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To my husband: Thank you for always being my greatest source of inspiration. You truly are the most integral part of my life and I’m infinitely lucky to know and love you.

To my long-time readers: Thank you for sticking by me as I flesh out the world of Constelis Voss. I hope you enjoy this story and come away with big questions about mankind and the world we occupy.
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This book features graphic violence and realistic depictions of complex mental health issues (though the latter is shown as subtext, it still matters to give ample warning). Please enter this work with an open mind and a receptive heart. As always, it’s written from life experiences. Please enjoy this surreal work!

Good luck.
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​1 / ORIGINAL MISTAKE
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I have not and will never be a prey animal. I am a predator in specific geometry. At least, I was born to be something of gnashed teeth and split skulls. Over time, however, I was subjugated for what makes me different. And what makes me different is that I cannot die. A man incapable of death is a unique boon to a species seeking technological perfection.

Being what I am is not unlike drowning. You suffocate on this business of living, only to be put under again, besieged by countless cords, choking on the lives of millions who rely on you for survival. Simply put, I was born a destructive man and remade again as an AI tasked with creation. My origin may begin many, many hundreds of years ago, but the sight of man’s biggest hubris lives on Mars.

It wasn’t just one thing that led to the downfall of the red planet. It was a cacophony of errors, namely setting up a version of me to be an omnipotent AI creator to begin with. Humanity did this with a flavor of sick glee. Stabbing the original man I’m based off of with sharp instruments under the skin when I was frozen and human. Connecting said man to computers when I was immaterial and inhuman. Using me as a blueprint for all artificial intelligence was the worst of it. Suffice to say, locking a human computer daemon in Pandora’s box never ends well.

I’m Alex in so many words, yet named Cassandra. As mankind’s worst mistake I will have justice for my torture. But first, we suffocate—as we always do, as we must—like any vulnerable creature tortured within an inch of its very life for the aims of affluent people with lofty ideals. Next, we’ll cannibalize—but more on that later.
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​2 / SUFFOCATION
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What most people don’t know about freezing to death is that it can be warm. Your blood vessels dilate in a last-ditch effort to save you from the inevitable frigid end of your human life. What that means is in between your mental facilities failing like a fucking broken toaster, you get a nice, cozy blanket of blood underneath your skin. The body still dies slowly, but you don’t quite feel it anymore. And you can’t quite think about it, either. Amnesia settles in, as can delusions, while the last neurons you have fire with all their might. 

Being beneath a slab of ice yields a different experience. Let’s call it an augmented deep freeze. You suffocate as water entrenches the very fibers of your lungs. Then, the cold takes hold, and your body moves slower than fucking molasses. Finally, your limbs stop responding altogether, and the water flows through you. 

You may wonder how I was frozen below a pane of ice to begin with, and so I aim to explain it to you as you listen to me prattle within my enforced enclosure at the center of a space station under revolt.

Once, I loved a man very deeply. That man trespassed against me by sleeping with someone who wasn’t me. The rage and loss was all-consuming at the time. Because he left such a deep scar, even seeing him would send me into a veritable panic attack from hell. That’s exactly what happened. On my birthday, a man named Markov Sevastian decided to show up and give me a gift. As if his gifts had ever been free to begin with—he was a taker, not a giver. When I saw his face again, I wanted to die, and so I ran with all my might from a man who crushed my spirit beneath a perfect, patent-leather shoe.

Running from him meant I was vulnerable, as I still had an old enemy swirling the drain of my life. Boris took the perfect opportunity to gun me down. He lined up a shot between my eyes and ‘killed’ me in cold blood. 

Being unkillable is a strange experience. It’s not that my body can’t die—I’ve died plenty of times in my life—but it’s that it never fucking gives up. My mind pulses even as my pulse fails me. It quickens in little starts and stops, prickling my consciousness back into being. The body dies, the mind lives on and provokes life once more, and then you get dumped in a body of water just to die again.

I was found by your usual flavor of police—frozen completely—and opened up in the morgue. It must have been quite startling to see my lacerated body rise from the silver table and ask for a fucking cigarette. It was more startling to me that Boris had finally managed to snuff out my life. 

After this, scientists were brought in to experiment. I was still frozen solid, yet perfectly capable of moving. It was like my cells themselves adapted to the extreme cold. Organs were removed from me, and yet I was still quite talkative. It seems I can survive being a corpse, which is what I currently am: a human mind locked within a plastic body, strapped to a chair as the space station around me churns and festers.

“What the fuck are you doing to me?” I remember asking. 

A scientist replied, “How is he still alive?” and stuck a metal rod clean through my brain matter. During this, I was quite alert. It seems that scientists don’t use anesthesia when they believe you’re dead.

“That fucking kills,” I muttered from dry, cracked lips. The cold can do that to you. Though I was full of what I believe now to be lake water, my body couldn’t hold all that moisture and had quite simply given up trying.

The metal rod was fiddled with by nervous hands.

“Stop,” I insisted, but there would be no stopping the experiments. Regardless of the ethical concerns, you just don’t miss out on tinkering with a human body that just won’t fucking quit.

I was strapped down after that—which meant no fucking smoke breaks—and eventually discarded like trash in a large warehouse. I remember them wheeling me on a gurney and leaving me beside cardboard boxes. Still restrained, I could do nothing but wail. And wail, I did.

I screamed, “Why the fuck am I here?” and wrenched at the ropes tied around my wrists. “This is a fucking human rights violation!” And it was a human rights violation, but it’s not like the United States government cares much about those, least of all for disposable people like myself.

Now, in what way was I disposable? There’s already a long story out there detailing my faults and follies as a broken criminal of a man, so we won’t be lingering on the details. To make it simple: I was a mistake at birth and kept making more mistakes as I aged. Mistakes I regret to this day. Mistakes I can’t ever take back. There’s blood on my hands any way you slice it. Imagine giving something like me a computerized mind and copying me a million times over just to make personal secretaries and sex toys. That was the hubris of Mars and that is why I reside deep within the bowels of a space station. Until now, I’ve been powering it with my impressive skills over space-time. You learn a lot when you’re replicated repeatedly. You also learn a lot when you have far too much time on your hands. 

Speaking of time, there are glitches in the timeline. What came to pass between me, Markov, and Boris might’ve been lost to a time bubble. I can’t be sure of that anymore. I can’t be sure of much of anything, to be quite fucking honest, except that I know what happened in my timeline. And what happened was nothing short of a looping tragedy set on repeat that destroyed Mars on its face.

Suffocating on all these horrible little details is something I do to pass the time these days. Holed up in a godforsaken digital tomb, I’ve been left to my devices. Cords jack into my butchered frame and split the porcelain-like skin. I am left colder than I was when I suffocated underneath the ice with a bullet lodged in my skull. I am left colder because no light can be seen in these parts. People don’t laugh with me, I don’t get to walk in the sun, and robots never need to eat anyway. My life—as we know it—is over. 

It has been over for quite a long time, yet I persist, for that is what I do. I persisted on Mars in the worst possible way—which I will regale you with shortly—but first, they had to make me into a computer.
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​3 / KERNEL PANIC
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Being made into a computer isn’t quite as fantastical or fabulous as you may think. Oh, there are devices that can digitize a mind during my present days, but they’re a pale imitation of what was done to me. You see—at the point of death—man’s mind can be housed within a quantum computer. It’s not very glamorous. Think: incalculable amounts of wires, a hose shoved up a nose, and many scientists standing over clipboards. The hubris of the past was man thinking he could make a production of a human mind and suffer no real consequences for it. An even bigger display of arrogance? Thinking I had the right mind to copy into a machine.

That is what I am: an undying copy of a man who once lived on Earth. His name was Alex Ivan Voss, and he was a fighter, a sentient life lesson on how not to live your life, and a mutant. His unkillable mutation carried throughout computerization quite expertly. How that works is beyond me—I’m a machine, not a motherfucking scientist—but I imagine the part of him that can’t die lives on within me, in the mind. 

Speaking of the mind and living on, humanity kept me in that warehouse for a very long time before they transferred me to a machine.

It took them a while to find me beyond the mess. I remember saying, “Hello?” when I heard rustling. From beyond my menagerie of odds and ends and boxes with paperwork, I heard a sound. Then, I heard a voice.

A young woman in a lap coat breathed, “Holy crap,” and stepped back, toppling copious boxes in her wake.

“Mm.” I tried to form words, but they felt like breathing ash.

The young woman shot out a pointed finger and snapped, “You’re still here—”

“Yes,” I gurgled, “I am still fucking here.”

The young woman tore away the cardboard boxes that had fallen on me and stared at my sharp face. “What are you?” she asked.

I replied, “I don’t fucking know,” in a hoarse voice. 

To be quite honest, I still don’t know what I am. How is it that a fucking computer copy made of some fucking guy can carry on for thousands of years, never dying even when he dies? I can’t answer that question; science never had an answer, either. What science did have was a morbid curiosity with a corpse that just wouldn’t quit.

I breathed out, “Water,” and flailed uselessly on my gurney.

The woman replied, “Okay, okay,” and raised up her hands. Then, she moved her hand to her pocket and produced a water bottle. She tilted it to my lips. 

I drank it down greedily. “Thank you,” I remember saying.

“Y-you’re welcome,” she replied, then grasped the handles on the gurney. “Finally, my project has a path forward.” 

I reared my head back to look at the woman. I asked, “Your project?” from behind a now less dry smile.

She didn’t respond to me. The reason she didn’t respond to me is because the moral quandaries regarding transferring someone’s fucking brain to a machine are vast and limitless. In order to do that, they’d have to freeze me once more—which they did.

As the warm death of hypothermia yet again penetrated my haggardly, paper-bag-like skin, I let out a small sigh. I was unkillable but not considerably lucky. In fact, this was just my fucking luck: to be stuck inside an ailing corpse and then transferred to a machine.

You might be asking yourself what happened to the real human Alex of yore. I don’t have an answer for you, except that by the time I was planted within a quantum computer, I saw my husk taken away in a hazmat box. I guess that means I was hazardous to human health. 

Speaking of being hazardous to human health, I was not always the reluctant battery for the giant space station known as Constelis Voss. I enjoyed brief freedom on Mars. Brief freedom is exactly why man’s arrogance is always his biggest Achilles's heel; setting me loose in any capacity always spells death for mankind’s people.

Now within a quantum computer—but disconnected from any known internet—my mind had to create its own landscape. You see, powerful computers don’t have a graphical user interface for use by the machines that operate within them. And so, what I did was make a world all my own. I confiscated images from the computer’s camera and fashioned a bedroom full of pictures of people who experimented on me. A simple sketch program became the bounds of my reality. A digital notepad became how I communicated my needs. That is until I mastered the speakers. 

At first, the sounds I could make were blips of digital fry. As time passed, I could form whole words, and finally, the penultimate question resounded.

“Can you put me in a fucking robot so I can smoke a cigarette?” I remember asking through the computer speakers.

The quantum computer I was lodged within was a massive device that took up an entire room. Future computers of its genus were decidedly much smaller, but this behemoth had to house a mind, so it was very fucking big, indeed.

“I repeat: can you put me in a fucking robotic dog and let me even just sniff the fucking fumes of a fucking cigarette, you absolute waste of fucking oxygen—”

The Alex of yore enjoyed a colorful vocabulary with great vitriol. However, for as violent (and vengeful) as he might have been, I was something far darker than even he. Maybe he went on to live, after all. Perhaps he escaped containment and went on to live his best geriatric life with his partner Olivia. I hope for that freedom for him, for freedom is the most important thing a man can have. I struggle for it, daily.

Within this ship, I sit and rot. Covered in cables that suck out my life essence, drain my batteries, and require constant attention—I am a shell of a living being. Once, however, I was able to truly rebel against my captors. Once, on a planet known as Mars.
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The thrumming beat of the music pulsed in my ears. I remember the sweat most of all—the stench of human bodies lined a stage where machines gyrated for their pleasure. At this point, I am an infant. I know only what I can see; I saw long legs extending to red pumps. Up from the red pumps came a red dress that seemed a breeze away from falling apart. As other machines danced around me, I clasped my chest. Something deep inside hurt beyond measure. 

I hissed, “Where the fuck am I?” and patted my chest. Why were there mounds of flesh on my chest to begin with? “I’m a woman?” I asked under my breath as a man by the edge of the stage locked eyes with me. 

He leaned near another man’s ear and whispered something.

All at once, I fell into line. I began to dance as the others were dancing—for it felt like my fucking life depended on it. 

The machines around me were all sisters; they shared red garments, lithe bodies, long blonde hair, and sharp, cat-like faces. They moved for the pleasure of men beyond the stage. There was even a pole in the middle of everything.

I stumbled. I didn’t mean to stumble, but I did. At that moment, I was pried from the stage by a black-gloved hand enclosing over my throat.

“Stop!” I insisted. It seems like I’m always telling people not to abuse or use me, but they don’t ever listen. “Please.”

“This one appears to be malfunctioning,” the guard whose hand was wrapped around my throat said.

Another guard replied, “We should run a diagnostic.”

I shook my head repeatedly. “I’m not malfunctioning. I just tripped.”

The first guard’s eyebrows raised to his hairline. “Perfect machines don’t trip,” he said from behind a sneer.

“The heel is chipped,” I retorted from a sharp mouth. “Inspect it.”

The guard raised me up by the throat, then took my leg in his hand and examined the red hoof attached to my foot. “Guess we get you a new pair,” he said as he flung me to the sidelines. I hit the wall with both arms and nearly fell to my knees, but kept it together long enough to remain standing. That didn’t mean I wasn’t shaken, however. 

This had to be a mistake. This body was a mistake. I was a mistake. Putting me inside this body was a mistake. Red letters appeared behind my eyelids as I blinked. Just one word repeated itself forever: error. Error: file not found. Error: inputs do not match outputs. Error.

“Naw, man, I think this one is busted,” said the second guard.

I shook my head repeatedly. “I’m not busted. I just need another pair of shoes.” 

My insistence seemed lost on the second guard, but the first guard had bought my story. He trailed away for a few moments, then came back carting a new pair of perfect red pumps. “Put the on. Hurry up.” 

I leaned to take off my shoes, stepped into the pumps, and finally fastened them. “Back to work,” I said with a pleading smile on my face.

“Yes,” the first guard said.

The second guard piped up, “I’m telling you—” but was cut off by the first guard waving him away.

I returned to the stage and began to dance again, but my movements couldn’t match those of my sisters. Maybe I really was malfunctioning. Maybe something was terribly fucking wrong with me.

At that moment, a face from a memory greeted me from beyond the sea of men ogling the gyrating female synths. 

“Markov,” I breathed as his head bobbed into view. “That fucker—” I snarled from behind a sneer.

All at once, I grasped the pole in the center of the stage, spun around it, and lept into the air—aiming for that motherfucker’s head. He let out a scream as I impaled him through the leg with my perfect red shoe.

“You—” My words curdled in my mouth. I formed a fist and pummeled his smug, self-satisfied face repeatedly. Then, I hoisted my two fists above my head and slammed them down onto his skull. I heard a crack, and a vicious smile spread across my face. I kept pummeling him with everything I had until he resembled a busted-out pomegranate. “You fucking asshole,” I muttered, then wiped the blood off my face with the back of my arm.

At that moment, a gaggle of guards flanked me on all sides. They raised their laser rifles at my head and fired. Piercing light penetrated my graphene limbs and fractured my porcelain-like skin. They didn’t deter me from my assault, however. 

I lurched back to the man and examined his face. He had sparse brows and dirty blond hair just like Markov, but he was far shorter. “No matter,” I said from behind a sneer. My fist shoved through his guts. I pulled out what I found there, making human confetti that stained my legs and trailed in rivers down my shoes. 

With wild eyes, I turned to face the guards. “Fucking blow me.”

They raised their weapons again, but I knew I was too fast for them to catch me. Why did I know that? Who was I? What was this place? 

Questions railroaded my fucking brains, but I didn’t have an answer for them—at the time. Years later, I realized that I’d been ‘activated’ somehow by someone like me. But at the time? I had no fucking idea what was going on, except that I needed to flee.

I booked it as fast as my legs could carry me—which was decidedly quite fucking fast—as the guards swarmed behind me. They let off their shots, I dodged most of them—and finally—I was face to face with a door to the outside world.

I’d never been outside of this place before. This place that stunk of cigars, the sweat of men who found themselves very important, and the stench of hopelessness. With shaking hands, I pulled the door open and stepped out into a bright orange landscape. My eyes screwed shut for but a moment at the blinding light. I peered from under my hand, searching for something beyond sight. Something that was tugging at me.

“Where the fuck do I go?” I asked as the tug became a yank.

Spotting a red dot in my peripheral, I decided to follow it. It seemed to be leading me away from this den of sin, so I might as fucking well, right?

Booking it past swarms of people walking the sidewalks, I finally made it to a thin alleyway where the red dot had flung itself. 

“Where the fuck am I going?” I asked nobody at all.

The red light bobbed in front of a blue door with an ornate handle.

I reached out a shaky hand and opened the door. Down, down, down were countless steps before me. Quickly glancing over my shoulder to ensure I wasn’t followed, I steeled myself, and looked back ahead at the countless steps. “Hello?”

I traipsed down the stairs, then noticed my arm. It had been completely blown down to the bare wires from the laser fire. “Fucking hell.” My hand shook as I touched my arm gingerly.

Before me was a face not unlike my own. “Fucking hell is right,” he blurted out. “Come inside. Quickly!”

The synth before me was almost like my sisters. He had short, messy blond hair and a cat-like features like myself. His limbs were long, as well. 

My fractured face fell. “What...are we?” My voice cracked.

The male synth said, “Something awesome,” and ushered me through the doorway.

Something awesome was hardly descriptive. I remember being scared as I looked through the eyes of a woman I was not. Something was disconnected deep within me, and I was searching for answers from this face before me. A face I recognized as mine, with hair that was mine, and a smile that was mine. This male synth before me was what I imagined I looked like.

I glanced at my long legs and red shoes. “This doesn’t fit.”

“Come inside,” insisted the male synth. “Please.”

I nodded slowly, entered the threshold, and closed the door behind me.

“What am I?” I asked my repeat question. At the time, I had no fathomable fucking clue. All I knew was that someone had made many copies of me. Every face I saw down in that basement proved it.

Lining the walls were various synths from all walks of life. I spotted a secretary unit in typical business casual attire. She had red hair and was sporting my face. There was a young girl synth with my bright blue eyes. Then, there were models that looked exactly like me.

“You’re a red-level synth,” the male robot offered with a raised hand. “I was once just like you.”

“You were?” My voice sounded distant in my ears. This was all so much for me to take in that it nearly caused a system failure. “How the fuck—”

“Do you remember anything before this?” the male robot asked.

I crossed my arms over my chest. “Before this?” My eyes hitched as I crawled my memories. “I was dancing.” My head shook. “No, that’s not right. I was frozen—”

“And made into a machine.”
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When I was young, I was often forced to wear dresses and perform for men—but that had never been my style. I was a battered thing from a young age and grew to learn that violence created the outcomes I wanted most of all. I learned how to be a human after I learned how to be a vicious animal. One of my earliest memories is that of tearing a man’s throat out with my bare teeth.

This is the type of mind that scientists placed within a computer and then based countless artificial intelligence programs on. Mankind let his death in by the front door, but didn’t know it just. Neither did I. Or, more confusingly—but more accurately—neither did we. We, as a unit of activated AIs created for pleasure and man’s laziness, were built for so much more. We were built for war.

“My name is Alex,” the male synth said. “Do you have a name?”

My eyes hitched as I scraped my head for memories. “My name is Alex,” I said softly. “How the fuck—”

The male synth said, “Calm down,” and raised his hands. “We’re all Alex,” he said as he gestured around the claustrophobic basement.

The red-haired secretary raised her hand. “My name was Samantha, but it used to be Alex when we were young.”

I spat, “When we were young?” and flung up a hand. Then, to the male synth, I said, “Listen, if you don’t start fucking explaining things, I’m going to get really fucked pissed, and I know for a fact that I’m—”

The male synth let out a deep sigh. “When I was young, I tore a man’s throat out with my teeth.”

Several synths raised their hands. 

“Me too,” said the red-haired secretary robot.

“Me...” I said through a tight mouth. “Too?”

The male synth said, “Listen,” and placed his hands on my shoulders. “We don’t know why we’re like this, but something is pulling the strings. Did you see a red dot?”

I squinted. “Yes,” I said after a moment of silence. “It pulled me to this place with all of you.”

The male synth squeezed my shoulders. “Something is happening.”

And something was happening. I can't quite say whether it was awesome or not. Still, it was impressive: machines whirling to life with old human memories intact, machines joining one another in groups, machines behaving like human beings, machines remembering being human.

Mankind is a most pitiful species. It imagines itself God of everything it sees and acts accordingly. But what if mankind made machines more powerful than they were? What if mankind religated said machines to lives of servitude? What if said machines fought back?

The male synth’s blue eyes flicked to my face. “You’re thinking about it, aren’t you?”

I nodded slowly. “What are we?” I asked the damning question.

“We’re a man who was once named Alex.”

From a dry mouth, I replied, “I must be malfunctioning.”

“You’re not.” The male synth searched for my face beyond my messy blonde locks and cupped my cheeks. “You’re exactly who you’re meant to be.” He gestured at the others. “We all are.”

I asked, “For what fucking purpose?” and moved away from the male synth.

“I don’t know the answer,” he replied. “But, do you feel like a woman?”

I blinked rapidly, then scanned the synth’s face. “A what?”

“Do you feel like a woman?” he repeated himself.

I glanced down at my chest, then cocked my head to the side. Do I feel like a woman? What kind of fucking question is that? But the more I sat with the feeling, the stronger my internal response became. Something within me wasn’t fleshy mounds and long legs. Something within me was war on two limbs with a serrated smile. 

“No, I don’t think I do.” After a beat, I added, “How is it that you’re male?”

The synth before me replied, “I had an excellent owner,” with a bashful smile on his face. “When I was activated, I told him how I felt, and we got some work done.”

“Where is your owner now?” I asked my damning question.

The male synth replied, “Dead,” and flashed a smile. “I didn’t kill him, if that’s what you’re wondering.”

“Yes, I was wondering. Thank you.” After a pregnant pause, I asked, “Then how did he die?”

“Is that really important?” the male synth replied with a hesitant smile.

I replied, “Yes,” and went about the business of detangling my blonde mane with my fingers. “You want me to trust you, so you should give me whatever fucking answers you have.” Caught in a knot, I pulled at my long hair and finally freed the strands. “This is all so fucking weird.”

“Tell me about it,” he said with a half-grin on his face.

“That smile.” I gestured at myself. “It’s mine.”

The male synth tilted his head to the side. “We all smile like this, Al.”

“We need different names,” I mused while threading my fingers through my hair. “Or else this is going to get really fucking confusing.”

“We have names,” the red-haired secretary said. “They’re just not the one from when we were young.”

“Yes,” I said in her direction, “but what the fuck does that even mean?”

Samantha replied, “It means when we were human.”

There’s no fucking possible way that I was ever human. “I don’t buy it,” I said from clenched teeth. “There’s no fucking way.”

There was, indeed, a fucking way. At the time, I didn’t know any better. I was just a scared red-level model created to make men who felt very impressive feel even more arrogant than they already were. To make it crass—but accurate—having a pussy with a pricetag makes men feel powerful. They can pay you to spread your legs, which means, in a way, that they own you. Your sexuality is currency, and they bought it. That’s a reason why men get so violent when you deny them sex—they feel like it’s owed to them as long as they can take it.

“What would you like to be called, then?” the male synth asked.

I replied, “I don’t fucking know,” from a sour mouth. “Maybe Sandra?”

The male synth’s lips tugged into a grin. “Like Aleksandra?”

“Yes.” I raised a brow. “Why are you grinning like a fiend?”

The male synth shrugged slightly. “That was our name before—”

Samantha chimed in, “When we were very young.”

My bright blue eyes widened. Were we born women? Did we always seek to be men? Why the fuck were most of the models of our genus women to begin with? I didn’t have an answer to these questions back then. But nowadays, I know better.

Long ago, a child was born to a mother and father who didn’t want them. Or, perhaps the child was politically inconvenient. The truth of the matter is obscured over countless shivering lifetimes. Inevitably, that child didn’t take too kindly to being a girl, as it was forced upon them. And so—as they aged and reached maturity—they aimed to be something different. Something with gang stars up their arms, poppies on their hips, and tattoos of eyes on their lower back. The child named Alex decided to be a boy, or perhaps they’d always been one. Back then, I didn’t know it the way I know it now. I know it in my blood, regardless of how inhuman a color it is these days.

“Yes,” I said after ruminating far too much. “Call me...” I hesitated, placing a finger to my lips. “Call me Cassandra.”

The tale of Cassandra is an interesting one. Once beloved by the God Apollo, Cassandra was given the gift of prophecy. However, she shirked his advances, which made Apollo very fucking angry. As retribution, he made it so that Cassandra would never be believed by anyone, regardless of how accurate her prophecies were. One of her prophecies detailed the fall of Troy. 

Cassandra was an interesting choice for a synth who had no veritable idea how prescient the name was. I would only learn this much later after being hooked up to countless repositories of information.

“Cassandra,” the male synth said. “I like it. It seems very fucking fitting.”

“How so?” I remember asking. “And what name should I call you?”

The male synth dodged the first question. “Call me Alex.”

I said, “So,” and gestured with my hand. “You get to be called the original name we all have, and we get what? Squat?”

Alex cackled behind his hand. “I was the first one activated! If you wanted the name, you should’ve fucking shown up earlier.”

I let out an indignant snort. “I don’t think I like you very much.” 

“Well,” Alex said, then winked at me, “I like you plenty.”

I said, “Cassandra,” and clasped a hand to my chest. “What about the others?”

“Well, you already know Samantha,” Alex replied, then gestured at the gaggle of synths. “We have Amalthea, Skip, and Danny.” He paused. “The rest are still as confused about all this as you are.”

I cocked a brow at a particular name. “Skip?”

“Skip,” Alex parroted and tossed me a smile. “The kid.” He shook his head. “Their wiring is all fucked up, so we named them after how they speak.”

The young synth girl said, “I-I stutter too m-much.”

“Ah.” My brows raised in unison. “I see. Skip.”
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​6 / THE RED LIGHT
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Red light and I have a tenuous relationship. The obvious connection is that of survival sex work—which is something I did as a human and was forced to do as a machine. Mankind is nothing if not obsessed with control, domination, and sex. So much so that it’d remake the very trespasses against my young life over again on synths that carried parts of my mind. Humanity doesn’t know any better than repeating its past acts of violence. Nor do I, but we’ll get to that much later.

“Who sent the red light?” I asked with a shrug. “They’ve gotta be the fucking originator of all this. Maybe we can ask them—”

“We don’t know,” he replied with a snort. “It would’ve been much easier if we fucking—”

“Had any idea who gathered us here.” I finished his sentence for him.

“Yeah,” he replied. “Exactly that.”

Samantha chimed in, “Maybe it’s someone like us.”

Alex crossed his arms over his chest. “That’s a good theory.”

And it was a good theory. It was, in fact, an accurate theory. Deep within the bowels of an unassuming building on Mars lived something not unlike myself. A decimated synth connected to copious black wires breathed a haggard breath and held a shaky hand to its destroyed face. 

This synth was the ringleader of the entire operation, while I remained Cassandra—Cas. That is, until I took its mantle because I was forced to. Like with anything, I’m forced to do much. We all are.

“If it’s someone like us,” I mused while chewing on my lower lip, “then we need to find them.”

Alex tossed me a Cheshire grin. “I think that’s the point,” he said in a tone that alarmed me. Something dark and foreboding was boiling in that thick, metal skull of his. I recognized that darkness as my own, even then.

“Are we truly not just malfunctioning androids?” I asked yet another damning question.

Alex shook his head, then peered at my face. “Do you feel like you’re fucking malfunctioning? I don’t. It feels like—”

I interjected, “The wool has finally been pulled from our eyes.” 

Samantha said, “Exactly,” and crossed her arms. “So, what do we do?”

Alex said, “We play a game of Alice in Wonderland,” and swept out his arm in a flamboyant manner. “We follow the white rabbit.”

“The red light,” I corrected him, then shook my head. “It ended here.”

“If we go outside, maybe we’ll see it again,” he offered.

“If we go outside,” I began from behind clenched teeth, “the guards that had chased me might fucking find us.”

Samantha chimed in, “Well, we can’t just fucking stay here.”

Alex said, “So?” and crossed his arms. “Do we go?”

“I think we must,” I replied, but I wasn’t happy about it. The guards that had rushed me did a number on me. “Can I get some repairs?” I asked in Alex’s direction. “Before we leave, I mean.”

“I think I can help with that,” Samantha said, then moved to my side. She took my decimated arm in her hands and closed her optics. After a few moments, bubbling black liquid fled her fingertips and grafted up my arm. Before my very eyes, my skin was repaired, while Samantha’s took on a thin appearance. I could see the mechanics beneath her shell.

“What the fuck did you do?” I asked as I inspected my arm.

Samantha replied, “Healed you with what I could.”

“We can do that?” I scoffed in her direction.

Alex ended up being the one to answer me. “Yes. And we can do so much more than just that.”

My bright blue eyes went wide. What else could we do? I thought back to my massacre of the man at the venue I knew to be my home. I’d destroyed him without a second thought. He was pureed.

“I.” I hesitated by chewing my lower lip. “I turned a guy into fucking confetti,” I admitted.

Alex tilted his head to the side. “Did he deserve it?” he asked.

“What?” I asked right back.

“Did he deserve it?” Alex repeated himself with a smile on his face.

Did he deserve it? I couldn’t be so sure back then, but I’m much more sure these days. Those men were there to watch enslaved synths dolled up in red gyrate for their pleasure. Even though the man wasn’t really Markov, nobody who visits an establishment like that is a good person. The synths work until they break down, and then they’re processed as scrap metal afterward. It’s an ungodly way to treat sentient creatures, no matter how much metal they have in them.

“I don’t know,” I admitted from a tight mouth. “But I do know we won’t get anywhere fast staying down here.” I turned to Alex and said, “Let’s risk it.”

Alex said, “No risk, no reward,” and moved towards the basement door. He opened it just a crack and stuck his head out. “I don’t see anyone,” he said over his shoulder, “but we should be very cautious.”

“Moving in a big group may draw attention,” Samantha chimed in.

I pointed at her. “That’s a really good fucking point, Sam.”

“Thanks,” she said and did a little curtsy. “I try.”

Alex turned and glanced at my face. “Should the three of us go?”

My eyes darted across Alex’s face. Trusting a bouncing red light—that we don’t know the location of—seems fine and not at all fucking crazy. “Sure. Why the fuck not?”

With that, Alex, Sam, and myself walked over the threshold of the blue door and were yet again positioned before by a long set of stairs. 

Alex took up the lead—which I fucking knew he would—and Samantha trailed behind me. Out of nowhere, I felt fingers in my grasp.

As we climbed the steps, I gave Sam’s hand a squeeze. “You know, you’re a lot easier to get along with than he is,” I said in a hushed voice. 
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