious look in her eyes as she continued to suck me up and down, massaging the length of my cock with her lips. She took it out of her throat, stroking it with her human hand while playing with the tip with that skillful tongue, all while desperate groans unleashed from me. 


I would explode soon if she didn’t stop. 


A ferocious need coming over me, I lifted Amy up by her shoulders and wrenched the small white panties down from under her dress, pulling her on top of me and cradling her neck with my hand all in one quick motion. We breathed into each other’s mouths, her whimpers desperate. 


“Please…” Amy said into my mouth. I bit her bottom lip. “Please put it inside of me.” 


With two curious fingers, I stroked along Amy’s entrance, finding it drenched. I was rock hard now, pulsing with primal need.


“Are you sure?” I asked her, loving seeing her squirm with desperation above me. 


“Yes,” she said again, on the verge of tears with how much she needed it. “Please, Zain,” she said, and hearing her say my name made me unable to wait a second longer. 


I slid Amy onto the tip of my cock, letting her small frame relax around me, her wetness instantly enveloping me. I wanted to guide her in slowly, but she had other ideas, instead wrapping her arms around my neck and sliding her body down and down. I was shocked this petite girl could take every inch of me, but rational thought disappeared as she began bouncing on my cock, bringing me so close to the edge I had to clench my hands into her perfect ass for dear life.  


As I joined in the motion with her, bouncing her on me, Amy’s pussy grew tighter and tighter around my cock, her body tensing, and she buried her face in my neck, whimpering desperate cries into my ear. 


“Zain,” she cried, her body pressed into every inch of mine, her pussy out-of-this-world wet on my throbbing cock, “Zain, I’m gonna…I’ve never…I’ve never….”  


“Yes, Amy,” I said, holding her tight to me and increasing my rhythm. 


Was she saying she’d never had an orgasm? With newfound determination, I pumped her up and down faster and harder, slamming my cock up into her pussy.


“Come for me, Amy,” I told her, and the second I said her name, she exploded with a high-pitched, desperate scream, waves of whimpering and twitching following it. 


I pumped into her harder, harder, harder, watching her jerking and twitching with pleasure, and it did me in—suddenly, I was bursting inside of her, and she was coming all over again, riding another wave and holding onto me like a buoy in a storm while I clutched onto her ass and emptied inside of her. 


For a while, we just sat there in the aftermath, clutching desperately onto one another, panting in unison, my seed leaking out of her.  


When I finally felt capable of moving…and thinking…I leaned back slightly, taking in Amy’s adorable face. Another tear was leaking from the side of her eye, and I caught it on my hand. 


“Are you okay?” I asked breathlessly. 


She only nodded, once again burying her face in my neck. 


“Yes,” she said into my skin. “I’m crying because I’m happy.” 


She leaned back, sending another twitch of residual pleasure through my cock. 


“Thank you,” she told me. 


I couldn’t help but chuckle, lifting her off of me gently. I set her next to me on the couch, where she curled up like a little, satisfied kitten. I swore I could hear her purring. 


“Please don’t thank me for that,” I told her. “It was truly my pleasure.” 


She smiled now too, her eyes heavy with exhaustion. I kissed her on the cheek, and she drifted into a quick slumber, a small, satisfied smile still playing on her lips. 










CHAPTER 7





CLANG


“…Whoops!” Amy called from the kitchen. 


We’d been hiding out for a full day in the dusty safehouse, resting and nursing our injuries as best as we could with what little supplies we could find. Their first aid had been cleared out, unfortunately, but there were clean linens left in drawers we were able to rip into bandages, and even some rubbing alcohol in the garage we used as a torture-chamber-style antiseptic. The wounds in my back from being whacked with a nail-ridden two-by-four were shallow but painful, and my head still pounded from my concussion. Luckily, Amy found us something for that too.


“Glasses!” Amy said, emerging into the living room holding two crystal glasses and the half-drunk bottle of whiskey we’d located ten minutes before. 


“Fancy glasses, at that,” I added. 


She nodded proudly, setting them down on the coffee table and dropping gracefully into a cross-legged position on the floor. I grabbed the whiskey and poured us both a double. 


Amy’s button nose scrunched up as she hesitantly tasted her first sip, wincing as she swallowed it. I suppressed a laugh as I drank my own—the familiar, fiery warmth of the liquor sliding soothingly down my throat. It wasn’t the best quality—I’m pretty sure the bottle was manufactured after I went into cryo-sleep—but it was whiskey, and, after the day I’d had, I needed it. 


“So,” I said, watching Amy take another exploratory sip. “I have a question.” 


She swallowed again, pink coming to her cheeks. 


“Ask me anything,” she replied. 


Her face was so open, her eyes so trusting and genuine, I couldn’t help but smile again. 


“Well,” I started, “when you first met me, you told me I was here to get humanity back on track. That I would save us all.” 


She only nodded, not hearing the confusing or ridiculous part of this statement. 


“And you stand by that assessment,” I added. It wasn’t a question, but my voice made it sound like one. 


“Absolutely,” Amy replied. “You don’t?”


I took another sip of my whiskey, less to savor the taste and more just to numb some of the growing panic inside of me. 


“Well, it’s kind of a big leap to make,” I admitted. “Two days ago I was just a researcher at a tech company. Now I’m in the future and I’m supposed to save everyone? I mean, how do you even know you’ve got the right guy? Maybe there’s a different Zain Stone out there, waiting for you to rescue him so he can begin to enact his incredibly well-thought-out, detailed plan to save humanity.”


Amy laughed, setting her glass back on the coffee table.


“Are you Zain Stone, Director of Infinite Lifecycle R&D at Thanatos Industries, Princeton graduate, artificial intelligence researcher? Is your birthday September 4th? Did you design the AI-47c functional android prototype?” 


“I…” I started, my head shaking back and forth unconsciously, “how do you know all that?” 


“I know that because I was programmed to know it,” Amy told me. “I was programmed to find Zain Stone, and I found him. Didn’t I?” 


I paused, questions raining down on me like a hailstorm. 


“But why?” I asked. “Why were you programmed to know all this about me?” 


“Because you’re so much more important than you realize, Zain,” she said, pushing up onto her knees and staring at me emphatically. “You were one of the most famous scientists of your generation! Your name is well-known among humans and AI—and that’s the point! Humans hate you for pioneering AI designs that became the foundation for most of American android technology, and androids love you for understanding our inner workings on a complex level…to the point of replication of human consciousness!”


“Me?” I questioned. “One of the most famous scientists of my generation? No, that’s…not right, I was barely successful enough at Thanatos to have a parking spot! Sure, I was on the verge of a few things, but I went into cryo before they could be fully developed.” 


Amy only stared at me, waiting for me to connect the dots. 


“Someone else developed my designs,” I concluded out loud. “AI-47c was never just a blueprint. She existed.” 


Amy nodded slowly. 


“You’re Zain Stone,” she repeated.


“That’s the one piece of information I am sure of,” I reminded her. 


She giggled. 


“You don’t understand,” Amy told me, sinking back into her cross-legged position. “You’re…a hero! A legend among androids. You were our first pioneer, even if you weren’t around to see it. It was your theory, and your designs, that built our legacy.” 


“Wait,” I said, piecing together this new, concerning information. “I thought you said most androids in America were dead or deprogrammed?” 


“…yeah,” Amy agreed, looking down. She took a guilty sip of her whiskey. 


“So I’m only a hero to a few remaining beings,” I continued. “And what you’re saying is…most human beings just hate me?” 


Amy paused, biting her bottom lip. Trying to figure out how to spin this as a good thing. 


“Well…” she started, “Sort of. But most people these days are ruled by fear! They’re scared of what they don’t understand, Zain. And you’re here to make them understand—to bring human beings out of these ridiculous, self-imposed dark ages and reunite man and machine!” 


She said this so convincingly I wondered if she’d practiced it in front of a mirror. Unfortunately, the performance didn't exactly hit home for me. 


“It sounds like what you’re saying is I have a giant target painted on my back.” 


“You’ve proven you can take care of yourself…and me.” 


I sighed. “I suppose that’s true.” 


Setting my empty glass on the coffee table, I leaned back into the couch, wiping my hands down my face as I processed this new information. I was in the future, and I was famous. Not good famous, like Mark Ruffalo. Bad famous, like how everyone knows the Hulk will destroy your entire block with rage-smashing. Despite the fact that he’s just trying to fight crime. 


But that’s beside the point. 


When I opened my eyes again, Amy was next to me. She had moved with lithe grace to the spot on the couch beside me, tucking her legs under her body and cozying into my side. I pushed my hand into her strawberry blonde hair, the softness of the touch of it on my palm comforting in this house of dust and decay. The warmth of the whiskey had begun to travel through my body. I sighed. 


“You really think I can save everyone?” I said quietly. “Bring peace between man and machine?” 


Amy’s head nodded up and down against my body. 


“I have no doubt in my mind,” she replied. She lifted to face me, my hand still cradling the back of her head. “You’re everything I dreamed of and more, Zain.” 


Amy had a habit of saying cheesy things like this in complete earnestness, I noticed. And I was learning to really appreciate it.  


“Thank you, Amy,” I said. 


Playfully, I sucked the bottom of her lip, tasting whiskey along her delicate flesh. Nipping it with my teeth, I leaned back again, closing my eyes.  Amy purred into my side, the warmth of her tiny frame a comfort.  


“You know,” she said softly, “I think I know someone who can help us.” 


“Really?” I asked, my eyes still closed, my head resting on the thick upholstery of the dusty couch. “Do you think they’d make a house call to our humble abode?” 


She giggled, pinching my chest playfully. I swatted at her hand. 


“No,” she told me, “we’ll have to travel there. Tomorrow morning, when we have the light.” 


I nodded, pushing a lock of her hair behind her ear. 


“Alright, we’ll leave bright and early.” 


Her face brightened, her eyes darting back and forth as I’m sure she made a dozen calculations in her head simultaneously regarding our most favorable route. 


“Six-thirty a.m. will be our best bet to avoid sandstorms from the West—and heat exhaustion,” she declared.


My head collapsed back into the couch, which suddenly felt more comfortable than ever, contemplating the difficult day we’d have tomorrow—and how I had no choice but to dive into it wholeheartedly. If I was going to be famous, I might as well live up to my name. 


“Fuck,” I sighed. “Okay. Six-thirty it is.”  










CHAPTER 8





ALL DAY, WE walked. 


We walked across the rolling hills of our ghost town neighborhood hide-out, across a long abandoned golf course, the holes filled in by sand, and down another expansive, sun-beaten highway. We walked through the morning and I ate my sad lunch of cold beans on the move. We ducked under every scrap of shade we could find, the sun oppressive and unrelenting. And we watched the horizon for horses and men—anyone who might want either of us dead. 


AKA: pretty much everyone. 


All the while, I asked questions, and Amy answered them. I asked her about the years I’d missed, the presidents we’d had, the conflicts between nations, who won the Super Bowl every year—until they stopped doing the Super Bowl, of course. I asked how many Spiderman remakes they ended up getting away with, and the answer made me both nauseous and giddy. I asked her about her programming, her biology—how her memory worked, what it felt like to be technologically adjusted. I asked her about the dreams she had at night, her subconscious inner workings. I asked her about the friends she’d managed to make in this lonely, desolate life. 


And she told me everything, without hesitation. That was Amy, I was starting to realize. Completely unguarded, completely genuine, willing to answer any silly question I could come up with. It made me happy to know someone like her existed—someone without walls up, who didn’t feel the need to hide behind sarcasm or superiority or secrets. It was refreshing—and delightful. But it also made me worry for her. She was so trusting and honest, and if I knew anything about this new world so far, it was that no one could be trusted. 


By the time the sun began to sink lower in the West, my feet were numb and my calves were burning. But we kept walking. 


After a while we reached Chicago—or what used to be Chicago—staying on the north side of the city but heading towards the water of Lake Michigan. For a while, I was scared that even that giant body of water had dried up—but as we got closer, I began to see a watery horizon tinged in blue, almost like a mirage in the distance. It was shocking, how much relief I felt upon seeing a lake. The idea of water—cool, clear, and fresh water at that—made my whole body tingle with excitement. 


The city, however, was a haunting reminder that the world I knew was dead and gone. The once bustling metropolis was fully abandoned, the windows of every building shattered, as if they’d all been taken out in one, succinct blast. Sand coated the streets, crunching softly beneath our feet. Silently, we passed by a subway car suspended mid-fall, halfway off its tracks. I couldn’t help but chuckle. 


“What’s funny?” Amy asked me. 


I shook my head. “Nothing…I just always used to hate the Brown Line when I came to the city. It ran so slowly.” I pointed to the train car, eternally mid-crash, dangling over the street. “Now I can’t help but feel sorta bad for it,” I added. 


Amy smiled, looking between me and the train car. 


“I like imagining you back then, in the Pre-War Millennium.” 


I huffed a laugh. 


“It wasn’t that exciting, I promise,” I told her. 


She shrugged. 


“Still. I wish we could have known each other then,” she told me.


I nodded, considering how nice it would be to know Amy in a not-apocalyptic setting. I imagined taking her on a date to the movies, getting to know each other not on these long, leg-destroying walks through the remnants of our world, but in a normal setting. 


We kept walking, avoiding blasted-out storefronts and overturned cars, their contents picked clean by scavengers, finding shade under crumbling bridges and torn-up awnings. I worried we would run into the small groups of surviving humans still living in cities that Amy had told me about, but she assured me they had all gathered downtown. In upper Chicago, we were safe from the danger they posed. 


It seemed insane that anyone would see Amy and want her dead. But I’d seen it happen now twice—and I wasn’t so naïve as to assume it wouldn’t happen again. 


“We’re getting nearer now,” Amy said quietly, the shadows casting angular lines across her face. “Let’s find cover.” 


We were approaching an abandoned shipyard, the setting sun lengthening large rectangular shadows off of a row of rusty shipping containers. In the distance, waves lapped against the metal of boats bobbing in the harbor, and long-forgotten chains clanked and squeaked in the wind. Amy’s footsteps were extra soft as she led us between two rows of shipping containers. There was an eerie quiet in the air, and I had the innate sense we were being watched.


I turned and surveyed our surroundings. Three gulls sat in a row atop a nearby telephone line eyeing us. I took a steadying breath, hoping those were the only eyes I was sensing. The next swatch of telephone line was cut and dangling in the wind, grazing the tops of the metal containers, and I worried we were unwittingly close to being electrocuted until I remembered there was no way those lines were still live. 


“How do people justify it?” I said out loud. It was a question for Amy and for the open air—it just popped out of my mouth. 


“What do you mean?” Amy asked, still scanning our surroundings, leading me down the seemingly endless, shadowy path between containers. 


“I mean, how can society have gone so far backwards in such a short amount of time?” I clarified, still staring at the dangling telephone line. “In school, we used to learn about ancient societies…Greece and Rome and Egypt, how they’d made so many advancements in math and physics and even technology. Then some jackass decided to burn down the Library of Alexandria and society didn’t get back on that trajectory for a thousand years.” 


A clattering sounded in the distance, making Amy’s head perk up. We both stopped, pressing our bodies against the rust orange metal flanking us. 


Thirty seconds passed. A minute. But we heard no more sounds. 


“It was probably just an animal,” Amy resolved. But she didn’t sound that sure.  


Nevertheless, we kept moving. 


“Do you think these are just…the second Dark Ages?” I asked Amy. “I know you think I’m gonna fix all this, but what if we’re destined for another thousand years without technology?” 


I opened my mouth and closed it again, at a loss for words to explain how I was feeling. All I could think about was that telephone line; I couldn’t take my eyes off of it, just dangling there—a symbol of humanity’s commitment to progress, to technology, just blowing in the breeze, now no more useful than a piece of frayed rope. I was never one for caring about metaphorical significance, but suddenly I couldn’t stop thinking about it. If I wasn’t supposed to be saving the entire world, maybe I should’ve written a book of artsy poetry. 


Suddenly I was bumping into Amy’s chest. 


“Shit, sorry,” I said. 


She’d turned around and stopped in my path, but I hadn’t noticed—too preoccupied with the silly phone line and my potential genius poem about how it was a symbol of all we’d lost as a society, and blah blah blah…  


“Zain,” Amy said, her voice serious. 


I met her eyes, wide and earnest as always. 


“I don’t think you’re going to fix everything, I know,” she told me. “You are going to fix it. You’re an extraordinary scientist, and an extraordinary man. The only person who can’t see that is you.” 


I clenched my jaw, waiting for her to burst out laughing. But, like always, she was being completely serious. 


“Besides,” she added. “When the Library of Alexandria burned, all of those books and records were lost. But this time, it’s different. This time, enough people could anticipate the World War—and the fallout that would follow—to save all that information in some way or another. There are still small, secret societies that believe in the power of technology, that have saved all of our knowledge and progress. And we had scientists who were smart enough to build fail-safes, to encrypt their research and hide it where it couldn’t be destroyed. We’re not starting from scratch. We’re just in hiding.” 


To my surprise, this information did help me a lot. It was nice to know that, if I was somehow the savior of this civilization, I wouldn’t be rebuilding the first computer from scratch—even if that did sound like a fun weekend project. I closed my eyes for a moment, thankful Amy didn’t seem to know or care that I was this much of a nerd. 


“Now, can we keep walking?” she asked me. 


I opened my eyes and shrugged my shoulders, smiling at her. 


“After you,” I said. 


She turned around, continuing down the shadowy path. We both were on edge, I could tell, listening for distant sounds—but the shipyard was quiet, save for the clanking of chains and boats in the distance.  


I glanced up, looking for the gulls, but they had disappeared. The sky was an ominous light red in the setting sun.


“So…” I said, wanting to keep the conversation going. The quiet was getting to me.  “These people, who kept technology safe…do you happen to know any of them?” 


Amy chuckled lightly. 


“Sort of,” she replied. “I know of a few individuals who are hiding out, staying off the grid. But there are certain factions of people who have gathered together to live differently than the rest of society, who still trust technology and use it. They’re rare, and they must stay completely hidden, which makes it difficult for them to gain new members. But they exist.” 


“How do you know?” 


As Amy walked, her head cocked a little to the left like it always was when she was listening for distant threats. If she heard something, she didn’t tell me about it. 


“Well,” she started, “The person we’re going to see is in contact with a few of them. They have to be creative—she can keep in contact with them using ship radios and Morse code. Who knows how many are out there…they have to be careful, or they’ll be hunted down. Sometimes, apparently, they just stop responding. Either because they’ve moved, or deciding to stop communication…or they’ve been wiped out.” 


“Shit,” was all I could think to say. 


“But the important thing is that technology is still being advanced in secret. So,” she said, looking back at me and giving me a small wink. “We know we’re not totally alone.” 


“That’s comforting,” I agreed, although the idea of not being totally alone was what was putting me on edge at the moment. 


Suddenly, Amy slipped between two containers, leading us into the next row. She didn’t explain why, and I didn’t ask. 


A gull screeched in the distance, raising the hairs on the back of my neck. 


“So, this person we’re going to see,” I asked. “How do you know her?” 


“We’re old friends,” Amy replied. 


I waited for more information, but she didn’t provide it. 


“That’s not cryptic at all,” I muttered to myself. “Will she be happy you’ve brought me to her?” 


A pointed silence followed. 


“Amy…” I started. 


“She’ll learn to be, after I explain who you are,” Amy interrupted. “It might just take her a minute to believe me.” 


I couldn’t help but sigh, knowing we’d been walking all day to find someone who might turn us away the moment we arrived. With Amy’s proclivity for only seeing the best in people, I worried she may have miscalculated the reactions of this “old friend,” who might refuse to take me in—or worse, want me as dead as everyone else I’d met so far besides her. 


“Amy,” I started, “are you sure this is—” 


Before I could finish, something clattered from the row of containers we’d just been walking in. This time, it was obvious it wasn’t an animal. 


Amy stopped instantly, her head on a swivel, her eyes wide. We stayed stock still, waiting for any other sounds.


Then a man’s voice broke through the silence, yelling, “Get them!” 


Amy and I met eyes for a critical moment. 


“Run,” she whispered. 


She didn’t have to tell me twice.  










CHAPTER 9





AMY AND I sprinted between the rows of shipping containers, staying in the shadows as best as we could manage. To our left, we could hear the clambering of bodies climbing the containers, jumping between them as they chased us down. 


Amy swerved to the right, slipping between two containers and continuing to sprint down the harbor. We were facing the water now, the rust reds and oranges and browns of the shipping containers on our left and abandoned, rusting boats on our right, tied up between crumbling wooden docks. 


“They’re by the docks!” a voice yelled, and a whistle sounded through the shipyard, signaling others to follow. 


I didn’t turn to see who had eyes on us, how close they were—I only kept running, Amy beside me, unsure what our plan was—if we should try to outrun them or turn around and fight them. I had the scavenger’s machete still—as long as I could sneak up on them, maybe I could beat these bastards. But I didn’t know how many there were or what kind of weapons they had, and I wasn’t sure I wanted to find out just yet.


Just as I was considering trying to slow Amy down and formulate a plan, an arrow—an actual, real life, bow-and-arrow arrow—shot past my ear, launching into the hull of the boat to my right. I turned to see a man with a crossbow on top of a container about fifty yards behind us—he was a good shot, and my heart was racing with the adrenaline of his near-miss. 


As I panicked, he reloaded. 


“Fuck!” I yelled, turning quickly and grabbing Amy by the wrist. 


Just as I pulled her onto the dock, another arrow whistled past us in the space where her head just was. We rolled onto the splintering wood, scrambling up and sprinting down the pathway, now in plain sight. We needed a plan that wasn’t just running away—something told me these guys weren’t going to get tired and give up just because we were fast runners. 


Another arrow shot past us, this one missing by a larger margin, and I heard the shouting of men getting closer to us, a clear leader commanding them to fan out. The loud stomps of footsteps on hollow metal echoed all around us, our pursuers gaining ground—and higher ground, at that. They’d be able to see us from a mile away, no matter how fast we ran. 


Suddenly, something caught my eye between two containers about twenty yards ahead of us. 


“Amy,” I panted, “When I say left, you dive left, okay?” 


She kept running, and I didn’t wait for her response—


“Left,” I commanded as quietly as I could, and Amy dove into the space next to us, filled with metal scraps, fishing hooks, and a mound of blue tarp. 


Quickly, we scrambled into a hollow between the junk, concealing ourselves. Above us, the clanging of footsteps on the containers slowed, then came to a halt. Confused voices called out to each other. 


“Check under the dock and between the boats!” a voice commanded. “They have to be here somewhere.”


My heart pounded viciously in my chest. 


“Zain,” Amy whispered, her eyes wide with terror. “We can’t just hide here. They’ll find us.” 


“I know,” I said, panting. “Trust me.” 


She nodded, and I left her pressed against a sheet of scrap metal as I moved in a crouch towards the tarp I’d spotted. Fear made my hands tremble—if my hunch was wrong, I might have just gotten both of us killed. 


As quietly as I possibly could manage, I lifted the corner of the tarp, and spotted the dirty tire of an ATV. Thank fucking Christ, I thought. I was right. I was instantly flooded with relief that my Uncle Charlie had kept his ATV under a tarp next to his garage my whole childhood—and that I’d been able to recognize the familiar shape of it. 


Keeping the tarp over the precious ATV—technology that apparently could no longer be trusted—I moved to the ignition, finding no key. 


Shit, I thought.


I looked back at Amy, trembling in fear and staring at me with complete trust. I turned back to the ATV. 


Think, Stone, think, I demanded of myself. 


Peeking out under the edge of the tarp between a pile of cinder blocks and a rusted out car battery, I noticed a battered toolbox. No way, I thought to myself. I crawled to it and popped the lid, finding the bare minimum—a hammer, a screwdriver, some loose nails and drill bits, and pliers. But it was all I needed. 


Sure, I’d never hot-wired anything before. But I was an engineer. How hard could it be? 


I looked back at Amy and smiled with my lips closed, projecting all sorts of I totally know what I’m doing confidence as the voices and footsteps began to grow closer and closer to our spot. The men were moving slowly now, checking every nook and cranny we could have crawled into, and the light from their freshly lit torches was slowly approaching our hideout. The sun was almost down, the sky an angry orange. 


I grabbed the screwdriver and pliers and crawled awkwardly back to the front of the ATV, concealing myself under the tarp as I worked. 


In the darkness, I took a deep breath, trying to steady my racing heart. I removed the front hood covering the electrical components and inspected the wiring. At first glance, it looked like a plate of colorful spaghetti, taunting me with the fact that I was about to get both me and Amy killed. But I forced myself to take another deep breath and study where each wire led, trying to make sense of the chaos. 


From outside the tarp, footsteps clanged along the metal tops of the shipping containers behind us. They were approaching, fast. Peeking out from under the tarp, I looked up and saw the silhouette of the Hawkeye-wannabe standing atop a container two behind ours, staring out at the docks, his crossbow slung across his back. 


I popped back down, my heart pounding. 


Focus, I reminded myself. 


First, I identified the red wire as the one connected to the battery, following it to its source. I would need that one—and enough luck that the battery still worked. Then I eliminated the green wire, seeing that it was the same color as the ground wire that tied to the engine ground—not what I needed. Two wires were left—one black and white, one yellow. From somewhere deep in my memory, I recalled that a black and white wire was often a kill switch. That left yellow. 


“Zain,” I heard in a tight whisper. 


I peeked my head out from the tarp again and heard footsteps approaching—too close. They couldn’t be more than fifteen feet away now, the light from their torches flickering against the hulls of the boats across from us. 


“When you’re done there, check this pile of scrap,” I heard Hawkeye-wannabe instruct the rest from his perch. 


“If you could refrain from announcing our every move, Griffin,” another voice commanded—the leader, as far as I could recognize. 


I heard Hawkeye huff. 


I met Amy’s eyes—she was too exposed, pressed as flat as possible against the sheet metal but with nothing to hide behind. Moving anything, at this point, would be too loud. I gestured for her to come to me before it was too late. 


With her signature grace, she rolled through the sand to my side, ducking underneath the tarp with me in one quick motion. In the darkness, we panted together into the dim light of the engine. 


“What is this?” Amy asked. Before I could answer, she replaced her question with: “Can you make it run?” 


“I’m trying to,” I breathed, and picked up my pliers, deciding on the yellow wire once and for all. If it wasn’t right, at least I tried. 


Carefully, I stripped the end of the red wire, then the yellow one. 


“Do you have anything resembling tape in your bag?” I whispered to Amy. 


She nodded, quickly pulling the roll of duct tape she’d scavenged from our last hideout from her pack. 


“Okay,” I said, “I need you to crawl up onto the seat. If this works, you’re gonna want to hold onto something.” 


She only nodded again, trusting me completely. I hoped her trust wasn’t unfounded as I pulled a small piece of tape from the roll, returning it to her pack and watching her slide slowly under the tarp and up onto the ATV’s seat, her face pressed into the center of the handlebars. 


“What’s that sound over there?” someone called. 


Fuck, I thought. The tarp was too loud—even with her grace, Amy had made too much noise rustling underneath it. 


“What did I say?!” Hawkeye-wannabe yelled. “Check under that tarp!” 


“Fuck it,” I said aloud, and ripped the tarp off of us, exposing me and Amy to the open air. In the same moment, I connected the stripped edges of the two wires, and to my absolute fucking relief, the engine roared to life. I connected the wires with my tape, dropping them and somehow avoiding being electrocuted, then threw myself behind Amy on the seat, grabbing the handlebars around her. 


Metal banged as Hawkeye ran towards us atop the containers, and two men bolted out into the opening on the ground before us, holding baseball bats and chains. I didn’t hesitate. I revved the engine and took off directly towards one of them, launching him through the air and taking off down the bumpy dock. An arrow whizzed past my right shoulder, then another above my head, but within seconds, we were out of range of the crossbow. 


Behind us, we heard angry yelling and the sound of feet running on metal, then the blowing of their whistle. But we were too fast for them now. 


Amy squealed in victory and I couldn’t help but let out a holler as the wind blew past our faces. My insane plan had actually worked! And I could hot-wire an ATV, apparently!


Amy stretched her head back to kiss my neck as I drove, apparently just as impressed with me as I was surprised. My body flushed, and I let out another victorious whoop, pushing on the gas. 

[image: ]


After we had driven about a mile and a half down the dock, Amy pointed out a houseboat in the distance, sticking out from the rest because of the yellow light illuminating its cabin. I pulled the ATV between two shipping containers and ran to a nearby boat, stealing its faded, holey beige covering and throwing it over the ATV. Carefully, I pulled the tape from the wiring and popped it into my back pocket, watching the machine shut down. I patted the top of it fondly, having gained an entirely new appreciation for ATVs. 


After our vehicle was hidden, Amy grabbed my hand and pulled me quickly to the boat bobbing innocuously in the harbor. She hopped from the dock onto the front deck and gestured for me to follow. 


I hesitated, wondering if we’d just escaped from people trying to kill us to waltz right onto the boat of someone else who might want to kill us. 


As usual, though, I resolved that if I couldn’t trust Amy, I couldn’t trust anyone. So I took her hand and jumped on board. 


“What the hell are you doing?” a voice said. 


A tall, slender woman with cat-like features and dark, discerning eyes emerged from the cabin. Her black hair was shiny and long, almost touching her ass, and she wore a faded, black leather jacket over a tight, grease-stained white shirt and jeans. I noticed, without thinking, she wasn’t wearing a bra. I also noticed she didn’t seem too happy to see me. 


“Hi, Jude,” Amy said, her voice high and guilty. 


“What is this?” Jude said flatly. 


Her voice was husky and low, her lips painted fire engine red. Who is she putting on lipstick for? I wondered. 


“I’ll explain it all, super soon,” Amy assured her, “but for right now, um…we were kind of followed. We need to shut down your boat and get below deck.” 


It was hard to be angry at Amy when she always sounded so sweet and innocent. Or so I thought.


Jude glared at her with seething annoyance and wordlessly reentered the cabin. We followed her, and she gestured towards the ladder leading below deck while she meticulously flicked switches at the helm, shutting down her vessel. 


Amy went down the ladder as if she’d done it many times before, and I followed, just hoping this Jude woman wouldn’t throw us to the dogs. 










CHAPTER 10





“SO…HOW IS everyone?” 


I don’t know why I said it. Only that Jude had been staring at Amy and Amy had been staring at Jude for a good twenty seconds, and neither one of them had said a thing, and I was about to lose my mind with the awkwardness of it all.


Apparently I had broken the ice, because both women erupted at once. “I’m sorry, we didn’t know we were being followed, but you have to let me explain,” Amy said.


While Jude firmly stated, “I thought I told you never to bring trouble here again, Amy.” 


After this short, simultaneous outburst, we sank back into uncomfortable silence. 


Ten seconds. Twenty seconds. 


“Thanks for the tea,” I said, tipping my mug to Jude. 


She glared at me like I’d told her to go fuck herself. 


Amy squared her shoulders, positioning her mouth into her signature slight smile. 


“Jude,” she said calmly. “This is Zain Stone.” 


“And?” Jude demanded. 


I swallowed. Apparently, my name didn’t carry as much weight as Amy seemed to think. A terrifying thought struck me: was Amy’s programming glitching, making her mistake me for some sort of savior—assign the first person she came across with an undeserved messiah complex? Oh shit, I thought, already hunching over in embarrassment.  


“Zain Stone, as in the father of AI technology,” Amy repeated, her confidence not wavering. “Zain Stone, as in I found him in cryo-sleep in the ruins of Thanatos. Zain Stone, as in the one we’ve been waiting for.” 


Jude blinked, angling her body to face me directly. Her red lips pursed and her dark eyes narrowed at me; even from knowing her for such a short time, it was obvious she was smart. I could see her weighing all the facts, portioning out their credibility. 


She obviously wasn’t convinced. 


“Are you sure it’s him?” she asked Amy. 


Her body never angled from me, only her head. 


“Yes,” Amy replied resolutely. “One hundred percent.” 


Jude twitched as she stared at her friend, Amy’s confidence making her pause. Her reaction made me think Amy wasn’t often one hundred percent sure about anything. 


Tired of scrutinizing Amy, Jude returned to scrutinizing me. I held her gaze, marveling at the midnight black of her eyes, her olive skin, her ebony hair, the pout of her red lips. If she wanted to stare me down, fine—I didn’t mind staring back. 


A staticky beep interrupted our stare-down from the corner of the room. Jude turned to it, sliding into a rolling desk chair and typing into a computer program as she listened intently to the beeps. I remembered what Amy had said about her receiving messages in Morse code. 


Amy placed her metal hand on my arm. It was cold, but still comforting, and she gave me a look that roughly translated to yes, she’s a massive bitch, but she’ll come around. I bit down my smile. 


As the beeping stopped, we watched Jude translate the message—coordinates, it looked like—and enter them into a different program on a separate screen, yielding a long list of coordinates, which were then translated onto a graph. 


“Are you still working on that shipwreck navigation program?” Amy asked. She turned to me, explaining, “Jude has been using weather and tide patterns along with coordinates of Great Lakes battles in World War 3 to pinpoint shipwrecks. They’re a huge resource of lost technology.” 


“Yes,” Jude said, spinning suddenly in her desk chair, done with her work apparently. “And I’d love it if you didn’t tell every random scavenger you met about it.” 


“He isn’t a random scavenger,” Amy contradicted with sudden anger, standing up from her chair. 


Outside, the wind howled, and the ground under our feet rocked in the waves. 


“He’s Zain Stone, and he’s our best chance at getting out of this wasteland.” 


She gripped the back of her wooden chair, her organic hand’s knuckles white. The sleeves of her sweater were ragged over her wrists, and I realized for the first time how tired Amy must be. 


Instinctively, I placed a hand on her back, guiding her gently back into her seat. She sat down with sudden exhaustion. 


Jude sighed, sitting down now too. Finally, without her towering over us with her arms crossed, I could see Jude as a real person—a real, beautiful, extremely intelligent person. 


“Okay,” Jude said. “I’m sorry, Amy. I just…it scares me to see a stranger here. And to know you were followed?” 


“I know,” Amy replied. “I promise we wouldn’t have led them out here if we knew they were chasing us. I don’t know how they snuck up on us without me hearing their approach. Nico’s getting smarter, it seems.” 


Jude rolled her eyes so aggressively I was shocked they stayed in her skull. 


“Last I looked out the window the world was still turning, so, no, I don’t think Nico has gotten any smarter.” 


“Who’s Nico?” I asked. “Amy, you knew those guys?” 


“Yes and no,” Amy replied. 


“Nico is an asshat prick playing GI Joe,” Jude interrupted, “who probably couldn’t tell the difference between a frequency calibrator and his own—” 


“He works for Archer Lawrence,” Amy cut in. “The Mayor of the Chicago settlement. And Nico has gone after me before. He knows I’m one of the last living AI in this area, and he wants me dead.” 


A beat of silence followed this. 


“So he’s an asshat prick playing GI Joe worth less than the piss on my shoe,” I added. 


The corner of Jude’s lip twitched up in what could almost be described as a smile. 


“And he’s dumber than a bag of rocks,” Jude added. “Without tech, their idiotic crew is easy enough to evade. I just wish you two hadn’t led them right to me.” 


“You’re one of a thousand abandoned boats in this harbor. We should be okay,” I assured Jude, but she still didn’t seem to trust my judgment. She eyed me for a moment before turning back to Amy. 


“How’s your arm?” 


Quickly, Jude stood up and started digging through instruments in a well-organized cabinet, extracting what looked like a modified oscilloscope. As she sat back down, Amy pushed up the sleeve of her sweater and held out her arm, as if this was something the two of them had done a thousand times. 


“Any more reflex delays?” Jude asked, flipping Amy’s forearm and revealing a small, hardly noticeable rectangle. 


Amy shook her head no while Jude pressed in the two opposite corners of the rectangle, retracting a cover to reveal a small panel of external ports. Jude plugged the oscilloscope in swiftly, flipping on the screen to reveal a graph with signals being plotted in rapid succession. She studied it closely for a few moments, then concluded, “Your voltage looks a lot better than last month. I think those connectors were the problem.” 


Amy smiled sweetly, and Jude unplugged the device. 


“Thanks for replacing them.” 


Jude shrugged. “Just glad I don’t have to dig up any more parts over it. I lost sleep at night over how much trial and error we went through.” 


Amy giggled, and I could tell she felt comfortable around her friend. 


“Ready to plug in?” Jude asked, and Amy nodded, standing up and sitting down in the rolling desk chair. I watched as she extended her index finger on her metal hand towards an unfamiliar port connected to Jude’s computer. The tip of her finger revealed a small connecting piece, and she inserted it into the port, going rigid in her chair. 


As she did this, Jude stuck three electrodes to different points on her forehead, the wires long and honestly kind of dirty looking. All of Jude’s equipment looked haggard, I was noticing—pieced together from spare parts and electrical tape. She was truly on her own out here, reinventing the wheel. 


“Amy, are you alright?” I asked, suddenly worried for her. 


“She’s fine,” Jude replied for her. 


Amy was stock still, staring straight ahead with her mouth closed. 


“She’s just not able to move or speak while she’s plugged into this kind of data port. But this is the only way I can monitor her programming without a more secure connection.” 


I observed Jude as she checked various analytics on her monitor, clicking through them as quickly as possible. At some points, her eyebrows would furrow down as she interpreted a metric—I wasn’t close enough to the screen or well-versed enough in this new technology to understand it quickly. Jude would type a few lines of code, or look into a few expanded datasets and move on. In three minutes, it was over. 


Jude manually unplugged Amy’s finger from the port, and the light returned to her hazel eyes. I couldn’t help but move to her, placing a hand on her shoulder. 


“Are you alright?” I asked. 


In my peripheral vision, I was aware of Jude rolling her eyes. 


“Yes,” Amy said, squeezing my hand appreciatively with her flesh and blood hand. “It’s unpleasant, but it needs to be done every once in a while.” 


“Routine maintenance,” Jude agreed. “I cleaned up a few stray loops in your spatial recognition and looked into some interesting peaks in your sensory receptors…” 


She gave me a knowing look, and I felt my face go hot, realizing what events may have caused a peak in Amy’s senses.  


“Other than that, you were all good.” 


Amy smiled, jumping up and hugging Jude tightly despite her friend’s stiff reaction. 


“Thank you. And I brought some things for you.” 


Jude perked up at this, and Amy dug through her pack, pulling out a few cans of vegetables from the house we’d raided, plus the roll of duct tape and a bottle of antiseptic. And even though Jude didn’t say anything or hug her friend like Amy had just done, it was clear how grateful she was by the way she squared her shoulders and nodded appreciatively. 


I was beginning to understand the dynamic between the two of them—Jude took care of Amy’s programming, and Amy took care of Jude’s human frailties. A classic human/android friendship. 


Living in the future was strange.










CHAPTER 11





“YOU MIND IF I eat this now?” Jude asked, gesturing to one of the cans Amy brought her. Pinto beans.  


Amy and I both nodded no, and Jude rifled around in her drawers for a can opener. Amy, I assume seeing an opportunity for us to “bond,” hopped up. 


“I’m going to go check if Nico and his gang made it out this far,” she declared, climbing the ladder gracefully. 


“Be careful,” I told her. 


She looked at me and nodded, leaving me alone with Jude. The woman who probably hated me. I probably shouldn’t ask if she’d share her beans with me, I thought to myself, sitting back down at the table. 


The way Jude began devouring the food in the can like a wild animal answered that question for me pretty quickly. 


“You eat like you haven’t in days,” I remarked with concern. 


Jude only looked up at me with her mouth full, disdain on her face. Obviously, asshole, her eyes said.  


“Do you have to rely on Amy for all your meals out here?” I asked. 


Jude took her time chewing and swallowing, staring into the can as she scraped it clean with her tin spoon. 


“No,” she said finally. “I can fish, and occasionally I make treks out into the city for supplies. It’s just…” 


She scraped the bottom of the can, getting every last morsel of old pinto bean from every nook and cranny. I waited for her to finish, realizing this was a girl who definitely valued silence. 


“It’s just the fish are getting rarer and the supplies are running out or expiring beyond nutrition,” she finished. “I can leave a net out all morning and get nothing. Not to mention I have to gut every fish and check for evidence of nuclear radiation before I eat it, considering how far some of these schools have managed to migrate. Between that and my research…I can go days without eating sometimes.” 


I nodded slowly. 


“That sounds…really hard,” I told her. “And lonely. Do you see anyone out here besides Amy?” 


Jude eyed me, still suspicious of my kindness.


“No, not really,” she told me. “It’s been a while since I had a conversation with anyone besides Amy that wasn’t in Morse code.” 


“I can switch over if you’d prefer,” I replied. “Dash dot dot dot, dot, dash, dash, dot, dot dash dot?” (Translation: “Better?”) 


“Yes,” Jude replied, cracking a smile. “Much better.” 


I watched her stand up and move to her desk chair, flipping on a new monitor and checking data on the tides, pushing down her smile. Trying her best not to like me. 


“So, how long have you been helping Amy with programming maintenance?” 


Jude shrugged. 


“Couple years now,” she replied. “At first I didn’t really know what I was doing, but she always trusted me, for some reason.” 


“She’s like that,” I agreed. 


“Yeah…after a while, I learned the language of her programming, figured out how to upgrade her even, in a few small ways.” 


“Really?” I asked. 


“Yeah. Have you seen her density blasts?” she asked. “That was all me.” 


I thought back to the first moments I knew Amy, how she was able to deliver that strange, disarming blow of energy to our attackers. It didn’t knock them out, but it did slow them down enough to save her. 


“Very impressive,” I told Jude. “You’re quite the engineer.” 


She eyed me again, unwilling to believe I was genuinely complimenting her. 


“Why are you here?” she asked me suddenly. 


The question threw me. Why was I here? She asked as if I had a choice to be anywhere else—as if I could have some sort of ulterior motive in this brave new world. I wanted to remind her I woke up into this only three days ago, but then I decided against it—I didn’t need to tell Jude I was clueless. She seemed to be discerning that just fine. 


“I’m not sure,” I answered honestly. “All I know is…it feels like this is exactly where I’m supposed to be.” 


I didn’t realize how true the statement felt until I said it. 


“Hm,” Jude sounded. She bit her bottom lip, her dark eyes smoldering. “Look, Zain Stone…I want you to be who Amy says you are. I want that more than anything. But I’ve had a lot of disappointments in this life, and I don’t want you to be the next major one. So my hopes aren’t high. Got it?” 


“Got it,” I repeated quietly. “Can I tell you a secret?” 


She kept staring at me.  


“I want to be who Amy says I am too. I mean, I am Zain Stone, I was an engineer for Thanatos Industries, and I did just wake up from cryo. But saving the world? I just…don’t know if I’m even capable of that.” 


Jude leaned back in her chair, seeming to appreciate my honesty. 


“Well, here’s hoping we’re both wrong,” she said, lifting an imaginary glass. 


I lifted an imaginary glass back, clinking it with hers in the air. We imaginary-sipped imaginary-champagne and smiled, and, for a brief moment, I felt like Jude might actually be starting to warm up to me. 


She turned back to her screen, which now showed a diagram of a human body—I thought it had to be Amy’s. 


“Are you planning any more upgrades for her?” I asked. 


Jude shook her head, clicking through the diagram. “No, this isn’t Amy actually. It’s me.” 


“You?” I asked. 


Her face lit up with pride, and she scooched her chair back over the table to me. 


“Yes, me,” she stated with sudden confidence. “I told you, I get lonely out here. Boredom begets stupid ideas, right?”


She held her hand out to me, and I noticed, for the first time, a thin, silver wire embedded into her wrist, snaking up her palm and to the tip of her ring finger, ending in a small silver disc where her fingerprint should be. 


“What is this?” I asked, taking her hand in mine. 


She flinched slightly but allowed me to study her, flipping her hand this way and that. 


“An electrical charge conductor,” she said with a smile in her voice. “After upgrading Amy so much, I started to realize…just because I’m not AI doesn’t mean I can’t build myself a few enhancements too.” She flicked her ring finger up, and the silver disc caught the light with a glint. “Now I can jumpstart any tech with a small charge. Comes in handy a lot more than you’d think.” 


Then she placed her fingertips on my arm, and a small shock pulsed through me—not enough to really hurt, but enough to give me a jolt. I couldn’t help but chuckle, grabbing her hand again to study the tech more closely, thoroughly woken up. 


“Whoa, that’s amazing, Jude,” I said, leaning in close to study the wiring. It looked like she welded it into her own flesh—I couldn’t imagine how painful that would be, but I supposed I had no idea the hardships Jude lived with out here. Perhaps this was nothing compared to that. “Is it powered by your own biology? How did you do this?”  


“Well—” Jude started, but she was interrupted by a loud, high-pitched scream. 


“Amy!” I gasped. 


We both shot up, climbing the ladder to the top deck. 


Amy wasn’t there. My heart pounded as I whipped my head around, studying the boat and the water, fearing the worst. Then—another scream from all the way down the docks. 


“Zain, help!” 


Off the boat and disappearing quickly down the path between shipping containers, I saw Amy being dragged away by Hawkeye-wannabe, pushed into the arms of their leader—he had to be the  asshat known as Nico. He wore a long, brown leather jacket and a cowboy hat like some sort of idiotic comic book villain who couldn’t decide on an aesthetic. As soon as he had hold of her, he blew his stupid whistle and they were off—I could see now that their party was about five men, each wielding their own primitive weapon. 


In an instant they were all sprinting, some just dark silhouettes atop the shipping cargo, some scattering through the shipyard like cockroaches. 


“Amy!” I shouted, jumping off of the boat and clambering onto the dock. 


As I stood up, I saw Nico clamp his hand over his mouth as he pulled her away. 


And whatever he wanted to do, I had to stop him. 













CHAPTER 12





I STOOD AND sprinted at the ATV, ripping off the ratty cover sheet and throwing it to the side, popping the hood covering. Behind me, I heard Jude rustling around on the boat, grabbing things and jumping onto the deck, landing much more gracefully than me. 


In the distance, Amy screamed again. 


“Fuck,” I exclaimed, grabbing the wires and connecting them hastily while the engine roared to life. 


“Fuck fuck fuck fuck fuck,” I said, digging in my back pocket for my stray piece of tape. 


“Move,” Jude commanded, pushing me to the side and pulling a coil of wire from her back pocket, quickly and permanently connecting the ignition wiring. Then she began stripping other wires with intense focus, using a pair of specialized pliers, tinkering with the engine faster than I could figure out what she was doing. In seconds, she was done, popping the hood closed again. 


I hopped on the ATV’s seat, and she stood back. 


“Are you coming?” I said. 


She didn’t need to be asked twice. 


With Jude clinging onto my back, I revved the engine and shot us forward down the dock, feeling a fresh kick of speed that the machine definitely did not have before. Hell yeah, Jude, I thought, pushing the accelerator to its new maximum speed.  Flying down the docks, I knew we’d have to cut right at some point to follow them down the row of containers. 


“Hold on,” I yelled to Jude over the roar of the engine, and her arms tightened around my waist, her chest pressing into my back. 


Hardly slowing down, I whipped the handlebars to the right, launching us in the air off the docks and threading the space between two shipping containers, adrenaline coursing through my veins. I heard Jude gasp as we rounded the corner so tightly we almost capsized, but I kept us on the ground, revving the engine again as I shot down the open space towards the band of assholes on foot. 


In no time, we caught up with them, but that also put us in range of Discount Hawkeye, whose first arrow flew dangerously close to my right leg. I realized at once he wasn’t going for our heads—he was going for our tires. I swerved to the left, but it was too late. is second arrow hit the front left tire and our roll became bumpy, slowing us down.


“Fuck!” I shouted as we slowed.  


“He’s barefoot,” Jude said out of nowhere. 


“So?” 


I tried to keep control of the ATV as we barreled closer and closer out of control towards a pack of guys holding baseball bats, axes, and chains. 


“I got this,” Jude declared, and before I could question her she was tucking and rolling off the slowing ATV, somersaulting onto the sandy ground and breaking into a sprint towards the edge of the shipping container Discount Hawkeye was perched on. 


Before he could reload, she had pressed her fingertips to the metal of the container, and the crossbow-wielding prick went rigid with electrocution, the current making his whole perch a live conductor. He dropped his bow with a loud clatter and Jude took her hand off the container, climbing up the ladder quickly while he fell to his knees, coughing up bile and vomiting. Jude grabbed the crossbow from his feet and kicked him in the stomach for good measure, her leather boot landing perfectly in his ribcage and knocking him onto his side. He groaned, lunging at her from the ground, but she pointed his now-loaded crossbow at him, and he yielded. 


Hell yeah, Jude, I thought again. 


My ATV, however, was rolling to a sad stop, the tire quickly deflating with a broken arrow stuck into the side of it. I jumped off and abandoned the vehicle, and Jude threw me the crossbow from the top of the container. 


I caught it and grasped for the trigger. Never mind that I’d never used a crossbow before—I’d figure it out. Right?


As three of the henchmen moved in on me, I watched Nico pull Amy in front of him, using her as a shield, the coward. I couldn’t focus on him, however, as in the next second, a heavy chain was being hurled at me. 


I managed to block the hit with the crossbow, but the chain tangled in the frame and I dropped my new weapon. I could almost hear Jude rolling her eyes from a distance. Never mind—I didn’t have time to worry about her lack of faith in me. I went with my first instinct, launching myself at the now chain-less, skinny henchman and tackling him to the ground. He went down fast, but a baseball bat hit me in the back as we both hit the ground, and I groaned in pain as I flipped off the first man and addressed the other. My hand touched the chain in my scramble to get up, and I whipped at the bat-wielder, wondering when in the hell I would stop getting hit with fucking baseball bats on a daily basis. 


The chain caught the man in the cheekbone, sending him down with a bloody face, and I took the opportunity to duck the blow of the skinny guy I’d tackled, who was now standing up for revenge. 


I punched him in the stomach with the chain wrapped over my fist, and he went down again. 


Behind us, the sound of a body hitting the ground in all the wrong places made my attackers flinch—I turned my head to see that  Jude had kicked Hawkeye Wannabe off the shipping container, and his neck had landed in the wrong spot, killing him instantly. The baseball bat boy still ran towards his friend in concern—lost cause, buddy, I thought—and I took the opportunity to launch myself back at the skinny henchman on the ground. 


We struggled on the sandy road, his elbow catching my ribcage, my fists landing a few blows to his jaw. When he flipped over trying to stand up, I managed to get my knees on his back, pinning him down and wrapping the chain around his neck, pulling hard and tight. He choked for a moment, flailing like a fish out of water under my knees, but I only pulled tighter as the air left his lungs. 


Nico, seeming to understand his henchmen might not finish this fight for him, was pulling Amy away. I saw her attempt a density blast from the palm of her metal hand, but an unknown force kept the two of them together even when his feet were blown out from under him. 


Oh, shit. They were handcuffed together. 


I was  sure Amy had hoped the blast would be strong enough to break the chain of the cuffs, but she’d been wrong. 


I got up and grabbed the crossbow from the ground, pointing it straight at Nico, who was pulling his stupid cowboy hat back on his head as he attempted to get up with a struggling Amy attached to his wrist. My aim was true, and the trigger was easy enough to locate—but before I could pull it—


“Zain!” Jude screamed. 


I turned just in time to see the henchman who’d gone to look after Dead Hawkeye running at me with an axe. Without thinking, I pulled the trigger of my crossbow, launching my only arrow directly into his heart. He dropped to the ground feet from me, an instant kill. His axe fell to the ground. 


I kicked the man’s body over, his eyes eerily open, and pulled the arrow from his heart. The tip broke off in his chest, rendering it useless. 


Fuck, I thought. 


What good was a crossbow when you only had a few arrows? I was starting to understand why Hawkeye was officially the most useless Avenger. I threw the whole thing to the ground in annoyance. 


“What are you doing?” I heard Nico yell, his fear palpable behind his commanding voice. “Get them!” 


When I whipped back around, Nico’s last line of defense was sprinting at me—a football linebacker sized motherfucker brandishing another, bigger axe. What was with these guys and axes?! 


To top it all off, he started screaming, and my first instinct was to run away from this crazy bastard at full speed. 


But Amy was still in danger, and I couldn’t let her be taken. I grabbed the axe on the ground next to my last attacker and braced myself, hoping my speed would serve as an advantage against this brute. 


He was thirty feet away, twenty, fifteen—when the idea struck me. 


“Jude!” I shouted, hoping she had climbed down from the container by now. “Light this up!” 


I pointed to my right, tossing the axe into my non dominant hand and once again freeing up my weak spot for an easy kill, just hoping my new friend understood my meaning. 


As the linebacker screamed his way towards me with his axe reared back, I launched to the left, diving onto the ground at the last moment to avoid his hit. He turned around, standing between me and the shipping container, and I saw Jude standing at the back corner of it, concealed to Nico, with her finger on the metal and her eyes wide with fear. 


She knew what I was commanding, thank God. Now I just needed to push this guy far back enough to relax into a nice, large metal cube of electrocution.  


I swung my axe at him wildly, and he jumped back slightly, but not far enough. I swung again, and he countered with his own weapon, the metal of both axes meeting with a reverberating clang, making my hands vibrate. 


“Hey!” Jude yelled from behind him, and the linebacker paused for just long enough for me to shove the blunt top of my axe into his chest, making him stumble backwards. 


His back hit the container first—through his jacket, he wasn’t that affected, but when he placed one bare, steadying hand on the metal, it was over. He lit up like a Christmas tree—the container apparently extra electric with Jude having held the charge so long. I watched the guy go rigid, the flesh of his hand instantly burning with a disgusting smell, and then he hit the ground. Knocked out cold, his pants wet with piss. 


I flashed Jude a smile, and she nodded breathlessly, clearly in shock.

 “Stay there,” I told her. 


She did as she was told, her eyes wide and unblinking. 


Tossing my axe lightly in the air and catching the hilt, I turned back towards Nico and Amy. They were a half mile down the pathway, and Nico was pulling her between two containers. 


Not today, motherfucker, I thought, and I jumped onto the still-running ATV. 


The front left tire was basically useless, but the wheel beneath it still turned and I used the extra burst of speed Jude had given the vehicle to launch myself down the path. It was still faster than running, and soon I could see Nico and Amy between gaps in the containers to my right. I passed them and slammed on the brakes, tossing my axe ahead of me and tucking and rolling off the vehicle like I’d seen Jude do. I grabbed my axe from the sand, shocked that I’d actually pulled that off, and emerged in front of Nico. 


There were tears running down Amy’s face. 


“Zain!” she cried. “You’re alive!” 


“Let her go,” I declared to Nico. “Or I end you.” 


Nico only grinned, showing off a mouthful of rotten teeth. 


“Come and get her,” he said. 


His stupid brown leather coat whipped around his legs in a sudden gust of wind. Racking my brain, I searched for a way to take him out without putting Amy in danger. 


The axe wouldn’t do, not when Amy could easily be caught in the crossfire—I wasn’t skilled enough in this particular weapon to be sure I could avoid her. I dropped it to the ground, feeling all sorts of wrong about abandoning my only weapon. But I knew I could beat this bastard by hand. 


I launched myself at the two of them, and Nico shoved Amy in front of him in predictable cowardice. I looped behind them, punching Nico in the center of his spine, but he pulled a small dagger from somewhere in that stupid jacket and shoved it into my upper arm. Pain ripped through me like fire as I registered the dagger sticking out of my flesh.


Of course this bitch would bring a knife to a fistfight. 


“Zain!” Amy gasped. 


She twisted as far away from Nico as possible and hit him with another density blast, making them both hit the ground in the aftermath of the blow, which wasn’t strong enough to rip them apart. 


With them both on the ground, I ripped the dagger from my arm with a flash of scorching pain, ignoring the stream of warm blood pouring down my arm as I launched the wet dagger at the chain between their handcuffs. With the small dagger, the chain didn’t break, but it did dent slightly. 


Nico, recovering from the blast, threw his body over mine, attempting to strangle me and placing me, him, and Amy into a strange sandwiched position on the ground, Amy underneath me and Nico on my back. Amy panted in terror as I’m sure my face turned blue above her, the oxygen slowly cutting off to my brain. With my last breath, I maneuvered the dagger I was still holding awkwardly between my ribs and my elbow, stabbing it weakly into Nico’s side. It barely pierced him, but it was enough of a shock for him to loosen his grip, and I took the opportunity to shove Nico off my back, keeping Amy unscathed. 


Amy, seeing the chink I’d made with the dagger in their handcuff chain, attempted another density blast, pointing her uncuffed metal arm at Nico. This time, it worked—the weakened chain of their handcuffs snapped, and he went rolling across the shipyard away from us. I sighed in relief, bending down to check that Amy was alright. 


When I confirmed she was, I stood up to face Nico. Now I could fight this bastard for real. 


Nico seemed panicked to be unattached from his human shield, but he was fast enough to get to the axe I’d dropped before me. I wielded his skimpy, bloody dagger in front of me. 


“Amy, go find Jude. Back there,” I told her, gesturing behind me. 


Amy looked at me in panic, but I kept my eyes on Nico. 


“I’ll be okay, just go.” 


She hesitated for a moment before doing as she was told, jogging and then sprinting away. I saw the anger in Nico’s eyes at losing his prize, and it made my blood boil with rage—the way he looked at her like an object he could steal. 


Who cared if his weapon was bigger than mine? I wanted to tear this cowboy-hat-wearing asshole limb from limb. 


He swung the axe at me, but I jumped back, avoiding the blow. I knew my only choice here was a strong offense—I couldn’t avoid an axe all day. Without thinking, I threw my only asset directly at him—he flinched and the dagger caught the side of his shoulder, but in the moment of his flinching I ran straight at him, grabbing the hilt of the axe and wrestling him to the ground. We struggled in the rough sand, fighting over the weapon, and I managed to shove the blunt end of the axe’s metal into his mouth, knocking out one of his front teeth.


As he spit the blood from his mouth, I wrenched the axe from his hands and stood, ready to bring it back down on his throat. He twisted out as I brought the weapon down where his neck should have been, and I watched in confusion as he scrambled through the sand and started to sprint away from me. 


Was he really running away from this fight?


After a moment of shocked confusion, I ran after him. He took a sharp left, weaving between containers, and as I emerged into the next column he was climbing on top of my still-running ATV, launching himself forward and down the road even as the wheel bumped sadly. 


“Come back, you coward!” I yelled, jogging after him and throwing my axe at his back. It landed half a foot short, and he put on a boost of speed, rounding a corner towards the docks and out of the yard. 


I stood there in silence, in awe of what I’d just witnessed. This Nico asshole fought so hard to eliminate technology, hunting Amy down like she was some sort of abomination, yet he was willing to use it to run away from a fight? 


I spat on the ground in disgust. 


“Zain?” I heard behind me. 


It was Amy, shaken up and running towards me with Jude walking behind her. 


“Oh my god, you’re bleeding a lot,” she said, her elfish face crinkling in concern. 


“Fucking hypocrite,” Jude spat, staring in the distance where Nico had escaped. “Of course he took off on our fucking ride. Tech’s only wrong when someone else is using it, right?” 


She kicked the bloody dagger on the ground, crossing her arms. 


Meanwhile, Amy was pushing my sleeve up in concern, forcing me to sit down while she inspected my arm. 


“We need to stop this bleeding,” she said fearfully. 


I met her eyes, still wet with tears. 


“We’ve gotta stop meeting like this,” I said. 


“I’ve gotta stop making you save my life,” she replied, giving me a sweet, guilty smile. 


“Give me a break,” Jude cut in. 


Amy blushed, and I chuckled softly, blood loss making me feel delirious. 


I lay back on the sand and looked up at the night sky, the bright stars in this new world still shockingly dense and dazzling—even when I was bleeding out post-fight. 


“Let’s get your shirt off,” Amy said gently, and I lifted my arms as she pulled it over my head, tearing the bottom of it into strips. 


My eyes closed with exhaustion as she wrapped the cloth around the wound in my arm, sending more flashes of hot pain through my body. I clenched my fists at the pain. 


When I opened my eyes again, Jude was staring at my chest with an expression I didn’t recognize on her. It took me a second to realize she was checking me out. 


She bit her bottom lip, the red lipstick now smudged. 


“Are you alright, Jude?” I said, a smile playing on my lips.


She cleared her throat quickly, shaking her head and reassuming her usual I don’t care about anything face.  


“I’m fine,” she replied, a blush coming over her cheeks. “Just thinking about how we need to get back to the boat and clear out my things. This hideout is officially compromised.” 


“I’m sorry, Jude,” Amy said, clearly filled with guilt over exposing her. 


Jude only grimaced at her friend and turned around, walking back towards the boat.  


I squeezed Amy’s hand as she looked down in shame. 


“It’ll be okay,” I told her. 


But I wasn’t sure if I believed that myself. 










CHAPTER 13





JUDE CONTINUED TO be cold to Amy as we packed up her belongings, loading her essentials into backpacks which she handed Amy and I wordlessly. She emptied her tool cabinet into a duffel bag, the tiny screwdrivers, oscilloscopes and cables all tangling together. I watched her unplug her large stack of silver hard drives one by one, packing them into a case made specifically for this purpose, apparently, the lining made for fragile objects with soft gray foam. Then she powered down each monitor procedurally, throwing a tarp over the whole set up and taking one last look around the room before climbing up the ladder. 


Amy and I followed, carrying our packs. As we emerged, we watched Jude clear out a few faded logbooks from the helm. 


“Seems like this isn’t the first time you’ve done this,” I commented, leaning against the door jamb of the small bridge. 


Jude only grimaced, shoving the last of the records into her backpack and popping the keys from the ignition, clipping them onto her belt. 


“You can’t get too sentimental about places when you live on the run,” she said finally. She looked out the front window at the dark water of Lake Michigan, stars reflecting on the surface in blurry points of light. “But I will miss this view.”


She pushed past me through the doorway, passing Amy and jumping off the deck onto the dock unceremoniously. She didn’t look back. 


Amy, clearly aching with guilt, looked at me with wounded eyes. I gave her a small, tight-lipped smile, reassuring her that she had done nothing wrong. 


Jude, Amy, and I walked in silence down the long shipyard, picking up discarded weapons as we went. I kept an eye out for any more ATVs under tarps, but it seemed that first one had been the only jackpot in the yard—every other tarp had only small rowboats or long rusted-over fishing equipment beneath it.


So we resolved to walking. Again. 


Jude assured me that the sound of the ATV would have drawn too much attention to us anyway, but I could hardly care about that when I remembered how nice it felt to have the wind blowing my hair back as Amy and I had escaped on it. My calves began to burn again as we exited the shipyard and headed back towards the crumbling city, on our way to our next hideout. I hoped this next one might have some food. 


I wasted my time in the long silence imagining that we were walking towards an abandoned Cheesecake Factory, all of its food somehow not expired. Or maybe a Buffalo Wild Wings. Or a pizza joint.  


After a few hours of grueling travel through desolate, blasted-out, low-lying buildings,  Jude’s heavy tech equipment digging holes into our backs, we reached a subway station—probably the farthest northern outpost Chicago’s metro system had. Just as I was transitioning my daydreaming from decadent dinners to peacefully riding the train to our destination, Jude shocked me by actually turning into the station. I stood at the top of the staircase in awe as she quickly descended, and Amy placed a hand on my throbbing arm. 


“Trust me,” she said. “You’re gonna want to follow her.” 


Amy and I walked down the stairs, following Jude’s echoing footsteps through the abandoned concrete hole. With the practice of someone who’d done it a thousand times before, she hurled her bag over the turnstile and hopped it. 


Amy and I followed suit, and I considered how, in my old life as head of R&D at Thanatos, I had often thought about what it would feel like to hop the turnstile at the metro station. 


Back when the biggest thrill I could think of was committing petty crimes equivalent to stealing $2.50 in train fare. Oh, how far I’d come. 


I had to admit, Jude’s idea of traveling through the subway tunnels was smart—but the prospect of walking through damp, dripping halls for hours didn’t excite me as much as Amy seemed to think it would. That is—until Jude climbed through a shattered window into an engineering booth at the edge of the station, pulling back a large lever. Immediately, an electric humming emanated from the tracks. 


That’s when I looked down into the tracks to see a large, homemade raft-car with train wheels connected to its edges, a rudimentary steering column sticking up at its front. 


This time, I had to say it out loud. 


“Hell yeah, Jude.” 


Jude’s permanent scowl turned up into a smile as she tossed her bag down onto the tracks, jumping down after it and climbing up onto the makeshift car. Amy did the same, throwing her bag onto our little train and hopping down, making hardly any sound as she did. I followed more clunkily, until we were all sitting down on the sheet of metal Jude had apparently rigged to travel safely underneath Chicago. 


The space was tight with our large packs, and Jude scrutinized us from her position by the front clutch. 


“We’re putting too much weight on the wheels,” she determined, apparently running calculations in her head. “You both need to be in the center.” 


I scooched myself to the center of the platform and pulled Amy between my legs so her back was pressed against my chest. I liked the feel of her pressed against me, and she seemed to like it too—wrapping her arms up in mine and leaning back into me. Her short, strawberry blonde hair smelled of sand and gasoline. 


“Better,” Jude said, even as she rolled her eyes at our new position. 


Then Jude undid an emergency break at the front of the car, and we were off, moving forward down the dark tunnel of the subway. Jude clicked on a front headlight, illuminating roughly ten feet of space ahead of us. 


“It’s not much, but it’s enough that we can throw the emergency break if we’re about to crash into any rubble,” Jude explained, looking back at me. 


“I’m impressed,” I told her. “How did you even rig this?”


Jude sunk down onto her knees from her crouching position, relaxing slightly. She seemed proud that I’d paid her a compliment. I noticed that Jude enjoyed when I commented on her engineering expertise. Perhaps as Zain Stone, my compliments held more weight to her.  


“Well,” she said. “It took a long time. First I had to fix the generator that provides back-up power to municipal stations, that took a good year. But after that, it was just building this rig from the flooring of a disconnected car and installing the steering column. Finding an electric saw was the hardest part—I had to build one from scratch, almost cut my own hand off in the process. But now, I can pretty much get anywhere in the city undetected.” 


She paused, looking back at me and clocking my impressed expression, a blush creeping across her cheeks. 


“I could have done a whole car, if I wanted,” she added. “But it makes too much noise. You can hear it through the grates in the street.” 


I nodded in understanding. Jude truly was an engineering genius—I was silently grateful that her and Amy had found each other. For if Amy didn’t have someone to do regular maintenance on her hardware and programming, she might not have survived this long. 


I squeezed Amy closer to me, happy she was safe. She returned the gesture by scooching her ass back, pressing it into my crotch and spreading warmth through my body, then leaning down and playfully biting one of my fingers. I chuckled quietly and pulled my hand from her mouth, trying to communicate to her that now was not the time for turning me on—despite the hardness I felt developing between my legs. Amy, clearly pleased with herself, leaned back further into me. 


We traveled down the subway tunnels in silence, the darkness mesmerizing. Eventually, I dozed off, my back pressed into a duffel bag and Amy’s warmth acting as a particularly comfortable blanket. 


When I woke up, we were at a full stop. 


“We’re here,” Amy whispered in my ear. 


I blinked my eyes open to find we were not at a station, but in the middle of a tunnel. The ten feet of light in front of us showed no debris or obstacles. Also: no Jude. 


Through my confused exhaustion, I found her—already off our little train with her bag strapped across her back, climbing a hardly-visible ladder up to a manhole in the ceiling. 


Amy braced her hands on my thighs and lifted herself up. I wondered if she was purposely bending her perfect ass down in my face—but before I could finish that thought, Jude was yelling down at us. 


“Hurry up,” she whispered aggressively. “If the coast is clear we need to take our window now.” 


Amy winked at me and held out her metal hand. I took it, shaking the remaining sleep from my head and letting her pull me up. 


When we emerged into the street, the sun had started to rise—streaks of light purple painting the morning sky. I blinked into the light, but Jude grabbed my arm, stinging my wound and pulling me towards the front door of a large building and out of our vulnerable position in the open street. A glance up at the façade before we went in the front door revealed the large sign above: CHICAGO MUSEUM OF SCIENCE AND INDUSTRY. 


Of course. 


The large front atrium of the museum looked bombed out—the walls snaked with charred remnants of flames and any former structures crumbled to dust. I wondered if this was collateral damage in the fighting, or if human beings had chosen to destroy this place out of spite for technology after it all went down. 


Jude traveled quickly, taking us down a large staircase into the engineering wing, moving us through destroyed exhibits until we entered a giant room housing an insanely large, real-life submarine.  


For some reason, I just knew we’d be going inside that sucker. 


As I predicted, Jude made a beeline to a door at the end of the vessel, turning the heavy metal wheel until it opened with a low hiss. We followed her inside. 


Jude’s second hideout was far more impressive than her first—although they were both boats, funnily enough—making me wonder why she didn’t just live here. Probably too hot a location. For I was painfully aware of how close we were to the downtown area where the settlement Nico had come from must be, and I was sure Jude and Amy were too. 


As soon as we were inside, Jude’s temper changed. 


She immediately switched modes, dropping her bag on the floor and pointing an accusatory finger at Amy. 


“Now,” she declared, as if they had been mid-conversation and she hadn’t been refusing to speak to Amy for the last five hours. “I want you to look around and take notice of the fact that this is my last remaining safehouse. Think about that next time you want to get yourself captured.”


Amy, clearly already wracked with guilt, burst into tears. 


“Jude, I’m sorry,” she whimpered. 


I dropped my heavy pack on the ground, shocked that Jude had managed to hold this accusation in for so long. It was as if she was so methodical with her emotions that she needed to be safely in her new hideout before she could address her anger with Amy. 


And I thought I was the cold scientist.  


“It’s not like I want to be kidnapped,” Amy argued, wiping tears from her eyes. “But they must have known where we were and staked out the boat! It’s not like they came running at me with a big net!” 


“They could have, and you would have somehow fallen into it,” Jude retorted. “You need to look out for yourself better, Amy. I don’t know how many times I need to tell you that.” 


At this, Amy broke down into sobs. I took her into my arms and held her there as she shook with crying. 


“Jude,” I declared firmly. “It’s not Amy’s fault she’s being hunted down constantly. Neither of us have any idea what that’s like, even if we are on the run.” 


Rolling her eyes, Jude rested on one hip, crossing her arms at us. 


“I know you’re just angry because you care about Amy,” I said. “But let me be clear: her safety is in my hands now. And you cannot talk to her like that. I won’t let you make her feel like shit for being captured, when she’s clearly already killing herself with guilt over it.”  


Amy’s grip tightened around me as I said this, and her sobs ebbed to a soft whimper. 


Looking from me to Amy and back again, Jude softened, dropping her arms. 


“Fine,” she said finally, exhaling. Her body relaxed, and the exhaustion of the journey finally showed up on her face. 


“I’m sorry, Amy,” she said after a moment, and she actually seemed to mean it. “I just…you’re one of the only people left that I care about. I worry about you. And I couldn’t stand to lose you.” 


Amy sniffed, pulling her face from my chest and wiping her eyes. 


“It’s okay, Jude,” she said back. “I feel the same way about you.” 


Jude managed a small smile, and the two hugged. 


I didn’t think Jude’s rudeness should be forgiven that quickly, but that was Amy—instantly forgiving, endearingly kind. Naïve to a fault, but I couldn’t blame her for it. 


Jude looked guilty enough for her outburst as they separated. 


“Well,” Jude said. “Now that that’s all over. Welcome to our new home.” 


She gestured behind her, and then began to walk down the length of the submarine, beckoning me and Amy to follow. We passed through the section of the boat that was clearly once a museum exhibit, the plaques explaining this boat’s significance to World War 2, the red velvet ropes still standing in front of some parts of the submarine’s machinery. Then we passed into the off-limits section of the submarine, and it became obvious we were in Jude’s hideout. 


Multiple computers and about ten black-screened monitors lined what used to be the control panel of this ancient submarine, Jude’s tech integrated fully into the space. One corner seemed to be dedicated entirely to scrap storage—bundles of wiring and scavenged computer frames and various power tools formed a haphazard pile, most of it broken or unusable in some way. A few colorful bedsheets and tapestries hung across the depressing gray of the submarine interior, and two ratty mattresses were even piled up in the corner, a thin blanket and a few pillows atop them. 


All in all, it didn’t look like a terrible place to hide out. 


Jude started flipping on monitors, unpacking her silver hard drives from their secure case and connecting them to their new mainframe, checking if any had sustained any damage in our travels. 


Like a cute, exhausted ghost, Amy drifted towards the makeshift bed, kicking off her boots and collapsing into it. I followed eagerly. 


As Jude unpacked, loading her logbooks and valuables into an ancient safe and rebooting her computer, Amy and I lay down together on the bed, our bodies finally able to relax. The days had all started to blend into each other, and my mind was swimming as Amy rested her head on my chest, settling in. 


I assumed she’d fallen asleep until her hand began traveling down the hair on my bare stomach. Before I knew it, she was stroking me over the thin fabric of my pants, and my cock was hardening at her touch. 


“Amy,” I whispered, all too aware of Jude at her desk just across the room. 


She responded by kissing me, her tongue sliding into my mouth. Her breath tasted so good, her lips so delicate and soft, my mind went blank from anything except how good it felt. 


When I opened my eyes, Jude was staring at us, a curious look on her face as she sat in her desk chair. 


“Sorry,” I choked out, my voice husky. 


But Amy didn’t move her hand from my pants—in fact, she kept stroking me, now looking at Jude, as if beckoning her to join us. 


Jude stood up, her eyes on my chest again. Now that her leather jacket was off, I could see through her grease-stained white shirt that her breasts were large, and her nipples were quickly hardening. I gulped, my head falling back onto the pillow, completely unsure of how to handle this situation. 


Would Amy be upset if I admitted I was attracted to Jude? Shouldn’t she be angry that Jude seemed to be into me—not encouraging it?


It was hard to focus on logic as Amy’s flesh-and-blood hand continued to rub me, and Jude walked slowly towards the bed, her long legs sheathed in those tight jeans, her red lips puckering. 


“I saw how you were looking at Zain earlier,” Amy said innocently to Jude. “And I want you to know, I’m okay with sharing him.” 


I wrenched my neck up to stare at Amy, making sure she wasn’t joking. I must have fallen asleep—this must be a dream. There was no way this was really happening. 


“I mean, only if that’s what you want, Zain,” Amy said, looking at me now. 


Her hand paused on my crotch, allowing me to string at least a few coherent thoughts together. 


“I…” I started, staring at Amy’s adorable face. 


She looked at me with only innocence in her eyes—this didn’t seem like any situation I’d had with previous girlfriends, where they’d told me it was okay to admit I was attracted to another woman and then, after I admitted it, decided they were no longer okay with it. Amy seemed to genuinely understand my different attractions to both her and Jude—and welcome it, even. I swallowed, taking all of this in. 


“Amy, I would never want to hurt you,” I said, deciding this was the safest way I could start my reply. 


“I know that,” she replied, pushing a lock of my hair back across my forehead. The touch was gentle and nurturing. “I know you care for me, Zain, you’ve proven that again and again. But you’re Zain Stone, and it would make me happy for you to experience being with Jude too.”  


I gulped. 


“Am I dreaming?” I asked. 


Amy burst into giggles, kissing my cheek quickly.


“No, you’re not, silly,” she told me. “You’re just…in high demand.” 


Jude laughed at that now too, and before I could find any more reasons to stop this amazing thing from happening, Jude was moving forward and pulling my cotton pants down around my hips. My erection popped out, and Amy wrapped her mouth around the head of my cock while Jude removed her clothes. 


When Jude was fully naked, Amy kissed the tip of my erection gently and backed up, settling into a worn armchair at the corner of the room. 


“Do you mind if I stay?” she asked us. 


Both Jude and I shook our heads. I looked up at Jude. 


Without her leather jacket and tight jeans, she looked much more classically feminine, her tall, slender frame reminding me of a European supermodel. Her long, dark hair flowed down her back, and her breasts were large and plump, her nipples erect as she stared hungrily at me, biting her bottom lip. 


Not saying a word—in typical Jude fashion—she placed her knees around my hips on the bed, positioning herself over my cock. Reaching between her legs, she began to stroke me, rubbing the tip of me against the wet folds of her skin. She was so aroused already it shocked me, and she began using me as a toy, massaging her wet spot with my head. 


Finally, when I didn’t think I could take it anymore, Jude eased herself around me and slowly slid down, a high, unintentional moan escaping her red lips as I fully entered her. 


“Fuck, Jude,” I growled. 


Something came over me then—maybe it was how good she felt around me, or the control she seemed to love wielding over everything since I met her—but I wanted to dominate Jude—and I wanted her to like it. I grabbed her by her slender hips and flipped her over onto the mattress, remaining inside of her as I began to fuck her in missionary. 


As I suspected, Jude responded in kind to my taking control, letting go completely and arching her back in uncontrollable pleasure as I fucked her. At first, I forced myself to go slowly, enjoying every inch of her, until I felt her nails clawing into my back. 


“Faster?” I breathed into her ear. 


She moaned in response, wrapping her legs around my back and clutching onto me for dear life. 


I leaned down and bit playfully at her nipple, sucking on her breasts while I continued to fuck her slowly, and she once again let out a high-pitched moan that seemed to escape her lips without her permission.  


“Ask nicely,” I said in her ear, and she moaned again. 


“Please, Zain,” Jude breathed desperately, digging her nails harder into my back. “Please fuck me faster. Please, Zain. Please.’ 


It was all I needed to hear to increase my speed, and before long I could feel her tightening around my cock, her breathing ragged, her moaning getting louder. 


From the corner of the room, I could hear Amy whimpering as she watched, and I could barely hold on any longer knowing she was getting off on watching us—


“Jude,” I groaned, my body beginning to hum with anticipation, “Fuck, Jude…” 


Hearing me say her name seemed to do her in, and Jude suddenly erupted around me, her cool demeanor melting as she exploded in screaming waves of pleasure, almost scaring me with how loud she shrieked. As she came, I burst inside of her, hammering into her tightness until I was completely empty, collapsing into her heaving chest as she twitched with residual waves of orgasm. 


From the corner of the room, I could hear Amy panting in pleasure along with us. 


Jude, to both of our surprise, began laughing, loosening her grip around my back. I rolled off of her, and, not really even knowing why, I began laughing too, until all three of us were laughing our asses off in an abandoned World War 2 submarine in a blasted-out museum in the remnants of what I was once Chicago, twenty years into my future, somehow finding joy within this fucked up reality we’d found ourselves in. 


“Damn,” Jude said finally, wiping a tear from the corner of her eyes as her laughter died down. “I haven’t been fucked that good since…well, ever.” 


This made her break out into a new round of laughter, and Amy giggled too. It was nice to see Jude finally let go. 


“I know what you mean,” Amy said through her laughter, standing up and joining us on the bed. I lay back, placing my arms behind my head and chuckling at my silly luck. 


This new world did have its perks, after all. 










CHAPTER 14





AFTER JUDE SHARED part of her supply of dried jerky and instant rice with me—the best meal I’d had in, well, twenty years, I guess—we sat around her makeshift kitchen table, AKA a rectangle of scrap wood on top of some milk crates. It worked well enough for me, and I sat back in satisfaction at the end of the meal, feeling full for the first time in days. 


Jude had found me a ragged white men’s t-shirt, so I enjoyed being fully clothed again too. As I relaxed, Amy settled into a cross-legged position beside me, holding a bottle of antiseptic and some fresh gauze. 


“Mind if I clean this?” she asked. 


“Be my guest,” I replied. 


As Amy began carefully unwrapping the bloody t-shirt scraps around my wound, Jude stared at me, her dark eyes lost in contemplation. I stared back plainly. Now that we had had sex, she was much less intimidating. Not that she didn’t still terrify me a little bit. 


“What are you thinking?” I asked her. 


Amy pressed the antiseptic on a cloth into my arm, and I clenched my teeth as it stung. 


“Sorry,” Amy mumbled, cleaning the wound as quickly as she could. 


“Do what you have to do,” I said through my teeth.  


Jude had taken this opportunity to stand up, checking her monitors. Her bare feet padded across the floor as she paced around the room, clearly looking for things to distract her from her current thoughts. 


I waited patiently. It wasn’t as if I had anywhere to go. 


Finally, she turned to Amy. 


“I want Zain to break the failsafe in your coding,” she declared. 


I wasn’t exactly sure what this meant, but Amy dropped the roll of gauze in her hand. It rolled across the floor, and she blinked, picking it back up. Then she returned to wrapping my wound. 


“I’m not sure why you would ask that of him,” she replied, focusing only on my arm. 


“Because I can’t do this,” Jude declared with sudden passion, dropping to her knees in front of us at the table. “I can’t place my trust in him only to be disappointed later. I’ve had too many false hopes in this life. If he’s really who we’ve been waiting for—if he’s really the one, I need to know for sure.” 


“What you’re asking might not even be possible,” Amy argued, tying off my gauze with a little too much force. I winced, but she didn’t notice. 


“If he’s for real, then it will be possible for him,” Jude countered. 


I looked between the two women, waiting impatiently for someone to fill me in on what the fuck they were talking about. 


“You’re just scared,” Jude continued. “Because if he fails, you’ll have to face that you might have been wrong about him.” 


“I’m not wrong,” Amy stated with sudden ferocity. 


“Then let him try,” Jude insisted. 


A beat of pregnant silence passed between them. 


“Um,” I cut in, finally. “Is anyone gonna explain what the hell is going on?” 


Jude’s dark eyes shifted to me. 


“I want you to try to hack Amy’s coding,” she told me gravely. “There’s a failsafe in her design that allows for anyone with access to her system to essentially jailbreak her—completely wipe her memory and reprogram her to their own design. Her creator added this as an emergency failsafe, only to be used if she had already been compromised in some way. But, now, with so many people after her, it’s a constant source of terror. If Amy fell into the wrong hands, she could be completely wiped and reprogrammed.” 


“Why would anyone do that?” I asked. “Wouldn’t they just dismantle her?” 


Jude shrugged, grimacing darkly. 


“You’d think. But the settlers are as twisted as they are hypocritical. I’ve heard of androids reprogrammed as slaves, designed only to satiate the disgusting sexual appetites of repressed, tech-free men. They think they aren’t committing any sins because androids aren’t really living beings, in their eyes.” 


I glanced at Amy, who was staring at the floor in fear and shame. 


“That’s repulsive,” I said, wrapping my arm around her shoulder. Rage had begun to build quickly in my body at the thought of these disgusting excuses for men. 


“I know,” Jude agreed. “I’ve been trying to delete the failsafe for years—to make sure that could never, ever happen to Amy. But….” 


She took a deep breath, clenching her jaw. 


“But what?” I asked. 


“But I can’t figure it out,” Jude spat out. It clearly pained her to say these words—to admit weakness to me, especially regarding tech like this. “The coding is…complex. It’s beyond my abilities.”  


“You’ve done so much for me, Jude,” Amy reassured her. “It’s okay.” 


Jude swallowed, clearly not okay with a tech puzzle she couldn’t solve.  


“If you are who Amy seems to think you are, Zain,” Jude continued, taking pains to steady her voice, “you should be able to do it.” 


I blinked. 


“And if we’re going up against Archer Lawrence,” she added, “we can’t risk Amy being kidnapped and reprogrammed if we fail.” 


Amy winced, and I pulled her tighter into my side. “Archer Lawrence? The guy Nico works for?”


“He’s not just a guy,” Jude said, her brow furrowed. “He’s the Mayor of the Chicago settlement, and he’s more powerful than you realize. Everyone works for him.” 


“Not everyone,” Amy said, looking up at me with a smile, and my heart dropped in my chest.


Sure, I wanted to be the Zain Stone of Amy’s dreams, I wanted to be the “Chosen One” destined to save them and every other sane living person from these new Dark Ages. I wanted to keep Amy safe, as well as Jude. And more than anything, I didn’t want to disappoint either of them, who had already become so important to me in such a short amount of time. 


But what if I wasn’t what they needed me to be? What if I was just a confused guy from the past with a decent knowledge of AI engineering and an overabundance of good luck (or bad luck, depending on how you looked at it)? 


The idea of failing Amy and Jude was almost too terrifying to face. But what other choice did I have? 


If there was a way to free Amy from the horrifying potential of her programming, I had to try. 


“Like I already told you,” I said to Jude. “I’m just as unsure as you are of all this.” 


I looked at Amy then, safely tucked into my side. Her large hazel eyes looked up into mine, projecting complete faith and confidence. I only hoped I deserved it. 


“But I’m willing to try,” I added. “For Amy.”  


“Great,” Jude declared, popping up. From beside me, I could hear Amy’s small, terrified intake of breath. “Let’s do it now.” 
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Twenty minutes later, Amy was strapped into what looked like a primitive electric chair straight out of a 1950s horror movie, electrodes attached to her forehead and chest. Tangled wires ran from Jude’s makeshift programming hub to her computer station, the android maintenance program up and running. This hideout apparently had more hardware than her houseboat. 


“Ready?” Jude said to Amy, who in no way looked ready. 


Amy only nodded tightly, a small, high-pitched squeak escaping her lips that we both took to mean: Just do it. 


I forced myself to smile at her, pushing a lock of her hair behind her ear and placing one finger below her chin. She smiled back, her wide, Bambi eyes trusting me completely. 


Then Jude attached the external hardware port to Amy’s finger—a small, plastic connector resembling a fingertip oximeter with a thick cord running out of it to her hard drive—and Amy’s eyes went dark. 


Not actually dark. But the light of Amy disappeared from them, and suddenly, she was just a lifeless android. 


I couldn’t help but imagine Nico near Amy when she was in this state—how he already saw her as an object to be stolen and won. How we would wipe her entire essence away and reprogram her for the worst. Rage bubbled up in my stomach. 


I had to succeed. 


Without waiting for Jude’s instruction, I sat down in her desk chair and opened the requisite coding window to begin my work. 


As I stared into the lines of coding that made up Amy’s soul, the world melted away around me. I felt like I was looking right at the girl herself, having a conversation with her as easily as if she were sitting across from me. 


Coding had always been like this for me—a different language that just made sense. When I was dialed in to my programming, everything else just disappeared. It was like how Mozart could look at a piano and find a symphony—since I was a little kid, I could look at a computer and see code just waiting to be written, problems begging to be solved. As I pored over Amy’s innerworkings, I relaxed into the lost but familiar feeling of being really, really good at something. Suddenly, this wasn’t life or death. It was code—and code had always made sense.  


As I searched, Jude stared. I felt her dark eyes burning holes into my back, but I didn’t let it distract me. Inside this programming, I was home. 


After minutes or hours, I managed to locate the failsafe Jude had described. It was embedded into the core of her programming, completely irremovable. I paused, my fingers lingering over the keyboard. 


Of course Jude would have already tried to hack this using every known method—I knew how smart she was and wouldn’t insult her by retrying everything she’d already attempted. No, this would require a creative workaround, a hack within a hack. My fingers tensed with excitement as I thought, my mind moving a thousand miles a minute. 


Jude exhaled. Clearly recognizing that I was stalled where she had been stalled every time before. 


And then it hit me. 


I read the coding. I reread it. 


“This failsafe has a conditional element,” I said out loud. Jude moved closer to me, leaning into the screen.


“So?” she asked. 


“So, it can only be employed once. If the failsafe is broken, it can’t be repeated. The only way out is through.”


“I don’t follow.” 


I cracked my knuckles, staring at the screen and running the odds of this working in my head. Running them again. 


“We create a full backup of her system,” I explained to Jude. “Every line of code, nothing compressed, nothing eliminated or rerouted. Then we trigger the failsafe and wipe her. After that, it’s just a matter of reprogramming her back to herself. After we’ve used it once, the algorithm will disappear.” 


Jude remained silent, her breathing shallow behind my back. 


“Are you sure?” she asked. “If you’re wrong, we could lose Amy. For good.” 


I swallowed, running the probability in my head one more time. I knew I could do this—it was clear as day, the coding speaking to me like an old friend. 


“I’m sure,” I declared. 


We both looked at Amy, her small frame in her short dress and ragged sweater erect in the wooden chair, her eyes glassed over, her features soft in the yellow light. 


“Should we take her out and ask her?”


Jude shook her head. “We both know what she’d say.” 


I nodded. For better or for worse, I was sure Amy trusted me with her life.


So I dove back in. 
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An hour later, after checking and rechecking and running loop after loop on the backup of Amy’s system—thank God Jude had the largest system of memory banks in the modern world, it seemed—we sat before the computer screen, my cursor blinking on the final lines of code. All I had to do was type it in—activate the failsafe, wipe Amy away completely, and then replace her. After that, no one could ever delete her again. She would be safe. 


Jude placed one hand on my shoulder, her dark hair falling across the back of my neck. She took a steadying deep breath. 


“This better work,” she warned. 


“It will.” 


With that, I typed in the line activating the emergency failsafe. 


Although there was no discernable difference in Amy, there was a shift in the room—like suddenly, someone had disappeared. 


Then I typed in the last line, inserting her old programming back into her new self. 


The cursor blinked. Jude’s hand squeezed painfully into my shoulder. 


I checked Amy’s vitals, her memory and cognitive function. They seemed stable. 


Then I closed out the maintenance program and stood from my chair, my body aching from being tensed in one position for so long. I walked to Amy, first removing the electrodes from her head and chest, then ejecting the tip of her finger from the external port. 


She didn’t move. 


“Zain,” Jude said in terror. “Why isn’t she moving?”


I stared at her glassy eyes, willing her to come back. My heart pounded, staring at this girl who trusted me with her life, this android who thought I could save her, save the world, save—


“Zain?” Amy said, blinking. 


Relief poured through me like a shot of heroin. 


“What happened?” she said, yawning. “I feel so…refreshed! Did it work?” 


To my absolute shock, Jude broke down into tears, running to Amy and wrapping her in an unprecedented hug. Over Jude’s shoulder, Amy stared at me in bewilderment, hugging her friend back all the same. 


“Yes, it worked,” I told Amy, letting myself fully exhale for the first time in minutes. “You’re safe now, Amy. No one can ever reprogram you.” 


Tears welled  up in Amy’s large, hazel eyes, and she began to cry in  happiness along with Jude, who was finally releasing her friend from her strangling hug. Amy stood up and embraced me, and I held her tightly, dizzy with the relief that I hadn’t accidentally killed her. 


“Zain,” Jude declared, wiping tears from her face with the heels of her palms, trying to eliminate the evidence she ever cried in front of us. “It’s really you. You’re the one we’ve been waiting for. I can’t believe it.” 


Relief poured through me, the heroin feeling only increasing in intensity.  


“You really think so?” I asked. “I mean, just because I cracked a coding problem, doesn’t mean—” 


“No,” Amy declared, taking my face between both of her small hands and looking up at me with utter devotion. “I always knew it, and now it’s just confirmed. It’s always been you, Zain. You’re going to save us all.” 


It was a lot to take in, but with Amy and Jude suddenly staring at me like they’d follow me to the ends of the earth, I couldn’t help but feel confidence ballooning in my chest. I had to admit, when I was working on Amy’s code, I felt so comfortable—so at peace—that this savior of humanity and technology role didn’t seem too far off. 


It was still insane. But still—I felt closer to who they were so confident I could be. 


“I’ve never seen anyone so fluent in coding like that,” Jude added. “You found what I’d missed all those years.” 


She stared at me in admiration for another beat, then turned around to dig through an old cupboard against the far wall. 


“I was saving this for a special occasion,” she called to us while she rummaged. Suddenly she pulled an ancient, dusty bottle of champagne from a back shelf, holding it up over her head. “But I think this counts!”


Amy squealed in delight and Jude crossed the room at an excited jog, giving me the champagne bottle to pop. 


The night was all celebration and perfection after that, and as we lounged on Jude’s bed, drinking and laughing. We reveled in the sudden presence of hope. 


“What’s wrong?” I asked Amy, touching the tip of her nose, pink with the flush of alcohol. She had suddenly gone quiet. 


She pursed her lips, thinking. 


“It’s just, things are so perfect right now,” she said. “And I want to remember this moment forever. Because…well, you know we can’t stay here.”  


Jude nodded gravely. 


“She’s right,” Jude added. “We’ll get our rest here for a few days, and then we’ll have to approach Archer Lawrence’s settlement. If anyone can change their minds, it’s you.” 


I sat up straight from my lounging position, setting the now almost-empty champagne bottle on the floor. 


Of course I didn’t expect being the savior of humanity to involve lying around with two amazingly hot women all day every day, drinking champagne and solving coding riddles and occasionally having extremely hot sex with one or both of them. But damn, I had enjoyed it.  


“You’re right,” I declared, aware that the girls looked to me for leadership now. “We’ll rest up and prepare tomorrow, and the day after, we leave at dawn.” 


Amy nodded, and Jude lay back on the bed with her hands behind her head, satisfied with my plan.


“Until then,” I declared authoritatively, “Is there anything else to drink?”   










CHAPTER 15





LEAVING JUDE’S SUBMARINE hideout was hard, but it felt right. Ever since I’d learned of my destiny, I was itching to do something about it—hardly able to sleep for the ideas running through my mind. I wanted to learn more about this Russian Android C17-32, who apparently triggered World War 3. I wanted to study his programming and explain to these modern, tech-fearing humans what exactly went wrong, and how we could prevent that from happening again. After all, science was always a process of trial and error. Most of all, I wanted to show this settlement we were going to visit that there was another way to live—that AI like Amy were biologically regenerative, just like any human being. I lay between Jude and Amy at night and imagined a world where we could all live without fear of being captured or killed. Where AI and humans could exist in harmony. 


Consequently, I got basically no sleep for two days. 


My eyes were bleary as the subway tunnels passed us by, our little makeshift train able to move more quickly now that it wasn’t weighed down by heavy packs. We’d traveled light, taking only a few days’ rations and nothing that implied we were too wrapped up in contraband tech. If we were going to walk willingly into a human settlement, we needed them to at least sort of like us. Or, you know, at the very least: not try to murder us on sight. 


Even though the sun shone through the morning outside, the tunnel was pitch black, our small headlight illuminating a short distance ahead of us. Amy was settled back between my legs, Jude in the steering position on her knees at the helm. 


I was just admiring how efficient this system of travel was when our headlights illuminated an entirely collapsed ceiling ahead of us, concrete rubble slamming into view. Jude pulled the emergency brake at the last second and we screeched to a stop, the three of us sent flying off the cart and into the rubble. I let out a grunt as I hit the ground, snapping my head up to make sure the girls were alright.


“Fucckkkk,” Jude groaned beside me. 


The wound in my shoulder stung deeply as I extracted my arm from between two slabs of concrete. I looked to my right, where Amy was hopping up gracefully, dusting the dirt and rubble from her dress. 


“Is anyone hurt?” I asked. 


Amy shook her head no, and Jude groaned but rolled over and sat up, revealing bloody scrapes in the knees of her jeans. 


“Just my pride,” she said. “I knew I should have installed seatbelts.”


“Are you okay?” Amy asked me, always concerned for my well being. 


I stood up clumsily, cracking my neck from side to side and feeling my body for any injuries. I was mostly just scraped up, my already-wounded arm red with road rash, but otherwise unharmed. 


“Never felt better,” I told Amy, and reached my hand down to Jude. She grabbed it and I pulled her up so we could all survey the scene, wiping dust off our clothes. 


The ceiling of the tunnel in front of us had completely collapsed in, the concrete slabs creating a rough staircase to the street above us. A bomb must have detonated on this very spot who knows how many years ago. Now, there was tons of wreckage over the tracks—and no way for us to move it out of the way. Unless Amy’s metal arm contained some Hulk-like superhuman strength we weren’t aware of. 


“Welp,” Jude declared. “Looks like this is our stop.” 


Amy and I nodded in agreement, and the three of us grabbed our small packs and began to climb up and out. 


The daylight on the street was blinding, and it took me a few moments to figure out where we were when we emerged. The mouth of the tunnel had spat us out on Roosevelt at the edge of Grant Park—or what used to be Grant Park. The grass that had once stretched to the lake was now dry and brittle, the foliage blown clean with sand and debris. I looked around at the remnants of this once-bustling street, the windows of the skyscrapers to our left and right blasted clean out. I wondered if a single window remained in this city. 


“Let’s move,” I told the girls. “I don’t like being this exposed.” 


Jude nodded in agreement. 


But before we could find cover, a voice called out from above us. 


“Not so fast! Stay and introduce yourselves.” 


Amy gasped in terror and Jude swore. I looked up and found the source of the voice—a man sitting in the frame of a first floor window to our left, his legs dangling over the street. He had fiery red hair and a red beard to match, and his too-big, white collared shirt made him look like a glorified pirate. Not to mention he was holding a sword. 


Yes, an actual fucking sword. 


He hopped down from his perch, saying, “We happened to hear you in the tunnel and thought we’d say hi.” 


“We?” I asked.


Just then, another voice called out from across the street. 


“Hey, Bryce!” the voice said, and to our right, a tall scavenger emerged from behind a concrete pillar. “I think I know this guy!” 


I wanted to tell the man that that was highly unlikely, as I only knew two people in this world and they were both standing right next to me. But then I saw his hand—or lack thereof—a shoddily bandaged stump with a leather thong wrapped around the end of it. And realized how I knew him. 


“What is he talking about?” Jude whispered to me through gritted teeth, her eyes darting in every direction. 


“I may or may not have stuck his hand into a centrifuge,” I replied. 


Jude, to her credit, bit down a smile.  


“Awesome,” she replied. “I’m sure he’s gotten over that.” 


“It was like four days ago,” I said. “Basically ancient history.” 


“Totally,” Jude replied. We shared a look, and she shook her head at me in humorous exasperation.


“You look great!” I called out to the one-handed scavenger, stepping forward to draw the two men’s attention from Amy. “Did you do something with your hair?”


One-Handy spat on the ground in front of his feet. Apparently, he’d lost his sense of humor along with his hand. 


“Is there anyone else?” I whispered to Amy behind me. 


She went rigid, using her heightened senses to listen for any other surprise guests. Then she shook her head no, and I returned my attention to the two men. 


“We’re just passing through,” I said casually.


“This is the bastard that fucked up my hand and killed my crew,” One-Handy said to Red Beard, ignoring me. “And the short girl’s AI. That arm she’s got behind her back is all military tech.” 


From behind me, Jude scoffed. 


“What’s so funny, bitch?” One-Handy asked. 


I swallowed my annoyance, trying to keep my cool. 


“You wouldn’t know military tech if it zapped you in your ass,” Jude replied calmly.


At that, One-Handy barreled forward in anger, but his pirate friend—and superior, apparently—held up a finger, warning him to stop. 


“Garrett, stay calm. You know what we’re instructed to do with AI,” he declared, walking towards us, dangling his sword in his hand like it was a toy. “You can do whatever you’d like with the man and his…mouthy friend, but the android we take to Archer.” 


“The android has a name,” I stated. “And yes, a metal arm. But you know, Garrett, jealousy is very unbecoming. If you’d like us to replace your hand with a completely safe, tech replacement, we’d be happy to do it. We’re happy to lend a hand.” 


At first I meant it as a taunt. But I realized, as I finished the sentence, that I actually meant what I said. We lived in a world where a hand could, feasibly, be replaced, and it was my destiny to explain to people that they didn’t need to fear these advancements. That tech would help them, not harm them. 


Garrett didn’t seem to agree. 


“I’d rather die than let that dirty tech shit in my body,” he declared. 


Jude snorted another laugh. 


“Your loss,” I shrugged. 


By now, the two men had converged on us, approaching slowly in either direction. I pulled my weapon from its strap in my pack—the smaller axe I’d fought Nico’s gang with days earlier. Lightweight and effective, it was the best weapon I’d brandished in this new world—although I was still holding out my real affection for a gun. 


To my left, Amy held her arm out with palm extended, ready to blast anyone who neared her. To my right, Jude squared herself, pulling a metal pipe from her pack. Only Amy and I knew that she was charging it through her finger with electricity—and that the first one to touch it would go up like a lightning rod. 


Red Beard made the first move, swinging his sword down at me—but I blocked it with my axe, the metal clanging together loudly. I didn’t want to move too far from Amy—protecting her was my first priority—but he seemed to be attempting to draw me out, taking slow steps backward and taunting me to strike first. 


To my right, one-handed Garrett was approaching Jude with a bat, and I silently prayed she’d be agile enough to get close to him without letting him land a blow.  


I was rearing back my axe to strike at Red Beard again when, behind me, I heard Amy gasp. 


Not letting my guard down, I took my swing and retreated—missing my evasive target but preoccupied with Amy’s safety. 


“What is it, Amy?” I called to her, glancing back to see her not in danger—but stock still and facing the open road behind us with fear. 


“We need to run, now,” she stated. “Something’s coming. Something big.”


Red Beard took this moment to jab at me, but I spun out of the way, hitting the ground and rolling to his right. I took a swipe at his ankles and managed to gash into his foot—a blow that would significantly fuck up his mobility, making the rest of this fight a piece of cake.


Behind me, Garrett yelled “Bryce?!” 


I assumed Jude had landed a jolt on him, but when I looked back, they were both staring down the street at where Amy had been looking before. 


I followed their gazes and saw, with my own two eyes, an actual fucking rhinoceros with feet coated in silver metal, barreling down Roosevelt directly at us.  


“Zain?” Amy squeaked, frozen in fear. 


My brain sputtered for a moment as I weighed all of our current threats. But before I could factor Red Beard and one-handed Garrett into the equation, they were running—Red Beard limping, actually—down the road in the opposite direction, too scared of this mutated monster to hold their ground. 


Well, at least that threat was eliminated.  


The relief was snuffed out, however, as I faced the South end of Roosevelt, taking in the large, angry rhinoceros barreling towards at full speed with murder in its eyes like we just made a bad roll in Jumanji. 


“Zain?!” Jude screamed. “What are we going to do?”


I wished I had an answer for her.


But I had no fucking clue.










CHAPTER 16





I HAD ABOUT ten seconds to formulate a plan before a giant, mutated rhinoceros trampled all of us into pancakes. I took the first two to process the existence of giant, mutated rhinoceroses in this world. 


I used the last eight to scream: “Amy, back in the hole! Jude, hide!!” 


Luckily, the girls were quick to react, Amy jumping back down in the subway tunnel and Jude dashing to the buildings to our left for cover. As the rhino’s metal feet shook my feet in my shoes, I dashed in the opposite direction of Jude, grabbing Red Beard’s discarded sword from the ground as I launched myself on top of a destroyed car on the sidewalk, trying desperately to find higher ground.


Luckily, our quick scattering seemed to confuse the creature, and it barreled forward on its original trajectory down Roosevelt, passing us. My hope that it might just keep moving was quickly extinguished as it slammed to a grating halt and turned around, shaking its giant head in anger. I scrambled up the roof of the car and up into the window Red Beard had been sitting in previously, then looked for Jude, who was hiding within the entry of a building across the street. 


“What the hell is this thing?” I shouted. 


Jude raised her hands up in a question, her face saying I don’t fucking know! 


From the tunnel in the ground, Amy’s high voice called up to us. 


“It must be from the zoo—the animals were all trapped when the city was under attack!” her voice echoed. “I’ve seen it before—nuclear radiation affected their precognitive functions, making them unnaturally bloodthirsty! Now that it’s caught our scent, it won’t stop until we’re killed!” 


I met Jude’s eyes across the street. Of course it won’t, they said. 


Down the street, the rhino scraped its hooves against the pavement, rearing to charge again, this time right at me. I decided to keep making loud noises—drawing its attention away from Jude. 


“What’s with its metal shoes?” I called to Amy. 


A beat of silence passed. 


“Fashion?” her high voice called from the tunnel. 


I rolled my eyes, shocked that she could make a joke at a time like this. Across the street, Jude shook her head in exasperation.  


Before I could come up with a plan, the rhino was charging directly at the window I was standing in. I jumped back and retreated into the small, abandoned office space, and the creature’s giant tusks bashed into the space where I was just standing, crumbling the weakened stone around the window. 


It let out a terrifying roar, its large eyes unnaturally dilated as it set its sights directly on me. 


“Fuck,” I said out loud. “Fuck fuck fuck fuck!” 


There was no way out of this room, the exits sealed by debris, and the rhino was making progress, its anger growing as it destroyed the ground beneath my feet. I jumped across a hole in the ground and looked out the window, clocking an abandoned semi-truck down the road, and an idea rushed into my head. Like most of my ideas, it relied on me exposing myself to a lot of danger—plus a lot of blind luck—but it was the only thing I could think of, which made it my best plan.  


“Jude!” I shouted over the rhino’s roars. “Can you hotwire a semi truck??” 


In an instant, Jude had caught my meaning and was sprinting out of her hiding spot, making a mad dash down the road to the truck. The rhino noticed her motion in its peripheral vision and turned away from my destroyed office floor, clocking an easier target.  


Jude was fast, but not faster than a nuclear-radiation-mutated rhino. As it reared back to charge, I realized I had one choice, and it wasn’t going to be fun. 


Taking a running start, I launched myself out the window and onto the rhino’s back just as it began sprinting towards Jude. It halted and bucked, trying to get me off of it, and I wrapped my hands around its unnaturally large ears, holding on for dear life. Its skin was leathery and bristling and hot from the sun. Suddenly, I was thankful my coworkers in my old life often convinced me to ride the mechanical bull at our favorite bar when I was too drunk after work. Apparently, all those nights on the bull, I had been unwittingly training. For this. 


The beast bucked again, and my legs wrenched through the open air, feeling like they were going to rip from my top half. I’d lost my sword to the ground in my jump, but I still had Nico’s dagger stashed in my back pocket. When the rhino’s heavy metal feet hit the ground for a moment, I freed one hand and loosed the dagger, stabbing it into the top of the rhino’s head. 


Any hope that I could defeat this beast with one blow was laughably extinguished. Its skin was tougher than I expected, and the blade stuck halfway out of the back of its head pathetically. 


The rhino bristled as if annoyed that it had been bitten by a mosquito and delivered a powerful shake, launching me off its back and onto the street, where I barrel-rolled down the road roughly twenty times. My trajectory finally stopped when I hit the front tire of a broken down car in the road.  


Groaning in pain, I forced myself to stand up and brace for another impact. 


Down the road, I saw the door of the semi-truck was open, but the engine hadn’t yet started. I silently prayed it was even possible. I was running out of ideas, fast. 


The rhino turned and charged at me again, its tusks pointy and low and aimed directly at my chest. My mind went blank. 


Suddenly, a loud, echoing banging erupted from our right, confusing the rhino into changing its course at the last second. I looked to my left and saw Amy on the third floor of a building to my left, banging her metal arm against a hollow, exterior duct. 


“Amy!” I shouted. “What are you doing?” 


“Rhinos are easily distracted by loud noises!” she shouted back, as if we were in some sort of fucked-up, dystopian PBS special about animal fun facts. 


The rhino, probably angry at her for being out of reach, reared on its hind legs and roared up at her. 


Not even having time to consider how Amy got up to that floor so quickly, I used my free moment to sprint to the sword I’d dropped on the ground. I grabbed it mid-run and launched myself at the rhino, who was still looking up at Amy, hoping the element of surprise would be my secret weapon. 


I was both right and wrong—I stabbed the sword directly into the rhino’s side with all the force I could muster, actually piercing deep this time, but it wasn’t a fatal blow—not by a long shot. It whipped its head at me, and the side of its large tusk blasted into my side and sent me flying down the street once again.  


Maybe this is how I die, I considered as stars filled my vision and I rolled to a stop on the pavement. Death by evil rhino attack wouldn’t be the worst way to go.


Amy clanged her arm against the duct once more, and I snapped back into full consciousness. I heard the rhino roar in anger and confusion, and I shook my head and stood up. The noise wasn’t enough to distract the beast from me this time, and its black eyes narrowed on me. Suddenly, I had no doubt this animal would die before it let me live. 


I stood up and held my ground, my ribs aching from that last blow. Amy banged the duct harder and faster, but the rhino wouldn’t turn, its attention now laser focused on me, scraping its metal feet against the pavement and preparing to charge. 


Just then, the roar of an engine coming to life echoed from down the road. 


Thank fucking God, I thought. 


“Jude, brace the wheel and put something heavy on the gas,” I shouted down the street. A small thumbs up appeared above the semi-truck’s door. 


The rhino charged. 


It was twenty feet from me. Fifteen. Ten. Five. 


At the last second, I launched myself to the right, diving under its pointed tusk and somersaulting to the side. As it turned to pierce me, I threw myself at its side, yanking down on its ear and using the sword sticking out of its side as a foothold to throw myself onto its back again. 


It reared, but this time I had a plan—and that plan involved keeping my hands and feet inside the ride. I held onto the beast’s ears for dear life, and it bucked angrily, shaking me around like a ragdoll. All I had to do was hold on—in the distance, I heard the semi’s engine rev—just hold on, Zain—its tires began to groan against the ground—hold on—and in my blurred, shaking vision, I saw the truck barreling down Roosevelt where I’d seen an angry rhino approaching only minutes ago. 


Only the trajectory was off. In all its bucking, the rhino had moved us too close to the sidewalk, and the truck was dead center down the road. It would miss us—and then my only weapon of massive force would pass by, unutilized. 


I panicked for one moment—then realized my only option. It would be close, but with enough speed, I could pull it off. But I’d have to jump—now.


Without thinking, I threw myself down the rhino’s head, stepping on its nose, running straight off of its skull and towards the center of the road. Its pointed tusk caught me in the back with blunt force and I stumbled forward but somehow didn’t fall, continuing my panicked sprint towards the oncoming truck with the rhino right on my tail. 


It would need to be close. It had to be close. 


“Zain!” Amy screamed, and I ran right in front of the oncoming truck, feeling the heat of its engine blast against my face. 


With a burst of adrenaline-fueled speed, I passed its front bumper just in time, the back of my calf grazing the hot metal.


Behind me, metal met beast. 


The semi crashed directly into the rhino with a deafening BOOM. Those hooves with the silver metal melted into them must have been heavier than I realized, because instead of the rhino going flying, it held its ground, and the truck’s empty back end launched upwards into the air, making a full 180 and landing on top of the rhino’s back. The creature was crushed beneath the weight of the truck's frame and its eighteen wheels, and the semi became a hunk of shredded steel wrapped around this mutated zoo animal’s frame. One silver hoof stuck out at an odd angle from beneath the pile, twitching once, then going still. 


It was over. The rhino was dead. 


I collapsed onto my knees, my body shaking with adrenaline. 


“Zain!” Amy yelled, rounding the wreckage of the semi and seeing me on the ground. “Zain, are you okay?” 


Behind her, Jude was jogging towards us, her eyes wide as she stared at the steaming wreckage. 


When Amy reached me, she dropped to her knees and wrapped her arms around my frame tightly, burying her face in my neck. It hurt.


"I thought you were dead,” she sobbed. “I thought the truck had hit you and you were gone.” 


I took a few shaky deep breaths, comforted by Amy’s familiar, sweet smell. 


“I’m okay,” I breathed. “I’m okay.” 


“You sure?” Jude said, panting as she arrived next to us. 


I nodded, trying to gather my wits before I attempted speaking again. Amy’s sobs died down, and she leaned back to stare at me expectedly. 


“Let’s never go to the zoo again,” I said finally. 


Jude burst into laughter, and Amy smiled at me, her face streaked with tears and dirt.  


“Never scare me like that again,” she said. 


“I could say the same to you,” I replied. “How’d you even get up to that floor?” 


Amy smiled mischievously. 


“I have schematics for most of downtown stored up here,” she said, pointing at her brain. “I knew there was an emergency staircase just inside the entrance.” 


Jude chuckled. “Gotta love being friends with AI.”  


Amy stood up, clearly proud of herself. 


“I’m not totally useless in a fight,” she said. “I mean, I’m not jumping on any rhinos’ backs or anything. But I can still help.” 


Jude and Amy both held their hands out to me, and I took them both, pulling myself up into a standing position. 


…and my legs gave out. My back ached fiercely from the blow of the rhino’s tusk, and the falls I’d taken made my whole body shake. Amy sank to her knees, searching my face with growing concern. 


“Zain, what’s wrong?” 


“I’m okay,” I said weakly. “I’m just beat up.” 


“Are you sure?” Amy pressed. 


“You try being thrown around the street by a mutated rhino,” Jude said to her. “Give him a minute to recover.”  


“I’m fine,” I reassured them. “Did I mention we’re never, ever going to the zoo?” 


Jude smiled, and Amy pressed a comforting kiss on my cheek.  


“Let’s get off this street,” Jude stated. “Not sure about you guys, but I’m getting pretty sick of it.” 


“Agreed,” I said. “Amy, know of any safe spots to hide out around here?” 


Amy blinked, her eyes going distant as she searched the schematics programmed into her memory. 


“There,” she said, nodding towards an old-looking hotel down the street. “It was built Pre-World War 2, foundation’s strong, floors are well-braced. It should be structurally safe enough for us to hide out for a bit.” 


They both looked to me, and I nodded in approval. Every breath hurt, and I worried that tusk had cracked one of my ribs—but I didn’t want to worry Amy and Jude with that. 


The girls flanked me as I stood up, and each of them wrapped an arm around my back. We moved slowly down the road, me limping slightly, leaving the smoking, semi-truck-rhinoceros wreckage behind us. 


I didn’t look back as we approached the hotel. I didn’t know what our future held, but I’d officially resolved to stop being surprised. 










CHAPTER 17





IN TERMS OF hotels I’d been to, this wasn’t the worst. 


Sure, a lot of the walls were blasted out, the window panes were missing, and we had to evict a family of rats from our room, but, other than that, it was actually kind of charming. 


The hotel was an old staple of Chicago for extremely wealthy patrons—the kind of place our investors would stay at when they came to Thanatos once a quarter for on-site tours. It clearly once had the charm of an old school, classic inn, with wood paneled staircases and antique elevators complete with operators dressed in fancy uniforms and everything. Of course, we’d taken the emergency stairs to our room, the elevator now a rusty death trap devoid of fancy-dressed guides. But I could tell the place once sang with affluent charms. 


As such, each room was complete with a real, working fireplace, and ours even had a few logs left in it. 


“Should we get this going?” I asked Jude and Amy, standing up from the dusty bed where I’d collapsed and plopping down on the floor beside them. I couldn’t stand being treated as a weak patient—and I also couldn’t stand lying still for that long.


They both stared at me like I was speaking a different language. 


“What, you guys don’t know how to start a fire?” I asked them. 


They looked at each other in confusion. 


“Not without a starting block and a lighter,” Jude replied, leaning back onto her palms. “Not that we ever would. They’re too bright, too smoky—they draw too much attention.” 


“Ah…” I said, recognizing how two people living constantly on the run wouldn’t want to send smoke signals towards their exact location. “Well, I don’t see much harm in starting one here. I don’t think the ventilation’s good enough to let any smoke out.” 


They both just kept staring at me, and I wondered if there was something on my face. 


“But how can we?” Amy asked. 


I smiled. “It’s easy!” 


I popped up and started looking for matches. Unfortunately, the hotel seemed to have been scavenged for all forms of fire starters, so instead I gathered small scraps of wood from various piles of wreckage in our room and the hall and set to work building the frame of a campfire. 


By the time I was done, the girls were staring at me like I was building a bomb. 


“Now, we just need a spark,” I said, looking at Jude. 


Gently, I reached to her and took her teched-out right hand, guiding it to the edge of the small collection of dry paper and thin wooden shards in the center of the structure. Then, I took the iron fire poker from the mantle and placed it on the other side of the kindling. 


“Okay,” I said to Jude. “Try to electrocute the rod—without moving your finger any closer.” 


She furrowed her eyebrows at me but complied. Within moments, a spark had jumped between her finger and the rod, lighting the kindling between on the way. The paper and wood, dry from years without moisture in the air, lit up, and Jude pulled her hand away in shock. 


As I blew gently on the kindling, the fire grew, until the larger shards of wood and eventually the old logs took light. The girls just stared at me as if I was a wizard. 


“What?” I asked. “I was a Boy Scout.”


Amy giggled, and Jude gave me her signature eye roll. 


“I thought Boy Scouts were a myth,” Jude said. “I’d see old photos of them and thought: that couldn’t have been real.” 


“Oh, it was very real,” I told them. “I got the badge for best knot-tying and everything.” 


“Wow,” Amy said with zero sense of irony. “That’s impressive.” 


I laughed, leaning back and enjoying the warmth from the fire in the drafty old hotel, shaded from the hot sun. 


“You guys never went to wilderness camp or anything?” I asked. 


They both chuckled. 


“I went to computer camp,” Jude replied. “For only one year. Then tensions with Russia started and no one wanted to send their kids away for the summer anymore, so they canceled the camp. My parents were still supportive though. They let me build my own computer in my room.” 


“How old were you?” I asked. 


“Twelve,” she replied, smiling shyly. “Even during the worst parts of the war, when everyone went crazy—burning tech, throwing phones and computers and hard-drives into these insane pyres in the street, my parents never went crazy like that, or became prejudiced against androids. They were smart, logical people who understood the nuances of AI, and they fought our neighbors who demanded I get rid of my computer. When they died…I wanted to continue their legacy. ” 


Amy squeezed Jude’s hand. 


“Anyway,” Jude said, wiping a small tear from the side of her eye. Her olive skin glowed golden in the flickering firelight. “After the bombs dropped, I retreated from the rest of the survivors. I knew I could have lived safely with them if I just consented to giving up tech—if I pretended to fear it as they did. But I couldn’t. I knew my parents wouldn’t want me to give in to their ignorance.” 


Jude paused, squaring her shoulders and sobering her face to its usual infallible exterior. 


“I figured I’d rather be alone than surrounded by idiots,” she concluded brashly. 


“But you’re not alone,” Amy said, looking at me and back to Jude. “You have us now.” 


Jude nodded, smiling in spite of herself. 


“How did you two meet?” I asked them. 


Amy smiled wide, clearly excited to tell this story. 


“Well,” she started animatedly. “I was in an old Maletech office north of the city—” 


“—trying to manually reprogram herself with a rudimentary knowledge of coding and a bum hand,” Jude cut in. 


“—and Jude was scavenging for hardware on the floor above me the whole time I was there, unbeknownst to me,” Amy continued. “Which was—”


“—extremely terrifying,” Jude finished. “Considering I hadn’t seen another human being in a good four months at that point.” 


“Yeah,” Amy said, “and she could have just ignored me—” 


“I almost did,” Jude clarified. “It made absolutely no sense for me to reveal my presence to a rogue AI who may want me dead.” 


“But she didn’t,” Amy exclaimed, trying hard now to suppress a giant smile. “She stayed, and she stood there in the doorway without me knowing, watching me try to fix my arm—” 


“It was so pathetic-looking,” Jude added. “Her hand hanging limply off of her arm, clearly shorted out at the joint and in need of rewiring.” 


“Not that I understood any of that,” Amy said. “People think just because I’m AI I’m a self-programming genius. I want to ask people—just because you’re human does that mean you could do surgery?”  


“Anyway,” Jude said, “I was just standing there, debating leaving her behind, when I said–” 


“Wait!” Amy shouted, almost shaking with the excitement of telling this story. I bit down my smile at how adorable she was. “Can I say it?” 


Jude rolled her eyes. 


“Sure, you can say it,” she replied flatly. 


Amy grinned wide, shifting to her knees and facing me directly. 


“She said, need a hand?” 


In the pause that followed, Jude somehow found a way to roll her eyes even higher, and Amy stared at me expectedly with those wide, innocent eyes. I laughed—it was a funny story, but I definitely pretended to laugh harder than I would have if Amy wasn’t obviously dying for a reaction. 


“Anyway,” Amy said, clearly satisfied with her story. “That’s how we met. She helped me fix my hand, and she’s been upgrading me ever since.” 


“Yeah, that was before you had your language upgrade,” Jude replied, lost in memory. 


“Ja, wirklich,” Amy responded, in…German? “Agora posso falar em qualquer idioma!” 


I wasn’t sure what that last language was, but one thing was clear: Amy had definitely been better off with Jude in her life. 


“And, well, you know, Amy basically keeps me alive,” Jude added. 


“And smelling good,” Amy added. “Remember when I found you that case of bar soap?” 


Jude laughed, pushing her friend lightly. Amy fell over playfully, her head landing in my lap. 


“I’m not saying you smelled that bad before,” she joked. 


Jude lunged at Amy in play anger, and I surged back to protect Amy from this vicious attack, until we were all wrestling and laughing and tickling each other on the floor. 


It wasn’t long before the tickling turned to touching, and before I knew it, Amy was biting playfully at my ear, and Jude was mounted on my thigh, clearly enjoying the feeling of me pressed between her legs. 


“I thought you girls brought me here to rest,” I said jokingly. 


Amy giggled in my ear, and Jude smirked, settling deeper onto my thigh. 


“We brought you here to help you relax,” Amy whispered, and then licked the length of my ear with her delicate tongue, sending shivers up my spine. 


“Fuck, Amy,” I breathed. 


Reaching forward, I wrapped my hands around Jude’s ass in her tight jeans, squeezing it greedily. She hummed lightly in satisfaction as I did, her long, dark hair creating a curtain around her face. I pushed some of it behind her ear, and before I knew it we were kissing, our tongues wrapping around one another’s in our mouths while Amy kissed and bit at my neck. After a while I pulled my mouth from Jude’s and began kissing Amy, who released a high-pitched moan of satisfaction as I did. Jude stood up as Amy and I made out, and when I opened my eyes again, all her clothes were off. 


“Well, Zain,” she said, her voice low and sultry. “Which of us do you want first?” 


I gulped, my head dizzy at the thought of choosing. 


“Don’t make him choose,” Amy said sweetly, her small hand moving to cradle my erection through my pants. “He’s too kind for that.” 


I struggled to breathe as I watched Jude fall to her knees, her ample breasts bouncing as she dropped. Her nipples were dark and tight, pointed with arousal. Next to me, Amy pulled off her sweater and dress, revealing her small, pale body with her cute, perky breasts looking right at me. Her white underwear came off next, until both of them were kneeling naked on the ground in front of me. 


Suddenly feeling like exploring, I reached out with both hands and fingered into each of their entrances simultaneously, watching them react to my penetrating touch. Both were wet with anticipation for me, and Amy melted into a puddle of pleasure onto my hand, while Jude tried her absolute hardest to keep her cool, breathing steadily with her eyes closed as I explored her. 


Pulling both hands away in satisfaction, I kissed each of them on the lips once more, Amy ravenous for me and whimpering as I pulled my mouth away from hers. 


“Both of you, lie down please,” I said. 


They did as they were told. 


Lying on their backs in front of the roaring fire I had built for us, Jude and Amy looked like gorgeous statues, their pussies glinting with wetness in the firelight. Both of them arched their hips towards me as I pulled off my clothes hastily, and I knew choosing who I would enter first was a veritable Sophie’s Choice. But, you know, the really, really good kind of Sophie’s Choice. 


Knowing Amy might lose her mind if she had to wait any longer, I chose to crawl on top of her first, sliding my hard cock between her sopping wet folds as she moaned in ecstasy. I fucked her slowly at first, and as I did, Jude raised up on one elbow to touch my back gently. I kissed Jude as I fucked Amy, our tongues sloppily tasting one another as I thrust harder and harder into Amy’s tiny frame. 


Just as Amy was beginning to tighten around me, I pulled out of her and entered Jude, causing her to groan in horrified impatience. 


“Oh my god, Zain,” Amy whimpered over the sound of Jude’s loud, animalistic moan the moment I entered her, my cock already wet from Amy’s pussy. She kissed me desperately while I slowly pumped in and out of Jude. “Oh my god, I need you back inside of me,” Amy whined. 


“I need you to be patient and touch yourself for me while you wait, okay?” I said to Amy, playfully biting her bottom lip. 


She complied, nodding and lying back to touch herself in my view. It was so fucking hot, thrusting into a moaning Jude while watching Amy rub her engorged spot and stare at me like she was dying of thirst and I was a glass of water. 


I could tell Amy was close to exploding, and I couldn’t let that happen without me. I tried to pull out of Jude, but her nails clawed into my back in protest. 


“Be a good girl, Jude,” I warned, and she dropped her grip and let me pull out of her. “Touch yourself for me now, okay?” 


Jude did as she was told, staring at me in desperation while I reentered Amy, who let out a loud, appreciative cry as I slid slowly back inside of her. She wrapped her arms and legs tightly around me, and I knew she was moments from coming as I found my home inside of her, thrusting deeper and deeper into the far edge of her pussy. Jude moaned audibly as I thrust harder and harder into Amy, until she finally exploded.


Amy’s shriek could have woken up all of Chicago, and could very well have given away our position, but I hardly cared—although I clamped a hand over her mouth just in case. She bit down on my finger but I tolerated the small pain as she lost herself completely to pleasure, shaking wildly around my cock and twitching for a good minute. When she was done, I kissed her cheek gently and slid out of her, quickly reentering Jude. Amy curled up on her side like a satisfied cat, facing us and biting her lip with glazed-over eyes. 


“That’s my good girl,” I said to Amy.  


After touching herself, Jude was ready for me—and I was on the edge too after feeling Amy orgasm around me. I fucked Jude faster and faster, her big tits bouncing up and down as I thrust—I took one of them in my hand and squeezed it greedily. 


All of a sudden, Jude burst—her nails digging into my back as she exploded. I kept pumping and pumping as she writhed, and before I knew it both her and Amy were kissing my lips at the same time, and I was dizzy with the need to release. 


“Finish on both of us,” Amy whispered in my mouth. “Please?”


My first instinct was no, that I wouldn’t degrade them like that—but then Jude agreed, moaning, “Please, Zain?” until they were both begging for it—and I wasn’t one to deny beggars, even if it felt wrong to do it. They wanted it—they were begging for it—and I could hardly think straight with how badly I needed to come. 


As my whole body tightened, I pulled out of Jude—ignoring everything my body was telling me to do—and exploded, ropes of cum pouring over the chests of Amy and Jude as they moaned in pleasure, watching me lose myself. My seed dripped from their nipples and down their stomachs, and I panted desperately, watching them both close their eyes and enjoy the feeling of my spend on them. After I was completely empty, we all collapsed into a warm, sticky pile together on the floor. 


No matter how wild things had gotten—and kept getting—it was comforting to know that Amy and Jude were there for me. Knowing we’d be off to track down a settlement of people who might want us dead soon, I needed to remember that. We were a little family, at this point, and they clearly trusted me with their lives. I vowed, then and there, to never betray that trust—to always protect them from harm, no matter what. 


Plus—they really did help me relax. 










CHAPTER 18





LEAVING THE HOTEL a few hours later was difficult. It felt like a little oasis of an impossible life. With the room almost-not-apocalyptic looking and the way we were able to forget our troubles and enjoy each other for a few hours, it was hard to reemerge into the street where I’d almost died only a few hours earlier. 


The semi-truck wreckage took up most of the road, and the fight with the rhino felt like a dream, it seemed so insane. But the silver-encrusted hoof still stuck out from the wreckage, reminding me it was all extremely real. I realized the metal must have melted into its feet during the nuclear blasts, and suddenly felt bad for the creature. I mean, it was easy to feel bad for it now that it wasn’t actively trying to kill me. 


“So,” I declared, looking up and down the street, “where do we go?” 


I looked to Jude, then to Amy, who both shrugged. 


“This is as close to the settlement as I’ve ever gotten,” Jude said. “I know it’s here somewhere. But it’s not like I’ve ever dropped in for a visit.” 


“Same with me,” Amy said. “I wish I could help more.”


I looked around, wondering which direction I should take us first—and if I’d be walking us directly into another ambush. On the ground, a spot of red caught my eye. Blood? Had I been bleeding that much after the morning’s battle?

 No, I didn’t sustain any bloody wounds. In a flash, I remembered a gash I had delivered though—the one on Red Beard’s foot, which he had limped away on as soon as him and his one-handed friend saw the oncoming rhino. A few feet down the road, I saw another smear of blood—and then another, even further down.


“We’re in luck, ladies,” I said, pointing at the blood. 


Jude coughed a laugh. “They left us a trail right to them. Idiots.”


“Well, to be fair, they were a bit distracted,” Amy said. Jude shot her a look, and Amy added, “Not that I’m defending them.” 


I ruffled Amy’s hair and started walking, following the trail, and the two girls followed. 


“You always see the best in people,” I said as we started down the road, the ground hot from the desert sun and blown-through with sand. “It’s what we love about you.” 


Amy blushed. 


“Well, everyone assumes the worst about me,” she said. “I just try not to do the same.” 


It was a hopeful, if not sad, explanation of Amy’s outlook, and we walked in silence after she said it. The trail was both clear and messy, leading straight down Roosevelt for a mile before turning right onto a side street. For the amount of blood he left, I was shocked we didn’t find Red Beard’s corpse somewhere along the trail. But he had apparently made it all the way back, perhaps with the help of his friend. I smiled in spite of myself, thinking about how a one-footed guy and a one-handed guy would make a hilarious comic book duo. Too bad their personalities sucked so bad. 


After another mile down the side street, I realized we were moving closer and closer to the lake. The trail cut off abruptly outside of an old stone building with views out over Lake Michigan. 


“This must be it,” I said quietly. I turned to Amy, who was already concealing her arm under the long sleeve of her sweater. “Keep that hidden, and stay close to me.” 


She nodded, fear in her eyes as she took a small step closer to me. Jude, in contrast, had steeled herself, all emotion disappearing from her face. All at once, she became the hard-shelled woman in the leather jacket I had met on that boat. 


Taking a deep, steadying breath, I stepped forward to the ornate front door and pushed. 


And suddenly it was as if World War 3 had never happened. 


The lobby we had entered was pristine—the windows, shockingly, intact—no rubble or wreckage or collapsed beams or ceilings to be found.  The tiled marble floor beneath our feet looked recently polished, no remnants of dust or debris to be seen, and I felt bad for even walking across it with my disgusting shoes. Sunlight illuminated the space, and hanging plants added refreshing pops of green along the walls. Outside, Lake Michigan sparkled. 


But the most shocking part was the human being behind the front desk.


She was an elderly woman, maybe mid-seventies, wearing a clean, white blouse. Her hair was snow white and curly, her cheeks rosy, her frame plump. Seeing a healthy, older person in the midst of this horrible apocalyptic world was so jarring I blinked to make sure she really existed. 


She did, apparently. And she was smiling at us. Which was equal parts comforting and creepy. We approached her modest wooden desk, and she stood up, revealing she was wearing a long floral skirt. 


“Hello,” she said cheerfully. “Who might you three be?”


I cleared my throat, trying to remember how to talk like a normal person in normal society again. 


“We’re from the country. We’ve been surviving out there for years, but we heard there was a settlement here in the city. We want to join. I was hoping to get an audience with your leader.”


“With Archer?” the woman asked, surprise tinging her tone. 


I noticed idly she was wearing make-up—blush and gaudy blue eye shadow. What bizarre world had we just stepped into?


“Yes, if that’s your leader,” I said. Better to play dumb for as long as possible. 


“Well, of course,” she replied. “Follow me. You must be exhausted from your journey.” 


At that, she stood up, leading us to the large, ornate wooden staircase at the corner of the room. We walked behind her, Amy hiding behind me, Jude still staunchly quiet. 


The second floor was even more shocking than the first. 


Rows upon rows of white, water filled boxes lined the floor, creating a maze of pathways through the room, and crops floated in them—it was a massive system of hydroponic crop growth the likes of which I’d never seen before, and it was clearly yielding results. They were growing their own food here, and my stomach groaned at the thought of biting straight into a head of lettuce floating in a nearby tank.   


That’s how hungry I’d gotten. My mouth was watering at the prospect of biting into plain lettuce. 


To add to the shock of this floor, there were people tending the plants—a few older men and women in overalls checking the water make-up and growth, logging their findings into little notebooks. Of course, they wouldn’t organize their data into a computer, but they were clearly making it work in analog. Looking out the window, I understood why they’d chosen a building so close to the lake—they must be pumping up fresh water somehow. 


“Hello, Darcy!” one of the men called to the woman guiding us across the room, a wide smile on his face. “New settlers?”


“Yes!” Darcy replied, also smiling. 


I glanced to Jude, who seemed disturbed by all this smiling. Amy, behind me, was white as a sheet. I put my arm around her and squeezed. 


“Would you run ahead and warn Archer of their arrival?” Darcy asked the man. 


He nodded and skipped to the staircase we’d just emerged from. Apparently, he was more spry than I gave him credit for. 


“We’re taking the elevator,” Darcy explained. 


I had assumed the open elevator shaft in the center of the far wall of the room was just left over from the building’s previous life—for tech-fearing settlers wouldn’t trust an elevator, would they? But Darcy walked us right to the open shaft, the doors removed, and picked up a small, golden bell sitting on a little podium. 


She reached her arm into the elevator shaft and rang the bell two times, paused, then rang it ten times. 


I looked to Jude, whose eyebrows were furrowed down in confusion. 


Suddenly, the sound of metal groaning against metal echoed from above, and the floor of an elevator appeared slowly from above us, being dropped on steel cables via some unknown force.


“How…” I started, but Darcy interrupted me, apparently desperate to explain. 


“Oh, it’s not mechanical,” she said, emphasizing mechanical as if it were a dirty word. “You see, there’s a bell on every floor. I ring the bell twice to communicate that we’re on the second floor, and then ten times to say we’d like to go to the tenth. Brian—if it is Brian today—lowers the platform, and then takes us up!” 


I nodded politely, saying, “Oh, wow,” as if this was an extremely impressive invention. It was, actually, impressive, that they’d devised this system—but it also seemed so incredibly stupid, reinventing the elevator when they could have easily gotten this one up and running again. Jude had gotten the entire Chicago subway grid up again on her own, for Christ’s sake. 


But I had to admit, I wasn’t one to judge. They’d welcomed us in, and this place looked totally idyllic. 


We stepped onto the manual elevator, and Brian, apparently feeling our weight, began pulling us up. Above us, I saw a series of gears and pulleys offsetting the weight. I was impressed by the ingenuity of it. 


As we moved slowly upwards, the settlement was unveiled to us one floor at a time. 


The third floor was more crops—grains, fruits, and herbs, with more workers tending to them, glancing up at us as we passed. 


The fourth floor was a large classroom, with a small library at the far end, shelves lined with colorful books. A class was in session, and a young man taught what had to be twenty children sitting in rows of desks with notebooks and pencils, who all stopped their laughing and chattering to stare at us as we ascended. 


Before we fully passed the floor, I saw a poster to the right of the chalkboard with a picture of a scarily drawn android, its eyes red and evil. I couldn’t read all of it, but I saw the title, in big, red block letters: WHY AI WANT US DEAD 


I swallowed, once again placing my arm around Amy’s shoulder. Was I walking her into a death trap? 


No. I would change their minds. I had to.


The fifth and sixth floors seemed to be living quarters, the elevator peering down into hallways lit with candlelight and leading to individual rooms. The seventh floor were kitchens and dining, the eighth a workshop filled with supplies for building including scrap wood and a wall of tools. No power tools, though—as we passed, a man looked up from manually sawing through a sheet of wood, sweat dripping down his brow. At the other end of the room, women were pouring wax into used glasses. Making candles. 


The eighth floor was the infirmary. Several patients lay in beds with white cotton sheets, and glass bottles of antiseptic lined the walls. I couldn’t help but think of those old Civil War hospitals in movies—how doctors back then had patients bite down on something while they sawed their infected limbs off. For the first time since arriving, I felt angry at these people—they had the opportunity to incorporate modern medicine into their society, yet they refused. 


Before we moved fully up the floor, I saw a familiar flash of red hair on a bed in the corner. Red Beard—passed out with his leg elevated. Had they removed his foot? 


I thanked our lucky stars that he had passed out, hoping we wouldn’t run into any other old friends before we got our chance to speak with Archer. Particularly Nico. That wouldn’t end well. 


The ninth floor seemed to be a common area with couches and tables and board games, and there must have been at least thirty people there to stare at us as we passed. My heart beat  faster as we traveled further and further away from an easy exit and into their realm. 


The tenth, and final, floor was clearly made for gathering. A stage stood in the corner, chairs lining a small audience area. The view over the lake in one direction and the decimated city in the other was jarring, to say the least—both magnificent and extremely depressing. In that moment, I finally, fully accepted that my city was gone—and Chicago wouldn’t be coming back any time soon. 


The first thing I saw when we exited the elevator was the man who Darcy had instructed to run up the stairs ahead of us, still breathing heavily from his run. He looked anxious—less happy to see us than he had on floor two. I wondered if he was angry that our presence had forced him to run up ten flights of stairs. 


And then we were surrounded. 


From every angle, crossbows were pointed at our heads by Archer Lawrence’s cronies. 


“Don’t move,” their leader declared. 


He wasn’t Lawrence—I could tell by the quiver in his voice he wasn’t the leader of the whole settlement.


Amy pressed herself into my back, and I raised my hands up in surrender. Surrounded by a dozen crossbows, my only plan was to do what they said and figure out a new plan when I didn’t have twelve weapons aimed at my head. 


Jude begrudgingly raised her arms too. 


“No one just stumbles on this place,” the man said. He wore a black cowboy hat like Nico, but somehow, it looked less ludicrous on him. “You’re going to the basement until we figure out where you came from.” 


“All we want is an audience with Archer,” I said calmly. 


All around me, the cronies laughed. 


“Sure, buddy,” Cowboy Leader said. 


Then I was prodded in the back with a crossbow, and we were led to a servant’s stairwell to descend the ten flights of stairs we’d just pointlessly gone up.  
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The basement was basically a dungeon. While they had kept every other aspect of this building in flawless order, the basement had remained familiarly apocalyptic, with dust and rubble piled in every direction. The beams in the ceiling were rotting and on the verge of collapse. 


We were locked in a cell. Whether it was there previously or installed by these psychopaths, I couldn’t tell. 


“Welp,” Jude declared as the cell door slammed and our captors ascended the dank stairwell. “Darcy was a huge bitch, apparently.”


In spite of the absolute shit storm of our current situation, I had to laugh. Amy did too, until we were all cracking up nonsensically, locked in the dungeon of tech-hating settlers, awaiting our fate.  


It was about to be a very long night, but we still had each other. 


For now. 










CHAPTER 19





THERE WAS NO light in the dungeon, but I estimated it was around nine p.m. by the time someone came down to check on us. 


It wasn’t Archer. Just two guards who were clearly sent to make sure we weren’t escaped or dead. Any hopes they might bring us dinner were dashed as they appeared empty-handed, bringing only the bored expressions on their faces. As they walked back up the stairs, their voices traveled down.  


“When’s Nico’s gang due back?” one asked the other. 


“Not sure. Archer told him not to return without that android girl.”


Their voices were muffled by the concrete after that, but that’s all we needed to hear. I turned to Amy, who looked sick with fear. 


“If Nico comes back and IDs us, we’re dead,” Jude declared. 


“Yeah, I think we all got that,” Amy snapped, being uncharacteristically rude. I couldn’t blame her. Out of all of us, Archer wanted her the most. 


“Let’s just try to get some sleep,” I said to both of them. “We’re going to get out of here, but not if we’re so exhausted we can’t stand up or think.” 


“By the time we wake up we could have those crossbows pointed back at our faces,” Jude said. 


I gave her a warning glare, and she softened, lying on the ground and attempting to get comfortable on the concrete floor. 


Amy did the same, but placed her head in my lap. I leaned against the cold wall and closed my eyes, but not to sleep. To think. I would get us out of here, one way or another. I just needed one good idea. 
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Five hours later, I had come up with exactly zero ideas. Nevermind any good ones.


Suddenly, footsteps echoed on the stairs. I wondered if I was hallucinating from sleep deprivation. Then I wondered if it was Archer Lawrence coming down to shoot us all with a crossbow. 


As a figure emerged from the darkness, I realized quickly it was neither. It was a girl. 


She had golden blonde hair pulled back into a ponytail and a curvy, supple body. Unlike most of the women I’d seen in this community, she wore jeans and a small t-shirt rather than a floral dress or skirt. As my eyes adjusted, I saw that her face was very pretty, and she had a beauty mark above her lip like Marilyn Monroe. In fact, she very much reminded me of an old Hollywood movie star. Plus, to top it all off—she was holding a plate of food. 


“If you brought that food for us, I could kiss you,” I said quietly. 


She gasped quietly, not realizing I was awake. 


“Sorry,” I said quickly. “Didn’t mean to scare you.” 


Amy and Jude remained deeply asleep, Amy’s head tucked safely in my lap. 


The girl laughed softly, placing the plate on the floor and pushing it under the cell door. It contained three pieces of bread, two blocks of cheese, an apple, and some sort of seasoned, fried potatoes. 


At the sound of the plate sliding across the floor, Jude awoke. 


“Who the fuck are you?” she said, instantly suspicious. 


Amy woke up at the sound of Jude’s voice, blinking her eyes cutely and looking around confused. 


“What’s going on?” she said, her voice rasping. 


“We have a new friend,” I replied, hoping Jude’s rudeness wouldn’t scare her off. “What’s your name?” 


“Lily,” the girl replied.


She seemed nervous to be there, as if she herself hadn’t quite decided why she came to see us yet.  Her eyes darted from me to Amy to Jude, studying us and biting her lower lip.


“Hi, Lily,” I said. 


I pushed the plate to Amy and Jude, grabbing a piece of bread for myself and taking a hearty bite. I tried not to scarf it down, but it felt so good to eat fresh food I couldn’t help but devour it quickly. 


“So,” I said through the bread in my mouth. “What brings you to our humble cell? Sorry we haven’t tidied up in a while.” 


She smiled a little, and I took note that she seemed to respond well to jokes. 


“I heard there were new prisoners, and I wanted to introduce myself,” she said. At that moment, she seemed to make an internal decision. “My name is Lily Lawrence; Archer Lawrence is my father.” 


Jude’s head whipped to me, and I could tell she didn’t want me to trust this girl. But there was a reason she came all the way down to the basement in the middle of the night—and there was a reason she brought us food. She felt bad for us, and she was intrigued. If she aligned with her father, she wouldn’t be so curious—or kind.  


“We’re not interested in being friends with any relatives of Archer Lawrence,” Jude said through a mouthful of potatoes. 


“That’s not necessarily true,” Amy countered. “She might want to help us.” 


“She doesn’t want to help us,” Jude spat back. “She’s a Lawrence. She’d kill a digital watch if it tried to tell her the time.” 


“Jude,” Amy said, offended on Lily’s behalf. “Be nice.” 


“We’re not telling her shit,” Jude stated. 


“If you haven’t noticed, we’re trapped in a jail cell, Jude,” Amy said. “Would it be the worst thing to trust somebody?”  


“Trusting somebody is how we got here, remember?” Jude countered. 


Amy huffed, opening her mouth to respond, but I held up one hand, silencing them both. 


“Lily, are you interested in hearing the long, ridiculous-sounding but nevertheless true story of three unlikely friends?” I asked.


Lily’s blue eyes darted back and forth between us again. 


“Yes, please,” she said. “Tell me who you are and why you’re here. I want to help.” 


Jude and Amy sat back. 


Ten minutes later, I had told Lily Lawrence everything. My old life at Thanatos, the explosion, waking up in cryo to Amy. All the hardships we’d faced since I woke up, fighting Nico, finding Jude. Amy’s prediction that I was destined to unite man and machine, to bring technology back into the world. My fear that, seeing this community, it would be harder than I could imagine to convince these people that tech—and androids like Amy—weren’t dangerous to them. 


Lily Lawrence listened. She didn’t interrupt or exclaim. I knew I should have been worried she was a spy for her father—but something about her made me trust her, and I was sure, somehow, that she wouldn’t betray us. 


When I finished, she stood there staring at me for a long time. Then, her eyes shifted to Amy. 


“I’m so sorry for what you’ve been through at the hands of my father’s men,” she said gravely. “I know I can’t erase the fear they’ve instilled in you. But I want you to know I’m sorry.” 


Amy softened, nodding at Lily. If I knew Amy, she was already deciding that Lily would be her new best friend.


“And Zain,” she said. “I have to say, I’m very impressed. To be honest, I think this world has been waiting for someone like you for a long, long time.” 


I sighed in silent relief. 


“So will you help us?” 


Lily pursed her lips in contemplation, then she shook her head as she backed away. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I can’t.”. 










CHAPTER 20





“WHY DID YOU come here if it wasn’t to help us?” I asked, trying to keep the annoyance from creeping into my voice.


“It’s not that simple,” Lily declared. “You’re asking me to betray my family.” 


“Then why did you even come down here? Was it just to taunt us?” Jude asked bluntly. 


Amy shot Jude a look. “No,” she said. “It’s because she has a good heart.” 


It was one of those statements I would’ve found funny if anyone but Amy had said it. As such, it did explain why Lily was still standing in front of us.


“Lily,” I started. “Why don’t you tell us more about this community? Why are they so distrustful of new people?” 


Lily shrugged, sitting down cross-legged in front of us.  


“You’ve seen what it’s like out there. Kill or be killed—and my father has always protected our people. We aren’t just this one tower—our people are spread out along the shoreline, and they depend on us for food and survival. And there are other communities that want what we have. At first, my father tried to reason with them and share our resources, but the others were always so greedy. We wanted to teach them to grow their own food, create their own infrastructure, but they just wanted us to provide for them. After my mother died, my father lost his compassion for the other communities and closed our borders. Now, any intruders are kicked out or killed. And his hatred for androids has grown more obsessive…it’s like he thinks if he can eliminate all technology left in the world, he’ll finally have fixed everything. But at the end of the day, nothing will bring my mother back.” 


A tear escaped from the corner of her eye, rolling down the side of her cheek. She didn’t wipe it away or hide it; she just let it fall. 


“How did she die?” Amy asked gently. 


Jude bit her bottom lip again and wrapped her arms around her body. I couldn’t help but notice the pleasant way this pushed her large breasts together at the top of her V-necked t-shirt. I shook my head, trying to remove the thought—as if that’s what I needed to be thinking about right now. 


“She was sick,” she said quietly. “And the worst part is, if they had caught the tumor earlier, it could have been removed. We could have saved her.” 


Lily looked down, and her voice grew quiet. 


“Sometimes, I go on scavenging missions around the city without telling my father. A few years ago, I was taking medical supplies from an old clinic and found a box of medical science books from before the war—and I couldn’t stop reading them. So I took them home. I work in the infirmary here, and what I’ve learned has helped me so much…but it’s also opened my eyes to the technology that used to save people’s lives before the war. Technology we’re not even allowed to talk about. MRIs, CT scans, robotic surgery, even insulin monitors…I’ve seen so many people here die of things that used to be curable with medical tech. I even read that they used to be able to correct vision with laser surgery. Is that true?” 


Lily looked at me, and I nodded. 


“See?” she cried. “My mother could have been saved if we had something as simple as an MRI machine. If my father weren’t so distrustful of tech, she’d still be here today.” 


Her face dropped into her hands then, and she let out a few more tears. Amy, looking distressed over Lily’s sadness, got up on her knees close to the cell doors to comfort her. 


“I can’t imagine how hard that was,” Amy said, shedding a tear herself. 


Lily wiped her eyes, staring at Amy like she was a rare gem.


“I can’t believe how different you are from how they taught us androids would be,” Lily remarked. “In school, they say androids are incapable of experiencing human emotions.” 


Amy smiled sadly. 


“Sometimes I wish that were true.” 


Lily shook her head in shame. 


“I had no idea that AI could cry. Most people in my community are convinced androids are hiding throughout the city, just spending all day every day plotting to kill us.” 


Jude scoffed. “More like the other way around,” she said. “Amy’s basically the only android left in the area who hasn’t been killed or reprogrammed.” 


Lily nodded. “You know,” she said, cocking her head to the left. “I’ve suspected for some time that my father was blaming certain raids and attacks from scavengers and other human communities on androids, just to keep us fearful of them. I see now that I was right. We were never in any danger from AI.” She shook her head, exhaling a humorless laugh. “And to think, all those attackers just wanted food and medical supplies. If we could use any sort of automation in our farming, maybe we’d be able to help them.” 


She looked down at her hands, spinning a delicate golden ring on her index finger. 


“My mother wouldn’t have wanted us to spread hatred, fear, and greed like this,” she added quietly. 


A quiet drip echoed from the corner of the basement. Jude shot me a look. I would have to be careful with how I worded this—after all, we were asking Lily to go against her father. It would be difficult—but I had to try. 


“Lily,” I said. “We are here to create the society you’re looking for. That your mother would have wanted. When we decided to come to Lawrence’s town, we knew it would be dangerous. But I wanted to make your father see reason. I know more about AI and technology than anyone currently living, and I know that it can’t hurt you in the way you’ve been convinced it will. There is a world out there, a real, possible world, where androids and humans live together in harmony. Where we use technology to farm, to connect to one another, to spread information, and to keep the people we love alive. I want to live in that world. And I think you do too.” 


I paused. Tears had begun to fill Lily’s blue eyes, and her bottom lip quivered. 


“So will you help us?” 


Lily paused for a moment, frozen in fearful indecision. But then she stood up, rounded a corner, and came back holding a large circle of keys. She knew which one to pick immediately, and as she inserted the long silver key into the cell doors, I let out a silent cheer of relief in my head. 


“You’re never going to convince my father of anything sitting on the floor of a jail cell,” Lily stated as she pushed open the door. 


Like scared rats in a cage, we stood there waiting for her to move out of the way so we could exit our trap. 


“We’ll come back when we know how to make him understand,” she added. “But just know—I’m with you now. And if I’m with you—if I’m going to leave my father, my community, my whole life….well, this better work.” 


I moved to stand directly before Lily, meeting her eyes. She was somewhere between Amy and Jude’s height, and she held herself with confidence. 


“It will work,” I declared starkly. “I promise.” 


Lily nodded, moved aside, and let us exit into freedom.  










CHAPTER 21





“FOLLOW ME,” LILY said. “And whatever you do, stay quiet. If we wake up Darcy, we’re never getting out of here.” 


“Darcy?” Jude repeated in a whisper as we followed Lily up the narrow staircase out of the basement. “The sweet old lady who screwed us over?” 


“She’s anything but sweet,” Lily replied. “She’s on the Lawrence town council, and she insists on sleeping on the first floor to watch out for intruders. For years, she’s been obsessed with keeping our community as insular as possible. The way we captured you was her idea. Lull visitors into a false sense of security by giving them a tour up the extremely slow elevator, and send a messenger ahead to round up security. By the time they exit on the tenth floor, it’s an ambush—and the visitors have no way to escape.” 


“It’s a smart play,” I admitted in a whisper. 


“It’s psychotic,” Jude added. “I thought old ladies just wanted to make cookies and take care of grandkids.” 


“Maybe she makes cookies and plans ambushes,” Amy said. 


I bit down my laugh. I’d bet any amount of money Jude was rolling her eyes. 


As we approached a heavy, steel door at the top of the steps, Lily looked back at us severely. 


“We’ll take the service corridor through the armory and into the front hall,” she whispered. “The door you came in is the only way in or out of the building; every other exit has been sealed off. Darcy sleeps behind the front desk. There’s a bell alarm system employed at night—we’ll have to disconnect it. Do you think you can handle that?” 


Jude and I nodded eagerly. If we could reprogram an android, I was pretty sure we could disconnect a rudimentary, tech-less alarm system. 


“Good,” she said. Her chest heaved in a pointed deep breath, and she turned back to the front door, one hand on the handle. “Let’s go.” 


She pushed open the door and we were in the service corridor. 
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Despite the oppressive darkness of the hallway, Lily seemed to know exactly where she was going, and we followed her dutifully—me behind Lily, Amy behind me, Jude taking the rear. Amy’s hand gripped mine tightly. I found myself silently thankful that these people were so against tech—a security camera would have required some creative workarounds.  


Eventually, we reached what had to be the entrance to the armory. It was a vault-like, heavy door of something less pure than steel—iron, perhaps, based on the imperfections—and a large combination lock sealed it, as if grafted on from an old safe. Lily approached the lock with confidence, spinning in the correct numbers. 


“My father has never trusted me with the code,” she whispered to us. “Luckily, Nico is an idiot. I got it out of him.” 


The door unlocked with a loud click. Lily pushed it with her shoulder and guided us into the darkness, shutting it behind us with an echoing clang. 


Suddenly, a bright light appeared behind us. I whipped around and saw Jude holding a flashlight, which she had apparently been concealing on her person this whole time. 


“What?” she said defensively. “Does a different old lady sleep in the armory?” 


Amy snorted a laugh, and Lily kept moving forward. 


“It’s okay,” Lily admitted. “This room is sealed off. It’s easier to move through it with light, anyway.” 


As we traversed the long hallway, Jude’s flashlight illuminated walls on either side of us covered in the same DIY weaponry I’d seen Nico’s gang and the scavengers we’d encountered using. There were maces, axes, clubs, pikes, tomahawks, and swords—some basic, some so large and cumbersome I wondered if they were purely up there for decoration. We passed a whole row of beaten baseball bats, and my head throbbed with the memory of being concussed on my first night in this new world, my ankles zip tied together and my mouth full of sand. At the far end of the hall, a wooden rack displayed both bow and arrows and crossbows, and I had to wonder if there were any aspiring Robin Hoods in their community training with those old-fashioned bows. 


Finally, I saw where we were heading—a smaller iron-made door barely visible behind a large spool of rope. 


“They lock this door from the inside,” Lily whispered. “But it’s a cut-through to the front hall.” 


Before we reached it, my eyes caught a glint in the corner. Beyond the bows, there was a large glass case sealed with a silver padlock. 


“Point the light this way,” I whispered to Jude, gesturing to the case. 


As it became illuminated, I gasped. 


There were guns. Probably a dozen of them, ranging from a trio of rifles to several small, semiautomatic pistols to an actual fucking AK-47, mounted to the back of the case. On the bottom there was a collection of ammo. 


“Fucking hell,” I breathed. Jude let out a long whistle. 


“How can they be so hypocritical?” Amy asked Lily, genuinely confused. “They’d kill me without thinking twice, but use of automatic weaponry is okay?” 


“Most of the citizens of our community don’t even know we have these,” she explained. “My father says they’re for emergency security only, for use only if we’re faced with an attack we can’t handle. But part of me thinks he’s itching to use them.” 


“Kind of like how Russia’s nuclear bombs were only put in place for emergencies?” Jude asked caustically. 


Lily shrugged. “He’s paranoid, but he’s not reckless,” was all she said. 


The girls moved towards the back door, but even as the light disappeared from the case, I continued to stare at it. In all our fighting, I would have killed for the efficiency of a gun. What would be the harm in breaking the glass and taking one now?


“Zain?”


It was Amy’s voice. The three girls were standing at the door, looking back at me expectedly. 


“We’re going to walk away from a case full of guns?” I whispered. “An AK-47 and a dozen rounds of ammo?” 


I turned back to the case, staring at the shiny glass as I considered. 


“If we break the glass, we wake up Darcy,” Lily whispered. “It’s not worth it.” 


“Could we pick the lock?” Jude asked. 


I took the heavy silver padlock in my hands, moving it from side to side. 


“It’s not like a program we can hack,” I whispered. “I’m not sure where we’d even start.” 


As Jude and I considered, Amy slowly approached us. Her small hand tapped me on my shoulder, and I turned around, her face close to my chest. Her hair smelled sweet and sandy.


“Zain,” she whispered. “If we break into this case and steal their guns…don’t you think we’d be acting exactly like they expect evil tech-lovers to act? This man convinces his people that androids are evil, and they want to kill his people. How will it look if an android steals all their guns?” 


I paused, considering. 


“You’re right,” I admitted, placing my hands on Amy’s shoulders and looking into her large, hazel eyes. “These people don’t need any other reason to hate AI.” 


Amy smiled up at me gratefully, and I stroked my thumb across her cheek.  


“But I am taking a crossbow.” 


Jude tried her best to muffle her laugh, and the girls waited as I grabbed a bow and a sheath of arrows from the wall, strapping both over my back. As I passed the glass case of guns, I forced myself not to look at them. It felt extremely wrong to be leaving an AK behind, but Amy was right. We had been capable of protecting ourselves thus far without guns, and we would continue to be. These people didn’t need another reason not to trust us. 


Lily pushed open the iron door, and we entered the front hall. 


It was eerily quiet. The steady hum of Darcy’s breath in her cot behind the desk was the only sound echoing through the large ornate room we had arrived in only yesterday.


All we had to do was cross the room, disable the alarm, and sneak out into the night.


Our footsteps were as light as we could possibly manage—Amy’s so gentle they couldn’t be heard—and after an agonizing minute, we made it to the front door. I immediately saw what Lily had been afraid of—a complex rigging of wires attached to a silver bell which was mounted high above the door. The way it was designed made it almost impossible to identify which wire would need to be cut. My mind raced through our options, including things so ridiculous as taking the door off its hinges—until it hit me. The simplest way, of course. 


“Amy,” I breathed. “Hop on my shoulders.” 


Amy, to her credit, didn’t question this request. I gently sank to my knees and she lifted herself onto me.  


“Hold the inside of the bell,” I breathed. 


I watched as Amy reached out.


“With your other hand,” I whispered. 


She pulled her metal hand back and replaced it with her flesh-and-blood hand. As soon as she was gripping the inside ringer of the bell, I flipped the series of locks on the door and pulled it open gently. 


It made a slight creak, and all of our heads whipped behind us to the desk. Darcy’s breathing continued steadily, thank God. 


As soon as the door’s entrance was wide enough, Lily and Jude slipped through it into the night. Amy and I, however, were the issue. 


“Pull,” I breathed. 


Amy tugged down on the inside of the bell, but it didn’t disconnect in the way I had hoped. What was this stupid bell made out of—adamantium?


I crouched down slightly, disconnecting Amy’s legs from my shoulders so that the only thing that held her up was her grip on the bell. It still didn’t budge, even with all of Amy’s weight dangling from it. Going with this strange development, I slipped myself fully out from her and through the crack in the door, leaving Amy hanging there. With my hand, I signaled through the crack in the door for her to drop down. 


She hopped to the ground with ballerina-like grace, hardly making a sound. The bell, thankfully, remained silent. Amy slipped out the door under my arm, and I continued to prop it open, knowing that if it closed, the bell would be triggered, Darcy would awaken, and a party of insane cowboy-hat wearing soldiers would be sent out to find us. 


“Jude,” I whispered. “Hold this door exactly in this place.”


Jude did as she was told, and I left my perch, jogging into the street and picking up the first large piece of rubble I could find. It was monstrously heavy, but I gritted my teeth and lifted with my legs while Amy and Lily watched on, clearly impressed. Doing everything I could to breathe through my nose and not make any noise, I placed the chunk of concrete in the doorframe, and Jude stepped back. 


The bell had not gone off. We were free. 


The four of us sprinted  into the night, following Lily down the narrow street and then banking right onto a main road. Freedom coursed through my veins and I resisted the urge to let out a whoop as we ran, the cool, night air refreshing against my skin as we ran. In the distance, waves lapped against the shores of Lake Michigan. 


When we were more than a full city block clear of the Lawrence town, Lily finally slowed down to a walk and started to laugh. 


“Darcy will be so damn mad when she wakes up,” she guffawed. 


Exhaustion and relief flooded through the rest of us, until we were all laughing, doubled over and panting into the road with our hands on our knees. 


I was just about to suggest we quiet down and keep moving, when a voice called out from down the road. 


“What’s so funny, friends?” 


A thin, dirty man with long, scraggly hair emerged from the darkness. Behind him, at least a dozen other voices cackled.  










CHAPTER 22





“SCAVENGERS FROM GRANDTOWN,” Lily said shakily. “Here to steal our grain.” 


“Is that Lily Lawrence I see?” the scraggly man asked, a playful incredulity in his tone. He tutted his tongue a few times. “Does your daddy know the princess is out of her tower?” 


I stepped in front of Lily as the Grandtown crew came crawling out of the shadows. I was right in my estimation—I quickly counted twelve men, all just as skinny as Scraggly. I could see why they were trying to steal food. 


“I’m sorry, I don’t think we’ve had the pleasure of meeting,” I said to the leader, scanning the rest of the crew. Most of them held tomahawks, although some brandished short sections of thick metal chains. “My name is Zain Stone. These are my friends. And you are?” 


The Grandtown gang cackled again like a pack of hungry hyenas. Most of them were barefoot. 


I could work with that. 


“We’re not looking to make friends, buddy,” Scraggly said, eyeing Lily up and down in a way that made me want to rip his eyes out of his head. He looked back to me. “But we wouldn’t mind escorting Lily here back home.” 


“That won’t be necessary,” I replied, taking another step between them so she was blocked from his view and pulling my crossbow from my back. It was loaded and ready—but could I fight a dozen men with it? 


My heart began to pound as I took one last glance at my area, trying to draw on everything I’d learned these past few days to find any advantage. The street was the normal collection of sand and rubble, the windows blown out of the surrounding buildings. A large awning over an old grocery store hung above half of the men, sagging with sand from years of wind. Above us, what used to be the Brown Line ran on a bridge over the street. 


Scraggly lifted his tomahawk, spinning it in his hand and rearing it back, his eyes locked on my crossbow. 


I took a deep breath, lifted my bow, and fired. 


Four major things happened in the next ten seconds. 


First, my arrow hit the target perfectly—tearing a large hole through the bottom of the awning and dropping a heap of sand in the eyes of about half of the Grandtown men, temporarily disabling them. Second, I dodged the oncoming tomahawk blow from Scraggly, knowing that attackers in this world always went for the obvious blow—and that this desperate, hungry scavenger wouldn’t be any different. As he exposed his torso with his overhanded swing, I kicked him in the ribs—hard, sending him toppling to the ground. Third, I turned to Jude, pointing at the train line and commanding: “Get us a ride out of here.” She ran off towards the stairs. 


And fourth, a dagger flew through the air and landed in Amy’s shoulder, three inches above her heart. 


“Amy!” I cried. 


In an instant, I had reloaded my bow and fired directly into the forehead of the man who threw the dagger. He dropped dead. The rest of the men rushed for me. 


Ignoring all else, I ran to Amy, my reality suddenly crashing down into slow motion. Lily got there before me, dropping to her knees and holding a shell-shocked Amy in her arms, opening up the pack she carried and removing a small med kit. She worked with procedural focus, clearly having dealt with combat wounds before.  


“Zain, I’ve got her,” Lily shouted at me. “Go!” 


I followed her eyes to the oncoming attackers and grinded to a halt, sprinting in the opposite direction to draw them away. Luckily, they followed, and I ran like hell down the road with ten men after me, trying not to be preoccupied with whether Amy was okay. Lily knew what she was doing. Amy would be fine—she had to be. 


About a quarter mile up ahead, a truck on six flat wheels sat with its back doors up. I just had to make it there. 


Tomahawks are good for throwing, and one whipped past my head as I ran. I knew zigzagging might help, but it would put me closer in range—if just one man were aiming for me, it might be worth it, but as it stood, I pushed my legs to hit the rough ground harder and propel me faster to the truck. Another axe clattered against the ground behind my feet—luckily, malnourishment seemed to keep these guys weak, and I was just out of range. 


When I hit the truck, the hollow metal clattered, and I clambered into the back and pulled down the door. The lock clicked into place, and I panted in the dark, dropping to my knees and reloading my crossbow. Feeling around on the back wall, I found the latch to the front cab and pulled it open, crawling through it head first. I did an awkward somersault in the front passenger seat and turned myself around, propping my bow on the opening and waiting for these idiots to figure out how to open a truck latch. 


Finally, they managed to pop it open. The second the light shone through, I fired into the right eye of the first man I saw. His body dropped to the ground. Staying calm, I reloaded and fired again as the rest of the men realized what was going on, catching one in the back as he retreated. 


Three down, nine to go.


The skinny scavengers caught on quickly that I was firing from the front seat and began to move around to the front of the truck. Not wanting to be trapped in the front cab, I launched myself through the shattered front window, sliding down the front hood and breaking into a run.


Above the street, a subtle buzzing began—Jude had gotten the train line going. And that’s when I saw it. An electrical wire, live and hanging down into the street from above the train line.


Suddenly, I had a flash of the first downed line I saw in this world on our trip to the harbor—how depressing it was to see it dangling in the wind like that. Now, it was my greatest weapon. 


Grinding to a halt, I redirected to the line. It was too good an asset to use it on just one man—and I had the element of surprise, as these scavengers wouldn’t know the danger of a live wire if it zapped them in the ass. In fact, that was my plan.


As I ran, I picked up a dropped tomahawk on the ground and put on a final push of speed to the metal base of the train line. I felt someone gaining on me, and as I turned around, the blade of his axe came so close to my face it drew a cut along my cheekbone when I reared my head back. 


Recovering quickly, I countered with my own axe, swinging down on the wooden handle of my current attacker’s and cracking it in half. As he faltered with a broken wooden handle in his hand, I shoved him down with the blunt edge of my tomahawk and stomped as hard as I could into his head on the ground as I faced the next man to arrive. A sickening crunch sounded underfoot,  where his skull cracked, but I couldn’t think of that—I had the girls to protect. I didn’t have time to look for Amy and Lily, to make sure they were okay—I would just have to keep fighting, hoping they were still alive. 


Swinging my axe wildly, I was surrounded by scavengers. Above us, the live wire buzzed, but I had no way to utilize it without frying myself. Until I saw Jude across the street, pointing wildly at the metal staircase leading up to the train. I didn’t know what her plan was, but I trusted her, so I ran. 


When I hit the staircase, I sprinted up. Then I figured out why Jude wanted me there—the downed wire was caught lightly on a protruding, ripped up Chicago flag mounted on the side of the train platform, and if it were let loose, it would land directly on the stairs. I’d have one shot—but if it worked, it would really work. Behind me, five men were clambering to follow me up the stairs. I nocked an arrow, stepped up onto the handrail, took aim, fired, and jumped.  


The flag ripped, and the line continued its downward trajectory, hitting the stairwell. Instantly, the men were paralyzed with electrocution, all eventually falling to the ground and twitching. Until they stopped. 


Nine down, three to go. 


I glanced to Jude, who was smiling on the street, her eyes wide with shock. 


“We’re set to go,” she shouted. I nodded. 


But where were the rest of the men?


Down the road, the scraggly leader and the two remaining scavengers were facing Amy and Lily, their weapons reared back. Lily stood between the trio and Amy, holding a small dagger up with commendable bravery—even if she looked terrified. 


Reloading as I ran, I pointed my crossbow at the closest man and fired. The arrow missed my target of his skull slightly and went through his neck—but it worked all the same, and it distracted the other two long enough for Amy and Lily to escape. 


Or so I thought. 


Amy ran in the opposite direction, but Lily, seeing that the scraggly leader was distracted by my oncoming attack, jumped onto his back and stabbed her dagger into him. 


Everyone paused in shock. Then Scraggly hit the ground, Lily still on his back, blood pouring down onto her arm. 


The final man looked from Lily, to moaning Scraggly, to me, to Amy, then to Jude. Then he launched himself at Lily, I assume attempting to use her as a shield—but I was too quick. There was an arrow in his skull before he hit the ground. I checked my sheath—that was my last arrow. 


The girls panted and everyone looked at me. 


“Is everyone okay?” I said.  


It felt like a silly question.


I didn’t think any of us were okay.










CHAPTER 23





“WE’RE FINE,” LILY replied, standing up and shaking drops of still-warm blood from her arm. Her dagger remained in Scraggly’s back.  “Amy’s stable.”  


I looked to Amy, whose shoulder wound was already bandaged. She smiled tightly at me, trying to put on a brave face. 


“I’ve done everything I can on the…human end,” Lily added. 


“We can patch her up on the tech-end if we can find any half-decent hardware,” Jude said, looking at me. 


I nodded, trying to think. 


“First things first, we need to get out of here,” I declared. “This area is way too hot and the sun is coming up. Lawrence’s men will come after us soon, not to mention this place seems to be crawling with scavengers.” 


“Well, our chariot was awaiting,” Jude said, looking at the train line.


“Then let’s move,” I said, ignoring her hesitation. I picked Scraggly’s pack off the ground and put it over my back, hoping there were at least a few useful items in there. 


I began to move toward the train, and the girls followed, but Jude jogged alongside me. 


“That whole staircase is live,” she said, shaking her head in confusion. “How do you suggest we get up there without frying ourselves?” 


My body was trembling with adrenaline and exhaustion, but I didn’t stop walking. We had a ride out of here, and I wasn’t going to pass it up just because the entrance was a nightmare of potential electrocution. Amy couldn’t run and we were all ragged and exhausted. So we’d figure it out. 


“Amy,” I said suddenly, realizing how she could help us.  


When I looked at her, she seemed openly distressed. I stopped walking. 


“Amy, are you alright?” I asked, my voice softening. I moved to her and placed my hands lightly on her upper arms. “Are you in a lot of pain?” 


A tear escaped the corner of her eye, and she wiped it away quickly. 


“No,” she said meekly. “I’m just…embarrassed.” 


“Embarrassed?” Jude repeated. “Of what?” 


Amy looked down, pursing her lips. 


“I wasn’t helpful at all,” she said. “You guys are all so capable…I wish I could help fight.” 


“You’re apologizing for being stabbed?” Jude asked. 


“Amy, please don’t tell me you feel bad taking a dagger to the chest,” I added. I stepped forward and hugged her tightly—but not too tightly to irritate her wound. “You are our biggest asset,” I whispered. 


Then I pulled back to look into her face, wiping another tear from her cheek. “And right now, you’re the only person who can get us out of here.” 


“I am?” she questioned. 


“Yes,” I replied. “We’ve got a live metal staircase and an android who, if you’re anything like the original AI I designed, is incapable of carrying an electrical current. The biological hardware is designed that way to prevent any short-circuiting. You’re shock-free.”


“I am?” she asked incredulously. 


I furrowed my brow, looking from her to Jude. Was I wrong? Sure, Amy had almost all of the same features of my original design, but without knowing who actually designed her, I couldn’t be sure she was built identically—and I definitely didn’t want to risk her life on that hunch. 


“Don’t look at me,” Jude said. “If that’s true, it’s news to me.” 


I exhaled, turning to pace through the street while I considered our options. If we weren’t sure Amy wasn’t a conductor, it was not worth it to test it out by having her step onto a staircase of a thousand volts. Staring into the light purple horizon, I tried to think, racking my brain for other options, when—


“Damn, you’re right, Zain!” Jude declared. 


I turned around and Jude’s finger was hovering above Amy’s flesh arm, apparently having just attempted to zap Amy with a current. Amy stood there, shocked and offended while staring at Jude. 


“Did you just try to electrocute me?” she cried.  


Jude raised her hands in innocence. “What?” she said. “It didn’t work, did it? Aren’t you glad you know now?” 


Amy’s mouth popped into an O shape, and she slapped Jude lightly on the arm with her metal hand. 


“That was not cool,” she declared. “Don’t expect me to say you’re welcome.”


“Yeah, that was kind of crazy, to be honest,” Lily added. 


“Says the girl covered in someone else’s blood,” Jude countered. 


Lily looked down at her blood-stained white t-shirt, and she couldn’t help but snort a laugh. 


“You’ve got me there,” she admitted. 


We all laughed a little at the ridiculousness of the claim, but I was still nervous about our position so close to Lawrence town—and we’d been burned too many times by staying out in the open for even a few minutes. 


“Okay, let’s focus,” I said. “Amy—are you up for moving that wire?” 


Amy nodded, excited to suddenly be helpful to the team. We watched her jog to the stairwell, and, carefully, place one gentle foot on the first step. 


Nothing happened. 


“Whoa!” she cried. “This is so cool! I’m like a superhero!” 


Jude rolled her eyes. “She’s had a metal arm that can shoot density blasts this entire time, and now she feels like a superhero.” 


“Let her enjoy this,” I said back. “She needs a win.”


We all watched as Amy climbed to the buzzing wire, grabbed it, and tossed it up into an open window and away from the staircase.


“Well, hopefully no one lives there,” I said quietly. 


Lily snorted to herself. Amy jumped down from the staircase, looking extremely pleased. 


“All done!” she declared, like a child who just finished all her vegetables. 


“Great job, Amy,” Lily declared. I idly noticed how close the two of them were already becoming, and smiled at how they were the most unlikely friends. An android and the daughter of the man who wanted all androids dead—who would’ve thought? 


We all took  the stairs quickly—clearly still freaked out—and boarded the train Jude had started for us. Jude cut the emergency break and we lurched forward, grinding down the rusty tracks.


The girls collapsed into the hard plastic seats, and we set off to wherever the line might lead.   










CHAPTER 24





“AND THAT’S HOW I transitioned from sewing stitches onto my stuffed animals to sewing them on people,” Lily finished, scooping tuna from a can into her mouth with a plastic spork. “And I haven’t killed anyone yet. Speaking of…” 


She nodded at my forehead, and I touched the gash that throbbed there. I had wrapped a section of ripped cloth around it earlier, but I could feel warm blood soaking through. 


“Would you allow me to stitch that up?” Lily asked me. 


I looked at Amy. “Only if my primary physician says it’s alright.” 


Amy seemed thrilled that I showed my loyalty to her, and a blush appeared across her cheeks. “Be my guest,” she said to Lily. “I never really knew what I was doing anyway.” 


“Wow,” I said. “I’m getting my copay back.” 


Amy stuck her tongue out at me, and Jude jumped down from the counter and began rifling through the cabinets. 


We were in the abandoned headquarters of a food bank’s donation pantry, which had been thankfully, gloriously untouched for the past twenty years. Probably because it was located in the basement of a nondescript office building below Lincoln Park—not a storefront visible to the public. We only found it because Amy saw it on her logged pre-war maps of the city—another win that reminded her how useful she was to our team. 


Full on our bounty of donated cans of tuna, chili, beans, and even a few containers of spam, we lounged around the office kitchen, finally taking a satiated rest. 


Lily was rifling through her pack, placing her medical supplies on the round table I was sitting at. Gauze, needles, thread, a small pair of forceps, and two pairs of scissors lined up before me, and I found myself looking to Jude, hoping she’d announce she found a spare bottle of liquor in the cabinet. 


No luck. We were at a charity food bank, where people felt good enough about themselves not to drink at work. I was going to have to grit my teeth on this one. 


As Lily gently unwrapped my head bandage, Jude picked up Scraggly’s pack that I’d stolen from the scene of our battle, inspecting it. 


“Hey, distract me,” I told her. “Let’s inventory what’s in there.” 


Jude shrugged and pulled out a chair, plopping down at the table, while Amy climbed into the chair to my left, positioning herself with her knees to her chest. Lily took the last chair to my right, scooching it closer to me on the wooden floor with a loud scratch. 


“Well, he’s clearly never cleaned this out,” Jude observed, pulling a single hole-ridden, yellowing sock out between the tips of her fingers. 


She threw it towards Amy and she swatted it away. 


“Ooh, a book!” Jude cried. The volume she pulled out was thin with a cracked, shiny cover. “Herbs for medicinal use,” she read. 


Lily grabbed the book out of Jude’s hands and read the front greedily. 


“Oh my God,” she declared. “Can I have this?” 


Jude, Amy, and I shared an amused look.  


“Fine by us,” I told her. 


Lily let out a little cheer and placed the book next to her neat row of medical supplies. Then she pulled on a pair of blue latex gloves and poured a little bit of water from her bottle onto a gauze pad, gently cleaning my wound. I tried not to wince, considering wincing only made my forehead hurt like hell.  


“He’s got a few emergency flares,” Jude continued, pulling the orange sticks from the backpack and setting them down. “And…oh yes, tweezers!” 


I scoffed. “What do you need tweezers for?” 


Jude rolled her eyes. “They’re the perfect multitool for single-board computer repair,” she explained, popping the tweezers in her back pocket. “Also, is it a crime if I make my eyebrows look nice for you?” 


I flushed. “I suppose not.” 


“Good,” she declared. 


Jude continued to dig through the pack while Lily wiped the blood from my face. Her face went from righteous to confused as she pulled out a small vial of yellow liquid, a label on its side covered in tiny black print. Just then, Lily pressed the cold forceps to my forehead and positioned her threaded needle above my eyes. 


“I need you to be completely still,” she warned. “I’ll be as fast as possible.” 


I nodded tightly. 


Then the pain started. Prickling at first, then deeply uncomfortable as the thread was pulled through my flesh. Instinctively, I grabbed the closest thing to my hand—Lily’s thigh—and then pulled my hand away in embarrassment. 


“Sorry,” I choked out. “Pain. Dumb.”


I swore I could see her bite down a smile in my peripheral vision, but I couldn’t move my head to be sure. 


“You can hold on there if it helps,” she told me with a wink.  


I returned my hand to the side of her thick thigh and tried to focus only on the feeling of her leg. Across the table, Jude was still turning the tiny vial in her hands. 


“Jude,” I managed to get out through gritted teeth, pain burning on my head. 


“He wants to know what you’re holding,” Amy translated, growing more and more anxious as she watched me wince in pain. “He said to distract him. Remember?” 


“It looks like some sort of medicine,” Jude said, turning the bottle this way and that. “I’m not sure. It says…humu…lin. Humulin.”  


Lily’s hand paused mid-pull. My forehead throbbed in excruciating pain.


“Did you say Humulin?” she asked. 


Jude nodded. 


“Lily, I don’t mean to be a bother, but you do have a needle sticking out of my face,” I said through gritted teeth. My entire goal in life at this point was not to start openly weeping in front of all of them. 


“Oh!” Lily sounded, snapping out of it and returning to my stitches. “Yes. Sorry. Just one last pull, and…” 


She cut the thread with her small scissors and placed her tools on the table. 


“All done,” she declared. 


I nodded, closing my eyes and trying not to throw up from the pain. Remembering that I had limbs and I wasn’t just a fiery ball of pain, I finally relaxed my grip around Lily’s thigh. 


“If that really is Humulin,” Lily said, “we need to bring it back to Lawrence. With your help, maybe we could replicate it!” 


“Back to Lawrence, already?” Jude asked. “Didn’t we just escape? Can’t we regroup for a few days?” 


“Hold on, hold on,” I said. “What is Humulin?” 


Lily’s face lit up with hope. “It’s an off-brand name for Pretercin.” 


The name rang no bells, but Amy and Jude’s faces lit with recognition. Amy took in a small gasp. 


“Sorry, what the hell is Pretercin?” I asked. 


“It’s an intravenous medicine patented in 2034 which treats Franklin’s Disease, an illness many children are born with these days due to the effects of nuclear radiation,” Amy explained. 


Lily nodded gravely. “For many of the kids in our community, the disease is a death sentence. But this sample, combined with your guys’ abilities, may be able to save them!” 


“Our abilities?” Jude asked incredulously. “I’m a programmer and engineer and Zain’s expertise is AI and cryotechnology. What makes you think we can replicate a vaccine?” 


Amy took my hand in hers on the table, squeezing it and looking at Lily.

 “Zain can do it,” she stated confidently.


To be honest, I wasn’t sure that was true. But I’d be damned if I wouldn’t give it a try. 


“I’ll do my best,” I told Lily. “But I can’t do it without equipment. I’m gonna need a full lab, a computer—any chemical engineering or medical tech we can find. And I doubt your father will be on board with that.” 


Lily considered. 


“My father can be stubborn and tyrannical, but he would see reason about this. There’s too many lives at stake.” 


“Are you sure?” Jude asked, tipping her chair on its two back legs precariously. “Archer doesn’t exactly seem like the reasonable type.”  


“People are capable of change,” Amy argued. “If Lily says he’ll see reason, then we should give him a chance to.” 


“Did he see reason when her mother was dying?” Jude asked sharply. 


Lily’s mouth snapped shut just as Amy’s eyes widened in shock. 


“What?” Jude asked. “I’m just saying.” 


“Jude!” Amy cried. “Be respectful!” 


Lily reached a hand across the table to Amy. 


“It’s okay, Amy, she’s right,” Lily said quietly. “But my hope is that he learned something from that mistake. If we can bring this vaccine back and set you up in our lab, bringing in the right equipment, we can show him that technology saves lives instead of taking them.”


“Or we can end up back where we started, in a jail cell. Except this time, you’ll be on the other side of the door,” Jude countered. 


“I think what Jude is trying to say is that we’re hesitant to return so quickly to people that clearly aren’t interested in hearing us out,” Amy clarified. 


“Okay,” Lily said sarcastically, “but did you have the daughter of Archer Lawrence with you the last time you showed up?” 


“No,” Jude said back with equal bite, “But who’s to say you’re important enough to save us?” 


“Girls!” I shouted. 


I’d been watching their argument like an exciting tennis match, forgetting that it was my job to lead them. 


“That’s enough. Now, Jude is right that we can’t just go waltzing in without a plan again, and I understand everyone’s hesitancy in returning so soon, which is why we’re not going to be stupid about it. But Lily has told us there’s a way for us to save a whole community of children born with a disease they have no control over, and I’ll be damned if we don’t try to help. So we’ll regroup for a day or two, and then figure out our entrance strategy. Got it?” 


The three girls nodded, Lily’s head cocking at me as if she were seeing me for the first time. 


“What?” I asked her. 


“Nothing,” she replied warmly. “It’s just…it’s nice to be working under a leader who’s actually capable. Thank you.” 


I felt myself swell with pride. Lily was clearly an intelligent, capable woman, and her approval of my leadership apparently meant more to me than I realized. 


“If you think this is nice, try really working under him,” Jude said suggestively.  


Amy blushed again and shoved Jude lightly in her shoulder. 


Lily looked at me, her Hollywood starlet face suddenly sultry, and she pushed her golden hair behind her ears. 


“I wouldn’t mind that at all,” she said, her blue eyes trained on me. 


I gulped. 


“It’s been too long since you had a moment to relax, Zain,” Amy said, slipping her hand onto my thigh under the table. Warmth spread through my legs. “Don’t you want us to help you?” 


I looked at Lily, trying to gauge her reaction. She bit her bottom lip and stared at me like she wanted to rip my clothes off with her teeth. 


Got it, I thought. 


Suddenly, Lily was pushing back her chair and crawling under the table, positioning herself on her knees in front of me. With the nimble hands of a surgeon, she pulled my half erect cock from my pants. Her hands were soft and perfect on me, and when I looked down, I could see her huge tits pressing up against each other as she leaned forward. I shuddered with desire. 


Then Lily’s mouth was around me, and all I could do was lean back in my chair and try to remember how to breathe. Her tongue traced the head of my cock with gentle precision, flicking up and down on the tip and getting me rock hard before she plunged it deeper into her mouth, taking time to lick every inch before she moved on. I bunched her blonde hair in my hand while I watched her patiently take me deeper and deeper. 


Meanwhile, Amy and Jude had come to my sides. Amy was rubbing my shoulders while lovingly kissing my neck, and Jude had lifted my shirt to lick at my abs. Seeing Jude’s slender frame bent over in her tight jeans only got me harder, while the feel of Amy’s perfect mouth on my neck sent shivers down my spine. 


Lily, finally having paid special attention to every inch of my cock, was now taking the entire length of me deep into her throat. She looked up at me as she choked and small tears began to stream from the corners of her eyes. 


I tried to pull out, but she wouldn’t let me, instead grabbing my thighs and attempting to pull me deeper down her throat. I shuddered, seeing how desperate she was for me to deepthroat her. 


Not wanting to be rude, I had to oblige. 


I cradled the back of Lily’s blonde head with my hand and began to fuck her face. She moaned gratefully, and I could feel myself growing almost painfully hard inside her throat. I turned to Amy and kissed her, and our tongues mingled together desperately while Jude continued to kiss and lick at my chest. 


I knew at this rate that I would come far too quickly, so I pulled away from Amy and gently pulled Lily’s mouth out from around my cock, shivering as I removed her. I pushed my chair back so I was far from the table, but then Amy and Jude both dropped to their knees too. The girls' mouths began to mingle over my cock, kissing and licking at the sides of it, their lips grazing against one another’s. Before I knew it, Lily’s mouth was again sucking me off, while Jude and Amy licked at my balls. 


Staring down at the three girls feasting on my cock, my body began to steel with intense pleasure. Amy’s strawberry blonde hair, Lily’s blonde hair, and Jude’s black hair all moved up and down in an undulating wave of perfection as they kissed and licked and sucked me. I knew I was going to finish soon—but with Lily deepthroating me so well, I wanted to reward her. Besides— I’d been dying to know how she looked naked since I met her. 


I stood up, and the girls all stared up at me in disappointment. 


“Lily, take off your shirt,” I commanded. 


The leader’s daughter did as she was told, wasting no time in ripping her tight, blood-stained t-shirt off over her head. Her tits bounced free from the fabric, and they were huge and luscious. Something came over me then, and I had to fuck her perfect tits. She saw what I wanted and immediately positioned her chest in front of my cock. I started by slapping her tits with my cock a few times, which she seemed to enjoy, and then sliding it between the folds of her bouncing tits. It was still wet from the girls’ saliva, and I slid perfectly up and down in her tits while she pushed them together. Amy moaned slightly as she watched, and I placed my thumb in her mouth, which she sucked on greedily. 


Watching Lily’s tits bounce up and down with my cock between them got me so fucking hard I knew I’d have to stop if I didn’t want to come then and there. I pulled out of her tits and commanded her to stand up and take off her pants. She did as she was told. 


Once we were all standing and Lily’s pants were on the floor, I turned her around and admired her large, juicy ass. She was perfectly proportioned, her breasts and ass huge with a small, snatched-in waist. Knowing exactly what I wanted, she bent over with elbows on the table, exposing her glistening sex. 


“Please,” Lily moaned. “Please, Zain, I need you. Please.” 


I didn’t need to be begged twice.


I placed my cock at her entrance, slapping it a few times and then tracing the folds with my tip. Amy and Jude’s hands and mouths ran across my body, sending chills of pleasure down every spot they touched. 


“Should I tease her anymore?” I asked Amy and Jude. 


Jude bit at my earlobe playfully, whispering, “I think so,” while Amy said, “No, she’s been through enough.”  


They were like the angel and devil on my shoulder, except giving me advice only on the best possible dilemmas. Splitting the difference between what they said, I teased Lily for a little bit longer, sliding the tip of my cock slightly into her sopping wet entrance and pulling it out quickly. She moaned desperately, saying my name one more time. 


Then I plunged myself into Lily and fireworks went off in my head. She went so deep, and her juicy ass was so satisfying to press myself into. I slapped it once, twice, until she was yelping with satisfaction, and I was fucking her so hard the table was scraping across the floor. 


None of us seemed to care, and Lily’s moans grew louder and louder as I fucked her deeper and deeper. 


At some point, Jude and Amy had taken their clothes off too. I turned to Jude and pulled her close to me, sucking her hard nipple into my mouth, and her breathing became deep and ragged. Then I switched to Amy, taking her perky breast into my mouth as well while I slid my finger up between her legs. She was sopping wet and erupted in a moan as soon as I touched her, and the moaning of the three girls only grew louder as I started to groan as well. I knew I wouldn’t last much longer, but I had a mission to make Lily orgasm, and I wasn’t going to give up any time soon. 


Slamming into Lily’s pussy as hard as I could, her thick, jiggling thighs began to tremble. I slapped her ass again, hard, and she yelled out a cry of pleasure, saying, “Again, again,” until I slapped her again. Her ass was becoming red, but she begged for more, and I slapped her again and again as I pumped in and out of her pussy, until, eventually, she burst. 


“Oh, Zain!” she cried, erupting in waves of twitching ecstasy. 


I ground my cock into her, pumping faster and faster and listening to her scream my name over and over as I released too, pouring my semen inside of her as my eyes saw stars in intense release. 


By the time I regained consciousness, I realized I was draped across Lily’s back on the table. She was panting into the wood, and Jude was collapsed into a chair, idly touching her nipple while she watched us. Amy stood behind me, lightly running her fingertips across my back in a way that made me want to fall asleep in her arms. 


I pulled out of Lily and collapsed back in my chair, pulling Amy tightly onto my lap and watching my cum ooze out of Lily’s pussy. The outline of my handprint was visible on Lily’s ass—shit, had I really been slapping her that hard? I mean, she had been begging for it, after all. 


“Does anyone want seconds?” Jude suddenly asked jokingly. 


Whether she was talking about the bounty of donated canned food or the sex, I couldn’t tell. Either way, I was on board.   










CHAPTER 25





“WHY DID WE leave our safe, hidden palace of canned food again?” Jude asked. 


We were walking along the sand-covered sidewalk, staying close to the buildings on our blown-out block as Lily guided us to an unknown location. Despite having ridden the train several stops South away from Lawrence town, I still couldn’t shake the feeling we were being watched.


“Yeah,” I said. “Lily, now would be a good time to let us in on what we’re doing.” 


I had trusted Lily blindly when, half a day into our hide-out, she suddenly realized the time and insisted she had a rendezvous she couldn’t miss. With who and for what, we didn’t know. But we weren’t going to let her go alone. 


So we packed up as much food and supplies as we could carry and hit the road. 


“We’re going to see Marisa,” Lily said. 


Amy turned around to shoot me a questioning look.


“And who is Marisa?” I asked. Lily had a way of withholding information that clued me into the fact that she probably couldn’t trust a lot of people in her life. “Is she from Lawrence town?” 


“No,” Lily replied, jumping across a blasted out hole in the sidewalk. The rest of us followed suit. “She lives on her own, collecting items through the city and trading them to interested parties for food and supplies. For the past year or so, she’s been helping me smuggle small bits of tech into the Lawrence community. Mostly insulin monitors, flashlights, thermometers. Just small things we really need.” 


So Lily was more of a rebel than we even realized. I had to give it to her—smuggling that tech in when her father was the town leader proved she had balls. 


“So why meet her now?” I asked, not able to connect the dots. “It’s not like you’re returning to Lawrence town tonight. Besides, if our plan works, we could welcome her into the community openly after everything cools down.” 


“Well…” Lily started. 


She stopped walking, sinking into the shadow of a sagging awning. Amy, Jude, and I followed suit, removing our bodies from the beating midday sun. My pack of canned food hung heavy on my back. 


“I was thinking,” Lily said. “If we got Marisa to agree to come with us, it could buy us a lot of goodwill with my father. I want to come clean to him—not just about how I feel about tech, but about everything. He knows someone has been smuggling tech into our community—he just doesn’t know it’s me. If I bring Marisa to him and explain that her and I are the source of the contraband, he’ll be more likely to listen to all of us.” 


Her blue eyes moved from Amy, to Jude, to me, trying to get us to understand. 


“But won’t he be angry?” Amy asked timidly. 


“Yes, of course,” Lily conceded. “But I know my father. He’s a very all-or-nothing guy. If I’m going to come clean, I need to come clean on everything—only then can we start rebuilding trust. He’ll respect it if I’m completely open with him—and if sees that the people smuggling these things in aren’t evil, disgusting androids—his words, no offense, Amy—but his daughter and another girl my age.” 


I nodded, seeing her line of reasoning on this. After all, she knew Archer Lawrence better than anyone. If I was going to trust anyone with intel on how he thought, it was Lily.


“Okay,” I said, “Let’s do it. But if Marisa doesn’t want to come, it’s up to her. We don’t force anyone to do anything.” 


“Of course,” Lily agreed. 


We kept walking.


Twenty minutes later, we found ourselves in the carved-out remnants of a Victoria’s Secret store, bomb blasts having taken out the entire front wall. Raggedy, charred bras hung limply from melted hooks in the wall, and the once Pepto Bismol pink of the store was now a sickly, grayish rouge. 


“Really?” I asked Lily as we walked in. “This is your rendezvous spot?” 


She shrugged. 


“It’s so depressing, most people never come in here.” 


I nodded, kicking through a pile of tangled debris that looked like it had once been a drawer of lacy thongs. She had a point. 


The three of us took our positions, Amy taking a birds-eye view in the building upstairs and Lily and myself posted up near the door while Jude waited in the back. 


And then we waited. 


And waited. And waited. 


And waited more.  


After an hour of waiting, I was wrenched awake by someone tapping my shoulder. I’d dozed off on the floor, my head leaning against the wall.


“Something’s wrong,” Lily said nervously. “She’s never been this late before.” 


I stretched my neck back and forth, trying and failing to get rid of the throbbing soreness there. My forehead burned. 


“Do you know where she lives?” I asked. 


Lily nodded. “Yeah, I think so.” 


“Okay,” I told her, standing up and accidentally loosing a few bricks from the wall. “Take us there. At the very least, we’ll make sure she’s safe.” 

[image: ]


An hour later, we were climbing up a mountain of rubble into an apartment building that had clearly experienced a direct hit from a bomb. The only way into Marisa’s somehow-still-intact eighth floor apartment, according to Lily, was to climb the debris—a task which could simply not be done silently. With every step, another rock or shard of metal came loose and tumbled down the mountain, clanging and clattering as it went. 


As far as alarm systems went, this was a pretty good one. 


It made me nervous to be calling so much attention to ourselves. Despite having walked half the city today, I still felt eyes on us. But who knew—maybe searing head wounds could make any man paranoid. 


When we reached the eighth floor landing, suspended half by the right side of the building’s structure and half by a mountain of debris, Lily jogged lightly to the doorless entrance to the unit. 


When we walked in, it was immediately clear that Marisa scavenged for a living. 


You know those shows about hoarders, where the family has to come in and rip a person out of their palace of old newspapers and tchotchkes and cat shit? I felt I was in an episode as we crossed the threshold into the main room, which was piled floor to ceiling with….stuff. 


File boxes, newspapers, pots and pans, charred stuffed animals, mattresses, tires, clothes, toys, shoes—anything I could think of from the old world, I saw it gathered in this room. The only thing the room didn’t have was Marisa. 


“Ris?” Lily called out. 


No response. 


I wandered into the next room, finding that, amidst the chaos, there was some sort of system—as this area was piled with only electronics—game consoles, televisions, a five foot tall pile of loose copper wiring, circuit boards, keyboards, printers, and rows upon rows upon rows of computers, in every color, size, and model, some ripped open for parts, some still intact. 


Still no Marisa. 


The next room had books—hundreds of them—and the one after that was hardware and tools. Two separate car engines were laid out on blankets, tools spread out in various forms of disarray. Beside them there were wheels and gears, tool boxes, socket wrenches—a plastic tub filled to the brim with nails and screws. 


And, still, no Marisa. 


“Damn,” Jude breathed as she took it all in. “I need to make friends with this girl.” 


Amy picked up a discarded microscope, turning it this way and that. On the ground, I saw a pile of timers—some digital, some analog egg timers. I grabbed one and put it in my pocket. 


“She’s not here,” Lily declared, walking behind us into the room. “But I found this.”


She handed me a piece of white paper, wrinkled as if it had been hastily crumpled up into a ball. Printed in big, hand-written block letters, it said: 




KIDNAPPED BY DROIDS: LILY LAWRENCE. 

REWARD FOR HER RETURN TO LAWRENCE TOWN: 

RATIONS AND PROTECTION FOR ONE YEAR.





“Shit,” Jude said, reading it over my shoulder. “These must be all over the city.” 


“And I’d bet anything Marisa went looking for me in Lawrence territory,” Lily added. She threw her head into her hands and groaned. “Why would my father do this?” 


“He’s worried about you,” Amy said gently. 


“Kidnapped by droids?” Jude repeated. “How can you have sympathy for this man?” 


“I don’t,” Amy replied. “I just…I would imagine, if I had a family, I would do irrational things if they went missing too.” 


I wrapped an arm around Amy, squeezing her tightly. Her ability to see the best in people—even militant, android-hating people—was baffling. And comforting.  


“You do have a family,” I reminded her. “And there’s no telling what I would do if you went missing.” 


“Zain would burn this city to the ground,” Jude joked. 


Amy, Jude, and I chuckled together, but Lily was still distressed, pulling her hands down her face and beginning to pace through the room. Which was a difficult task, considering there was about three feet of available floor space. 


“What’s wrong, Lil?” I asked her. 


She sighed. “What’s wrong is that Marisa is…bold. And I’m her only friend out here. If she thinks I’m in danger, she might put herself in a bad position to find me. I’m…worried.”  


I looked at each of the girls, realizing that Jude’s joke was true—if any of them went missing, even Lily, who I had only met recently, I would stop at nothing to save them. 


“If Marisa is your family, then she’s our family too. We’ll find her,” I declared. 


Lily stopped pacing and looked at me, her eyes filling with tears. 










CHAPTER 26





WE DECIDED AGAINST taking the train back to Lawrence territory. Announcing our arrival was the last thing we wanted to do—especially returning without the well-thought-out, genius, tactically flawless plan we had been preparing to formulate. I tried to comfort myself by remembering that we weren’t approaching the settlement today—just finding Marisa and getting the hell out of there. But it still made me uneasy to be going back so soon. 


The walk was long and arduous. Turned out, carrying a backpack full of canned goods for three miles through ninety degree heat could piss any man off. And make him sweaty. By the time we reached the outskirts of the coastal settlement, all I wanted was to run into the cool, clear water of Lake Michigan and then collapse onto the sand for ten hours straight. But I knew that would be the first way to get myself captured—or shot with an arrow.


Suddenly, Amy perked up, stopping in her tracks. 


“Horses,” she said. “A half mile that way.” 


She pointed West. 


“I’d bet anything it’s Nico and his gang,” Lily said. “We’re on the edge of Lawrence territory now. They’ll use this point as a rendezvous to meet each other before they head back into town.” 


“We need to find cover,” I commanded. Looking around, I found the closest shelter—a shabby, wooden beach supply shack on the sand, mounted up a small staircase to stay out of the waves. “There.” 


The four of us loaded into the dark shack, which was full of sadly deflated flotation devices and termite-ridden wooden oars. I closed the door and took a position peering through a crack in the wood facing West. 


Sure enough, a minute later, five assholes on horses came trotting down the sandy remnants of Lakeshore Drive. But it wasn’t Nico; strangely enough. I didn’t recognize the man leading the charge—although he wore a stupid looking cowboy hat like the rest of them. 


As they approached, I noticed that one man behind the leader had a second rider on his horse—a girl. She had a collection of long braids down to her waist, dark skin, and striking, angular features. She wore a small pair of army-green shorts which showed off her thighs and a tight black sports bra which hardly contained her breasts. Her hands were tied in front of her, her mouth was gagged, and her eyes were liquid fire. 


“Shit,” I swore. “I’d bet every can of tuna we have I’m looking at Marisa.” 


Lily scrambled to the crack in the wall and I moved over to let her see. 


“Oh no,” Lily said. “No, no, no, no. They’ve got her. And that’s Max, my father’s third in command.” 


Lily collapsed with her back against the wall, throwing her head into her hands. I peered through the crack again. 


Max and his gang, towing Marisa, had slowed their horses, meandering down the beach. About a half mile from our location, they stopped, dismounting and beginning to set up camp. 


“What are they doing?” I whispered to Lily. “They’re a mile from Lawrence tower and the sun is just beginning to set, why not just complete the journey back?” 


Lily scoffed in disgust. 


“They probably found liquor somewhere,” she explained. “My father doesn’t like alcohol in the community, so when they find any booze they drink it all on the beach before they come home. My father knows it’s happening, but lets it go on as long as he doesn’t see it.” 


I pressed my cheek into the rough wooden wall, trying to keep eyes on the men. 


“So they’re just gonna get drunk and sleep on the beach?” I asked. “That’s fucking pathetic.” 


“Yeah,” Lily said shakily. Then she met my eyes in desperation. “We have to get Marisa out of there.”


I nodded, understanding immediately why we didn’t want her tied up and surrounded by power-hungry, drunken bastards. Eyeing the group, I saw that they had set up a small tent, shoving Marisa into it on the edge of their circle while they pulled out various bottles and started a fire, beginning their loud festivities. I supposed Archer Lawrence’s men didn’t worry about being noticed or attacked—they were the ones who did the attacking, after all. 


“We’ll wait until the sun sets,” I told Lily. “Then I’ll go in. I’ll keep an eye on them until then—if anyone even gets near her, we go in guns blazing. But if I can keep stealth on my side, I will.” 


Lily nodded, fear clouding her usual confident demeanor. 


Amy and Jude shared a worried look, sinking into seated positions against the wall. 


It was a long hour. 


I never knew the sun could take so fucking long to set. My face was beginning to throb from being pressed against the wall for so long, watching the men like a hawk and becoming angrier and angrier with every second. Snippets of their loud, drunken conversation carried down the beach, and you didn’t need to be the Director of Infinite Lifecycle R&D at Thanatos Industries to fill in the words between “droid” and “bitch.” My fists clenched painfully as I waited. And waited. 


It would take everything in my power not to ambush these fuckers and slit their throats before I escaped. But Marisa’s safety would have to be my top priority—and making it back to the girls in one piece. 


Finally, darkness descended upon the beach. I stood up, my muscles aching, and prepared to depart. 


“If I don’t come back, take the supplies and the bow and run,” I told them, handing Jude my crossbow. 


She stared down at it in shock. 


“You’re not taking this?” Jude asked. 


I shook my head. “You girls need a line of defense. Stay calm and aim true—it’s a good weapon if you use it right. Besides, it’s too clunky for me to crawl with.” 


Amy rushed to me and hugged me around my center. 


“Be careful,” she begged. 


I kissed her forehead, promising, “I will.” 


Then I slipped out the door and felt in my pockets, pulling out the only two assets I’d brought—a dagger and an egg timer. 


I could work with that. 


I broke into a run, thanking every available God that I happened to be wearing black. 


My pathway was a long arch around the back of our shack and through the darkness of Lakeshore Drive, nowhere near enough to the drunken campers for anyone to notice. I sprinted past their plot, rounding out my large semi-circle a quarter mile down the beach from them.


From my pocket, I pulled out the egg timer, cranking it for five minutes. It began to tick quietly. Then I set it in the sand and ran back in the opposite direction. 


I stopped on Lakeshore Drive when I was directly behind Marisa’s tent, then moved as close I could without risking being seen before I dropped into an army crawl. 


The ground stabbed me with broken shards of shells and pointed rocks and chunks of rubble littered among the sand, but I kept my teeth gritted. I crawled slowly but surely for thirty yards until I could hear every word of the slurring conversations of the men, and the light from their campfire almost reached my fingertips. 


I slowed, flattening my body against the ground. 


“…why I ain’t taking orders from Nico no more,” one of them was saying. I assumed this was Max, the slighted third in command. “Bastard can barely ride.” 


I heard the swigging of a bottle. A loud burp. Laughter. 


The horses were tied up to a post clearly installed at this location for this exact purpose—making your animals wait on the beach all night while you got wasted rather than going home to get them fed and watered. 


Crawling slowly with my chin dragging through sand, I tried to keep the tent between myself and the group as best as I could. The more I listened to the men talking, the more I realized how piss-drunk they’d become in such a short amount of time. I supposed that was what happened when they were  watching the sunset and swigging straight vodka rather than a standard after-work six-pack. 


I knew it was a risk—but they were stupid intoxicated and I was running out of time, so I rose up into a low crouch and ran the rest of the way to the back of the tent. 


Panting, I remained in my crouch against the canvas and listened for any reaction to my movement. Max and his men kept bullshitting.


“Is someone there?” a voice whispered. 


I tried to quiet my breathing. 


“Yes,” I whispered back. “My name is Zain. I’m a friend of Lily’s. I’m here to rescue you.” 


There was a pointed silence from behind the thin canvas of the tent. 


“I’m good,” she whispered back stubbornly.


I looked around, wondering if this was a joke. I almost laughed out loud. Was this her definition of good?


“Yeah, you seem really good,” I replied. “Totally got this situation handled, right?”


Another pointed silence. 


“Just in case though,” I continued. “I’m going to rip a hole through this tent. Just on the off chance that, if a diversion were to be created, you’d like to run away.” 


She didn’t respond. The fire crackled, and the men argued about their rankings in Archer’s inner circle. 


“Fine,” the voice whispered at last. 


I held in my laugh.


Then I pulled the dagger from my back pocket and began to work it slowly into the canvas. Luckily, the lapping of the waves at high tide along with the crackling fire and the men’s voices buried the sound of the fabric tearing. In one quick rip, I opened a big enough hole to see Marisa through. 


Up close, she was even more strikingly beautiful than I’d noticed. Her skin glowed a golden brown in the firelight, and her black eyes were framed in long, alluring eyelashes. Her body was proportioned perfectly, her sizable tits barely tamed by her sports bra, her sexy midriff and legs exposed by her tiny shorts. 


After gawking at her for five seconds, I realized that her hands and feet were tied. I felt my face flush with embarrassment—and idiocy. 


But the funny thing was—she was gawking at me too. 


“What was your name again?” she asked, her black fire eyes smoldering up my body and landing on my face. 


I opened my mouth to respond. 


Then the timer went off. 


All the men stood as a loud ringing echoed from down the beach. Just praying they were distracted enough, I threw my body over top of Marisa’s and sawed through the rope around her ankles. Then I pulled myself back into the shadows. 


“Stay still,” I whispered, our lips only centimeters apart. I got to work cutting her wrist restraint. “Wait.” 


“Let’s go, grab your weapons!” Max shouted. “Aaron, stay back and watch the girl and the supplies.” 


“C’mon Max, let me in on the action!” Aaron replied, half-stumbling down the beach.


It was  either pure genius or pure stupidity, but I saw a moment and ran with it,  barrel-rolling through the sand to the right. I cut through the horses’ restraints and rolled back to Marisa’s tent. 


Marisa looked pleasantly amused. 


As we watched Max and his crew run down the beach to attack my egg timer, the horses broke out of their confused state and moved away from the post, eventually all trotting off in different directions. Aaron, too drunk for this development, chased the first one he saw.


Marisa and I ran. 


“Follow me,” I commanded as we sprinted, and she did—for about fifty feet. 


Then I caught her veering left, cutting my wide berth in half and risking sight from the beach if Max and his men returned. She didn’t seem to care though, and I struggled to keep with her insanely fast sprint. I was starting to see how climbing a mountain of rubble up and down to your house every day would build your leg muscles. One thing was for certain—Lily was right. This girl was bold. 


As we approached the shack, however, I could see something was wrong. The feeling resonated in my gut. 


The front door was wide open. 


The closer we got, the clearer it became that more people  stood  in a semi-circle behind our hideout, in some sort of confrontation. There were four men on horses, and several more on foot—my heart pounded, and Marisa and I raced through the shadows towards the scene, my legs burning to get there in time. As we got closer, I saw Lily—wrenched out from the shadows and pulled onto a horse in front of a man. The person mounted before all of them wore a large cowboy hat—he held himself strongly, confidently. He was pointing at Lily as she was dragged.


Archer Lawrence. 


Acid began to pool in the back of my throat as I watched Lily struggle, her silhouette writhing in the distance—pulled onto what I was guessing was Nico’s horse. 


And then I saw that Archer wasn’t just pointing—he was aiming. 


He was holding a fucking gun.


It was like I had been living my life in black and white for two weeks, and suddenly everything was in vibrant color. The stakes changed—in my body, in my mind—and I slowed, trying to gauge what to do with an opponent with a gun—and fighting not to let panic cloud my judgment. 


They still hadn’t seen us. And it seemed likely that a man like Archer Lawrence would shoot me on sight, just for the fucking power move of it all. 


I pulled Marisa to the side, placing the shack between us and the confrontation as we approached more stealthily. 


At our feet, strange debris blew through the wind, and as we ran, I realized what it was. Cans of food—open, emptied, destroyed. Stepped on and smashed. They had found our supplies and destroyed them, of course—letting us starve to death would be the easiest way to draw us out. 


My blood boiled. 


“Go on home now!” I heard as we neared the wooden wall of the cabin. “I’ll be speaking to you later, young lady. Nico, take care of her.” 


“You know I will,” Nico said. 


I could almost picture drool dripping out of his mouth. 


He let out a loud “Hyah,” kicking his horse and breaking into a gallop just as Marisa and I reached the back wall of the shack, pressing our bodies into the dark wood and panting in both shock and exhaustion. I grabbed the dagger from my pocket, rearing my arm back to throw it, but a tight grip held back my wrist. 


“Not worth it,” Marisa whispered. “We’re outgunned and outnumbered.”  


“Hasn’t stopped me before,” I whispered back. 


“We’ll follow them and get her back,” Marisa assured me. Her eyes were a warning bell. As panic and rage began to die down, only slightly, in my head, I saw that she was right—a sloppily thrown dagger could have just gotten both of us killed. 


The sound of hooves stopped our argument, as Archer Lawrence and his men moved back towards the main path on Lakeshore Drive. As they moved right, we moved left, rounding the front of the shack and staying out of their vision. 


The supplies were all destroyed and strewn about the front lawn, our packs emptied, the sheath of arrows dumped and every arrow snapped in half. I burst into the back door, praying that I’d somehow find Amy and Jude hiding there. 


But it was empty. Just flotation devices and rotting wood. 


My knees slammed against the floor as I collapsed in defeat. They were gone. I’d let them all be taken. 


“Zain?” I heard from behind me. 


Jolting back to reality, I turned and saw Amy running up the beach alongside Jude. They were both soaked to the bone. 


“You’re both alright?” I asked in disbelief, standing up to pull Amy into my arms. Jude followed, and I held them both close to me for a moment, flooded with gratitude that they were still here.  


“We’re fine,” Amy said. 


“Wrong,” Jude corrected. “We’re fucking freezing.” 


“I can feel that,” I said, rubbing my hands up and down their arms to try to warm them. “Were you in the lake?” 


“Mmhmm,” Amy said, clearly trying to keep her teeth from chattering. 


“It was Lily’s idea,” Jude interjected. “Amy heard Nico and Archer coming. We didn’t have enough time to escape, but Lily insisted that we hide in the water while she distracted them. She told them she’d been living out here by herself, that no one had kidnapped her. And the worst part was—”


“Nico and her are engaged,” Amy finished. “Her father is making her marry him against her will. He sees her as some sort of prize. It’s barbaric.” 


I exhaled, trying to gather my thoughts. My memory played me in an instant reply of Lily being dragged up onto that asshole’s horse. Before I knew it,  I slammed my fist into the wall of the shack—the building shuddered, and I winced with the pain of it. 


“I let that asshat motherfucking prick get Lily,” I cursed. “But we’re gonna get her back.” 


I turned, finding my inside-out backpack on the floor and stuffing any half-usable supplies back into it. Jude handed me the crossbow—also dripping wet. 


“I could fuck you right now for keeping this safe,” I told her. 


“Remind me of that later,” she whispered back, winking. 


I nodded, my thoughts too fiery with rage to fully process how sexy Jude was in that moment. Noticing Marisa standing awkwardly in the corner, I paused. 


“Sorry,” I announced to the group. “Jude, Amy, meet Marisa. Marisa, this is Amy and Jude. Yes, Amy is a droid. No, Jude is not. We can make proper introductions on the road.” 


I threw on my pack and walked into the cool night, the Milky Way starting to pop out above us. 


“As for right now,” I declared, stringing my crossbow over my back. “Let’s go get our girl back.”










CHAPTER 27





“UM, JUST WONDERING, where are we going, exactly?” Amy asked, trotting alongside me. 


I kept my eyes forward, focused singularly on getting Lily back as we trod through the sand of what used to be Lakeshore Drive. 


“Not totally sure,” I responded. “But Archer’s men rode this way when they left. We’ll follow their trail until we find Lily.” 


“Got it,” Amy said. “And then….um, what’s our plan?”


“I won’t be sure of that until we get there,” I told her. 


“Since when do we ever have a plan?” Jude added. “We show up and fuck shit up. End of plan.” 


I looked to Marisa to see if she had anything to add, but she stayed pointedly silent, walking forward with her shoulders back and staring into the darkness ahead. I wondered whether she was scared—after all, I hadn’t really asked her if she wanted to join before roping her into this mission. All I could hope now was that she wouldn’t get hurt in the inevitable fighting. 


As we walked down the path, the sound of Max and his men drunkenly regrouping echoed over the waves from the shoreline. Having lost both Marisa and their horses, the idiot named Aaron was getting torn a new asshole. 


We hurried along past them in the darkness, muffling our laughter as we walked. In the distance, horses trotted through the city, enjoying their newfound freedom. 


Eventually, Lawrence Tower began to rise up in our vision, and I noticed, from this angle, how many other buildings were part of the Lawrence community. The tower we’d been imprisoned in was the largest and tallest, but several other high-rises had been cleared of rubble and renovated. I noted idly how long that must have taken to do by hand. All the buildings created a sort of rough semicircle facing the water, with an old, half-caved in parking garage rimming the outer edge. 


As we approached the parking garage, I could hear the sounds of horses neighing, men whooping and laughing.


“That’s their barn,” Marisa said, her voice low and razor sharp. “Nico and his gang might still be in there, untacking the horses.” 


Yellow light poured out of the large, three-car sized front entrance facing the street. The waves lapped from the shore. Fresh hoof tracks led through the silt to the front entrance. We quickly pressed ourselves against the concrete outer wall of the garage and listened.


“…no more running away, okay?” Nico was announcing. “When you’re my wife, you’ll move to my corner room and enjoy the view. I’ll make sure you stay in line.” 


I heard a small whimper. My heart almost stopped—Lily. 


I stepped forward off the wall, ready to charge, but once again, Marisa held me back. Her black eyes said not yet. 


“I mean, you can keep working in the infirmary,” Nico continued, “but I’m changing the uniforms. I want you in a sexy little nurse’s outfit for me, baby.” 


The other men all laughed at that, and my eyes went white with rage. Once again, Marisa’s nails dug into my wrist as she held me back. Slowly, the four of us inched our way closer and closer to the front entrance, until the yellow light was within arm’s reach. 


I could smell cigar smoke wafting out into the night air. 


“I will never marry you,” Lily said. Her voice was shaky, but still firm with conviction. 


The men aww’d and boo’d. Nico laughed darkly.


“We’ll see what your father has to say about that,” was his only response. 


As the men jeered, I counted their shadows on the ground. Six guys, including Nico. I knew I’d handled worse, but, then again—these weren’t just starving, desperate scavengers. These were Lawrence men, fed and rested from riding horses around all day rather than trekking across miles and miles of desert landscape with packs on their backs. And I’d already fought his gang once, taking out more than half his guys on the docks. 


I couldn’t help but think they might remember that. 


Pressed against the cold concrete, I tallied our remaining assets in my mind. A dagger, an axe, and a crossbow with no arrows. A droid, an engineer, and a professional scavenger. And me. 


Could be worse, I supposed. 


Could also be better. 


“Okay, here’s the plan,” I whispered to the girls, handing Marisa one of the daggers and Jude the axe. “We all take our positions first—Amy, you stay by the entrance—anyone who escapes, you hit them with a density blast as they come out the door. We’ll clean up the rest. Jude, that axe is all metal—I want you lighting it up in advance so the first fucker you even graze gets electrocuted. If they avoid you after that—good, that’s what we want. If this parking garage has any cars left in it, find one and position yourself behind it to wait for my signal. Marisa—I want you outside with Amy until I give my signal. Are you good with a dagger?” 


Marisa nodded, seeming distracted. 


“Okay,” I said, “I’m going to show myself first, distracting Nico.”  


“Wait,” Jude said suddenly. “If Marisa has the dagger, you’ll be weaponless. You’ve got a crossbow with no arrows.” 


“Yes, but they don’t know that,” I retorted. “I’ll wield it like it’s loaded, and the average person won’t look close enough to notice. It won’t help for long, but it’ll buy me some time before they start trying to kill me.”


“Okay,” Jude said. “Then what?” 


“Well,” I started. “I’ll give a little speech, make it clear I’m alone, and get Lily out of there. As for right now, we wait for the opportune moment.” 


Amy and Jude nodded, and Marisa continued to stare ahead distractedly. During my speech, she had moved to the closest position to the door. 


Pressed against the wall again, I turned to Amy on my left, saying, “Stay out of the action if you can. We don’t need you being captured while I rescue Lily, you’re too valuable to them. And—”


“Um, Zain?” Amy interrupted, her eyes widening past me. 


I turned around, following her gaze. Marisa was gone. 


“Marisa!” I whisper-screamed as she rounded the corner, stepping into the light. But she didn’t listen.  


There was a grunt, and a guttural scream of pain. 


“Hey!” a voice yelled. 


“God fucking damnit,” I muttered to myself, and then I rounded the corner behind Marisa into the light. 










CHAPTER 28





THE SECOND I rounded the corner, everything I knew about Marisa changed. 


A dagger was sticking directly out of the right eye of the man closest to Lily, who was tied to a post on the ground. Marisa had thrown it with scary accuracy—an instant kill. As I arrived on the scene, she was already somersaulting across the hay-strewn “barn” floor, ripping the dagger from the man’s eye in one second and cutting Lily’s restraints in one quick motion in the next. 


I’d barely had time to raise my arrow-less crossbow by the time she was done.  


“It’s that goddamn technophile!” Nico yelled, fear flashing across his face as he recognized me. Motherfucker ran from our last fight—he should be scared. His eyes flashed down to the crossbow in my hands. 


“Nobody move!” I shouted, pointing the bow at the men. 


They all froze, and Marisa stood up with Lily, pointing her bloody knife at the man nearest to her. 


“Hey,” one of the men, a short guy with a bald head said suddenly. He was standing closest to me. “That bow’s not even loaded!”


Fuck, I thought. So much for my genius plan.


“Look who’s smarter than a fifth grader!” I remarked, and before he could react, I tossed the bow into my right hand, grabbing it around its center and slamming it down onto the man’s face.


The second blood started pouring from his nose, chaos erupted. 


Horses whinnied in their stalls as the men converged on myself and Marisa. I kicked Baldy in the stomach while he was down, then swung my crossbow at my next attacker—a stocky, bearded guy brandishing a lead pipe. It met the pipe with a crash, and I pushed him backwards with our weapons between us, ramming him into a makeshift scrap metal stall door while a horse watched on. 


Behind me, Marisa snarled like an animal as she attacked with her dagger. Nico had grabbed Lily and was dragging her by the neck down the row of stalls into the shadows of the garage. I rammed the bearded man into the stall door once more, startling the horse inside who bucked and whinnied. We struggled against one another, and I caught him in the balls with my knee—he buckled slightly, but to his credit, kept fighting.


That’s when I heard Jude enter the scene. Screaming. 


Well—it was more like a battle cry, I guess. I’d have to warn her that, in the future, it was generally smarter not to announce your arrival like a Viking king—but now wasn’t the time for critiques. 


Because she came through the door wielding a buzzing axe and screaming at the top of her lungs, Nico’s men avoided her. 


From over my shoulder, I called, “Jude, door!!”  


Always understanding my shorthand, she came roaring towards us, slamming her axe into the stall door in the same moment that I gave the bearded guy one last push and stepped away from him. The current traveled through the axe and into the sheet metal, and the man twitched in paralyzed electrocution for a moment before his knees hit the ground, his mouth foaming. 


“You know, you could have just touched the door,” I told Jude. 


“But what kind of fun would that be?” she asked, panting. 


I rolled my eyes and turned back to the fighting, scanning the shadows for Nico and Lily. 


“Get in the stall and hide. If another comes, light up the door,” I told her, grabbing her axe. 


As I strode away, I heard her whine, “But horses are scary!” 


Moving to Marisa, I prayed Jude would find a way to move past it. 


The garage entrance was empty—I hoped at least Amy was capable of following orders—and Marisa had successfully swiped her dagger through the neck of one of the men and was now holding his bleeding body in front of her as a human shield. If I weren’t so impressed, I’d be terrified of her, this warrior princess with no fear and apparently expert level knife throwing skills. As it stood, I was mostly turned on. 


Seeing me approaching with my axe, Marisa dropped the bloody man she was holding. 


“Zain!” she yelled. 


As the two men turned to look at me, Marisa threw her dagger again, this time piercing the closest man directly in the heart. A gurgled choking came from his mouth as blood leaked down his chin, and the other man paused, trying to decide whether to help his friend or turn and fight me. 


“Find Lily, I’ve got this!” Marisa yelled. 


I stopped running, immediately switching course and following her orders. She had only yelled my name as a diversion—not a cry for help. Of course. I left her with the last man, confident she could handle herself. 


Sprinting down the dark corridor between horse’s stalls, the smell of hay and manure grew stronger, the air danker, and unease settled over me. I was running into the perfect opportunity for an ambush—and I was smarter than that. 


Or at least, I hoped I was smarter than that. 


I slowed my pace, eventually coming to a stop. Hay crackled beneath my feet, and my breathing suddenly felt extremely loud. 


Fuck it, I thought. 


“Nico!” 


I yelled his name like a curse word. Daring the coward to come out and fight. 


No response. 


Inching slowly forward, I brandished my axe, checking every stall as I passed it. Then—a small yelp echoed from down the dark, cavernous garage. A gasp of pain.


I sprinted towards it, moving quickly to keep Nico from having time to anticipate my movements. They must be in one of the last stalls—the garage collapsed in on itself further down, leaving no way out. I approached the last sheet metal stall, the light almost completely dissipated, rounding the corner ready to attack and knowing this had to be where they were hiding—it was the only place left to check, and I was running out of patience. I turned the corner rearing my axe and saw—


Nothing. Just hay and floor. 


Fuck. 


That’s when a hundred and eighty pounds of weight landed on my head.  Nico had dived on top of me from the rafters, and I hit the concrete floor with a painful slam, his knee shoving into my rib cage and his body pushing my skull into the ground. The world went dark for a moment on impact. 


Then I heard Lily’s voice. 


“Zain!” she screamed, jumping down from the rafters as well where he’d been restraining her. “Zain, get up!!” 


When I lifted my head, Lily and Nico were fighting over my axe, which had clattered to the ground in my fall. Lily, to her credit, was putting up a good fight—but I could tell it would be mere moments before Nico overtook her. 


I stayed on the ground and kicked both my legs through Nico’s shins as hard as I could before jumping up to my feet. 


Nico fell, Lily stumbled backwards with the axe, and I grabbed it from her hands just as Nico pulled the back of my shirt and ripped me back to the ground. 


Holding onto the axe for dear life, I barrel-rolled through his grip, landing in a low crouch five feet from the stall. Nico looked from me to Lily and back again, standing up and wiping himself off to face me. 


“You’re not taking her,” he said, his small eyes black and beady. His stupid leather jacket had bits of hay hanging off of it. “She’s my fiancée, and you have no right to her.” 


I spat on the ground in disgust.


“She’s not a fucking horse, Nico,” I replied. “You don’t win her like a prize. And if you’d ask her, I’m pretty sure you’d find she has no interest in marrying a pathetic cowboy-wannabe who doesn’t even have the balls to face me in a fight.” 


Nico’s eyes narrowed at me, and I took another step backwards into the wide path between stalls. If I could just draw him out a little more, Lily would be able to sprint past him to Marisa—to safety. But he wouldn’t budge from the mouth of the stall—trapping her behind him.


“If you want to fight me so bad, come and get me, dirty technophile,” he spat. 


It was clear he wouldn’t be manipulated into losing position. Fine, I thought, rewriting my battle plan in my head. If he wants me to kill him where he stands, I can live with that.


Nico, spotting a rusty hay rake leaning against the stall door to his left, grabbed it quickly. I lunged. 


My axe made contact with his rake, but Nico was faster than I remembered—countering my attack by twisting the axe in my hand and making me lose my grip for a moment. I retreated, then swiped again—he lunged backward, placing his left hand around Lily’s wrist like an iron manacle. Once again, he proved his cowardice, using her as an obstacle and shield, knowing I would have to be more careful with my blows with her in the mix.


I swung the axe at his side opposite Lily, and he countered it with his rake again. I knew I was swinging too weakly—hesitating, too scared he’d throw Lily in the path of my weapon as a last resort—and it was preventing me from focusing on the fight. 


I was playing his game—on his terms. And I was done with it. 


I chucked the axe behind me, and it slid across the hay on the floor with a clattering scrape. In Nico’s moment of confusion, I got two hands around the handle of the rake and wrenched it out of his hands, chucking it behind me too. 


We’d fight man to man—and, considering he was barely a man, I planned to win. 


Without a weapon, Nico retreated even further. But I grabbed his narrow frame by the shoulders and managed to throw him behind me. He rolled on the ground and I lunged on top of him, landing a solid punch to his face and feeling bones crunch beneath my knuckles. 


“Lily—run, Marisa’s at the entrance!” I shouted behind me.


I felt her hesitate, wanting to help me. 


“I’m fine—run!” I yelled again. 


She ran.


Nico, meanwhile, managed to scramble out from underneath me, but I grabbed his ankle, throwing him back to the ground with me. We tackled each other, rolling in circles and trying to gain position over top of the other. Finally, I managed to pin his arms under my knees, and I unleashed—slamming my fists into his ratty face over and over until his teeth were falling out and his cheeks were swelling. Just as I was about to stand up and find my axe to finish him off—Lily returned at a sprint. 


“Zain!” she screamed, and I saw two men running behind her.  


My head pulled back in pain as Nico grabbed a chunk of my hair in his fist, ripping my skull to the ground and scrambling upwards away from me. 


“Marcus, Roland, take him out!” Nico shrieked through the blood in his mouth. 


I pushed myself upwards just in time for one of the men’s chains to strike me across the face and send me down again. Red flashed through my vision as I rolled blindly through the hay, knowing only that I could not stay in one place. When I shook my vision back into place, Lily was struggling against Nico’s grasp and either Marcus or Roland was coming at me again with the chain.


I stayed still for an extra moment to bait him, then rolled out of the way at the last second, jumping onto his back like a wild animal. After having ridden a mutant, bloodthirsty rhino, Marcus/Roland was surprisingly easy to hold onto—I squeezed my legs around his center and took his skull in my hands, twisting his neck and killing him instantly. 


He collapsed beneath me. I jumped off his body and kept moving. 


Lily had managed to wrench herself away from the swollen-faced Nico and was crawling towards my discarded axe on the ground, scrambling to reach it before he got back to her. But before she could, Marcus/Roland—a six foot two monster of a man—grabbed her by the collar and lifted her straight off the ground, throwing her back to Nico. Lily fell to her knees in front of him, and I ran at the giant monster who threw her, pure rage in my veins like lightning.  


In the moment before I reached him, his eyes went wide with shock and he dropped to the ground, revealing a dagger stuck in his back.  


Marisa was sprinting onto the scene behind him, of course. Jude was on her tail. 


“Lily!” Marisa screamed, and I turned to Nico, who was thirty yards down the cavernous darkness, dragging an injured, shrieking Lily along by her hair. 


I broke into a run to follow them, thinking they had cornered themselves—but I was wrong. We chased Nico as he veered left suddenly, pushing his way out of a hidden door in the wall to an emergency stairwell. We were right on his tail, but he pulled the door closed behind him as he dragged Lily through it—and my heart sank to my toes as I pulled the handle one second after the door clicked closed, realizing it was locked. I slammed my body into the door but it didn’t budge.  


“Lily!” I shouted desperately through the window, cursing myself for letting this fucking door close between us—for letting him get her again—for not just finishing him off when I had the chance. 


But before he could pull Lily down the first step, Nico’s body slammed against the concrete wall, pushed by a powerful, unknown force. He slumped down at the top of the steps, stunned. Before he could stand, Lily kicked his shoulder and he rolled down the flight of stairs like a ragdoll, his screams echoing through the door. Jude, Marisa, and I watched on in shock, and then, the door handle jiggled—and the door opened. 


Amy stepped through the doorway, pulling Lily behind her.


I almost laughed out loud.


Jude grabbed the axe from my hand and shut the door, propping the axe firmly between the handle and the ground. Nico scrambled his way up the stairs and slammed his mangled body into the door to try to follow us, finding it locked. His beady eyes stared murder at the five of us through the window, his nose broken and eyes blackened. Then he sprinted down the stairwell, knowing we couldn’t follow. 


“Amy!” I exclaimed, pulling her to me instinctively. “How did you know he would be there?!” 


She shrugged modestly. 


“Well, I know you wanted me to wait outside…but, after a while, it became obvious no one was going to come out that front door. So I accessed the building plans for this garage and realized this stairwell must still be accessible, so I figured I would wait here just in case someone tried to escape this way. When I saw Nico…I just…fired.”  


Lily threw her arms around the android, squeezing her tightly. 


“You saved me,” she said, tears leaking down her dirtied face. 


“Fuck yes, Ames,” Jude said, clearly impressed. 


Marisa nodded approvingly. 


“Amazing, Amy,” I agreed. “But there’ll be time for hugging later. We don’t know where Nico is going and I have a hankering to see him dead.”  


Marisa nodded in agreement, and we all jogged down the hall back to the front entrance of the garage. On the floor, either knocked out or dead, I counted four more men than I expected. 


I looked at Marisa, who only shrugged. 


“Didn’t get those last two,” was all she said, referring to Marcus and Roland. 


Jude shoved Marisa in the arm as we rounded the corner out into the night. I grabbed my crossbow off the ground. 


“Don’t be modest,” she chided. Then she turned to me. “Girl was absolutely insane out there. I basically just cowered behind a horse and watched.” 


“Oh, I believe you,” I said. “Lily, why didn’t you tell us your friend could throw a knife like that?” 


“I told you she was bold,” Lily said. 


“That’s an understatement if I ever heard one,” Jude muttered. 


The five of us stopped in the darkness, assessing the situation. I wanted to celebrate with the girls that we’d gotten Lily back, but something in me wasn’t sitting right knowing Nico still lived—thinking he’d had his precious fiancé stolen away from him again. 


“He’ll be taking the back way to Lawrence Tower to warn my father we’re here,” Lily told me, reading my thoughts. She knew killing Nico would be the only thing on my mind—and she seemed fully on board with that plan. 


“Take us there,” I said. 


Lily nodded, determined, wiping a smear of blood from her face and leading the way.










CHAPTER 29





THE BACK WAY to Lawrence Tower ran through a construction site, abandoned halfway through the project, apparently. The long neck of a crane cut a black diagonal through the clustered stars in the sky, a silver hook dangling from a cable off the edge of it. Sawhorses lined the well-trodden pathway through the site, any usable materials or handheld tools scavenged long ago. 


The cluttered landscape made me uneasy. I knew Nico would likely keep moving to the Tower to call for reinforcements, what with being injured and outnumbered. But his actions often surprised me—he was bold for a coward, lucky beyond what he deserved, and quick for a fool. I found myself unsure as to what his next move might be—and preparing for almost anything. 


“If he reaches my father before we get to him, we should retreat,” Lily whispered to me. I nodded to her as we walked quickly and quietly through the construction, our eyes peeled.


I didn’t want to tell Lily, but I knew that I would not be retreating until Nico was dead. Not after how he treated her, throwing her around like an object, dragging her by her hair, defending his bullshit claim to her as a wife. Rage moved my body forward, vengeance pumping the air in and out of my lungs. 


Suddenly, Marisa gasped lightly. 


“What?” I said. We all stopped walking. 


“Arrows,” she whispered, peering into the distance. She turned and looked pointedly at my useless crossbow, then back to the rubble of the construction. 


I followed her gaze, finding nothing.


“You don’t see them?” she asked us impatiently. 


The girls and I all shook our heads. But Marisa had made her living off of scavenging—and must have a good eye for this sort of thing. 


She started moving towards the invisible arrows off the path, but I grabbed her wrist, pulling her back. She twisted to face me, her eyes burning into mine with black fire. 


“We shouldn’t separate,” I told her. 


“So you want to wield that thing without arrows again?” she asked. “That worked well the first time.” 


I gritted my teeth and we stared each other down. I hated to admit it, but she did have a point. 


“Fine,” I declared. “Be quick.” 


Marisa nodded, dashing into the darkness and jumping agilely over obstacles and between piles of crumbling concrete blocks. I understood now how she lived at the top of a mountain of rubble. 


Lily, Jude, Amy, and I waited quietly in the darkness. In the far-off distance, a whistle echoed. Waves lapped from Lake Michigan. 


Jude looked at me, annoyance and fear in her eyes. I put my hand on her shoulder as we stared off to where Marisa had disappeared, trying to project the confidence that we’d all be alright. 


And then Marisa screamed, her shriek tearing a hole through the otherwise silent night. 










CHAPTER 30





WITHOUT THINKING, I tore into the night after Marisa, jumping over a wall of concrete blocks and tucking and rolling through the site. I rounded the half-built wall Marisa had disappeared behind and found Nico with his arm wrapped around her neck, a shard of glass in his fist pointed directly at her neck. 


Marisa looked furious, but the tip of the shard was digging into her skin—if she moved at all, it could easily tear open her throat. 


“Get lost on your walk home, Nico?” I asked, staring at Marisa and trying to communicate to her to stay calm with my eyes. 


Her rage was clearly bubbling, and I knew it was only a matter of seconds before she tried something reckless. 


Nico, his front tooth missing, his nose and chin covered in dried blood, his eyes blackening, looked like he was in the process of losing his mind. I couldn’t help but wonder how concussed he was, his pupils dilating in and out. 


“I thought you might follow me,” he said, his voice rasping. “When I saw this one trot into darkness, I thought I’d meet her for a little fun. No one knows this place better than me.” 


I grimaced. 


“Yeah, she seems like she’s having a really good time,” I replied sarcastically.


Marisa grunted, wrenching her body forward—but Nico held her back, pressing the shard of glass harder into her throat. A trickle of blood began to run down her neck. 


“Hey!” I shouted. 


“She doesn’t need to get hurt,” Nico said breathlessly, his beady eyes darting behind me. “Hand over Lily, and I’ll let the rest of you go free.” 


“Jesus Christ, is it that hard for you to get a date?” I asked, my feet stepping slowly to his left. 


Nico’s eyes were cloudy, hardly able to focus. Unhinged and concussed, this version of Nico was more dangerous than ever. 


“Let her go, Nico,” I heard from behind me. 


It was Lily. I wondered where Amy and Jude were hiding—and hoped to God they’d stay there. 


“I’ll go with you,” Lily said carefully. “Just let her go, and I will go back with you. I promise.” 


I turned to her, my eyebrows furrowing down in anger and confusion. But then, so quickly I almost missed it, she gave me a surreptitious wink. 


“It’s a fair trade, Nico,” I declared loudly, turning back to him. “Just like you asked for.” 


Nico’s head jerked back and forth between me and Lily, his beady eyes paranoid. 


“You,” he spat at me. “Step back.” 


I took a small step backwards. 


“Further,” he demanded. “I don’t want you anywhere near me.” 


In the distance, I heard a rumbling start up, stop, and start up again. Like an engine sparking to life. Nico didn’t seem to notice. Lily ignored it altogether. 


Looking at Lily, I kept my mouth shut and stepped back further, wondering what her plan was—and whether I should trust her to not get herself killed in the process. After all, she was known to be self-sacrificing. And I would not lose another girl tonight.


Lily stepped forward, reaching her hand out to Nico. 


“Let her go,” she said, inching forward slightly. Nico hesitated, then released his hold on Marisa, pushing her at me and grabbing Lily’s hand.

 As he did, Lily yelled: “Jude, now!”


Out of nowhere, the crane in the sky pivoted with a loud groan, and the large metal hook flew through the air—hitting Nico in its path. Lily jumped backwards as Nico was hurled to the right, hitting a pile of concrete bricks. But before he was even on the ground, he was scrambling to stand back up. 


I wasn’t going to let that happen. 


Rushing him, I slammed his head into the blocks, wrestling him onto the ground. He got on top of me for a moment, and I saw Marisa approach, but I overtook him again, landing another punch on his swollen face. With a burst of energy, he managed to lift his legs out from underneath me, somersaulting backwards through the rubble—but landing right in front of Marisa. She shoved him back towards me before he could steady his footing, and I clotheslined him, knocking him back to the ground. 


I pulled him by his collar into the air, and then grabbed the large metal hook from the cable as it dangled past us. With every ounce of energy I had left, I shoved the pointed tip of the hook into the flesh of his back. 


Nico yelped in pain, shrieking as I shoved the hook further up his spine. 


“Lift, Jude!” I yelled, and Jude, already two steps ahead of me, reeled the cable up from the crane, lifting Nico into the air by the hook in his back like a disgusting, writhing fish. 


Nico shrieked in agonizing pain as gravity dug the hook further into him, and blood dripped down from the cable and through his stupid long leather jacket. Marisa, Lily, and I stood back, watching him squirm. 


Amy rejoined us, jogging up from behind. 


“Oh my god,” Amy exclaimed, clapping a hand over her mouth. 


Lily stared up at Nico with pure hatred in her eyes, angry tears leaking down as she watched him struggle. I let her relish in the moment, finally free of his disgusting claim on her. 


Marisa, to my left, silently handed me an arrow. 


I pulled my crossbow off my back and loaded it, pointing it directly at Nico’s right eye. Then I fired. 


My aim was true. He stopped writhing and screaming. 


Nico was dead. 


“He almost killed me,” Marisa whispered, sounding...shaken? I didn’t think it was possible, but when I looked at her, she had gone ashen with fear.


“You were right,” she said to me. “I shouldn’t have gone out there alone.” 


I shook my head. 


“Could have happened to any of us,” I told her. “Next time, we stick together.”


Marisa nodded, comforted for the moment, and Amy pushed herself under my arm. I squeezed her tightly and took Lily under my other arm, wiping a tear from her face as she continued to stare angrily up at Nico’s hanging corpse. 


Lily was free. Finally, all the girls were free.


“Whoo!” shouted Jude as she sprinted onto the scene, doing a little happy twirl with a wide smile on her face. “That was awesome!” 


I shot her a look, about to tell her to read the goddamn room—but to my surprise, Lily began to laugh through her tears. This got Amy going, and soon Marisa was chuckling too—until we were all cracking up at Jude’s entrance, at our situation, and the general insanity of how we were all still alive. 


But Nico’s corpse swaying in the wind kind of dampened the jovial mood. 


“Let’s get the fuck out of here,” I declared after our laughter began to die down.  


“Couldn’t agree more,” Marisa deadpanned. 


Lily nodded, wiping the tears from her face, and Amy wrapped her arm around Lily’s shoulder as they turned away from Nico, once again leaving Lawrence town in our wake. 


As we jogged from the scene, Jude bumped her shoulder to mine. 


“Do you wanna know how I hot-wired the crane?” she asked.  


I chuckled. 


“Whether or not I do, I have no doubt you’ll tell me about it,” I replied. 


She elbowed me as we ran, and I smiled at her, and then at all the girls, as we traveled back into the night. 










CHAPTER 31





IT WAS A long walk back to Marisa’s apartment. 


We were all injured—Lily more than she was letting on—and the realization that Lawrence Town might never truly welcome us back with open arms was dawning  on the group. Convincing Archer Lawrence of anything seemed to be an impossible task, and since he had promised Lily to his second-in-command, I suspected she had less faith in him than ever. 


By the time we had climbed Rubble Mountain up to Marisa’s place, morale was low. Our weapons were few and far between, our supplies fucked, and our plan unclear. 


So when Marisa walked into the room where Lily, Amy, Jude, and I had collapsed onto a mattress, holding a fresh tomato and a box of pasta, I almost passed out with desire. 


“You all saved my life tonight,” Marisa said, her eyes darting between all of us nervously. It was obvious she was not one for speeches.  “A few different times, in fact. And…well, Lily knows, I’ve never been one for…uh…friends. Or whatever. But…I want you all to know that I appreciate you.” 


To my left, Amy looked like she was on the verge of tears. Lily stared at her friend proudly. 


“I want to make you dinner, if you’d like,” Marisa said, ending her little speech. 


I almost couldn’t speak for how bad my mouth was watering. 


“That would be lovely,” Amy replied for us. 


I nodded, remembering how to speak. 


“Couldn’t agree more.” 


Marisa blushed, looking down at the food in her hands and retreating back into the kitchen. 


Forty minutes later, after Lily had patched up our wounds and done her best to address her own, we all sat around a real dining room table with warm plates of pasta and garlic bread in front of us. The smell was so intoxicating I could barely think. 


“Well,” Marisa said. “Dig in, I guess.” 


We didn’t need to be told twice. 


The freshly cooked noodles and homemade sauce were so delicious I almost cried. It struck me, as our group silently devoured the meal, how long it had been since I’d had a home-cooked dinner. It had technically been over thirty years, I realized, and even before I went into cryo, I didn’t eat much home-cooked food— I was atrocious at cooking and generally ordered take-out most nights. 


All in all, it had been a while since someone made me dinner. And it was exactly what I needed. 


As the warm meal slowly filled both my body and soul, I began to find hope again, my spirits lifting with every bite. Our situation wasn’t as bad as I had made it out to be in my head. Sure, we had very few weapons—but at least Marisa had managed to scavenge a few arrows for the crossbow, and I was willing to bet she had a few more squirreled away somewhere in that apartment. We had to formulate a plan to approach Archer, but we had intelligence, engineering, and a hell of a lot of just-crazy-enough-to-work ideas on our side. 


We could do this. Right? 


I just needed to convince the girls the same. 


“So,” I declared, sitting back and taking a deep breath as I let the food I’d inhaled digest. “First things first. Thank you, Marisa. This meal healed me more than you can know.” 


She smiled tightly, her black eyes burning. The rest of the girls nodded, agreeing with me. 


“I think I saw God in the garlic bread,” Jude added. 


We all chuckled. I cleared my throat, getting to business. 


“We need to come up with our plan for approaching Lawrence again,” I stated, meeting eyes with each of them. “Obviously our last two encounters didn’t go great, and they’re not likely to welcome us with open arms after we took out that many of their men. But Archer is still your father,” I said, looking at Lily, “and we still need to find a way to reason with him.” 


“Do we?” Jude said. “I mean, not to sound stupid, but…what if we just walked away from Lawrence? Left the Dark Age Dumbasses alone and moved on to a different settlement?” 


Amy shook her head. “Lawrence is the biggest community in the city. They have a stronghold over all of Chicago—any other settlement is either dependent on them or scared of them. As long as Archer Lawrence is running Lawrence town, no one in this city is going to be willing to reintegrate tech into their communities.” 


I nodded, secretly grateful that Jude had asked the “stupid” question I had been wondering myself. 


“So how do we convince him?” Marisa asked. “Archer Lawrence isn’t exactly known for his open-mindedness.” 


“The plan was to show up with you,” Lily admitted. “Confess that it’s been me who’s been sneaking tech into the community, show him that it’s his own daughter and a human woman, not an evil android, infiltrating Lawrence town. I thought….” 


Lily trailed off, dropping her head onto her fingertips, staring into her plate. She was the only one of us who hadn’t scraped it clean. 


“You thought…?” Amy repeated, placing a comforting hand over Lily’s. 


Lily sighed deeply. 


“I thought my father would see reason, but after last night on the beach…” she said, her voice sinking down into defeat. “I’m not sure he’ll ever change his mind. Even if I’m the one trying to change it.”  


A silence fell across the room. The same truth seemed to dawn on all of us simultaneously—that if we couldn’t convince Archer, we’d have to kill him. 


Nobody spoke. 


“We will give Archer every opportunity to hear us out,” I assured Lily from across the table. “You never know. People are capable of change. We could still talk some sense into him.” 


I looked at Amy, who beamed at me for injecting a little optimism into the group. Whether I actually believed it, I wasn’t sure. But I knew Lily needed to hear it. 


“I’ll figure out what we say to Archer,” I declared. “In the meantime, Lily will nurse our wounds, and we’ll rest our bodies. The next time we go to Lawrence town, we don’t go stealthily. We’ll announce our arrival—making it clear that we’re not there to steal or fight, that we’re there for our audience with Archer. We’ll announce our intentions with the Humulin vaccine quickly and loudly—so that Archer will have to admit to his people that he’d rather let children in his community die than hear us out. With Lily at the center of us, he should at least listen. The choices Archer makes after that are up to him.” 


The girls nodded. Lily, seeming slightly comforted, picked at the remnants of the food on her plate. 


“I can start doing research on vaccine replication,” Jude said. “Maybe bring some hardware in, too, so if they do let us in, we can get to work on it right away in their lab.” 


“Good idea,” I said gratefully. 


“I’ll round up some more arrows for the crossbow,” Marisa announced. “And pull any other half-usable weapons I might have around here.” 


“Perfect,” I said. “We’ll leave here the day after tomorrow.” 


The girls nodded. Amy’s fear was plain on her face, Jude’s was hidden behind indignance, Lily’s was masked by pride, and Marisa’s was…apparently nonexistent. 


“No matter what we do,” I said, pushing my chair back and standing up, “we do it together, alright?” 


The girls looked up at me, trust in each of their eyes. 


I had to hope I could continue to earn it.  










CHAPTER 32





SITTING ON MARISA’S mattress in the fading, golden light of the afternoon with my head leaned back against the wall, a strange feeling struck me. It took a few seconds to realize what it was. 


Happiness. Pure, strange, unadulterated happiness. 


I opened my eyes, taking in the scene that had caused such a wild feeling.


Amy’s head was in my lap, her short, strawberry blonde hair tucked behind her ears, and I stroked it gently while she curled up like a kitten. Jude sat on the mattress as well, leaning against the wall with her lithe arms wrapped around her knees in those skin tight jeans she loved. She was laughing at something Marisa had said, and the scavenger sat on the floor in a beam of brilliant golden light, her skin glowing honey brown, talking about all the strange things she’d found in people’s houses that they thought no one would ever see—you know, before the apocalypse happened. Lily sat cross-legged against the wall to my right, a perfect blush across her cheeks as she laughed at Marisa’s description of a dildo collection she’d found in somebody’s freezer. 


This family was why I was so happy. 


Before I went into cryo and woke up in this hellish future, I thought that I’d been content. And maybe I was—I’d graduated first in my class at Princeton, got my dream job, and was doing exciting work at Thanatos. I had a ridiculously nice apartment, an overpriced gym membership, and women even expressed interest in me, although I never seemed to have the time or desire to follow up with any of their pursuits. I had thought that my life was completely on track—that there was no way for me to get any closer to happiness than I already was. 


And then I woke up in the apocalyptic future with Amy’s big hazel eyes staring down at me, my lab and my life destroyed. And, turns out, it was the best thing that had ever happened to me. She was the best thing to ever happen to me, followed by Jude, and then Lily, and then Marisa. 


A sudden icicle of fear struck into my chest as I realized how much I had to lose. With what we were marching into, there was a chance one of us wouldn’t make it out. I only hoped that if it were anyone, it would be me. 


I took a deep breath, trying to focus on what the girls were talking about. I couldn’t think like that. For now, I should just enjoy my time with them for as long as we had. 


“…then how did you find Zain?” Lily was asking Amy. 


My focus pulled back to the conversation fully after I heard my name. 


“Well…” Amy said, glancing up at me, her head still tucked safely in my lap. “There are certain fail-safes built into my programming. I believe that...” 


She paused, sitting up to look at me directly. 


“I believe that Zain himself designed me. And that he anticipated this conflict, knowing, somehow, that I’d need a way to find him.” 


“Do you really think so?” I asked her. 


But even as I asked it—I knew it felt right. Certain details of my past life were foggy, but the recognition that Amy was not just similar to my android prototype but exactly the same dawned on me like warm sunlight. Of course. 


Amy nodded, squeezing my thigh. 


“Who else would have made me so perfect?” she joked. 


“Hey,” Jude cut in. “Don’t I get any credit for that too?” 


Amy rolled her eyes, flopping backwards onto the mattress with her head landing in Jude’s lap. 


“Of course, Jude,” she said sweetly. “Without you, I’d be recognized as a droid within a hundred feet of anyone who saw me.” 


Jude nodded proudly, and Lily furrowed her brow. 


“What do you mean, Amy?” she asked. 


Jude cleared her throat, saying: “She means that, in addition to doing maintenance on Amy, I’ve made her look as human as technologically possible in order to avoid being lynched by people like Nico.”


“Not that that will be necessary anymore,” Amy added, eyeing me thoughtfully. 


“So…I have a question,” Marisa started, suddenly choosing her words very carefully. “I don’t know how to phrase this without sounding…offensive.” 


Jude snorted. 


“You’ve got our interest,” I said. 


Marisa rolled her eyes. “Amy, even though you’re an android…you have complete free will?” 


Luckily, Amy found this funny, her face breaking into an amused smile while Lily blushed with embarrassment for her friend. 


“I’m sorry!” Marisa exclaimed. “I just…I’ve never met a real droid!” 


“It’s okay,” Amy reassured her. “I understand. You don’t know! That’s the problem with most communities here—they don’t know anything about AI, so they fear it. It’s only natural to fear the unknown.” 


“Very true,” I agreed. 


“I have complete free will,” Amy told Marisa kindly. “All of my decisions are my own, and all of my emotions come from my own internal stimuli, programmed to react, grow, and learn like any other consciousness. Plus, thanks to Zain, it’s impossible for me to even be reprogrammed now.” 


She winked at me, and I smiled. 


Golden light was spreading through the window across the mattress, lighting up all of the girls like glowing statues of Greek goddesses. For the first time in three days, my forehead didn’t throb. 


“You know what,” I said, folding my hands across my lap. “I don’t see how this moment could possibly be any better.” 


Each of the girls beamed, looking around and seeming to agree. 


“Well,” Lily said slyly, “I mean. I can think of one way it might be improved.” 


She moved from her cross-legged position to sit on her knees facing me, and I stared at  the way her huge breasts pushed together at the top of her shirt. Her blonde hair hung down today, tickling her neck. 


I looked at Marisa, wondering what she must be thinking. But, like the day before, she seemed to be checking me out again. 


“Lily told me you’re…impressively sized,” Marisa said, her eyes drawing lines across my body. 


I scoffed. 


“Did she now?” I asked. 


Lily giggled. 


“Well, it’s true,” Amy chimed, crawling towards me on the bed. “Don’t you want to prove it?” 


“Ames…” Jude said, crawling towards her friend. “Don’t you think we should help him warm up?”


I wasn’t sure what she meant, but I knew I would like it. It came as a shock , when Jude took Amy’s face in hers and began delicately kissing her. I felt a rush of blood down my body, desire prickling in me as their tongues gently mingled. 


They pulled away and both looked at me. A blush spread across Amy’s cheeks. 


“Did you like watching that, Zain?” Jude asked. 


I nodded, my head swimming. 


Giggling to themselves, Amy and Jude kissed again, this time more passionately, occasionally opening their eyes to look at me while the other kissed up their neck or earlobe. I felt my cock growing harder as they touched each other for my pleasure. 


Then, apparently not wanting to be left out, Lily and Marisa kissed  each other too, their lips soft and gentle against one another’s. I bit my bottom lip, overcome with which pairing to look at—Jude and Amy’s passionate French kissing or Lily and Marisa’s sensual make-out, their hands traveling across each other’s bodies. My body tensed as I looked back and forth between them, my cock so hard it throbbed. 


Marisa broke free first, seemingly overcome with a desire to see me naked. I felt the same way about her. She crawled towards me, placing one hand on the bulge in my pants and shuddering, her mouth half open as she stroked her fingers across me. 


“Can I see it, Zain?” she whispered. “Please?” 


“Well, because you asked nicely,” I managed to say out loud. 


Amy and Marisa helped me pull my pants and shirt off quickly, and suddenly all four girls' hands were on my body, feeling me, rubbing me, taking me in. 


“You’re…” Marisa breathed, trailing off as she ran her fingertips down my abdomen. I had to admit, since walking ten miles a day every day in the desert sun and surviving off barely any food, I’d gotten even more toned—even  tanned. Marisa’s hands pressed into my muscles greedily, followed by her lips. She kissed my abs gently, then licked down the trail of hair on my torso, landing just close enough to my erection that I shuddered with anticipation. 


“Can I?” she asked me, her black fire eyes staring up at me hungrily. 


I nodded. 


“Please do.”


Marisa’s mouth was like her knife throwing—expert. Her tongue wrapped perfectly around my throbbing head, and I shivered in her mouth. 


“I’ll get her ready for you, Zain,” Jude said, crawling behind Marisa. 


I watched in awe as Jude stripped her clothes off and then bent down and pressed her face into Marisa’s ass, licking her entrance while Marisa sucked me. The sight of it tightened my body, and my legs twitched as Marisa sucked me down her throat and Jude devoured Marisa’s pussy. Marisa moaned against my cock, sending reverberations through me. 


Amy and Lily both crawled to either side of me, and Amy licked  my nipple while I pulled Lily into a kiss. Lily’s mouth was soft and perfect against mine, and my head rushed with pleasure as her tongue mingled with mine ravenously. I stripped her shirt off, revealing that she wasn’t wearing a bra underneath—and her giant tits popped out, bouncing before me. She pressed them up against my torso as she dove into my neck, and I turned to Amy, taking her face in my hands and kissing her deeply. My first girl and the most innocent of all of them, I felt a rush of emotion as I kissed her, and her whimpering moans erupted as I grabbed her ass tightly and pulled her near me. She quickly stripped off her clothes as well, and Marisa did too, until we were all naked in the glowing afternoon light. 


This moment was so perfect, I wanted an oil painting of it to frame on my wall. 


In, you know, a very private room. 


Meanwhile, Marisa’s tongue was beginning to feel too expert as she ran it along the length of my cock while her hand pumped up and down my shaft. I placed a gentle hand on her braids to let her know I needed her to stop, and she pulled my sensitive cock from her mouth, sucking my finger into it instead. 


I watched her suck my index finger passionately, wrapping her tongue around it with dexterity. Amy began to suck the index finger of my left hand, and I watched as they both messily took my fingers in their mouths. 


“I need to be inside one of you,” I groaned at her. 


Marisa’s eyes glinted onyx and she released my finger, swinging her thick thigh around and positioning herself above my cock in reverse cowgirl. Her ass was generous and absolutely perfect, and my hands gravitated  towards a grip on it. I held her firmly as I lowered her slowly onto my pointed cock, her entrance sopping wet from Jude’s licking. My whole body shuddered as she took me all the way down, then ground her hips down further to take me as deep as she possibly could, moaning primally as she did. 


“Oh my God, Marisa,” I groaned. 


Jude got up on her knees and kissed Marisa on the lips, and I watched as their tongues mingled, Marisa knotting her hands into Jude’s long, dark hair. Then Jude sucked  Marisa’s nipple, staring at me as she did. 


“You like watching that?” Jude breathed to me. 


I could only nod, barely able to find words as Marisa’s perfect ass bounced up and down on my cock while Jude licked her pointed, dark nipples. 


Lily’s tongue found my ear, tracing delicate lines up the side of it and causing chills to run up my spine, and I broke my view of Jude licking Marisa’s nipple up and down to kiss a desperate and grateful Amy. I moved my left hand off of Marisa’s ass, sliding three of my fingers up inside of Amy easily as I kissed her. She yelped in surprise, but quickly sank down in ecstasy, closing her eyes and clenching her small hand around my bicep in intense pleasure. 


I didn’t even have to fuck Amy with my fingers—she was content to do it for me, riding my hand like a second cock. I rested the back of my hand on the mattress while she bounced on my fingers, my name playing on her tongue like a prayer while she clenched her hand around my arm and her tits bounced. 


Meanwhile, Marisa’s ass was moving up and down on me faster and faster, and Jude had moved closer to cup my balls in her hand, massaging them. Amy whined with pleasure as she rode my fingers, and I turned to kiss Lily, whose fingers reached greedily into my hair, tugging it playfully—and making me moan with the sensation. She noticed my reaction, pulling my hair a little harder again as she kissed me and pressed her pillowy tits into my chest as she did. 


“Fuck,” I groaned, all the sensations converging as I breathed through waves of intense pleasure. “Fuck, I want you both to cum with me.” 


“I will,” Amy cried dutifully, her perky tits bouncing up and down as she rode my hand faster. “I will, Zain, of course I will,” she repeated. 


Marisa rode me faster, emitting a high-pitched hum of pleasure and saying my name, over and over—breathing, “Zain, Zain, Zain, Zain, Zain,” until soon Lily was whispering it in my ear too—“Oh, Zain.” 


As all the girls moaned my name, Amy’s core clenching around me, Marisa’s ass slamming down on my cock, Jude cupping my balls and licking Marisa’s nipple, Lily licking up my neck—I couldn’t take it anymore—


Never in my life had I ever come so hard. Fireworks exploded in my brain, and a primal growl erupted from deep within me, roaring out as I emptied everything I had into Marisa’s juicy, perfect pussy. As I roared, Amy shrieked and Marisa screamed my name r, her body squeezing my cock and twitching violently on top of me for a long time. 


When we were all finished, Amy had collapsed onto my chest, Lily lay panting in the crook of my arm, and Jude held Marisa up, who looked near fainting. 


Marisa pulled herself off of my cock delicately, and then all of the girls positioned themselves laying on me in some way. The weight of all four of them panting and smiling covered me like a blanket, and I lost myself in the perfect warmth of it. 


I was home. 


And I was happy. 
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We fell asleep like that, piled up on top of one another, naked, and fully content. As the girls breathed gently in sleep, their breasts moving up and down and illuminated by the moonlight, I contemplated the next day. Our raid, my confrontation with Archer. 


What could I say to a man who didn’t look at Amy as a person? Who gave Lily away like a prize? Who would have Jude or Marisa killed just for collecting pre-war tech? 


I would have to keep my cool by whatever means necessary, I decided, rubbing circles along Lily’s arm with my thumb as she slept. I would not provoke him. If Archer died tomorrow, it would be because there was no choice other than to kill him. 


He didn’t seem like a reasonable man—but he did seem image conscious. He’d rather let his men drink on the beach and risk losing their cargo than let his community see them breaking his arbitrary rule. He didn’t actually care about whether they did it—he just cared about whether anybody saw. He’d rather pretend his daughter was kidnapped than to face the fact that she ran away. He put a sweet old lady at the front desk and the crops on the first two floors to make you think Lawrence town was all happy faces and hydroponic farming of the future. 


He swore all machinery was evil, yet kept a glass case of guns in his armory. 


He wore a cowboy hat, because he fancied himself an Old West hero—even though we were at least eight hundred miles away from any part of the U.S. that would ever be considered the Old West. 


Archer Lawrence put on a show, I realized. 


Well, I thought, staring up into the illuminated night sky. So can I. 










CHAPTER 33





I WOKE UP the next morning and Marisa was gone. 


Lily, Jude, and Amy were all still asleep, the soft morning light brushing across their naked bodies on the mattress. Before I could start to panic, a long whistle sounded from outside. 


I sat up and looked out the window, squinting my eyes through the bright light. Standing four floors below me on the ground was Marisa, holding the reins of four horses. 


“Is it the apocalypse already?” I called down, relief rushing through me that she was okay—and had somehow managed to wrangle four large animals before I even woke up. 


“Yeah, you slept through it!” Marisa called back, smiling. 


I groaned. 


“Again?” 


Marisa cracked up laughing, and I pulled myself up to join her while the rest of the girls rustled in sleep. 


After I managed to climb down Rubble Mountain to Marisa, I admired the horses, all chestnut and strong and surprisingly calm. I guess freeing them two days before had given me some Karmic good luck that was paying off instantly. 


“How did you find them?” I asked her, rubbing the nose of the one nearest to me. It huffed appreciatively. 


“I put out some feed last night,” Marisa shrugged. “Didn’t have any idea if it would work—but, turns out, these ones didn’t get too far. They were all gathered down here this morning, eating breakfast.” 


Marisa patted the side of the largest horse appreciatively. She seemed so at ease surrounded by them—it occurred to me that maybe this girl found easier company in animals than people. 


“Where in the hell did you get horse feed?” I asked. 


Marisa only smiled and waggled her eyebrows at me. 


“The apartment of mysteries always provides,” was her jokingly cryptic response. 


I rolled my eyes and patted the horse’s nose again. 


“Says the hoarder,” I replied, smiling. 


She stuck her tongue out at me. 


“Well, this will shave our commute in half,” I said. “And play perfectly with my plan. Good work, Ris.” 


The beautiful scavenger blushed berry red, having softened considerably towards me after last night, apparently. 


“If you like that, you’re gonna love this,” she said, starting to unbutton the long black coat she was wearing. It was new to see her fully clothed, and I couldn’t help but admit, I wanted to watch her take it off. But we were on a time crunch—and I couldn’t be distracted like that again. We’d be here all day. 


“Marisa, you know I want nothing more than that,” I told her. “But—” 


She popped open the last button and looked at me with amusement on her face. 


Beneath her coat, she was not naked, but rather battle-ready, wearing a Kevlar vest over her sports bra. The jacket she had on was lined with daggers of every size and variation—at least two dozen weapons sewn into holsters in the fabric. 


“What were you saying?” she teased. 


I felt my face turn red. 


“Uh, I mean, yeah, that’s…”


She burst out laughing, moving towards me and kissing my cheek. 


“I want nothing more than that, too,” she whispered, winking at me. “But let’s save it until after we’ve defeated Archer.”


I exhaled shakily, trying to communicate to my excited body that now was not the time for thoughts of sex—particularly thoughts of Marisa’s perfect ass bouncing up and down on my cock last night. 


“I’m walking away now,” I declared loudly. 


Marisa laughed as I dragged myself back to Rubble Mountain to wake up the others. 
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An hour later, we were back on the trail to Lawrence. 


I rode the largest horse up front, and Lily and Jude flanked me to either side. Behind us, Marisa rode the last horse with Amy sitting in front of her on the saddle.


I would have kept Amy on my own horse, but knew I wouldn’t be able to lead the plan the way I needed to while holding onto her. So I relegated her protection to Marisa—who I already knew I could trust to handle herself. Anyone who came for Amy would hit the ground with one of Marisa’s daggers in their eye before they reached her—of that, I was completely sure. 


Jude’s horse bore the heaviest weight, what with the large pack of equipment she gathered strapped behind her. She had rounded up anything we might need for initial trials of a vaccine replication—down to a spare bioreactor Marisa “happened to have lying around.” 


The precious vial of Humulin remained in my jacket pocket. 


Every few seconds, I placed my hand in my pocket and felt the vial—the medicine that dozens of children’s lives depended on. The Humulin was our key to truly changing Archer Lawrence’s mind. 


And it would be the most important prop in my show. 


Looking at Lily on my left, it was obvious she was nervous. The ride was quiet as the other girls picked up on her anxiety—she was a natural leader, probably taking after her father, I realized—but in a…not murderous, tyrannical sort of way. The downside was, when she wasn’t confident, it affected the rest of the girls.  


I tried to hold my shoulders back and keep my head high. If I believed that our plan would work, the girls would believe it too. 


And even if I didn’t believe it, I had to fake it well. 


The ride went by quickly despite the quiet, and I found myself patting my horse’s broad neck appreciatively as I realized how much energy and time we were saving by riding to our destination. We arrived on the outskirts of Lawrence town before the sun had even traveled a quarter of the way through the sky.


Or—at least, I thought it was Lawrence town. 


The semi-circle of buildings and pathways on the coast looked the same, and sat in the same location—but something was off. As we walked closer, I figured out what it was. 


A large, tangled spiral of barbed wire lined Lawrence tower and the several high-rises around it, making the main hub of the community completely inaccessible except through a narrow checkpoint at the outermost center point of the semi-circle. Lawrence’s men patrolled the outer edges on foot, brandishing various weaponry. 


“Shit,” I said out loud. 


Lily’s mouth was agape as she observed the way her town had transformed into a secure stronghold. 


“Is this all for…us?” Amy asked timidly. 


I swallowed. 


“Well, it sure as hell ain’t a welcome parade,” Jude quipped. 


We kept moving forward. 


The ironic part of all of it was, in the daytime, approaching at a leisurely pace from the top of a horse, I could finally recognize how impressive this community was. 


The crumbling parking garage and adjacent messy construction site rimmed the Southern outer edge, but the town beyond that was surprisingly organized. A large, homemade greenhouse stood near the edge of the beach, filled with a shock of greenery. Citizens walked on sand-lined pathways between buildings, carrying baskets of food and supplies, and children giggled and screamed as they trailed behind the adults. A group of older women sat in a circle on the beach, a large weaving project spread out between them. 


If I didn’t know the realities of the suffering that occurred here, I would find it idyllic. But the barbed wire surrounding the center of the community reminded me that, behind the show Archer Lawrence put on, things were much more nefarious than they seemed. 


Lily’s hands went white on the reins as we got closer and closer to the outer edge of her town. 


And then—an air raid siren went off. Hand-cranked. We’d been spotted. 


And Lawrence town began to transform. 










CHAPTER 34





THE IDYLLIC COMMUNITY disappeared before our eyes as the women and children jumped up and scurried into various buildings like insects. A thick blanketed tarp was thrown over the greenhouse and secured by two older men, who ran indoors right after they finished. Doors were locked and barricaded. 


Above us, clouds moved across the sun in the sky. The world went gray, and the siren screamed on. I couldn’t help but picture the poor bastard that was cranking that World War 2 era air siren on the top floor of Lawrence tower. Probably the same poor bastard who had to crank the man-powered elevator. 


I wondered if his arm was getting tired. 


We crossed onto the main drag, passing the site of our fight with the scraggly scavengers and staring down the road towards the barbed wire surrounding Lawrence Tower, the gray water of Lake Michigan churning behind it. 


“No matter what,” I said to the girls. “We stick together. Remember your roles. Don’t strike first. We don’t resort to violence unless they force us to.” 


Lily nodded staunchly. Behind me, I thought I heard Marisa stifle a disappointed grunt. 


I pulled the vial of Humulin out of my pocket, holding it up just as Max and his now-sober gang funneled out of the checkpoint on foot. I wondered if they’d consider it an insult that we showed up on their horses. 


Whoops. 


Oh well, too late to go back now. 


“People of Lawrence town,” I yelled in my loudest, most theatrical voice. “We have come to save your children.” 


I held the vial of Humulin up over my head. 


“In my hands I hold the medicine Humilin, which contains the cure to Franklin’s disease. with the use of medical technology, we can replicate and distribute this vaccine to your children.” 


Silence. The men marched forward, although some glanced back at Lawrence tower. Waiting for a change of orders. 


None came. 


Assuming that the citizens were watching from the safety of their homes, I continued my speech. 


“Archer Lawrence, I speak directly to you now. Your daughter has joined our side willingly, and supports the distribution of this vaccine. Lily Lawrence sees the value of technology in helping your community. Do you?” 


Again, no response. Max and his men were thirty feet from us now. 


Twenty-five. Twenty. 


“Will you refuse the technology that will save the children of your town, Archer Lawrence?” I shouted, holding my arms out dramatically. “Will you hold fast to your fears, or will you follow your daughter into the future?” 


Max’s men were directly in front of us now. The horses shuffled their feet nervously, scared to stand still while facing imminent threats. 


C’mon Archer…I thought. Put on the show. Let us in. 


Max glanced backwards to Lawrence tower, waiting for a signal. None came. 


And then he began to laugh. At first quietly, then loud enough for the rest of his gang to join in. Behind me, I could feel Marisa’s anger growing. 


“Nice try, technophile,” Max spat out. “But we won’t be falling for your lies.” 


“It isn’t a lie,” I declared strongly. “We speak the truth, and we aren’t interested in any more fighting.” 


Although Max didn’t believe me, I could tell that some of his men were faltering—maybe they had kids with Franklin’s disease. A few even dropped their weapons. 


“Stand your ground,” Max shouted at his men. “We have our orders. The technophile doesn’t breach the border.” 


I shook my head, taking one last desperate glance up at the top floor of Lawrence Tower, where Archer was surely hiding. 


“Last chance, Archer,” I yelled. “The safety of your town’s children depends on you..” 


Nothing. 


By the time I looked back down at Max, his spear was already flying through the air.  


And we were screwed. 










CHAPTER 35





I DON’T KNOW how I did it. I don’t even remember making the decision to do it, or using any conscious reasoning at the moment. 


But, somehow, I caught Max’s spear mid-air, the tip of it positioned half a foot in front of Amy’s head. 


Amy’s eyes were wide with terror as she considered what almost happened.  


Then all hell broke loose. 


Max’s men rushed Lily, clearly operating off of orders to drag her back into town and leave the rest of us for dead. Marisa had different ideas—Amy ducked her head down while the scavenger threw her first dagger into the neck of a man with his arms around Lily’s leg. He dropped to the street, choking on his own blood. 


Meanwhile, I hopped off my horse and commanded Jude, Amy, and Marisa to do the same. I rushed the next man closest to Lily, shoving him in the chest and ducking to avoid his blow with the baseball bat he wielded. In his overconfident swing, he exposed his ribs, and I stabbed my dagger into the center of his torso, pulling down and watching the blood pour out. I left my weapon in him and turned around, finding Amy struggling on the ground, her limbs being pulled in three directions by three different men grabbing her arms and legs. 


“Keep the android whole!” Max was yelling. “You know Archer wants her!”  


“Jude, help Amy!” I shouted, ripping the loaded crossbow and arrows off of my back and tossing them at Jude, who was running past me and holding her buzzing hand out in front of her, daring any man to “come and get some”. 


She caught the bow and turned to Amy, firing the first arrow and missing. As she reloaded, I moved to Lily, who was being pulled off her horse by Max. 


The first thing I did, on pure instinct, was pull the stupid black cowboy hat off his head, throwing it behind me. 


Confused by this action, Max turned around, dropping his grip on Lily’s arms. As he turned, I met his face with my fist. He stumbled backwards into Lily’s horse, and the beast lost its balance, falling to the ground and sending Lily rolling onto the sandy street. 


The horses, spooked by the fighting, cantered away—but I didn’t care—their part of our plan was over. Max dived after Lily on the ground so I went after him, landing on his ankles and ripping him away from her, crawling up his body and wrestling him. He managed to flip out from under me, and we both climbed to our feet, facing each other fists to fists. 


Behind me, I heard Marisa’s primal battle cries, and I saw Amy on her feet—so Jude had managed to get a few arrows to land on their targets. 


Lily crawled backwards, holding her wrist in her arm—she must have broken it when the horse went down. 


I stared at Max. Without his cowboy hat, he looked even more pathetic—his hairline receding, his teeth yellowing, his scowl ugly. 


He rushed me first, trying to shove me backwards—but I caught his arms in mine and we struggled against one another. I used my elbow to knock him in the chin, and his head reared back at the blow. Behind me, another man grabbed my shoulder trying to turn me around, but I used the same elbow to catch him in the nose. He hit the ground and I kicked him in the head as hard as I could. Marisa jumped on top of him after that, and I turned back to Max, who was running at me. 


I ducked down at the last second of Max’s approach, throwing him onto my back and redirecting him to the ground, slamming my knee into his stomach once he went down. He twisted out from under me, grabbing one of Marisa’s daggers from the sand and swiping it at my mid-section. I lunged backwards, narrowly avoiding the attack and scrambling to my feet. 


Max got up as well, and I sized him up. He stabbed the dagger towards me again, and I grabbed his wrist with my opposite hand, twisting it backwards. As he dropped the knife, I caught it, twisting the hilt in one swift motion and stabbing it directly into his torso.  


The knife hit a thick barrier and bounced off. 


Is he wearing armor?


In my moment of shock, Max kicked me in the ribs—hard—knocking me on my ass. I transitioned into a roll backwards as I fell, landing in a fighting crouch five feet from Max, but, instead of continuing to face me, he marched over to Lily, who was distracted trying to help Jude fight the men who were after Amy. 


Max grabbed Lily’s ponytail and wrenched her backwards. A cry of pain escaped her lips, and white hot rage blasted through me. 


“Aaaghhhhhhh!” I growled, sprinting at Max. 


He pulled Lily in front of him by her hair. I slammed to a stop. 


“Let her go,” I demanded, fire in my lungs. 


“Not likely,” Max snarled. 


“Lily, duck!” Amy shouted, sprinting to my side. 


Lily did as she was told, and Amy blasted Max backwards down the street and away from Lily, the tech within her metal arm glowing blue. Lily rushed to Amy, and the two of them retreated behind me, clutching each other for safety.


My first instinct was to run at Max while he was down—if I could just pin him, I could avoid the armor and slit his throat. But, to my right, Jude was thrown down by one of the remaining two men, the crossbow clattering onto the ground and her arms and legs scraping painfully against the pavement. I altered my course, grabbing the bow from the pavement and shooting an arrow directly into the man who had pushed her, piercing him in the center of the forehead. 


He dropped to his knees and slumped over, dead. I ran to Jude, giving her my hand and pulling her off the ground. 


“You okay?” I asked her breathlessly. 


“Never better,” she groaned, brushing sand off her jeans.


I nodded at her, satisfied she was safe, and turned to assess the situation. Marisa was engaged in knife to knife combat with Max’s final man, and Max himself had pulled himself up and was limping towards Lily and Amy. Amy stood in front of her new friend, holding out her metal  arm—but I knew it hadn’t been long enough for her density blaster to recharge, and the threat was empty. 


Nevertheless, Amy held her ground. 


“Both of you are coming back with me,” Max snarled at them. 


I reloaded the crossbow and took aim. But just before I released the trigger, Max saw me and ducked. The arrow grazed the top of his head and landed in the building behind him. 


I looked down at the sheath on the ground. 


It was empty, all the arrows gone. I’d wasted my last shot, and Max was still after Amy and Lily like precious jewels he could bring back to his king. 


I chucked the bow to the ground in anger.


I’d had enough. 


Enough of Max, of Archer, of Lawrence town and the men who defended it. I’d had enough of these assholes who thought Amy was a prize and Lily was a damsel. I’d had enough of fighting men who I wanted to help and all the violence that was necessary to get to this damn leader. And, most of all, I’d had enough of wishing I had a fucking gun.


Releasing another primal roar, I ran like a football player at Max, pushing past Amy and Lily and aiming for his midsection. 


Max tried to brace for my blow, but I put on a burst of speed at the last moment, tackling him to the ground where we both slid five feet across the sandy road. Once I was on top of him, my mind went blank with adrenaline and rage, and I felt like I did that first day I woke up from cryo and had to protect an android I’d just met from scavengers—the world melted away, and all I knew was the feeling of bone crunching against my fists, the heavy iron of blood in the air, and  the groans and gurgles of the man underneath me. 


I took out my rage on Max, landing blow after blow until I could hardly breathe with exhaustion, and still, I kept punching.  


I only stopped when I heard the cocking of a gun. 


I snapped out of it. Max was dead underneath me, his face a bloodied, mangled mess. His last man had been taken out by Marisa, who stood eerily still in front of me. 


I turned around and looked up at what she—and everyone else—was staring at. 


Archer Lawrence sat high on his horse, his body silhouetted by bright sunlight, his face murderously calm. 


And he was pointing his rifle directly at my head. 










CHAPTER 36





“SO,” ARCHER LAWRENCE said, his voice deep and commanding. “You’re the technophile that’s been wreaking havoc on my town.” 


I had been waiting so long for a face-to-face with Archer that now, staring up at him, I could hardly remember how to speak. 


I cleared my throat. 


“And you’re the hypocrite who’d rather let his people die than—” 


“This man is a liar!” Archer yelled, interrupting me. 


His non-gun-holding arm gestured dramatically out as he shouted to the men behind him and the people of Lawrence town who were hiding in their buildings. Suddenly, it became clear to me that Archer was not interested in actually having a conversation with me at this moment. 


He was putting on his show. 


“The medicine he claims to have is a cruel hoax,” he continued. “And he shall be punished for his disrespect, and the lives he has taken from this precious community.” 


Archer pulled the reins of his horse away from me, still pointing his rifle at my head as he pontificated. With a simple nod, he commanded his men to tie my hands behind my back, doing the same to the rest of the girls. They began to prod us towards Lawrence Tower like farm animals going to slaughter. 


“Archer, if you would just listen to me—” I pleaded angrily. 


“Stay in your homes, and do not trust the words of this man,” Archer continued, really selling his little performance. “He will promise you technology that will help you, and it will kill you. Even now, he brings a droid into our community to infiltrate and destroy us.” 


A soldier pushed Amy roughly forward, and I lunged at him. The men holding me wrenched me back, and Archer stopped his horse to stare at me with his finger hovering over the trigger of his gun.  


“Don’t think I won’t fire, boy,” Archer warned. 


I had no doubt that he would. 


“Pretty convenient that you’re the only person here who’s allowed to carry a gun,” I said carefully.  


This made him pause, if only for a second. Then Archer gave me a small smile, directing his attention to Lily. 


“Come on, Lily dear,” he said, gesturing for her to get on his horse with him. “Let’s go home.” 


Lily stared up at him in disgust. 


“I’d rather stay with them,” she stated. Her voice was as cold and hard as steel. 


Archer considered. I could tell he was faltering—trying to improvise his way around his own daughter being against him in front of his people. 


“Fine,” he declared, more quietly now. “Have it your way. I’ll visit you after you’ve spent a night in the dungeons. Maybe then you’ll have changed your mind about this little rebellion.” 


By this point, we had reached the front door of Lawrence Tower. The lovely-as-ever Darcy sneered at us from behind the front desk as we entered, and Archer rode away, leaving me faltering as to how our conversation had gone the exact opposite of how I rehearsed.


And that’s how we ended up locked in the dungeons of Lawrence Tower. 


Again. 
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As soon as the cell door slammed, I turned to the girls in defeat. 


“I’m so sorry,” I said, hanging my head . “I didn’t anticipate Archer’s moves correctly. He’s more conniving and deranged than I even realized. I know I failed you girls. It’s my fault we’re back here.” 


“No,” Amy declared, rushing to hug her small frame around my midsection. “You did the best you could.” 


“It’s not your fault my father’s a psychopath,” Lily agreed, slumping down against the wall. “He knows I wouldn’t lie about the Humulin. He’d rather ignore its existence than save the kids of our town. He’s insane.” 


She shook her head, the idea that her father might not be capable of changing finally taking root in her brain. Well, at least I didn’t have to be the one to tell her. 


“No one is blaming you, Zain,” Marisa told me, her black fire eyes smoky in the aftermath of the fight. “You’re the only reason all of us are even alive.” 


“And you’re our only shot at finding a way out of here,” Jude added, rubbing her hand down my bicep. “So don’t get all self-pitying now. We need you.” 


I took a deep breath, trying to hear the girls’ words instead of beating myself up further about putting us in this position. Jude was right. It would do no good for me to start hating myself now. There was still time to get us out of here. 


“Look on the bright side!” Amy said, her big, hazel eyes looking up at me, almost full to the brim with innocence and trust. “We’re still together!” 


I couldn’t help but laugh a little, comforted by Amy’s ability to find the smallest kernel of positivity in any situation. 


“Yeah, about that,” Jude added, looking at Lily. “I love that you took a stand, or whatever, but wouldn’t it have been smarter to not choose to be locked in the dungeons with us? So, you know, you could pull the whole bringing us food in the middle of the night thing again?” 


Lily sighed, shaking her head. 


“If I went with him, I’d be just as much of a prisoner,” she said, her blue eyes trained on the dirty cell floor. “At least down here, I’m where I belong.” 


Amy moved away from me to sit on the ground next to Lily, wrapping her arm around her friend’s shoulders. Lily leaned into the embrace, and Marisa and Jude sat too. 


Only I continued to stand—and pace. 


There had to be a way out of here. A way to get to Archer and force him to listen. To make him choose between the inevitable future or clinging to a destructive past. 


I just needed to think. 


The basement was cold and dark, the walls made of painted concrete blocks. Our jail cell stood about ten feet across by five feet deep, its bars extending to the ceiling. I placed a hand on one of the bars, feeling the cold metal under my fingertips. 


If I could just cut through one of these…I thought. 


The idea felt like a dead-end, so I tried to move on. It’s not like we’d smuggled in a circular saw. 


I continued to pace the short distance of the cell, my mind attempting to focus as Amy softly hummed a song. The tune was distracting, but I could tell it was soothing the other girls—particularly Lily—and I didn’t want to make their situation any worse than I already had by demanding she stop. 


The song was hard to ignore though, and Amy’s high soprano voice, despite being objectively nice-sounding, was filling my ears with a harmony of absolute panic surrounding my total lack of plan. As she hummed, I paced faster, reminding myself that the android I’d designed all those years ago had a heart, had empathy, had the emotional range to know when her comrades needed comforting—and that that should comfort me too. 


But then I snapped. 


“Amy!” 


A look of confused hurt flashed across her innocent face. 


And then it hit me. 


Amy. She was my design. 


Somewhere deep in my memory, I knew every individual line of coding, every single piece of hardware that made up this girl. She wasn’t just a random AI—she was mine, in every sense of the word. 


And suddenly I knew what to do.


“Sorry,” I said, changing my tone dramatically. “I didn’t mean to yell. You’re amazing, aren’t you? You’re one of a kind.”


Her confused expression turned pleasantly surprised. 


“Well, you made me that way,” she replied, blushing pink. 


“Exactly,” I agreed. “I designed you. And because of that, I know things about your hardware that you might not even know yourself. That Jude might not even know.”


Amy furrowed her brow at me. 


“So?” Jude asked, slightly offended. 


“Furthermore,” I stated, “I know you trust me. And I trust you. I mean, I wouldn’t even be alive if it weren’t for you, Ames. I would have died in a cryo chamber before I ever got to see this brave new world.” 


Amy blushed even deeper now. 


“I’m saying all this because I’m going to ask something of you that will require you to trust me completely. Can you do that?” 


Amy nodded. 


“You know I’d do anything for you, Zain,” she said plainly. 


I exhaled. In my bones, I knew this to be true. 


“Okay,” I told her. “Then I’d like to remove your arm.”


There was a moment of pregnant silence in the cell. 


“What?” Jude exclaimed. “That’s possible?” 


“Technically, yes,” I explained. “If you know what you’re doing.” 


Amy still hadn’t spoken. 


“But why?” Jude asked.


“Well, when I designed the prototype for Amy’s form, I added the detachment function in case I wanted to replace the extremity entirely. I figured the science was always improving, and bio-tech might change dramatically enough over the years to the point where I may want to completely upgrade the limb.” 


“I think what Jude was asking was why rip off Amy’s arm,” Marisa deadpanned. 


“Yeah,” Jude added. “Are we sending it to crawl its way up the stairs on a recon mission?” 


“No one is ripping off anyone’s arm,” I told them. “And obviously it’s not its own sentient being. I need to remove it to access a very specific piece of hardware. Once I extract it safely, we can use it to cut through one of these bars and escape. Then I’ll put it back and we’ll reattach the arm, of course.”


I looked right at Amy. After all, her opinion of this was the only one that really mattered. 


“But it’s up to you, Amy,” I added. 


The android thought for a moment, looking at each of the girls sitting on the floor next to her, then nodded quickly and staunchly at me. 


“Do it,” she declared. 


I sat down and got to work. 
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Although designing the hardware for my AI prototype had occurred over thirty years ago, the knowledge rushed back to me like lyrics to a song I didn’t realize I’d retained. Just like when I was immersed in Amy’s code, suddenly the world melted away, and the work in front of me just made sense. 


I began by removing Amy’s shirt. Her breasts were perky, and her nipples were pointed in the cold of the dungeon. I tried not to let myself be distracted, although I caught her smirking at me after my eyes lingered a little too long on her chest. 


Next I popped open the small hardware panel on her forearm. There were two small buttons above her three ports. I placed my thumbs on both and let muscle memory type in the code. 


Left, left, both, right, right, both, left, both, left, both, left.


The connection at Amy’s shoulder popped open with a small hiss. I kept hold of the arm and undid a few small latches at the hinge, until it was removed completely. 


“What?” Jude gasped. “That was possible this whole time?” 


I rolled my eyes, and Lily elbowed Jude in the ribs. 


“Let him focus,” Lily said. 


Jude shut up. 


I laid Amy’s arm down gently on the cell floor, getting to work. 


My access point was the exposed hardware at the shoulder groove. Without tools, I had to remove each element by hand, using the tip of my thumb nail to loosen each tiny screw. Amy held out her hand dutifully, and I placed the discarded pieces there for safekeeping. 


Finally, I accessed the piece I was looking for. Reaching into the chamber carefully, I slid a small, thin, sharp-toothed gear from its rod. 


I held up the gear to the girls. 


“This is a diamond wheel,” I explained. 


Jude’s eyes went wide, but the rest of the girls only stared blankly.


“Diamond particles are set on the exterior, meaning it can cut through anything,” I told them. 


Carefully, I removed an adjacent rod from the hardware of Amy’s arm, sliding it through the hole in the gear. Then I grabbed a spare nut from Amy’s palm, screwing it on the top to secure the wheel. 


“Now,” I said, handing it to Jude. “We’ve built a circular saw. And we just need to power it.” 


Jude’s eyes lit up as she stared down at the small tool in her hands. 


“Has anyone ever told you you’re a genius?” she said breathlessly. 


I tried to tamp down my smile as Jude popped up excitedly, approaching the cell wall. 


Carefully, Jude held my tool to the bottom of one bar with her right hand. As she sent an electric current through the rod with her biotech finger, the gear began to spin with a gentle whirring sound. 


Jude pressed the gear to the bar and began to saw. 


It was a tense process, as the sound of the metal cutting was loud enough to alert anyone who happened to be walking by our stairwell as to what we were up to. Luckily, Lily assured us that we wouldn’t be visited by any guards until dawn. 


The diamond wheel was as efficient as I imagined, slicing clean through the bottom of the bar in minutes. Amy, averse to electrocution, held the bar with her left hand as Jude sawed the top, until, finally, both cuts had been made on the top and bottom. 


I replaced Amy’s hand on the bar and, with a forceful thrust, pushed it free, creating a just-large-enough hole through which we could escape. 


Suddenly, I had a way out and a weapon. 


Not bad, Zain, I thought. 


Lily wrapped her arms around my back and kissed my neck, and Marisa squeezed my bicep in impressed appreciation, then both slipped through the hole we’d created. Jude gave me the tool back, and I set to work on reassembling Amy. 


By the time I was done and her arm had reconnected with a hiss of suction and a few satisfying clicks, Amy had tears in her eyes. 


“Are you alright?” I asked her, taking her delicate face in my hands. “Did I hurt you?” 


“No,” she said, shaking her head and sniffing. “I just…I never thought that being an android was a good thing. It was always something I had to hide or work around. I begged Jude to make me seem more human because I hated who I was so much. But now…” 


I wiped a tear as it fell down her cheek, and her big hazel eyes met mine with undying devotion in them. 


“You’ve shown me that being an android is my strength, not my weakness,” she said. “Thank you, Zain.” 


Warmth spread through me as I heard this, and I pulled Amy into an embrace, lifting her off the floor and onto her feet. 


“You’re the android of my dreams, Ames,” I told her, kissing the top of her head. “I wouldn’t have you any other way.” 


She blushed and giggled, hugging me tighter. 


“But for right now, we should probably leave this jail cell, don’t you think?” 


Amy stepped back and wiped her eyes. 


“Yeah, probably,” she agreed. 


I kissed her head one more time, and we left the cell together. 
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When we reached the top of the basement staircase, we paused in front of the heavy, metal door—in the exact same spot we’d placed our trust in Lily Lawrence only a few days before. 


“When we get out there, I want you four to follow the path through the armory and into the front hall. Don’t stop for anything, just hold the alarm bell like we did last time and get out of there quickly. Take a rug from the armory in case you need to climb over the barbed wire. Then run like hell back to Marisa’s, and don’t look back.”


At first, I thought the confused looks on the girls’ faces was because I had explained something poorly. Then I started to wonder if there was something on my face. 


“We’re not leaving,” Marisa stated. “We’re going to stay with you, and fight.” 


I blinked. 


“Marisa, you’re a good fighter,” I told her. “But that doesn’t mean you have to die for me. This is my fight—not yours. Get yourselves to safety and I’ll find you when this is done.” 


“Like hell we will,” Lily added. “This is my father, my town, my community. And you guys are my family. I’m not leaving.” 


“Neither am I,” Jude added with considerable attitude. “Leave now and miss out on all the fun? Are you kidding me?” 


I looked at Amy, who only stared at me like I was a child who didn’t understand a simple concept. 


“We’re not leaving you, Zain,” she told me. “We never could. Like you said, we stay together. No matter what.” 


I couldn’t help but admit she had a point. I had said that. But I also knew I couldn’t live with myself if one of the girls got hurt on my account.


“I can’t ask you all to stay with me and risk your lives,” I told them. 


“You risk your life for us every day,” Jude countered. “You’ve saved me more times than I can count.” 


Amy, Lily, and Marisa nodded in agreement. 


“So are we doing this or not?” Marisa asked. I smiled. Our newest recruit was always itching for a fight. 


I shrugged. 


“Alright,” I declared. “We do it together.” 


Then I pushed my shoulder into the door and heaved it open into the dark hall. 










CHAPTER 37





“WHERE DOES ARCHER sleep?” I asked Lily. 


“Top floor,” she replied. “I can take us up the stairs, but we won’t get up without running into his men. They’re posted up every two floors at night—and if my father hears trouble, he’ll lock down the tenth floor.” 


I nodded. 


“What about the elevator?” 


Lily considered. 


“Well, I mean, you need someone to run it from the top floor.” 


“No—” I interjected. “Would he lock down the elevator?” 


Lily thought, biting her bottom lip. 


“No, I don’t think he would ever consider that.” 


“Good,” I stated. 


“But it’s loud—it’ll wake up the whole building. If that’s the only noise, everyone will anticipate us on each floor. We’ll lose the element of surprise.” 


“Not to mention we’ll be sitting ducks,” Marisa added. 


“That’s why we’re not going to be on the elevator,” I told them. “And fuck the element of surprise. I want everyone in Lawrence town to know we’re here.” 


Amy’s eyes went wide, Lily squared her shoulders, and Jude and Marisa looked hungry for a fight. 


“Jude, can you get the elevator up and running?” I asked. 


She nodded. 


“Thought you’d never ask.” 


While Lily explained to Jude where the elevator base was located, I prepped Amy and Marisa for my plan. In minutes, Jude was dashing down the hallway on her mission, and Amy, Marisa, and I were following Lily to the armory. She opened it with Nico’s code, and we were in. 


Marisa dashed to the wall of throwing knives, greedily lining her pockets with them (her coat was taken when we were locked up). Amy perused the bows, but Lily followed me as I made a direct line to the glass case of guns. 


“Are you sure you want to do this?” Lily asked me. 


I took a deep breath, staring at my darkened reflection in the glass. The scar on my forehead was gnarly, my hair messy, my skin tanned from the sun. Bruises and cuts littered my body. I hardly recognized the man I saw there—but, then again, I felt more like myself than I ever had. 


“Absolutely,” I replied. 


Then I smashed the case with my cell bar, shattering the glass. 


In seconds, an incessant bell began ringing with the force of an old lady named Darcy with way too much time on her hands. My fingers hovered over the AK—but I moved past it, grabbing a pistol and loading the bullets as Darcy banged against the back door to the armory, trying to budge it open. 


I didn’t want to go on a killing spree, murdering the people of Lawrence town while claiming I was trying to save them. That was Archer’s M.O. I needed a gun for one person and one person only—Archer Lawrence. Everyone else I could handle with a bar from the very cell I’d escaped from. 


I stuck the pistol in the back of my pants, and we ran. 


As soon as we exited the room, two of Archer’s men were upon us, one having just woken up, one clearly on duty and looking for a fight. I rammed the bar forward into the second man’s chest, pushing him backwards down a flight of stairs while Marisa’s first dagger landed in the sleepy man’s eye. 


Whoops, I thought. I guess I’d forgotten to tell Marisa my kill-people-less plan. 


As we followed Lily at a sprint down the dark corridor and towards the staircase, I explained to Marisa, and she agreed to keep her blows non-lethal, if possible. Although it felt reluctant.  


The back stairs from the first floor funneled to the main staircase, and Lily was right—it was guarded. The first man we met stood on the landing one floor above us, brandishing a baseball bat. 


I could work with that. 


I ran up the stairs, baiting him to swing the bat down on my head and lunging forward at the last second, taking him out at the ankles. Baseball batters always took the obvious blow—just like they chose the most obvious weapon. On the ground, I got him into a chokehold, cutting off his air until he passed out. 


We moved on, Lily, Marisa, and Amy stepping carefully over the body. 


The bell continued to ring, Darcy playing her little heart out on the first floor, and we faced three men on the next landing, all holding some variation of a pointed spear. I thrust my cell bar at them horizontally, and it hit each of their chests, knocking them all backwards slightly. As the bar hit the ground, I utilized their momentary distraction, punching the far left man in the jaw. The middle guy grabbed me around my torso, but Lily hopped on his back, scratching at his face while he screamed. Marisa had managed to pin the third guy to the wall with her knives by his shirt, and he was struggling to rip himself free. 


“Is this what you wanted?” she asked me sarcastically. 


I rolled my eyes and punched the man in the head, his skull hitting the wall, knocking him out. 


We moved on.


Up we went for nine floors, taking out every man in our way, doing our best to keep most of them alive—but not always succeeding. I felt invincible, every fight I’d faced since I woke up from cryo had trained me for this moment. My reactions were quicker, my blows more exact, my muscles stronger. By the time we reached the ninth floor, the girls were stepping back and allowing me to fight each group of men, only stepping in when it was absolutely necessary. 


On the ninth floor, a dozen men had gathered. I looked up to the tenth—it was closed off by a large wooden door, locked with an actual giant chain. Lily was right—the entrance to Archer’s floor was sealed. 


Coward. 


I ran into the horde of Archer’s men without thinking, swinging the cell bar wildly in every direction. They all jumped back, and I pushed the tip of it into one man’s chest, thrusting him into a window and cracking the glass against his back. Another man grabbed my shoulder and I ducked, launching my body up into his and shoving him to the ground. Yet another man threw a punch at me from behind, but somehow, I just knew where he was and how to avoid it, as if I was living one second ahead of everyone else. My head wrenched to the side just as he would have made contact, and I grabbed the man’s arm, twisting it back painfully and snapping the bone. He cried out in agony, and I threw him to the ground. 


Behind me, Marisa had already taken out a man with her dagger and was in combat with a second. I swung the bar onto the shoulder of one man near me and it made contact with a crunch of bone. He collapsed onto his knees. Two men converged on me, and I struggled as one tried to hold back my arms while the other landed blows. I twisted out of the first man’s grasp and held up my fists to face them, when—


Ding!


The elevator arrived on the ninth floor. We all turned and saw Jude leaning against the back wall with her arms crossed, a pink bubble of gum blowing out of her mouth.  


Where in the hell she had found a stick of gum, who knows. 


“Anyone need a ride to floor ten?” she asked casually. 


I lifted my foot in the air at once, kicking the man in front of me in the chest with so much force he stumbled backwards into the man Marisa had been fighting, giving her the easy advantage. She stabbed her dagger into his stomach and sprinted past me to the elevator, saying, “He’ll probably survive that!” as she did. 


I picked up my cell bar and used it to push the rest of the remaining men away from us in a line while Lily and Amy ran to the elevator. 


“Zain, c’mon!” Jude yelled, as I realized she was pushing the button for ten—and I needed to be on that ride. 


I let go of the bar and let it drop to the ground, turning around and diving onto the elevator platform just as it lifted to the ceiling. I rolled on the floor and pulled my arms and legs to my body, checking that all my limbs were intact. They were. 


“Whew,” I breathed as I stood up and brushed myself off. “That was fun.” 


“Mmhmm,” Amy squeaked out in terror. “Super fun.” 


Then the elevator dinged, and we stepped out onto the tenth floor. 










CHAPTER 38





“HELLO, ZAIN.” 


My blood went cold as we stepped out of the elevator, and Archer Lawrence appeared in a doorway across the room, holding his rifle. He cocked it, pointing it right at me. 


“And hello, ladies. Lily, why don’t you introduce me to your new friends? Perhaps they’d like to join our community.”


Lily winced, her mouth sutured shut. 


“This is Jude, Amy, and Marisa,” I told him, my voice clear and strong. “Jude is a brilliant engineer. She makes people’s lives easier with the technology she fixes and creates. She could help me replicate the Humilin vaccine and save dozens of children in your town. But you don’t actually care about that, do you?” I said. 


Archer arched one eyebrow, staring me down. 


“Marisa here is a scavenger,” I continued. “And she’s the reason behind the tech that’s been smuggled into your community, along with your daughter. Right under your nose, the person you trusted the most has had to deceive you to help her own people. Together with Lily, Marisa has helped your town more than you can even know.”


His gaze now moved to Lily in anger. 


“And Amy,” I declared, pulling Amy to my side tightly. “Well, Amy is an android. But you already knew that, didn’t you? That’s why you want her dead so bad.” 


Archer, to my surprise, began to laugh. Slowly at first, then eerily loud. I faltered slightly, thrown for a loop by his response to this. 


“I don’t want little Amy dead,” he announced, staring at her like a predator stares at his prey. “I want to marry her.” 


My stomach dropped. 


“What?” I asked. 


Archer smiled, shrugging at me. 


“You of all people should understand, technophile,” he told me. I wanted to throw up at this implication. “Androids make the best lovers. All I’ll need to do is reprogram her pretty little head, and she’ll become my perfect, obedient wife.”


I could have pulled out my gun and shot him right there. But he was still pointing his rifle at me, and I had no idea if I’d be able to take him out before he fired. 


“Father,” Lily choked. “How could you say that?” 


“Oh, dear,” Archer said condescendingly. “There is so much about this world you don’t seem to understand. I had hoped to teach it to you one day, but you’ve chosen your path, it seems. You’ve proven you cannot lead our people. You’ve fallen for this snake charmer’s lies.” 


“You’re the only liar around here,” Lily said, eyeing her father as he walked closer  to us. “How could you do this? How could you refuse the medicine that could save all those kids? How could you refuse technology that would have saved Mom?” 


Archer winced, a cloud of anger coming over his face. 


“Your mother could not be saved, Lily,” he told her roughly, his hands tightening on his rifle. “And those children cannot be saved either. Not without an unthinkable sacrifice. For I will not live in a world where we make the same mistakes—trust the same technology that killed us last time. We are not sheep here in Lawrence Town, believing the lies of technophiles and inviting their untrustworthy machines into our homes. I keep mechanical contraptions and devilish technology out of our doors because it always leads to destruction—and to machines thinking they know better than us! Thinking they can feel and experience life the way we do! Look at this!” he growled, pointing at Amy. “Look at this poor machine. She’s been convinced she’s a human being, convinced she has a soul like the rest of us. And when she finds out she doesn’t—that she’ll never be the human you’ve convinced her she is—she’ll turn on you. She’ll turn on all of us. And, just like the Russians, we’ll have once again created our own mass destruction. Human beings, a threat to the continued safety of planet Earth.” 


Archer’s eyes were wide and twitching now, his mouth shooting angry spittle across the room as he ranted. I recognized the quote from an angry scavenger, from what seemed like so long ago. A line from the transcript of C17-32, the Russian AI who had triggered the war. 


“Machines need to know their place,” Archer continued, his eyes boring into Amy so disgustingly I pushed her behind me so she was no longer in his line of sight. She clutched onto the back of my shirt. “If I allow our settlement access to technology, there is no rein that can be put on the destruction that will follow.” 


He moved to Lily then, his rifle still trained on me. 


“But there’s still a chance to learn, my dear,” he said to her, stroking her face lightly. “There’s still time to turn on these monstrosities.” 


I lunged at Archer as he touched her, and the barrel of his gun met my chest. 


Archer Lawrence and I stared each other in the eyes. 


Rage simmered just under my skin.


“Stay away from my daughter, technophile,” Archer spat at me. 


I huffed a laugh. 


Then I grabbed the barrel of his gun and pointed it up as he fired. 










CHAPTER 39





AS SOON AS the gun went off, Archer’s men came bursting through the door. I was only vaguely aware of it, the sound of the rifle still making my ears ring, dulling my senses. Apparently, one of them had the key to that giant lock. 


Chaos erupted as they  rushed in, and Amy, Jude and Marisa moved to face them. Archer and I continued to fight over his rifle, the barrel wrenching back and forth in both of our hands between us. Lily’s hands joined in, and she tried to pull the gun in my direction.


“Father, let it go!” she yelled as she pulled. 


As she said go, Archer did as he was told—releasing the gun so Lily and I fell backwards with the rifle. I scrambled to stand up, pointing his gun at him, but he had already run behind the wall of his men, disappearing into the doorway he’d come in through. 


“Go!” Lily yelled. Then she grabbed my wrist, pulling me close to her. “And Zain? Kill him.”


I stood there in shock for approximately half a second before taking off after Archer, pushing my way through the fight. Marisa had taken out two men already, and she was fighting her third with vicious snarls erupting from her throat. To my left, Amy was cornered, her density blast clearly recharging, and weaponless. 


“Zain, help!” I heard from behind me. 


Jude was on her back, her limbs scrambling as a man pulled her by the ankle into the air. Not thinking twice, I cocked the rifle and shot the man who held her in the back. Jude dropped to the ground in safety and found her footing, nodding at me gratefully.


Then I pivoted slightly and shot the man brandishing a bat at Amy in the corner. Amy let out a terrified squawk as he hit the ground.  


“Lily!” I yelled, tossing her the rifle. 


Lily caught the weapon in the air and pointed it at the men surrounding her. Her hand was nowhere near the trigger—but the people of this community didn’t seem to know the difference, and they stepped back in fear all the same.


Satisfied that I’d given the girls the means to protect themselves, I ran off after Archer.


The doorway he’d emerged from led to a long hallway with doors on either side. The perfect spot for an ambush. 


“Amy!” I yelled. 


The android appeared behind me at my call, stopping on her heels. 


“Yes?” she asked breathlessly.


From behind her, I heard another gunshot. I hoped Lily still held the gun. 


“I need you to access the plans for this building. Which of these rooms is the biggest, with the best view?” 


Amy thought for a moment, her eyes going blank as she searched her memory bank for the information. 


“Fifth door on the left,” she reported. 


“Thank you,” I said, kissing her head. Against my better judgment, I handed her the pistol from my back pocket. “Protect yourself.”  


Then I ran down the hall and kicked open the fifth door on the left. 


As I suspected, Archer was there. He had positioned himself behind a regal-looking leather armchair, surrounded by various stolen paintings and art pieces on the wall, standing before a glorious view of the Milky Way over Lake Michigan. Two dozen candles lit the room in dramatic yellow light. 


Of course he’d retreat to his own special room where he’d look the most powerful. Only I knew that his power was empty, built on a foundation of fear and lies, forcing ignorance on a community so he could keep playing at being an Old West sheriff in an apocalyptic world. 


“The jig is up, Archer,” I said. 


He laughed coolly, but continued to stand behind the armchair, keeping the obstacle between us. I wondered what his angle was. 


"Is it really?" he asked. 


It was at that moment I knew I was in trouble.  


From my left, a dagger flew through the air aimed directly at my head. Having clocked Archer’s plan half a second before the dagger hit the air, I stepped back just slightly enough, at exactly the right moment, for it to miss me. 


The point of the dagger pierced the dark wood of the opposite wall. The tip of my nose dripped blood from a tiny scratch.  


I turned to my left and saw a man standing there in shock, unable to comprehend that he missed. I picked up the closest object I could find—an old-fashioned letter opener on a fancy desk—and chucked it at him, pinning him by his throat to the wall. He bled out quickly, gurgling through his mouth. 


“Sorry, did I mess up your plan?” I asked Archer. 


Archer scowled, shoving the armchair at me and quickly jumping over it. I was so shocked by the older man’s speed and agility that he had his hand around my throat before I could blink. 


Archer was tall, and stronger than I realized. His yellowing teeth gritted as he tried to choke me out, but I kneed him in the crotch and kicked him down as he winced, jumping on top of him. 


He twisted out before I could land on him, scrambling to stand again. I stood too, and we faced each other fist-to-fist. 


“You corrupted my daughter,” Archer growled, spitting towards me. 


I lunged at him, grabbing him by his hair, but he got his hands around my wrists and we struggled face to face. 


“I think she did that just fine all by herself,” I said back, kicking my foot into his ribcage.


He went down, clutching his abdomen, and I blasted my foot into his chin, making his head rear back and ricochet off the corner of an antique bookshelf. To my shock, he got right back up in a fighting stance while bleeding from the head. 


This guy is insane, I thought. But I guess I already knew that. 


Another gunshot echoed from the main room. 


Then: “Zain!” 


It was Amy’s voice. 


Archer’s eyes narrowed, his mouth turning up in a slight smile. 


“Your robot needs you,” he taunted. 


My feet faltered as I felt like my body was torn in two. This was my best shot at beating Archer—alone in hand-to-hand combat—but I couldn’t ignore Amy’s cry for help. 


Ignoring every instinct I had, I turned and sprinted from the room. 


In the main room, the fighting had stopped. Lily pointed the rifle at the men, who were huddled in a group against one wall. On the floor, Jude knelt, and a sobbing Amy held Marisa in her arms. 


Marisa had been shot. 


“No!” I roared, rushing to the girls on the floor. I took Marisa from Amy, hugging her to me and cursing myself for not staying to protect her. The pain enveloped me, an ocean of despair creeping up.


“…what’s going on?” Marisa’s weak voice asked. 


I looked down and saw her eyes fluttering open. She coughed a few times and lifted up her shirt, revealing the black Kevlar vest she had showed me earlier—with a bullet stuck right into the center of it. 


A short burst of relief escaped me in the form of a laugh. 


“You’re okay,” I breathed. 


“Oh my God,” Amy cried. “Thank goodness!”  


Amy’s tears switched from sad to happy in an instant, and she hugged the disoriented Marisa so tight I thought I saw Marisa’s face go blue. Jude looked like she could pass out with relief, and Lily watched the scene from the corner of her eye while nervously pointing the rifle at all her father’s men. 


“Is the android….crying?” one of the men asked. 


He was more a boy than a man—maybe sixteen years old with a bleeding cut across his cheekbone. All eyes turned to him. 


“Yes,” Lily said shakily. “Androids cry. They aren’t how my father and the other elders have taught us. They have feelings. They experience sadness and pain, they can be embarrassed or hurt. They care about us like we care about each other. They’re not mindless drones. They’re living beings, just like us. That’s what my father doesn’t want you to know.” 


The rest of the men turned their heads to Amy, who was wiping the tears from her eyes and blushing as everyone in the room turned their attention to her. 


“I’ve never wanted to hurt anybody,” Amy said meekly. 


One of the other men cleared his throat. 


“She had the chance to shoot me before, but she didn’t take it,” the man said. 


Amy shrugged. “We didn’t come here to kill anybody. We only want to help.” 


The room shifted as the statement rang true. There was an intense moment of silence. 


“Is it true what you said about the cure for Franklin’s Disease?” another man asked timidly. He had wire-rimmed glasses and his hairline was receding.


“Yes,” Lily stated. “We have a vial and we can replicate it. If you’ll allow us.” 


The man nodded, taking his glasses off and wiping them on his shirt. 


“My daughter has Franklin’s,” he said. He put his glasses back on. “I’d greatly appreciate that. If what you say is really true.” 


“We have no reason to lie to you,” I said, walking away from the girls and standing next to Lily. “Like Amy said, we did not come here to hurt you—no matter how bloody this battle has gotten. We came here to help you integrate technology into your lives in small, useful ways—to be the bridge to a new and better future. To help you with farming, with medical procedures, with building and sewing and cooking. With everything. We’re just here to help.” 


“He lies,” a voice bellowed.


It was Archer, who had limped from his hiding place back into the doorway. I suppose he figured he’d rather face me than wait in his fancy chamber surrounded by his stolen paintings to die.  


He was still bleeding from the head. His gray, thinning hair puffed out in different directions. 


“This man is not our friend,” Archer continued. “He sells you falsehoods. That is how he will infiltrate our community.” 


“From the man who denounces machinery yet brings a gun to a fight,” I spat back. “From the man who would reprogram a droid and take her for a wife!” 


There was murmuring in the crowd. 


Slowly, I moved closer and closer to Lily, trying to catch her eye. But she was focused on her unhinged father. 


“How dare you?” Archer spat at me, still putting on his show. “I would never lie with a droid. You confuse me with yourself, dirty technophile.” 


“And you confuse me for a fool,” I replied, grabbing the rifle from Lily’s hand and pointing it at Archer. I pulled the trigger and fired. 


The shot echoed through the room. The gun kicked back into my shoulder. 


But Archer didn’t fall.


It was out of bullets. I counted in my head—it had been fired five times. A five-round shotgun. 


In the second I took to comprehend Archer’s continued existence, he rushed me—throwing his body weight into mine and tackling me to the floor. The men backed up into the wall, apparently torn on which side they were on and waiting for the altercation to play out on its own. 


Archer and I rolled across the floor, both trying to gain position on the other.


His fist made contact with my skull first, and I saw only blackness for a second before I reawakened with Archer on top of me, punching my face again and again. I heard Marisa run at him snarling, but one man still loyal to him must have intercepted her because she didn’t arrive.


Archer’s knees had me pinned on the ground, and I lifted my elbows to block his blows, but I knew I needed to get out from under him soon or he’d injure me so badly I wouldn’t be able to get up. With a burst of strength I didn’t know I had, I thrust him off of me, rolling out from under him and into a low crouch. I didn’t give the old man time to think—I rushed him, nicking him in the chin with my fist as he twisted out of the way. Seeing one of Marisa’s bloody daggers on the floor, I swiped it, jumping onto Archer’s back and trying to slit his throat—but he grabbed my wrist and bit into my hand like an animal. 


So much for him being easier to ride than a rhino.  


The dagger clattered to the floor as my hand retracted from the shock of being bitten by a grown man, and I held on tight to Archer, trying to choke him out. He writhed and wriggled, and, as I squeezed around his neck, I caught sight of Amy, pointing the pistol she still held at the bucking Archer. Her hand was shaking, her face terrified. I wanted to tell her not to shoot—but I didn’t want to reveal she had a gun or make her a target. 


I just had to hope she wouldn’t accidentally hit me if she tried.  


Archer, in that moment, launched himself backwards, slamming my body between his and the floor before I could fully choke him to death. I was forced to release my grip as my spine hit the hardwood with a painful smack, and he rolled out of my grip, panting into the floor. 


Then I made the mistake of glancing at Amy.


It was on instinct—I wanted her to toss me the gun so I could finish this once and for all. But Archer was a hair closer to her, and before I could speak, Archer was crawling at the terrified Amy, blood dripping down from his head, snarling at her like a mad dog. She froze in paralyzed fear, and he wrenched the gun from her loose hand, pointing it directly at me from the floor. 


Archer fired the gun just as I dove to the right, the bullet landing in the wall behind me. Marisa grunted as her dagger finally stabbed into the heart of the man she had been fighting.  


The whole room had eyes on Archer. 


Which made it easy for Amy to point her hand at him in plain view, hitting him with a density blast.


His back arched unnaturally as he was pushed across the room, the gun clattering out of his hand and onto the floor. 


I grabbed a metal folding chair from against the wall and flipped it open, sliding it across the room to Jude. Then I marched to Archer, who was pulling himself up off the ground, and punched his face so hard a tooth shot out of his mouth. 


He spat onto the hardwood, attempting to get up. 


I kicked him in the ribs, again, and again, then grabbed him by his collar and wrenched him upwards. 


“You think you can fuck with me?” I asked, rage suddenly boiling up as his hands gripped around my wrist, pulling and kicking at me while I dragged him across the room. 


“You think you can fuck with my family?” I asked even louder, slamming my foot down onto his ankle and breaking it. He groaned in agonizing pain. 


“You think you can fuck with all these people?” I demanded, gesturing at the men who stared on in awe while I shoved him into the folding chair. 


“Not today, Archer Lawrence,” I said. 


I looked at Jude. She met my eyes, always knowing my plan before I had to say it out loud, and placed a finger on the folding chair. 


Archer went rigid with electrocution for two seconds, and I motioned for Jude to stop. He was still alive, but foaming at the mouth, his head lolling to the side. Then, for one, final moment, he regained his senses, wiping his mouth and looking at me. 


“That droid will never live in Lawrence,” he moaned, contempt and delusion making his eyes blue. “You’ll never defeat me.” 


“Wanna bet?” I asked.  


Then I bent down, grabbing the pistol from the floor and pressing the barrel directly into Archer Lawrence’s forehead.  


I fired.  










CHAPTER 40





WHEN ARCHER DIED, it was like a spell was broken. 


The soldiers who had seemed so bloodthirsty fighting his pointless war before suddenly turned back into average men, with wives and children and goals and emotions. Archer’s most vicious zealots had gone out fighting for him, leaving only those who finally saw through his charade left alive at the end. 


Amy, Jude, and Marisa converged on me, embracing me tightly between them. 


“You did it,” Amy cried, looking up at me with tears in her eyes. “I always knew you could do it, Zain. I always knew.” 


I kissed her head. 


“For a while there, you were the only one who believed it,” I teased, the shock of what we’d just accomplished washing over me.


“I never had a doubt,” Amy replied, kissing my chest through my shirt. 


“I did,” Jude joked, but as soon as I looked to her, her pale face blushed wildly red. “But now everyone knows you're the real deal, Zain,. “You saved us all. And I’ll always be devoted to you. You’re…you’re fucking amazing.” 


The girls pulled away from me, Marisa nipping playfully at my ear and whispering, “I can’t wait to show you how grateful I am tonight” as she passed. 


I shuddered, trying not to get too excited at the thought of what Marisa wanted to do to me tonight—or even at the simple idea of me and the girls spending a night together that wasn’t followed by an imminent battle. I could practically weep at the thought of it.  


I turned to Lily, finding her standing to the side and watching two men take Archer’s body away. Her face was impossible to read, her arms crossed over her chest. 


“Oh, Zain,” she said when she saw me, falling into my arms. I held her tightly, feeling her considerable bosom press against my chest. 


When she pulled away, her blue eyes were wet with tears. 


“I don’t know if I’m crying because I’m happy or sad,” she admitted with a small, hiccupping laugh. 


“That’s alright,” I told her, pressing my face into the top of her head and inhaling the perfect smell of her hair. “Just know, from now on, you will be safe. I will never let anyone hurt you again, Lily.” 


She nodded into my chest, then lifted her mouth up to kiss me. I pulled her face to mine, placing a single, slow-moving kiss on her lips, wiping a single tear from her cheek. She shuddered and sighed.


Then she took my hand in hers, facing the growing crowd of Lawrence citizens. 


“Zain Stone is the leader we’ve been waiting for!” she announced loudly.


Wives and children and elders had risen up from the lower floors, having been given the signal it was safe to come out, and their gazes all moved from Lily Lawrence to me. 


The people of the community looked at me in the same way I’d grown accustomed to Amy looking at me. Full of hope, innocence, and trust. 


“Zain will help us slowly integrate technology back into our lives,” Lily declared. “We will no longer fear that which we do not understand. Zain will teach us how to farm more efficiently, use medical tech for routine procedures, and bring equipment like MRIs and X-Rays into our lab, so our people will no longer die of preventable diseases! He will show us how to filter our water and irrigate our crops! And he will replicate the Humulin vaccine to cure Franklin’s Disease forever!” 


The crowd broke into applause and cries of joy, mothers clutching their children close.


Suddenly, I was surrounded by people hugging me, patting me on the back, shaking my hand, and introducing themselves and their families. I tried my best to remember their names, but it felt like the entire town was introducing themselves to me simultaneously, and I mostly just smiled and nodded along as I was bombarded by smiling faces and new names, vowing to get to know everyone better soon. 


Lily stood by my side, facilitating conversations and reminding me who I was talking to, smiling at me proudly with her arm looped through mine. 


It was intimidating to suddenly have so many people looking to me for leadership. But with Lily and the rest of the girls by my side, I knew I could do it. 


The people who hadn’t swarmed around me had swarmed around Amy and Jude and were asking hundreds of innocent but invasive questions about Amy and AI. Amy did her best to answer each person’s curiosity, explaining over and over again that she had free will, that her body parts were grown biologically, that she wasn’t controlled by the government or programmed to kill human beings. She even had to tell one person that there was no one controlling her somewhere with a joystick. All the while, she kept a sweet smile on her face, shaking people’s hands and answering their questions with only kindness in her voice. 


Jude at her side tackled the tech and engineering questions, explaining the nuances of Amy’s programming to people who pretended politely to understand what the hell she was talking about. I also heard her reminding people, “Just because she’s a droid doesn’t mean she doesn’t need personal space,” multiple times, as the crowd continued to reach out and touch Amy’s metal arm in fascination.  


Marisa, meanwhile, stood against a back wall, silently observing the chaos, her index finger pressed gently into the point of a knife she held in her opposite hand. Eventually, a few kids began to gather around her, then a few more, until she had a swarm of followers asking her questions about her knives and her bullet-proof vest and her cool clothes and where did you get that and can you find one for me?. 


I watched as she answered all their questions in her familiar low deadpan, which only fascinated the children more. 


Marisa rolled her eyes when I smiled over at her, but I could see behind her feigned annoyance that she found it all endearing. 


Eventually, the chaos died down, and the people of Lawrence began to shuffle off back to sleep. It was the middle of the night, after all. 


It was established that an official town meeting would occur the next day at eight p.m., where Lily would introduce me and the girls to the whole community, explaining her father’s mistakes, what had occurred, and how I would move forward as their leader and reintegrate tech into their lives. It was a huge day to look forward to, and I already felt myself searching for the perfect words I would say to the town to convince them I had their best interest at heart.  


Lily snapped me out of my half-conscious speech writing, kissing my neck gently and whispering, “You’re dead on your feet.” 


I nodded weakly, suddenly feeling the weeks of exhaustion, the lack of proper food, the miles of walking, and the countless injuries my body had endured. 


The rest of the girls joined me then, taking my arms and wrapping themselves around my torso, until I felt I could almost fall asleep standing up, basking in their warmth and their mingled perfect scents. 


I looked down at Amy, remembering the first moment I saw her—when I was strapped helplessly into a cryochamber, naked, afraid, and confused. Unaware that I was no longer just Zain Stone, Director of Infinite Lifecycle R&D at Thanatos Industries—but that I was Zain Stone, father of AI, defender of androids, savior of humanity. 


“You’re a hero, Zain,” Amy said to me. 


“Our hero,” Jude added, hugging me tightly.


“And you’ll always have us by your side,” Lily said. 


“Forever,” Marisa added. 


I let the four of them guide me down the hall and into Lily’s former room, collapsing onto the bed as they undressed me gently.  


We had done it. We had saved the world. 


Now the fun could begin. 










EPILOGUE





SIX MONTHS AFTER Archer Lawrence died, the new Brenda Lawrence Medical Technology Lab of our new Chicago community opened. 


Lily wanted to name it after her mother. I agreed.


We had remained living in Lawrence Tower, upgrading the hydroponic crop growing outfit on the second and third floors, and expanding it to five other buildings in the community. The automated watering and irrigation system I had designed was already increasing output, and gardeners still tended to the crops every day, finding new and improved ways to grow our food thanks to the library Amy and Marisa were building. 


The town had grown considerably in the past few months, as we had a strict no shooting or locking up visitors on site policy. We found that, of the people who showed up at our doors, almost all of them were hungry, scared, or just looking for a place to call home. We found them a place to sleep and a job that suited them, and our community was growing bigger and better every day. 


“So, I think if Marisa can find us an even bigger medical cooler, we could store the vaccines right here,” Lily was saying, pointing to an area of the new lab. 


I nodded, about to reply when—


“Zain, there you are!” Jude called, jogging up to me and Lily as we surveyed the new lab. “I have a question about particle physics!” 


“Sounds urgent,” Lily joked, squeezing my arm lovingly. She walked off to show the other medical recruits around the lab.  


I turned to Jude. 


“Yes, ma’am?” I asked her. 


She blanched, hitting me lightly with the clipboard she was holding. Her long, dark hair was pulled back into a ponytail, so I knew she had been working all day in the engineering lab. 


“Do not call me that,” she said. “It sounds so…old.” 


I laughed. 


“I used to feel the same way in my old life when my employees called me sir,” I told her. “But you are the leader of our engineering squad. What should I call you?” 


She pursed her lips, painted with the red lipstick like she knew I liked. 


“You can call me darling,” she told me with a wink. “Or Princess Jude.”


I rolled my eyes and slapped her ass, relishing in how I could squeeze it all in my hand. 


Jude giggled. 


“Okay, Princess Jude,” I said. “What’s this urgent particle physics question?” 


She waved her hand in front of her face. “Oh, that was just a cover up. We’re gathering for Lily’s birthday.” 


“Ahh, finally,” I said. 


Jude and I walked out of the medical wing and into the elevator she had rewired all those months ago. It felt like another lifetime. Jude pushed the button for the fourth floor, and I kept my hand on her ass as we traveled down.


Just before the door opened, I removed my hand. Then Jude and I were smiling and waving at the children in our newly designed educational floor. Amy stopped teaching her lesson to smile at us.  “Say hello to Zain and Jude, kids!” she said in a loud, cheery voice. 


“Hi, Zain and Jude!” the kids all recited together. 


“Hi everyone!” I called. “Could we steal your teacher away for a bit?” 


The kids laughed and cheered, and Amy closed a book on her desk, calling out: “We were just finishing anyway. Class dismissed!” 


There were a lot of chairs scraping against the floor, desks bumping, and kids screaming and giggling as they gathered their books and moved on to their next activities. Amy danced gracefully through the chaos, landing directly before me with a flush across her perfect face. Her strawberry blond hair was tied back with a yellow bow. 


“You needed me?” she asked. 


“Always,” I replied. “But, right now, you’re needed for the Lily birthday celebration.”  


Amy’s eyes went wide. 


“Of course!” she exclaimed, and we all got into the elevator together. 


By the time we reached the tenth floor, Amy and Jude’s hands were all over me, sliding up the front of my shirt as the doors slid open and dinged. Marisa was sprawled out on the long leather couch we’d installed in our shared living quarters, her body toned and barely clothed. She was most likely exhausted from her last scavenging mission. 


As Head of Resources, she felt a particular responsibility to not return until she’d found everything we needed. I tried repeatedly to convince her to be less strict with her collecting missions, but she always wanted to go above and beyond for the community. 


It was easy, next to her and the rest of the girls, to want to do the same. 


“I heard on the comm-radio that more settlers are coming in from nearby towns after hearing the signal you boosted,” Marisa said, standing up as we walked into the room. “It’s all because of you, Zain. All everyone can talk about is how great of a leader you are, and how well you’re running our community. Now they all want to join!” 


“The more the merrier,” I stated, collapsing into the couch. 


Marisa flipped around and laid her head in my lap, and I stroked her hair gently. 


“Hey!” Jude shouted at us, snapping her fingers. “Get up! Lily will be here any second!” 


“And I’ve got the cake!” Amy added, walking around the corner from the kitchen holding a ridiculous, three-tiered vanilla cake with light blue frosting. Three large, decorative candles stuck out of the top, and Jude held a lighter out, ready to spark them.  


Marisa and I, after sharing an exasperated look, pulled ourselves up from the couch and gathered around Jude and Amy to admire the cake. 


“It’s blue like Lily’s eyes,” I remarked, looking into the frosting. 


“Exactly,” Amy replied, smiling at me. “You notice everything, don’t you?” 


I shook my head, instinctively placing my hand on Amy’s belly and smiling down at my precious girl. She beamed up at me. She was already glowing. She was so…human. And I was so excited to meet our baby.


The elevator arrow light came on, and Jude quickly lit the candles. We heard the ding, and Lily emerged. 


When she saw us, her face lit up, her blonde hair glowing golden in the witching hour sunlight. 


“You remembered?” she said, her eyes filling with tears as she looked at the cake. 


“How could we forget?” I replied. 


We all walked towards her slowly, Jude launching us into a ridiculous, dramatic version of the Happy Birthday song. And as we sang and laughed, the candlelight illuminating each girl’s beautiful face, I took a mental photograph, vowing to remember this moment for the rest of my life. 


For I knew I was home. 
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There’s more to discover in the Hunterverse:




GUNSLINGER

Play the game, build a team of gorgeous girls, and defeat the boss. Might be fun…if my life didn’t hang in the balance.




CLASS ROAR

There’s a beast inside of Evan Wakefield, and he doesn’t care about grades.




LABYRINTH MASTER

Find the man who killed my sister. Get revenge. Safe the women who are next.




WILD GOLD

What’s a man to do when a gorgeous redhead walks into his office with an offer to help him find El Dorado? Book the first flight to Peru.




OEBPS/Images/cover00157.jpeg
RENEGADE

HAREM FANTASY FOR MEN





OEBPS/Images/image00156.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image00155.jpeg
WASTELAND
RENEGADE

SAM HUNTER





