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My baby brother faded like memories, like a sunset, like a whisper of how the world used to be. I reached for him as always, wanting to feel his skin warmed by the sun, the soft cloth of his tee shirt flowing freely in the breeze, the happiness filling his eyes and cheeks. We could never meet again, and the reality ached, squeezing my heart with what I could never have.

“Naji,” I whispered.

His fingers slipped through mine, and his innocent smile held none of my sorrow. He didn’t know what had happened to him a week later. Not in this reality. He picked up a small, dried starfish off the sand, the waves gently rolling to shore with a fresh, saline breeze.

“Here’s one of the falling stars we saw last night, Mahda.”

My alarm chimed, ripping into tender moments I wanted to keep close and remain lost in. I couldn’t let Naji go. Just couldn’t. His death ripped me into a billion shreds every morning, but gave me only one direction. The AI lording over humans on Earth had to die.

I wasn’t sure an AI could die, but I would see its reign over Earth end. Us humans were capable of managing our own planet and making decisions for ourselves. We had done it for millennia before the AI, Bowman, came into existence.

Some supposed benevolent scientist had created Bowman because climate change, carelessness, shortsightedness, pollution, and greed had devastated the habitable regions of Earth. Storms demolished the coasts, mountains, and plains, erasing towns and cities with water and wind. Heat and drought set fire to the rest. Bowman’s mission was to nurture Earth back to health, but the AI didn’t understand empathy or mercy or family bonds. It only cared about ticking off boxes as completed tasks, charts, graphs, and statistics.

When a person was born, Bowman directed a team of biological engineers to insert a network of conduits into our flesh. The circuitry winked as golden tattoos merging our will with Bowman’s. For fourteen hours a day, Bowman told us what to do and how to do it. The other ten hours were given to us as free time. However, most of those hours were spent sleeping, and Bowman told the nanites swarming in our neural conduits when to put us to sleep and when to wake us up. During those utterly free moments, I loved my parents and my brother and made friends. Those precious two hours of autonomy were never squandered, but I don’t remember ever dreaming. An inkling of unhappiness had invaded my psyche, but not to an extent where I thought to examine the source.

Not until I lost Naji during the terrible storm where the lives of four thousand others were lost in a biblical-level deluge of rain and floods. Naji washed away and washed away my ignorance. There was another way to live, one where I wasn’t ruled by Bowman, one where I could decide not to leave someone I loved at home alone when the sky churned black and the winds roared like monsters. After I lost Naji, I spent my two free hours a day roaming and wandering, trying to lose the pain. During the height of my grief, I met the Montags.

The Montags’ sole purpose was to end Bowman. This group of rebels stayed hidden on Earth, blending in, wearing tattoos to mimic their removed neural conduits, helping the rebels to blend in with our enslaved brothers and sisters. Their disguised scars had intrigued me, and I longed to be like them. One cell leader told me of a colony on the Moon where there were others like me, others who wanted their freedom, others who wanted justice, others brave enough to do what needed to be done. I didn’t hesitate to volunteer.

I told my parents about my move to the Moon two hours before I left, during the time Bowman let them think for themselves. I couldn’t tell them the full story. They believed in Bowman too much and were still fully connected. Or perhaps they were too numb over the loss of my brother to have any other reaction than to rely on Bowman to get through each day.

I wanted to shake them and scream, “Baba! Mami! No one else has to die. I will fix your life and everyone else’s. I promise.” But I kept the vow to myself, offering false solace. “What they are doing on the Moon will make your lives better. I need to be part of what will fix Earth.”

My parents congratulated me on my assignment and bade me goodbye with well wishes. On the Moon, I became a full-fledged rebel. The growing rebellion on the Moon wasn’t a well-kept secret, and plans were made to leave the Moon quickly. Other cells were sent to Mars and the moons of Jupiter. I didn’t know exactly where or who, and no one knew I was chosen to be part of the illustrious Haller colony. If one cell was captured, they couldn’t rat out the others.

I remembered stepping on the ship, which later became our habitat, as if it were hours ago. My heart swelled with the proud memory, and my alarm screeched louder and longer, incessant and unrelenting, tearing away another tiny bit of my soul not yet tarnished and hardened.

I reluctantly pulled off the virtual reality hood. Made of lacy sheets of circuits and alloys, the VR hood crumpled in my palm, as if it could vanish from reality like Naji.

Sighing, I sat up and pulled out a drawer in the storage wall at the foot of my sleep compartment, stuffing in the hood among my unmentionables. I pulled out a fresh set of underclothes. The satiny material hugged my hips and breasts—faint reminders of a world I would never know again. My fingers traced the cotton lace integrated with the satin—these small bits of cloth were my one luxury (along with the VR hood) on a brutal moon of ice.

A knock rapped softly against one wall of my pod.

“Mahda, are you up? Your shift starts in ten minutes.” The gravelly male voice labored at gentle tones. The miniscule size of our settlement demanded we never waver in showing respect, courtesy, and allowing each other grace. Otherwise, we would have strangled each other years ago.

“I am, Hodge. Thank you.” I kept my words warm and polite and pulled open the cleaning bin in my storage wall, retrieving a fresh bioskin. Cramming in my dirty underclothes and yesterday’s bioskin, I shut the cleaning bin and wiggled into the clean bioskin. The material stretched over my muscles and flesh, hiding the scars—the scars that had freed me from the control of Bowman. Once I had the bioskin over my waist, I paused and ran my finger over the rivers of visible scars running up and down my arms and poking at those no one could see, feeling the daily rise of my anger and indignation.

The bioskin caressed my muscles, keeping my blood and lymph flowing. The hordes of tiny robotic nanites in the suit interacted with my skin and my capillaries, feeding my body with nutrients hard to reproduce in the far reaches of space. Certain contact points grafted at my wrists, waist, and ankles allowed the free flow of nanites from the suit and my body. The intelligence of the nanites was severely restricted. Still, the thought of the microscopic AIs scurrying around inside me made me nauseous.

Maybe a moon in the solar system wouldn’t be considered the ‘far reaches of space’ by some, but our little settlement on Triton was farther out than humans had settled. My fingertips brushed over the patch of a starfish I had crafted and sewn onto my bioskin. When I had the look and feel of the starfish memorized, I tucked my bioskin away under my exosuit, which snapped on and acted like armor to protect me from bumps and injuries and radiation in case the habitat’s shielding slipped in efficiency. The exosuit kept my muscles and bones strong, mimicking the necessary gravity artificial conditions could never get right.

From a narrow cubby in the storage wall, I pulled out six single floorboards. The floorboards covered the compartment in the floor, which housed my bunk. The bleached and polished carbon alloy planks snapped into place, my bed disappearing under the rectangles of white. Once my room became a perfect white cube with one wall of built-in storage, I grabbed hold of rings on the other walls and flipped down my desk and the sofa.

The wall on which Hodge had knocked rolled up, and my pod became part of the habitat. I hurried to the galley section and quickly put together my breakfast—tea, cooked oats, and what we called tada berries. The berries were a hybrid that grew easily in off-Earth environments.

I ate at my desk, watching Hodge disconnect from Haller and prepare the spot for me—disinfecting the recliner with the cleaning laser pad, neatly rolling and putting away his mask, refluffing the head rest, making sure the station was ready to reconnect with a new user. Hodge’s thoughtfulness eased the anger and worries the nanites and recalling Naji’s death had stirred up.

Haller sat in the center of the communal space—a mirrored pyramid holding myriad versions of ourselves. I didn’t fully understand if the reflections in the mirror were me or the AI. The Haller technology allowed us to limit our interaction with AI to what was only necessary to complete our chosen task.

Despite our avowal to defeat the AI governing Earth, we couldn’t survive without some form of AI to help us. We couldn’t step a foot outside the habitat. Triton wasn’t a welcoming world.

Long, lean, and dusky, Hodge struck a compelling contrast to the white alloys comprising the habitat. He came from Egypt and stood as proud as the pharaohs. At the base of Haller, drawers housed our masks, which were our connections to Haller.

Finished with my meal, I placed my dishes in the cleaning drawer. Our living space wasn’t large, and as Hodge’s shift ended their day and the colonists in my shift began ours, we squeezed carefully around each other, mindful not to step on toes or to bump each other. The open pods extended the living space and provided couches and desks at which people could claim some personal space, but first we had to get around one another.

Brushing past Hodge, I smiled up at him and took his place at the Haller mirror. The recliner surrounded me like a lover, and I scooched around to get warmer and more comfortable before placing the connecting mask over my face.
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