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KAL HAS ALWAYS BEEN considered too “fragile” to participate in the village activities. Her lithe stature seems to link her to her father, and distance her from everyone else. He left the village to fight in the Teristaque Wars and never returned. 

She meets Sarge, a strange star species called human who seems to know the secret of the patch from her father’s uniform. Kal has always known she is different than her fellow villagers, and finally she may be closer to finding out why.
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Kaz ambled her way through the groundway toward Building 4 of the Centennial Lakes Consortium. The hall was surrounded by the reinforced glass that kept the noxious atmosphere at bay. Soon the windows that had protected her during her whole life would no longer be there to provide reassurance. 

She followed the inner side where the five buildings of the compound were arranged in a pentagon around a giant metal obelisk from the forgotten world that protruded from a pit in the center. Since her birth, the metallic sentinel had stood watch over her home, and she always felt comforted by its existence. Most folks seemed to have forgotten about it. Kaz felt a bond to it.

She had grown up in one of the lucky families whose status allotted them a view of the complex's courtyard. The oblong object could be seen day and night from the window of their quarters. It was a luxurious one-room apartment that would transform to daytime living space, nighttime sleeping area, dining room/kitchen, and various other settings.

Each morning they would change the space to meet the needs of their routine. Her family would stand in the apartment's alteration square, and her bed would slide into the wall and be replaced by a couch. The snacking fridge would turn into a full-sized kitchen unit. A mock fireplace would convert to a table. Their five hundred square feet could be anything they wanted. Walls would rise from the ground to create as many rooms as they wished.

In comparison, the outer apartments didn’t transform. Families from the outer side of the compound had to somehow make do with the four hundred square feet allotted to them. Kaz had a friend in school from outers, and she was amazed that the family was able to flip the couches into beds, fold in the dining room table, and never have their kitchen space disappear, yet somehow the area still fit a family of four!

Families of four were the most common. Every so often, if there weren’t enough births in the previous year, the Family Planning Office would issue third-child permits that were snatched up in a mad rush a few hours after they were published. Kaz wasn’t sure she wanted a husband, much less a family. She was one year away from reproductive and marriage rights but couldn’t bring herself to choose a mate.

Most of her classmates were already pairing off, deciding who they wanted to spend the rest of their lives with, but Kaz didn’t have the slightest clue. It wasn’t for lack of suitors. Many boys were messaging her, asking her out on dates, and attempting to secure her affection, so they could get 500 square feet of space instead of being forced to stay in the dorms.

Unmarried people lived in large rooms with rows and rows of bunk beds with nothing but a small storage locker to call their own after their primary graduation day. Since eighteen was the minimum age for marriage and the end of primary school happened around the same time, there was a rush of wedding/graduation ceremonies in every space imaginable of all five buildings. It wasn’t uncommon to have several families hold joint festivities.

It was like the entire city had a giant party every year for everyone who would be getting hitched and securing their apartments. If there were any residential units left when the nuptial dust settled, the dorm folks on the waiting list who had found a hand in marriage got doled out any abodes that were left. The lucky couples had five years to produce offspring or be booted back to the dorms.

Her brother had married four years ago, had two kids of his own, was ready to pounce on the third child permit, and also had 500 square feet because his spouse had received an inner apartment by legacy rights. That meant that after Kaz graduated, unless she was married and could claim legacy rights on her parents' apartment, her obelisk view family home would be assigned to one of her newly-married classmates.

Her parents would then be moved to the retirement commons where, thankfully, they would still have a private room because they were married. However, once either of them passed, the surviving spouse would spend the rest of his or her life in the senior citizen equivalent of dorms that everyone hoped to avoid.

Since her parents' obelisk-view modular apartment depended on her acceptance of one of the many dating prospects, she was under a lot of pressure to keep the Drummond family home. Her mom would check social media every day, saying, “That boy looks nice,” or “Did you consider this boy? He’s going into mathematics – a good, stable career.”

She was feeling crushed by the weight of it all. Not only did she need to pick a partner in the next few months, but she needed to choose one that would be a good father, stable in his career, and stick with her for at least eighteen years, possibly more if she had a second child. Divorces resulted in the partners going to the dorms and the kids growing up in the orphaned children's dorm.

Orphaned kids rarely got married. If they did get hitched, they were not allowed kids unless they got lucky enough to get doled out an apartment, and, if she believed the horror stories about the dorms, were the reason why no sensible person wanted to live there. Although she was told all her life that she would end up at the dorm if she failed to pick a partner, she was too paralyzed by fear to act. All the boys in her school seemed terrible or worse.

As a kid, late at night, she’d crawl out of her bed, careful not to wake her parents or her brother, and look at the obelisk. She held conversations with it in her mind. The inanimate object always seemed to know what to say and have all the answers for her. Now, there weren’t any answers.

Even for people in outers, it was hard to move forward. The only way to upgrade to an inner was either through legacy or apply for a merit-based upgrade from an outer. It was almost impossible for a couple meeting in the dorms to have what Kaz had grown up with. Even the outers with a window viewing the decaying forgotten world were seldom handed out to a couple from the dorms. Units with a window, be it obelisk side or ruins side, were all legacy or up-and-comers at WorkSpace. WS Elite and Legacies ruled the city, and Kaz was afraid that she was neither.

Her parents were in love – deep, true love. They would fight, but not excessively, and they always knew they were in it for each other. Unlike some of her inner friends, who’d spend most of their waking life in common areas of the compound because they couldn’t stand to be at home, Kaz loved being at home with her mom and dad.

Now, she was being asked to pick a boy at her school to somehow match her parents' marriage, and she couldn’t do it. No one seemed adequate. So, instead of going out on dates like most of her peers, she doubled down on her studies. She was in the water treatment science track. 

Water treatment for the city mostly involved making sure the recyclers were squeezing every last drop out of the organic waste and ensuring the moisture farms kept their slow and steady supply of fresh water that could be condensed from the atmosphere. After removal of toxic chemicals and harmful bacteria, and various other purification processes, drinkable water could be collected from the thick clouds that blanketed the planet.

The bacteria in the fog prevented large droplets of water from forming in the atmosphere, so it never rained, snowed or had any weather patterns that resembled the forgotten world. The weather was merely varying degrees of the thickness of the haze. Experiments by her predecessors had discovered that the moisture cycle oscillated from heavy amounts of H20 molecules to light, which meant there was evaporation, just no rain.

It was conjectured in her field of study that the water cycle of the planet was seasonal. The water of the ocean would be heated in the summer and create a thick, dense fog that would eventually settle back down and mix again with the sea. Since there was such a water cycle, all of the Centennial Lakes Consortium needed to farm new supplies from the air to the greatest extent possible, even if the yield was marginal.

She was fascinated by the idea that there could still be oceans out there, even though the lakes and rivers of the land had dried up long ago. The thought of varying degrees of temperature was exciting. Her entire life was climate-controlled. Temperature to her was an immutable constant, not something that would just change.

The problem was that no one else shared her interest. The ocean was an inaccessible place from the distant past that nearly everyone had forgotten. Most people, especially her classmates, only focused on what happened in their five buildings, rather than care about the fact that there was once an entire world around them.

She tried to talk about the ocean to prospective boys looking to secure themselves a coveted inner spot. They would usually change the conversation to sports or the latest vid. All they wanted to do was binge-watch content, while Kaz wanted nothing more than to read the old wiki’s about something she’d likely never see.

“Who cares about a bunch of fish?” Mark had said to her during a surprise date their parents had tricked them into going on. Kaz had thought she was meeting her mom for burgers and shakes when she had seen Mark at the table instead. “They are probably all dead anyway.”

“You see,” Kaz had said. “That’s just it! No one really knows. Humanity was scrambling to build places like this during the Great Die-Off. They couldn't care less about how bacteria affected the ocean. But some people still believe that if fish were deep enough, they would have survived.”

“Why do you care? The nearest ocean is, like, thousands of miles away.”

“If we could get there, maybe we could find creatures that are resistant to the fog.”

“Could you at least wait until our first kid, so I don’t lose the apartment?”

Mark had later claimed, in an attempt to get back in her good graces that he was only joking. But it was abundantly clear – most guys were interested in her only for her legacy status rather than anything else. Other male legacies from inners didn’t give Kaz a second glance. It frustrated her so much thinking about it that she groaned.

“Is something the matter?” her mentor, Lasiandra, asked.

Kaz hadn't realized that she had walked all the way around the groundway, through the winding corridors of Building 4, and was already at Hatch 4C on the outer wall. Lasiandra was her mentor and a level III water reclamation scientist. Level III’s had the best job in water processing. They got to leave the sealed environment of the compound and work on the moisture farms. While the idea of being outside frightened Kaz, she was also intrigued by the thought of it.

Part of her wanted to work her way up to Level III as fast as possible just for the ability to get away from the five buildings she had known her entire life. The other part was more sensible and knew that Level III’s had a dangerous job critical for the complex. Jobs that would get someone out of the city were the leading cause of death for able-bodied working-age adults.

Either way, it was the final stage of her training and partially why she had picked water reclamation after graduating from her generals four years ago. It was the most sciencey job in the city that would get her outdoors. While she couldn’t go to the ocean, perhaps she could explore the ruins and maybe even touch the obelisk itself.

“Just a lot on my mind,” Kaz said.

“Understandable, your first time out will cause you vertigo,” Lasiandra said. “You might feel the urge to puke. If you do, please tell me right away. Puking in your suit could lead to suffocation, and we’ll need to go back inside. Did you take your meds?”

“Yes, Mrs. Grisham,” Kaz said. She had been prescribed anti-nausea and anti-anxiety meds for her first trip out. It was pretty standard for training, though most students of professions that would let them leave the compound didn’t take them, trying to prove themselves. It led to a lot of pressure suits going through laundry during this time of the year. Kaz had made sure to take hers. She didn’t fancy the idea of being dragged to safety by Lasiandra while covered in vomit.

“Good,” Lasiandra said. “You can call me 'L'. Most of my friends do. Now let’s get you in your suit. We have a big task ahead of us today, and we want to check off everything on our list.”

L swiped her badge on a security pad, and the inner door on the airlock opened. Both L and Kaz stepped inside. Two suits were waiting for them, labeled with their names and a short set of instructions of how to return them to Facilities. Atmo-suits for trips to the outside were carefully logged and regulated by compound management. Pleasure walks outside the walls were forbidden. 

After suiting up and double-checking each other’s sealing, L asked, “Are you ready?”

Kaz nodded, then realized that it was hard to see facial expressions behind the faceplate so she said, “Yeah.”

“Okay,” L responded. “Follow my lead, and don’t touch any of the ruins.”

Kaz nodded again, forgetting about suit protocol. It didn’t seem to matter. L punched a few buttons on the hatch, and a red mist filled the room with the outside air. As soon as equilibrium was matched, the outer door opened, and they stepped outside.

Kaz’s first reaction was dizziness and nausea. The red miasma seemed to go infinitely over her head. The outside world was much bigger than her buildings, and she felt disorientated by the vastness around her. The ruins disappeared in every direction in the fog. Even though she had seen images of people working outside and even pictures of a world that once had blue skies, it didn’t prepare her to be there in person.

“It’s beautiful, isn’t it?” L said.

“Yeah,” Kaz croaked, still disorientated by the sheer feeling of space around her.

“That’s why I chose this profession,” L said. “I could have been on the Science Council by now. I sure had the aptitude for it.”

Kaz couldn’t think of anything to say. Members of the Science Council, Consortium Council and Religious Council lived in the fifteen three-bedroom apartments in Building One. The Consortium Council was elected positions. One representative from each building served four years.  One of these five was chosen to lead the joint Council meetings. Vacant Science Council seats required aptitude tests and proof that the candidate contributed to the welfare of all five buildings before the Consortium Council voted on a new member. The Religious Council had one representative as decided on by each of the five most popular religions. 

Each elected Council member had to vacate the premises after their term. Still, for the extent of their service, they were among the few people who got to keep their inner apartments even after their kids graduated. The Religious and Science Council members normally gave up their apartment only when they retired or died. In a rare instance, an upstart religion called Sons and Daughters of Earth had ousted the Mormons as the fifth most popular religion, who then doubled their recruiting efforts after losing their seat at the table.

Finally, after the wave of nausea passed, Kaz responded, “So you did water reclamation instead?”

Kaz immediately felt stupid, but L laughed reassuringly. “That’s right. I processed crap for the city in hopes of leaving one day. I figured I could walk in any direction, and I was bound to find something. Did you know that Minneapolis is that way?”

L pointed into the haze. All Kaz saw was the decaying structures of the forgotten world. “No, I didn’t. What’s a Minneapolis?”

“Oh, girl. I thought you had the wanderlust like me.”

“I want to see the ocean,” Kaz declared. She had never really said it out loud before, much less with such force.

“See,” L said, “I knew I was right about you. They told me your mechanic tests weren’t the best and recommended that you’d be better in COMTROL. But I told them I’d mentor you. Girls like us need to stick together.”

COMTROL was part of the compound planning office. They mainly ran the numbers on everything, how much water was needed to harvest, how much meat should be grown in the vats, heads of lettuce, air filters, shifts, and worker allocation. It was all done under the golden rule of never produce too much or too little. Comtrollers were often the butt of jokes for leading boring and predictable lives. 

Even though she hated the idea that everyone, even her parents, thought she’d make a good comtroller, she understood why people thought that. Even though L had only known her for five minutes, Kaz already felt they had been friends all their lives.

“Minneapolis,” L said, “was a city with millions of people before the new epoch. There were skyscrapers fifty floors into the air, and there weren’t just a few, but many of them! You could easily cram a million people into the downtown area. Imagine that! A million people. But they died. Just like everyone else on the planet. Still, it’d be pretty amazing to see the ruins.”

Kaz couldn’t even imagine a fifty-story building. The tallest building in the compound was nine floors. She wasn’t even sure how a structure that size would stand up. It was scary enough to see the open sky. She couldn’t imagine walking around with giant monoliths looming overhead. L seemed excited by the idea though.

“You see,” L continued, “I figured I could just walk in that direction and eventually see it. According to archived records, it’s maybe ten miles away. Too far to see it through the fog. Even from the roof of Building 3. But I figured that I could walk. I'd give it one day with enough extra oxygen containers, maybe two tops, depending on the terrain. I even engineered the design for a wagon where I could haul the extra tanks. There are tire alternatives, you know—they don’t need to be made from rubber. They just aren’t too sturdy. You’d have to change them often. You can bet that the material scientists in Building 2 are trying to cook up an alternative, but I didn’t want to wait. I had it all calculated out. A wagon I could harness to myself and drag behind me, enough oxygen and tire changes to get me there.”

L's voice grew even more animated as she continued. “I even had a plan for how I could portage the wagon or even abandon it altogether and create a backpack if I came across something that I couldn’t go around. I figured I could bring back valuable forgotten world artifacts or see if anyone was left alive. They were sealing off their city, too, you know. It’s just that when the end came, it got dangerous to travel outside the compound, and back then, the atmo-suits weren’t very good. They'd pop if you tripped. Now, you could probably fall off the roof of Building 3 and not puncture that thing. So there isn’t any good reason not to, and we could go there right this instant. But the Council says no. You’ll see. There’s a lot of things you want to do in life, but the Council says no.”

“Like touch the obelisk?” Kaz ventured. Her heart pounded. She had never admitted that desire to anyone, much less her mentor. L could have Kaz’s water reclamation assignment revoked for even uttering such a ludicrous thought that was well beyond protocol. Facing life as a comtroller would be the outcome if her mentor went strictly by the book. L could even be vindictive and paint Kaz as an unpredictable or unreliable worker, and then she’d be cleaning toilets. Indeed, her legacy status wouldn’t matter if she was on the custodial track. Janitors didn’t live in the inners and weren’t even marriage material. They were the dorm folks.

L did none of that. If Kaz could see facial expressions beyond the suit's faceplate, she was sure L was grinning. L said, “I’m sure we can arrange that. Part of our tasks today is setting up a new vapor catcher. Everyone knows the heaviest clouds sink to the bottom. Maybe a station near the obelisk is worth doing.”

______________

Kaz stood at the obelisk base, and L used a Tpad to configure the water condensers. She told Kaz to “take a break”. Simultaneously, she ran a couple of diagnostics and nodded toward the monument that protruded from the ground at the compound's center.

From inside a nine-foot bowl of concrete, Kaz noticed a couple of peculiar features she had never seen before. The first was that the small black ring at the base was not an object but a gap. The obelisk went farther into the earth than she could see.

The second was that she could make out a faded code painted on the side. It said “USAF-UMC-4340W.” She had no idea what the letters meant, but it certainly was a reference to the forgotten world. She’d have to check the wiki later. She knew that it was a construction project, but most people thought it was just a piece of art or a fountain because the center of the compound used to have an artificial lake. However, Kaz knew there was something more to it. The way that it was sticking out of the ground didn’t seem consistent with a fountain.

She circled the object, but didn’t see any easy way to cross the gap to touch it. Despite her mentor’s hint that she could get close, it was just beyond Kaz’s reach. In a maneuver that could have her booted from the program, Kaz leaned over and flopped two hands on the monument. She held herself from falling into the abyss below. She could feel the metal beyond her gloves and cracked a smile.

She was finally touching the thing that had been with her since she could form memories. The elation was brief as her arms and legs began to cramp. She was leaning too far forward to push herself back to safety. The only other option was tumbling into the abyss.

Just before her limbs gave out, a hand grabbed her by her oxygen backpack and pulled her to safety. Kaz stumbled back and fell to the ground. She could hear in L’s voice that her mentor was angry.

“What are you doing?!” L exclaimed. “You could have been killed!”

“I’m sorry—”

“That’s over one hundred feet down! If the fall didn’t kill you, the face plate shattering certainly would have!”

“I didn’t—”

“When I said you could come to look at it, I thought that’s what you’d do, use your eyes! If you are going to do something stupid every time you get in an atmo-suit, then this isn’t for you.”

“Are you going to report me?”

“I—” L couldn’t finish her thought. There was a loud concussion, like a bomb had gone off in the compound. Kaz jumped to her feet and surveyed the scene. Nothing seemed damaged. However, there was an orange glow beyond Building 5. It was in the same direction that L had claimed there was a city. L didn’t say anything to Kaz. She ran toward a set of stairs they had used to get down into the concrete bowl. Kaz trailed behind her.

Eventually, they made it to the other side of Building 5. L was right. They could see that there were gargantuan buildings deep in the mist in the distance, and they were burning.
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Olson could breathe the air. It wasn’t a pleasant experience. The mist was thick and foul. He swallowed his reflex to gag and choke. The buildings towering overhead looked unreal when it wasn’t through a faceplate. It appeared that Dr. Adler, his father, at least through genetics, had altered his DNA at birth. His immune system acted as a filter to the bacteria that would otherwise eat his body alive.

The burning tank and the dead soldiers seemed far away in his mind. He was wrestling with the implications of his newfound ability when he felt the cold barrel of a gun against his head. Olson turned to see Erik's mutilated face staring at him from under the faceplate of his hazard suit.

The madman grinned and said, “Olson, welcome back! I never got to thank you properly for aiding me in my transition to power. I see that the Collective has informed you of your super power. You should be glad I didn’t off you after our last encounter.”

“It gives me a chance to come back and kill you. All I need to do is tear that suit,” Olson said.

“Brave words spoken from the wrong end of a gun,” Erik said. “You think because I let you live once that I will make that same mistake again? Trust me, your DNA can be harvested and studied, alive or dead. It’s your choice. I’d much prefer it alive because humans take a terribly long time to grow when I have a perfect test subject right here. What happens next is up to you, Olson. I shoot, you die, and your body is carved up into samples for the ECC to find out what makes you so special. Or you come with me to the nearest airlock. I give you a hot meal, apps, women, whatever it is you desire, on the condition that my scientists can take whatever they want from you and that you will participate in all the experiments.”

“Torture or death? Doesn’t seem like much of a choice.”

“We are not savages here. Every effort will be made to make sure you are comfortable. It will just be blood samples and maybe the occasional run on a treadmill in the lovely, fresh outside air. Trust me, if I wanted you tortured, I wouldn’t be so gracious to give you a choice in the matter.”

“What about my friends? The ones you tried to murder in the IDS Tower?” Olson asked.

“I simply was sending a message that resistance will not be tolerated. I couldn't care less if they spend what’s left of their short little lives in the IDS Tower. It’s not like they can have babies anyway. It’s more of a show of force for the people under my control. You can’t have the other towers seeing anything but a losing battle for the IDS in case anyone else gets it in their head that they can defect.”

Olson surveyed the burning tank. “Seems like a victory to me.”

“It’s all about how to spin the narrative, Olson. You, of all people, should know this. I daresay, you would have made an excellent propaganda filmmaker if you seemed more favorable to my cause. The tank was a terrorist plot from the IDS vagrants who threaten the entire city's law and order. Now, either I can take your corpse back as proof that we have destroyed the tank and the ones responsible for it, or I can show them footage of your heroic deed, making the city safe. Public opinion is easy to sway. Tell the same lie long enough, and they’ll start spreading it for you as if it were fact. The hard part is people like you. While you’ll never be my ally, I believe it will benefit you to take my offer. While you remain cooperative, I will not make any military advances on the IDS tower. However, mark my words. Should they threaten my city or the people in it in any way, I won’t hesitate to turn the tower into rubble. Do we have an agreement?”

Olson looked back up at the sky. The IDS tower loomed overhead. Not only were his friends in there, but countless others. If they were going to have any chance at surviving, Olson needed to take the deal. He didn’t like the fact that Erik would undoubtedly use his DNA to clone a super soldier army or whatever his final endgame ended up being. At least being close to the dictator would give Olson a shot at figuring it out.

A part of him wanted to talk to Natalie and let her know that he was alright. There had to be some sort of intercity communication between the Union and the Collective. His deportation was proof of that. However, considering that information had been tightly controlled even before Erik grabbed the reins of power, he knew it would be a closely guarded secret.

At least Olson had a plan. He had survived not just once, but twice when the entire city was out to get him. It was no different today. Live to fight another day.

“Alright,” Olson said. “I’ll do it.”

“Good,” Erik said. “Now, come in and meet your adoring public. You’ll need a new hazard suit, of course. No one is to know about your abilities except for me and the scientists I assign to you. I’ll even give them a security code, so you can tell.”

“What about all the witnesses?” Olson motioned to the buildings around them.

“Only the IDS tower has a good view of what’s going on here, and who would believe them? They're terrorists, after all. Now, walk along the edge of this building until you get to an airlock. There will be a suit waiting for you. OPS officers will be there to greet you.”

Olson stood, and Erik followed him with the gun. They made their way down the side of the building until they reached an open airlock. It conveniently didn’t have any windows. Olson suited up, and Erik put his gun away as soon as the outside door was closed, and the atmosphere returned to normal.

As soon as the indicator on the door turned green, Erik took his helmet off. He opened the door, and a large contingent of OPS officers with red armbands was there to greet them. They saw their leader and lowered their weapons. Erik motioned them inside and said, “It seems we have a hero. A student from McGladery stopped the terrorists' attack on our city in its tracks! Take off your helmet, and let’s get a look at you, Olson.”

Olson detached his helmet. The OPS officers cheered and surrounded him. They lifted him up and carted him away down the hallway. Olson looked back toward Erik, but he was gone.
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Kaz wasn’t sure how she had gotten so lucky. Her stunt at the obelisk was forgotten entirely in the aftermath of the discovery of another settlement not too far from the compound. Since she and L had been the only ones outside when the blast happened, they were summoned to the Council meeting the following day. News had already spread that Kaz was one of the only people to see it. The questions were already flooding her social media.

Her classmates asked her if she could see the people who lived there. Some tried to find out if they were mutants with three eyes and puss-filled spores. Everyone was formulating their personal hypothesis about who their neighbors were to the north or why the city's buildings had exploded. It was the single most significant news story that had ever happened in the compound, and Kaz couldn’t escape it. She wanted to hide away in her apartment, but even then, people would skulk around waiting for her door to open.
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