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“Our darkest secrets can be our greatest strengths,


if only we allow ourselves to see.”
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The Human Alliance knew it was over when the androids started using magic to cast fire, shake the ground, conjure storms, and part the seas.

We fought back anyway.

– Sgt. Jack Sweet
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I stopped believing in God years ago, on a night when fireballs tore across the starry sky and destroyed everything I ever loved.

But it still feels strange when I walk out of my assigned living quarters without having said a morning prayer. My parents would be disappointed.

A forest of yellow and green creates a large perimeter around my village. Other than the towering pines, nothing here resembles life before the war. There are no paved roads, no visible electric lights, no skyscrapers or rumbling car engines. Instead, people wear simple clothes and push carts with wooden wheels. The huts are arranged in rows with small patches of dirt and grass between them. Smoke from the blacksmith’s shop mixes with the smell of dirt and baking bread. At first glance, it looks as if the war machines copied a village from the dark ages and pasted it into the present.

It’s all an illusion, of course. We’re surrounded by technology, the eyes of digital gods monitoring our every move.

White text appears at the bottom of my field of vision, a reminder that the machines are inside me, as well.

CORONARY IMPLANT POWER LEVEL: 100%.

Cool morning air presses against my skin as I move quickly out the door, ready to start my day’s patrol of the surrounding forest. The digital voice in my quarters will ask the inevitable question when I return tonight. My twenty-second birthday was two days ago, which means I’ve heard it twice already.

In a few days, it won’t be a question anymore.

Don’t think about it now. I put on my best fake smile and shove my hands into my pockets as I walk. My outfit today is the same as every other day—a white, long-sleeved shirt under a buttoned jacket and pants woven from light brown fibers. The clothes are perfectly tailored and keep my body at the ideal temperature, whether I like it or not.

The village buzzes with the commotion of a new day. Everyone else is dressed in the same clothes as I am, as if we’re all on a yoga retreat instead of prisoners of the war machines. Other villagers stroll down streets made of stone and mud, laughing and talking with each other. A few huts have open windows, at which people trade for items like wooden toys, paintings, and home decorations. Nobody sells anything essential; all our needs are met by the machines. I guess even post-apocalypse, people love to shop.

I avoid making eye contact with any of them. They’re good people, probably no different than those who stood beside me as we fought an unwinnable war, people I considered family regardless of their blood, their skin, or their beliefs. I used to welcome others with open arms.

But the war is over. Now, it’d be safer for everybody if they left me alone.

My gaze drifts to the trees in the distance. To everyone else, they’re a border. To me, they’re a gateway to another world, a place where I can forget who I am, remember who I was, and even dare to believe in what I might become.

You’ll get there soon enough, Gunnar. Just don’t stop walking.

The first person to spot me is Michael, who lives next door. He was probably heading toward the cafeteria when he saw my door open and doubled back to greet me. He has a burly frame, red hair, and a strong handshake. The calluses on his dirt-stained hands make me wonder if he was a farmer before the war. “Morning, Gunnar. We didn’t see you at the market festival last night.”

I turn as I keep walking, so as not to break off the handshake too soon. “Oh, I was there. You must’ve missed me.” It’s not a lie. I was there, but I’ve gotten very good at hiding in a crowd.

Before he can say any more, I turn and find Jenn standing right in front of me. She looks up to meet my gaze, her eyebrows raised and her strawberry blond hair pulled back in a ponytail.

“Hey, Jenn.” I flash a smile as I sidestep her.

“Nice to see you.” Jenn offers a grin and a fast wink. If she knew about the metal heart the machines put in my chest, she wouldn’t be so friendly. None of them would. Even among people who have embraced machine rule, cyborgs aren’t trusted.

“Nice to be seen,” I respond with a laugh but don’t break stride, speeding up as I head for the woods.

A few others call out to me as I walk. They all seem determined to bring me out of my shell. I have no idea why. After five years of the cold shoulder, I would’ve expected them to give up.

“Hey, Gunnar! Another day in the trees, huh?”

“When are you coming over for game night, Gunnar?”

“Gunnar, have you seen that animal I mentioned? I could have sworn it had . . .”

Keep moving. It’s a constant mantra as I make my way through the village, throwing out my best face and canned responses. Yep, I love my patrol job. Busy tonight, catch me next time. Okay, I’ll keep an eye out for strange creatures.

I don’t pause until I reach the water pump near the center of the village, right before the street opens into a large market area. As I bend over to fill my canteen, a wooden ball rolls into my foot. I pick it up.

“Ball?”

My head snaps up. A golden-haired toddler stands in front of me, chewing on his fingers.

I show the ball to the little boy, move it behind me, then toss it over my shoulder and catch it on the back of my hand.

His expression is still blank.

“Tough crowd.” I toss the ball to the kid. “Here you go.”

He doesn’t try to catch it, but instead watches me as if I’m a ghost. It sends a quick shiver over my skin. Does he somehow know what I’m hiding?

The boy’s mother rushes over and offers a fast apology before taking his hand. I nod in response, then fill my canteen.

When I look back up a few moments later, the mother and child are gone, but something else catches my eye—something I meant to ignore.

An air mage stands on a raised platform in the center of town, towering over the market. It stands about eight feet tall and has a skull covered in synthetic silver flesh, with three curved white lines carved into its forehead. The machine’s black robes billow in the gentle breeze. The mage hasn’t so much as twitched since I was placed here years ago, but the light bends around its body like heat radiating off asphalt. Its eyes remain dark, but I have no doubt that the android is activated and watching. None of the villagers look directly at the mage, but give it a wide berth as they move through the square.

Faint echoes of screams and explosions shake the back of my mind. I remember my mother’s strong hands gripping my shirt, telling me to run an instant before an eruption of heat and light ripped us apart forever. Androids march through the night in my mind. Flames glisten in their human-shaped metallic bodies as they use automatic rifles to execute one survivor after another.

Everyone except me.

The scar on my chest burns. It might be an air mage standing in front of me day after day, but it’s the fire mage that haunts my dreams.

Part of me believes my life will always be this way—hiding in plain sight, living beneath the constant watch of the machines, wondering why they kept me alive. My prayers for change stopped a long time ago.

Now I’m looking for hope somewhere else. I need to get to the woods.

I turn away from the air mage and bump into a woman. She gasps in surprise, and her blue eyes widen.

Her presence is like an invisible force that slams into me, stealing my words and stopping my breath. I’ve never experienced anything like it. Something clicks in my soul when my eyes meet hers, something both familiar and new.

“I’m sorry,” she says with an apologetic smile and takes a few steps back, wrestling with a large bundle of blankets in her arms. The pile looks heavy, but her movements are strong and graceful, like she was born of the wind.

That’s when I notice her clothes—made of similar materials to mine, but they’re a much darker shade of brown.

She’s an outcast.

Recognition flashes across her face and she averts her eyes. Her slight smile disappears. I almost apologize, as if I’ve offended her by noticing the obvious.

“No problem,” I say, but she’s already gliding away. The machines have never told us why they designate certain people as outcasts, but we have our theories, including genetic potential for passing on birth defects and predisposition to disruptive behaviors. Outcasts are allowed in the villages to trade, but only for a few hours at a time. Any non-commercial interactions are prohibited. Not that the villagers would be eager to speak with her, anyway. If they knew about my cybernetic heart, they would treat me the same. I doubt she deserves the shunning any more than I do.

Nothing I can do about it. I turn my attention to the trees that lie beyond the village. Everyone who’s fourteen and older is assigned a job, mostly to keep us busy. The machines provide and maintain our food, shelter, clothing, and any other essentials. My role patrolling the woods for dangerous wildlife is as arbitrary as any other job here, but at least it gives me time to be alone. The forest looks like a great curtain of leaves through which I can enter another world.

My steps carry me toward the solace of the woods, but before I pass the last of the huts, I can’t resist taking another look back over my shoulder.

For an instant, she looks back too.
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“Niko!” I shout through cupped hands once I’m far enough into the forest that none of the villagers can hear me. A cold breeze pushes through the trees. I quicken my steps, scanning the branches for my friend. It’s a game we often play, Niko and me. He won’t get the drop on me today. “Ni-ko!”

A rustling in the leaves causes me to stop and jerk my head to the right. When I find nothing there, I whirl left, expecting to see him coming toward me from the opposite side.

No sign of Niko. Did something happen to him?

The moment the words form in my head, I feel his weight land on my right shoulder. I laugh with relief. “How did you do that?”

The little animal stares back at me with black eyes. His fur is the color of smoke, his face mostly white, except for dark circles around his eyes and a black diamond on the top of his head. I’m not sure exactly what type of animal he is; during my time with the Human Alliance, most of our lessons focused on topics that were more relevant to surviving a world at war. I’ve looked for zoology books in the village, but couldn’t find any. All I know is that Niko glides between the trees using flaps of skin between his limbs and that he doesn’t need me to survive, but follows me anyway whenever I’m in the woods.

I also know that he’s an incredible scavenger. Today, Niko grips a shining silver ring with both paws. Stealing stuff seems to be Niko’s favorite pastime. More often than not, it’s trinkets that probably come from ruins of cities and neighborhoods. But on occasion, he’s dropped small gears and other metallic parts into my hands, shining as if brand new, which means he’s somehow robbing war machine facilities. It’s almost like he’s showing off.

“Where’d you find that?” I take a closer look, recognizing it immediately as a locket ring. I haven’t seen one in years. The Human Alliance used them often for carrying codes and secret messages. This one is small—silver with a green gemstone. I open the clasp, wondering if I’ll find any messages inside, anything that will remind me of the past. But inside the locket is only a bit of dust.

“Thanks,” I say, dropping the ring into my pocket.

Niko raises his nose and sniffs the air, his big black eyes watching me expectantly.

“Yeah, yeah, okay.” I dig into the pouch on my belt, pull out a piece of dried meat, and offer it to him. “You know I could get in trouble for this if they catch me, right?”

Niko grasps the food with tiny paws and shoves it into his mouth, creating a bulge in his cheek. He scurries down my chest into the warmth of my jacket. Niko knows where we’re going as well as I do. We’ve done this routine countless times since I started venturing into the woods years ago.

The walk takes a few hours, but I don’t mind. I spend as much time out here as I can. It’s the one place where I can relax. A wispy fog lingers in the cool air above golden aspen trees and towering green pines, obscuring the gray mountains that watch over me from the distance. But the peace is spoiled by dark thoughts creeping along the edges of my mind. I know what waits for me at the end of this walk.

These days, I could make the journey blindfolded, but when I first came to the village, it took me months to find this place. As the trees start to thin out, I think of the day I first encountered what I had spent months searching for—the crumbled remains of concrete bunkers built into the side of grassy hills or peeking up from the ground, the demolished vehicles, the craters in the earth.

This is the last place that felt like home.

I used to wonder why the machines placed me in a village so close to the site where our unit made its last stand. For all they know, there could still be weapons or other supplies hidden in the destruction. Although I have no proof, I’ve always assumed there’s a tracker implanted beneath my skin somewhere. Why would they let me roam free so close to the remains of a Human Alliance base?

But after a few weeks of digging through the craters, I realized the cold truth. It didn’t matter what I found here; the machines’ victory was absolute. Nothing I could uncover among the wreckage could change that.

I walk past piles of blackened rubble. I would have expected the vegetation to overtake the area by now, but for some reason, nothing seems to grow here.

I pause at a small hill and offer a respectful nod. Despite searching for weeks, I never found my parents’ remains. It’s possible they were completely incinerated in the fires or that their bodies were carried away by the machines.

In the end, I buried what few of their possessions I could find—my father’s watch, my mother’s wedding ring, and our worn-out family Bible—on the hillside facing away from the destruction, where the land was still green. The first few times I came here, I would sit in the grass and talk to them, watching the sunset fade in the distance, gazing up at the moon, and wishing I could escape to other worlds.

Sometimes I thought I could hear them speaking to me on the wind. I never liked what I heard—or perhaps I didn’t believe it.

The memories of the destruction seep into my mind—the fire, the screams, my mother’s desperate plea for me to run. My breath quickens. My body temperature rises.

To calm myself down, I sing.

“The gravedigger’s spade is a friend to me, opening a door that will set me free, ’cause I carry the water that washed me clean . . .”

The melody trails off. It’s a song my parents taught me. In fact, I owe my name to the lyrics. Gunnar Graves. My parents never told me my real surname. “Too much data attached to it,” they said. “Besides, God knows who you really are. That’s all that matters.”

Even with years of practice, I’ve never mastered the tune. My parents both performed it beautifully; when I sing it, the melody is always off-key.

At least it reminds me of them. I’d give anything to hear my mother and father sing again, their voices so full of hope and belief. My parents clung to their faith even in the darkest times, but for the past few weeks, I’ve been uttering a different kind of prayer.

Niko crawls out of my light brown jacket and onto my shoulder as I approach an old metal toolbox buried at the base of the hill. The faded red lid is scarcely visible beneath the layer of dirt.

I brush away the dust and open the latch. Inside is a dark green jacket, unremarkable except for a black patch with the symbol of the Human Alliance—a red H and A in letters that share a side and slant to the right—sewn to the left side of the chest. Niko scampers from one arm to another as I slide the Alliance jacket on over my machine-provided clothes. The first time I put this jacket on as a kid, it was so big I had to roll the sleeves. Now, they’re a little short.

But the fabric still carries the smells of home—gun oil and cigarette smoke. I swear I even catch a whiff of the old chicken and salsa MRE entrees from time to time.

A side compartment in the box holds Niko’s stolen treasures. I dig the ring out of my pocket. I’m about to drop it in with the other trinkets, but I pause and look at it again, then tuck the ring inside the inner jacket pocket.

I head to the fire pit in the center of the decimated facility. A pile of wood surrounded by cinder blocks sits waiting, taunting me.

CORONARY IMPLANT POWER LEVEL: 98%.

I draw in a deep breath, release, and stretch out my arms.

This is the worst part.

In my mind, I picture the fire mage standing amidst the destruction, arms outstretched, fingers twisted in unnatural positions. The memory of intense heat pushes over my body, reminding me of the searing pain that burned my world to ashes.

I hear the mage’s words clearly in my mind, spoken in a low, guttural tone no human could truly reproduce.

I do my best. “Ignis sacer terrae. Mandata mea.”

I repeat the phrase over and over again, trying to mimic the exact movements of the machine’s arms and fingers, the precise pronunciation of the words, the rhythms and tempo of the chant. I’ve heard that the reason people could never harness elemental magic was that the rituals were too precise for humans to perform.

But I’m not entirely human.

My chant grows in intensity. Even if I manage to summon the fire, I have no idea whether I can control it. If I’m burned alive, at least I’ll join my family in the afterlife or the nothingness, dying the way I was supposed to die years ago.

A burning energy rises inside me, emanating perhaps from the machine that replaced my damaged heart. If this is the source of my power, my vengeance, then so be it. We created the machines and they annihilated us for it. They made me what I am by destroying who I was. I’m happy to repay the favor.

My muscles tremble. The hairs on my arms stand on end. Niko darts down my leg and onto the ground, though I don’t open my eyes to check on him. He can take care of himself.

The burning increases; a current of pinpricks runs down my spine as sweat pours over my body, the chill of the late autumn afternoon long forgotten. It feels as if power emanates from my skin.

I keep my eyes shut and lower my hands so that any flames might be directed toward the wood.

“Ignis sacer terrae. Mandata mea.”

I don’t know what the words mean, but to me, they demand the power to come and serve, to flow at my will. And today, more than ever, I feel it coming on, like electricity coursing over my skin.

“Ignis sacer terrae! Mandata mea!”

A rushing sound fills my ears; my body quakes. The energy seems to extend from my arms, even my mind.

But something’s wrong. The tendrils stretch out, then fall, grasping for a hold that isn’t there.

My chanting falters for a heartbeat, my concentration momentarily fractured.

The power disappears. The electricity vanishes and the cold rushes in to fill the void.

I open my eyes. The world has grown darker, the gray clouds thick overhead. Niko watches me from the other side of the wood pile. It remains unburnt. Like yesterday. And the day before. And so many days before that.

A bitter wind blows in my face. My shoulders slump and I mutter a curse that would’ve broken my parents’ hearts.

I slide off the jacket and place it back in the box. I’m not ready to return to the village, so I sit on a large brick and reach into my pocket, searching for the lighter I found here a few weeks ago.

It’s not there.

My gaze flicks to Niko.

“Did you steal it?”

As if he can understand me, Niko disappears behind a brick, then reappears holding the metal lighter. Despite the lingering disappointment of my failed efforts, I can’t help but laugh.

A few minutes later, the wood finally burns, though not from magic. Niko and I sit, sharing the rest of the meat from my pouch, watching the smoke rise and disappear into the gray sky. I’ll gather more wood to try again tomorrow; it’s as good a way to fill my time as any.

A small object flitters down from the sky, drifting back and forth in the air until it lands at my feet. Niko watches it fall, too, but he makes no move to claim it for his own. Maybe he’s as surprised as I am.

“Is that a . . . feather?” I pick it up. Despite all the time I’ve spent in the woods, I don’t think I’ve ever seen a bird. I assume most of them were killed by the environmental impacts of the war.

The feather is small and solid black, unremarkable except for the fact that it exists. I scan the sky, finding nothing but clouds and smoke.

I tuck the feather in my jacket pocket and return my thoughts to the spell. What am I doing wrong?

“I’ll figure it out soon enough,” I promise myself, imagining the day I will hold fire in my hands and bring the machines to their knees. The thought warms me in ways that this fire never could.

I cast another glance toward the hill that serves as my parents’ memorial before I stand and start back toward the village. Their prayers for salvation went unanswered, but maybe they asked for the wrong thing. In a world overrun by an unstoppable force that humanity created, maybe salvation is both impossible and undeserved.

But revenge . . . that may still be within reach.
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It wasn’t really magic, I guess, but science. The machines learned to produce astounding reactions through combinations of elements, heat, sound waves, and kinetic energies that were too precise for humans to perform. But when you see an android summon a submarine out of the ocean and rip it apart in midair, I don’t care what you call it.

We called it our doom.

– Nadine S. Weber, journalist
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My clothes reek of smoke and my muscles ache by the time I press my hand to the sensor on the door of my hut. It’s late enough that most of the village has turned in for the night. On the way back from the forest, I considered stopping by the cafeteria for a late dinner, but I’m too tired.

Dim light fills my hut from inset bulbs that line the ceiling. It’s a modest space, standard issue for single-occupant housing in the village—a large room with off-white walls, fake plants, and light gray floors crafted to look like wood. Not the decor I would’ve chosen, but they didn’t bother to ask. There’s a small, separate bathroom tucked into the corner. My bed is pushed against the wall opposite the door, next to which is a wooden wardrobe. There’s no kitchen; eating is allowed only in communal spaces, though I hoard a bit of food here and there for Niko. I’m pretty sure the machines know, but I haven’t been reprimanded.

In the living area are two chairs and a small table, atop of which sits a stack of approved books—Building Our Salvation: The Story of AI, Poems of Serenity and Calm, Finding Your Purpose, and a thick book on world history that was almost certainly generated by a computer. The buckram covers are various shades of gray and the spines are all in perfect condition. I used to love reading, but I’ve never so much as cracked one of these open.

“Welcome home, Gunnar Graves,” a digitized voice with a pleasant feminine tone says. The sound comes from everywhere; I gave up trying to find the speaker a long time ago. I mouth the words I know it will say next. “Please proceed to the scanning station.”

“Hey, Sheila.” I shuffle to the white circular platform embedded in the floor along the adjacent wall. The voice has never given itself a name, but it never corrected me after I chose one for it, either. Sometimes I wonder whether other people in the village do the same thing—naming the voice of our oppressors. I’ve never asked anyone.

When I stand on the platform, a circle of green light appears at my feet and moves up my body. As it scans me, a blue hologram rotates through images of my skeleton, muscle tissue, and organs. The scan reaches the faint scar on my chest and a representation of my cybernetic heart flashes green in the hologram. Text appears alongside it.

CORONARY IMPLANT POWER LEVEL: 95%.

CHARGING . . .

My muscles tense out of habit, but it’s been years since I’ve noticed the current of electricity the platform sends through my body.

CORONARY IMPLANT POWER LEVEL: 100%.

The charge complete, I step off the platform and walk to the wardrobe against the wall. The bottom of the wardrobe slides open in silence as I undress, revealing a metal chute. I drop my clothes into the darkness, then grab another pair of pants to sleep in, but I don’t put them on. I need a shower to wash away the day’s failure.

I’m halfway to my bathroom when Sheila breaks the silence. “Satisfactory local breeding matches are currently available,” it says in a suggestive tone. “Would you like to begin the mate-selection process?”

I wince. Holograms of women’s faces flash in the air beside me before I respond, as if the machines are trying to entice me. Jenn is one of the first to appear. That’s why she smiled at me. Several of the faces belong to strangers; the machines sometimes expand the pool of candidates by drawing from other villages. Even for those I recognize, I don’t know much more than their names. I plan to keep it that way as long as I can.

The machines always ask me the question at night, probably because some algorithm suggests that I’m more likely to comply when I’m tired. Mate selection. Forced choice disguised as free will would be more accurate. As a kid, I always thought I’d get married one day, but that person would be a friend and companion, not a ‘local breeding match.’

Doubtless my face appears every night in these women’s quarters, as well. Some might have even agreed to me, but that’s not the same as choosing to love. Would any of them actually love me once they knew what was inside?

The whole idea wraps my stomach like hot coils, but all I can do is delay the inevitable. “Why are you trying to hook me up with your friends, Sheila? You know you’re all the woman I can handle.”

The voice pauses. “Sorry, I didn’t understand that response. Would you like to begin the mate sel—?”

“No.” Out of the corner of my eye, I see the faces disappear.

The voice returns, the suggestive overtones gone. “Your choice to postpone selection has been confirmed. You have two delay options remaining,” the voice says, “before a suitable mate is—”

“Yeah, I got it.” I don’t wait for her response. I toss the pants on the bed.

Seconds later, I’m in the serenity of the shower, taking deep breaths to calm myself as the hot water cascades down my back.

The outcast pops into my head, a welcome distraction from everything else. People like her are forbidden to reside in the village, let alone actually marry someone like me.

But I can’t help wondering what might have happened if she and I had met under different circumstances, in a time and place when we both had the freedom to choose, to be chosen, or decide not to choose at all. Would I find her so enchanting if she wasn’t off-limits? If so, would she pick me? The idea is nothing more than a fantasy, probably a dangerous one.

Still, I don’t want to stop thinking about it.

And I wonder if she’s thinking about me too.


03


[image: ‡]


Back when AI was mostly a marketing term for if/then algorithms, people feared that machines would become self-aware. In the end, self-awareness might have saved humanity. Self-aware AI might have understood what makes us human. But as it was, the machines’ most logical method of protecting us was removing our free will so we couldn’t destroy ourselves.

– Dr. Graham Pettigrew, data scientist
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“Gunnar.”

I jolt awake in bed, my body covered in sweat. My chest heaves with labored breaths.

The nightmare again. I scan the room to make sure the flashing monitors, steel arms, and whirring blades have retreated back into my past where they belong. Still, the memory lies heavy on my mind—the high-pitched whine of the spinning blade, the hot steel carving into my skin, the sterile white walls of the operating room where my enemy became a part of me.

I close my eyes, relax my shoulders, and concentrate on slowing my breath. I remind myself that I’m in my living quarters. The smell of tea olive fills my nose. My mother used to rub the blossoms on her wrists. The scent is as artificial as everything else in my hut, but it calms me down. My fingers instinctively touch the scar on my chest as I try to push the memory of the saw away. It was years ago, I remind myself.

But the voice speaking my name . . . that was new, something not from my memories. I’ve never heard it in my nightmares before. Then where did it come from? The question lingers in my mind as I quickly get dressed and set out for the ruins.

Cold air hits me the moment I step out of my hut. It’s early; most of the villagers aren’t awake. Instead of the normal chatter of people, I hear a chorus of insects in the surrounding woods.

I used to look forward to the first cold morning of the year. Despite growing up in the South, I never got accustomed to the heat. My parents didn’t, either. We stayed put to be close to family. But I remember the relief of walking to the school bus stop on cool mornings, the first nip in the air that promised upcoming holidays and my mother’s apple dumplings. That seems so long ago, so far away.

But it’s important to hold on to the positive thoughts, the happy memories.

I shove my hands in my pockets and start toward the woods, already thinking about another day spent attempting to cast fire magic. I try to fool myself into believing that showing up earlier may bring more luck, but the truth is that the frustration of being so close to using magic kept me awake most of the night. What could I have done differently? Was there a piece of the ritual that I missed? The first light of day streaming through my window was a mercy, an end to a night of questions with no answers.

Niko finds me soon after I enter the forest. We return to the ruins, my arms filled with fresh wood that I gathered along the way.

I take my time stacking the logs against each other in the fire pit. When I’m done, I consider saying a prayer. It’s what my parents would have told me to do. Despite my loss of faith, I’ve tried it once or twice, just in case. I’ve prayed different words, or uttered the same words in a different order. I’ve sat, stood, lain down, spoken out loud, and screamed.

None of it makes any difference. At the end, I’m left with sore muscles, unburnt logs, and a shattered sense of hope.

Today, I dive right into the spell. “Ignis sacer terrae. Mandata mea.”

[image: * * *]

I waste the morning trying to summon the flames, but the energy never comes. When the sun is directly overhead, bringing an unseasonably warm day, I finally surrender. I’m mentally exhausted and tired of failure, so I decide to spend the rest of my afternoon wandering in the woods.

Hours pass as I stroll through the forest. Every so often, Niko leaves to investigate a new tree, scurrying up the trunk and out onto a branch, then gliding back down to me. He lands on my shoulder without me having to break stride.

It’s early afternoon when I raise the canteen to my lips to discover that it’s run dry. I change direction and head for the river. It isn’t far.

My feet know the way on their own, which allows my mind to wander. Usually, I distract myself with simple thoughts—often the faces of girls in the village. I think about them one at a time and wonder whom I might have dated if the world were different. What if we were kids at college instead of a prison camp? What if I were a regular guy instead of a cyborg orphan? Which one would I ask out first? Would any of them accept? It’s pointless, I know, but sometimes it’s nice to turn off your brain and ponder impossible realities.

As usual when my thoughts wander, the song comes to mind. “The gravedigger’s spade is a friend to me . . .” I continue humming under my breath until I hear the gentle rush of the river. Already I can feel the cool water washing down my throat.

I speed up my steps in anticipation. Hunger gnaws at my gut, but I’ll spend as much time as I can by the water, burning the day away while the villagers go about their business. Another distraction.

As I get close to the river, the rushing water begins to sound like a melody drifting on the wind. The tune is familiar, but I can’t put my finger on it. It’s so faint that I’m not totally sure I’m hearing anything. Maybe all this solitude is starting to drive me insane. After all, the creature I speak with the most isn’t even human.

But as I keep walking, the notes become clear, as do the words.

It’s a woman. She sings beautifully, her voice like a flute. “The gravedigger’s spade is a friend to me, opening a door that will set me free, ’cause I carry the water that washed me clean . . .”

I freeze and drop my canteen. Her tone is so pure, her voice strong and effortless. I listen in disbelief, then snatch up the canteen and increase my pace.

The trees clear away as I jog toward the sound, her words growing louder with each step. When I reach the bank, I see a woman with tanned skin washing her long brown hair in the river.

Her melody endures, rising above the constant rush of the water, which itself is so loud that it muffles the sound of my footsteps. I feel a little creepy, but I’m afraid if she knows I’m here, she’ll stop singing.

She scoops the water with a clay bowl and pours it over her head. Her song continues. Of everything in the world she could possibly sing, why that song? The song of my childhood. The lyrics that gave me my name.

I move close enough for her to hear me, but not so close as to seem threatening. I clear my throat.

She whirls to face me, wet hair flying, and I step back in surprise.

It’s the woman from the village. The outcast.

I’m not sure what to say, but I need to say something. “Why are you singing that song?”

The woman stands, wringing her hair quickly with a cloth. She doesn’t lift her head to look at me.

I try again. “We talked the other day, in the village.”

She gives the slightest nod then begins to move away.

“Wait!” I say. “How do you know that song?”

“I don’t know.” She stops and slowly turns. This time she looks at me. “It just happens sometimes. My brain picks up melodies from somewhere and sends them to my voice.”

“What’re you doing all the way out here, any—” I stop myself as the dark colors of her clothing remind me of her status in this world. Outcasts are all but banished, allowed to travel to the villages for trade but prohibited from staying more than a few hours. “I’m sorry. I—”

The look on her face tells me she knows exactly what I’m thinking. You’re an exile who is only allowed to interact with the rest of us at designated times.

She turns and hurries away.

I trot over to the water and fill my canteen. A quick drink, then I take off at a run in her direction.

“Hey! Wait up!” I call out as I move through the forest. The fading sun casts shades of purple and red across the sky. It’d be a beautiful moment if I didn’t feel like such a jerk.

The woman walks swiftly between the trees without looking back.

I have to hear her voice again. “Will you sing it for me?”

She doesn’t answer.

“That song . . .” I call after her, then hesitate. How can I explain it to a stranger without telling her my life story?

“It reminds me of my mother.” My skin vibrates when I say it. It’s more personal information than I’ve given anyone in years. When the walls have been up for that long, it’s easy to forget what it’s like to open a door for somebody.

The woman comes to a halt.

“The way you sing it,” I say, dropping all pretense. I might as well be sincere at this point. “I haven’t heard it sung like that in years, and it was the best thing that’s happened to me in a really long time. I’ll leave you alone if you want, I swear. But . . . please let me hear it again.”

She turns and studies me, her expression unreadable. Then, quietly, she begins to sing. “The gravedigger’s spade is a friend to me, opening a door that will set me free, ’cause I carry the water that washed me clean, so the gravedigger’s spade is a friend to me.”

Her voice pushes over me, sending chills over my skin. So many nights I wished that the lyrics of that song were true, that hope existed beyond death. When she sings the words, I almost believe them.

A lump forms in my throat. “Your voice is beautiful.”

“Thank you.” The woman shifts and then smiles. It’s a huge relief.

“What’s your name?”

She hesitates briefly. “Catriona.”

“Catriona. I’m Gunnar Graves. Look, can I walk you back to the village?”

She draws back, shaking her head.

I take a step forward, but Catriona wheels around. She disappears into the trees, leaving me behind, still filled with the song, but at the same time, empty and alone.
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As it turns out, magic requires far more precision than humans could ever manage. People who spent their lives studying magic achieved maybe a brief shadow of understanding for a single spell. Any successful attempt at magic—even with miniscule results—was a colossal fluke. Essentially, the machines found better ways to apply scientific principles.

– Jered Arocho, author
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I’m up early again the next morning, and for the first time in I don’t know how long, I want to stay in the village. I’m exhausted, of course. Sleep was hard to come by last night, mostly because I kept thinking about Catriona. It was curiosity that kept me awake.

Curiosity and something else.

I sigh in frustration. Why do this to myself? Her face will never appear in my morning list of potential spouse candidates, and the machines will only let me delay a couple more times before they choose a life partner for me.

Even if I could choose Catriona, how would she react when she found out I’ve got a metal heart and who knows what other tech hiding under my skin? The painful reminder of what I am inside haunts me as I step onto the circular platform in the floor. The text appears in my field of vision, reinforcing the truth of what I am and who’s in control.

CORONARY IMPLANT POWER LEVEL: 99%.

CHARGING . . .

CORONARY IMPLANT POWER LEVEL: 100%.

My gut churns. I’ll see that message every morning for the rest of my life. Eventually, I suppose there will be another person standing beside me, somebody who will know the truth. Will the machines swear them to secrecy? Or will I be a test case to see how other humans react to the news that someone they know is a cyborg?
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Apache License
                           Version 2.0, January 2004
                        http://www.apache.org/licenses/

   TERMS AND CONDITIONS FOR USE, REPRODUCTION, AND DISTRIBUTION

   1. Definitions.

      "License" shall mean the terms and conditions for use, reproduction,
      and distribution as defined by Sections 1 through 9 of this document.

      "Licensor" shall mean the copyright owner or entity authorized by
      the copyright owner that is granting the License.

      "Legal Entity" shall mean the union of the acting entity and all
      other entities that control, are controlled by, or are under common
      control with that entity. For the purposes of this definition,
      "control" means (i) the power, direct or indirect, to cause the
      direction or management of such entity, whether by contract or
      otherwise, or (ii) ownership of fifty percent (50%) or more of the
      outstanding shares, or (iii) beneficial ownership of such entity.

      "You" (or "Your") shall mean an individual or Legal Entity
      exercising permissions granted by this License.

      "Source" form shall mean the preferred form for making modifications,
      including but not limited to software source code, documentation
      source, and configuration files.

      "Object" form shall mean any form resulting from mechanical
      transformation or translation of a Source form, including but
      not limited to compiled object code, generated documentation,
      and conversions to other media types.

      "Work" shall mean the work of authorship, whether in Source or
      Object form, made available under the License, as indicated by a
      copyright notice that is included in or attached to the work
      (an example is provided in the Appendix below).

      "Derivative Works" shall mean any work, whether in Source or Object
      form, that is based on (or derived from) the Work and for which the
      editorial revisions, annotations, elaborations, or other modifications
      represent, as a whole, an original work of authorship. For the purposes
      of this License, Derivative Works shall not include works that remain
      separable from, or merely link (or bind by name) to the interfaces of,
      the Work and Derivative Works thereof.

      "Contribution" shall mean any work of authorship, including
      the original version of the Work and any modifications or additions
      to that Work or Derivative Works thereof, that is intentionally
      submitted to Licensor for inclusion in the Work by the copyright owner
      or by an individual or Legal Entity authorized to submit on behalf of
      the copyright owner. For the purposes of this definition, "submitted"
      means any form of electronic, verbal, or written communication sent
      to the Licensor or its representatives, including but not limited to
      communication on electronic mailing lists, source code control systems,
      and issue tracking systems that are managed by, or on behalf of, the
      Licensor for the purpose of discussing and improving the Work, but
      excluding communication that is conspicuously marked or otherwise
      designated in writing by the copyright owner as "Not a Contribution."

      "Contributor" shall mean Licensor and any individual or Legal Entity
      on behalf of whom a Contribution has been received by Licensor and
      subsequently incorporated within the Work.

   2. Grant of Copyright License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      copyright license to reproduce, prepare Derivative Works of,
      publicly display, publicly perform, sublicense, and distribute the
      Work and such Derivative Works in Source or Object form.

   3. Grant of Patent License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      (except as stated in this section) patent license to make, have made,
      use, offer to sell, sell, import, and otherwise transfer the Work,
      where such license applies only to those patent claims licensable
      by such Contributor that are necessarily infringed by their
      Contribution(s) alone or by combination of their Contribution(s)
      with the Work to which such Contribution(s) was submitted. If You
      institute patent litigation against any entity (including a
      cross-claim or counterclaim in a lawsuit) alleging that the Work
      or a Contribution incorporated within the Work constitutes direct
      or contributory patent infringement, then any patent licenses
      granted to You under this License for that Work shall terminate
      as of the date such litigation is filed.

   4. Redistribution. You may reproduce and distribute copies of the
      Work or Derivative Works thereof in any medium, with or without
      modifications, and in Source or Object form, provided that You
      meet the following conditions:

      (a) You must give any other recipients of the Work or
          Derivative Works a copy of this License; and

      (b) You must cause any modified files to carry prominent notices
          stating that You changed the files; and

      (c) You must retain, in the Source form of any Derivative Works
          that You distribute, all copyright, patent, trademark, and
          attribution notices from the Source form of the Work,
          excluding those notices that do not pertain to any part of
          the Derivative Works; and

      (d) If the Work includes a "NOTICE" text file as part of its
          distribution, then any Derivative Works that You distribute must
          include a readable copy of the attribution notices contained
          within such NOTICE file, excluding those notices that do not
          pertain to any part of the Derivative Works, in at least one
          of the following places: within a NOTICE text file distributed
          as part of the Derivative Works; within the Source form or
          documentation, if provided along with the Derivative Works; or,
          within a display generated by the Derivative Works, if and
          wherever such third-party notices normally appear. The contents
          of the NOTICE file are for informational purposes only and
          do not modify the License. You may add Your own attribution
          notices within Derivative Works that You distribute, alongside
          or as an addendum to the NOTICE text from the Work, provided
          that such additional attribution notices cannot be construed
          as modifying the License.

      You may add Your own copyright statement to Your modifications and
      may provide additional or different license terms and conditions
      for use, reproduction, or distribution of Your modifications, or
      for any such Derivative Works as a whole, provided Your use,
      reproduction, and distribution of the Work otherwise complies with
      the conditions stated in this License.

   5. Submission of Contributions. Unless You explicitly state otherwise,
      any Contribution intentionally submitted for inclusion in the Work
      by You to the Licensor shall be under the terms and conditions of
      this License, without any additional terms or conditions.
      Notwithstanding the above, nothing herein shall supersede or modify
      the terms of any separate license agreement you may have executed
      with Licensor regarding such Contributions.

   6. Trademarks. This License does not grant permission to use the trade
      names, trademarks, service marks, or product names of the Licensor,
      except as required for reasonable and customary use in describing the
      origin of the Work and reproducing the content of the NOTICE file.

   7. Disclaimer of Warranty. Unless required by applicable law or
      agreed to in writing, Licensor provides the Work (and each
      Contributor provides its Contributions) on an "AS IS" BASIS,
      WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or
      implied, including, without limitation, any warranties or conditions
      of TITLE, NON-INFRINGEMENT, MERCHANTABILITY, or FITNESS FOR A
      PARTICULAR PURPOSE. You are solely responsible for determining the
      appropriateness of using or redistributing the Work and assume any
      risks associated with Your exercise of permissions under this License.

   8. Limitation of Liability. In no event and under no legal theory,
      whether in tort (including negligence), contract, or otherwise,
      unless required by applicable law (such as deliberate and grossly
      negligent acts) or agreed to in writing, shall any Contributor be
      liable to You for damages, including any direct, indirect, special,
      incidental, or consequential damages of any character arising as a
      result of this License or out of the use or inability to use the
      Work (including but not limited to damages for loss of goodwill,
      work stoppage, computer failure or malfunction, or any and all
      other commercial damages or losses), even if such Contributor
      has been advised of the possibility of such damages.

   9. Accepting Warranty or Additional Liability. While redistributing
      the Work or Derivative Works thereof, You may choose to offer,
      and charge a fee for, acceptance of support, warranty, indemnity,
      or other liability obligations and/or rights consistent with this
      License. However, in accepting such obligations, You may act only
      on Your own behalf and on Your sole responsibility, not on behalf
      of any other Contributor, and only if You agree to indemnify,
      defend, and hold each Contributor harmless for any liability
      incurred by, or claims asserted against, such Contributor by reason
      of your accepting any such warranty or additional liability.

   END OF TERMS AND CONDITIONS

   APPENDIX: How to apply the Apache License to your work.

      To apply the Apache License to your work, attach the following
      boilerplate notice, with the fields enclosed by brackets "[]"
      replaced with your own identifying information. (Don't include
      the brackets!)  The text should be enclosed in the appropriate
      comment syntax for the file format. We also recommend that a
      file or class name and description of purpose be included on the
      same "printed page" as the copyright notice for easier
      identification within third-party archives.

   Copyright [yyyy] [name of copyright owner]

   Licensed under the Apache License, Version 2.0 (the "License");
   you may not use this file except in compliance with the License.
   You may obtain a copy of the License at

       http://www.apache.org/licenses/LICENSE-2.0

   Unless required by applicable law or agreed to in writing, software
   distributed under the License is distributed on an "AS IS" BASIS,
   WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or implied.
   See the License for the specific language governing permissions and
   limitations under the License.



