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Dr. Edwin Marsh stood at the lectern and contemplated the heat death of the universe. Not as a scientific concept—though he could lecture on entropy for hours, if needed—but as sweet fucking mercy. A wonderful release from having to explain introductory basic-ass biology concepts to thirty glazed-over faces for the ninth consecutive semester, needing to repeat and reinforce compliments like they were blank-eyed golden fucking retrievers.

Drooling. Distracted by movement outside. Leaving messes on their desks.

That was it. Humanity was evolving into dogs.

“The mitochondrion,” he said, enunciating each syllable like he was saying a complete sentence with one word, “is the engine of the cell.”

Across the classroom, nobody was taking notes.

Brittany and Madison sat in the third row, phones raised, heads tilted at identical angles, lips pursed in matching pouts. They weren't biological twins, but they'd clearly decided that sharing a single personality between them was good for Instagram, or whatever the fuck kids were on these days. Facebook? Bimbobook? Same honey-blonde balayage. Same false lashes. Same jewelry from their rich daddies. And they didn’t give one single shit about how important cellular respiration was, because they’d rather be taking selfies.

Click. Click. Click

Dr. Marsh contemplated the penalty for strangulation while cursing under his breath.

“Ladies,” he said, his rage bubbling into a stern undertone, “unless you're documenting the importance of mitochondria for your, erm, reels...”

“Oh my God, Professor, I almost have ten thousand followers,” Brittany said.

“She’s been working on that for years,” Madison added. “It’s a huge milestone.”

A few other students clapped.

Actually fucking clapped.

The future of humanity right here. The future intellectuals of the world.

He felt something twitch behind his left eye. He wanted to throw a book at them. He wanted to bend them over and spank them, because their parents clearly hadn’t. Sometimes, he wished for an earthquake: the ceiling caving in, the ground opening up, anything to get rid of this generation of morons and give society a chance to start over. And of course he realized these thoughts were unprofessional and sometimes veering towards psychotic...

Give a man a low-paying teaching job.

Give a man a room full of brain-dead fuckwits.

Boom. A reason why therapists stayed in business and drove Bentleys.

“Now, if we examine the electron transport chain—”

A snore ripped through the room. Kayleigh Pemberton had her head down on her desk, a cascade of professionally highlighted auburn hair spilling across her unopened textbook. He stared at her hair in rage, wishing it would spontaneously combust.

“Yo, Marshmallow!”

That would be the voice of Tim Garrett, who, along with his buddy Bryce Morrison, was a lacrosse player. Co-captains? Teammates? He didn't know and refused to care. Tim was the one who'd coined the nickname, and they were both cheaters. In fact, their homework assignments were so identical that Dr. Marsh had started highlighting matching errors in different colors. Last week's submission had featured the exact same misspelling of phospholipid (as phispholopoid) in the exact same sentence.

Even an AI would make a better essay.

Maybe AI should replace these idiots...

“Is this gonna be on the test?” Bryce called out. “The mitochondria stuff?”

“Of course,” Dr. Marsh said, grinding his teeth together until he felt a sharp pain. “For the hundredth time, anything that comes out of my mouth...”

“Yeah, but like, specifically.”

“Sure. Of course. And if you can’t even spell the word correctly, I’ll dock fifty points.”

The guy just shrugged and went back to doodling something in the margins of his notebook paper.

A few rows behind them, Peter Zhang sat hunched over his laptop, fingers flying across the keyboard with an intensity that might have suggested diligent note-taking. But no. The screen's reflection flickered in his glasses: a lot of color and movement. Clearly a video game. Peter had perfected the art of looking engaged while being entirely elsewhere. He nodded at appropriate intervals. He made eye contact during pauses.

Just another fucking robot.

So much fucking potential wasted on hand-and-eye coordination and nonsensical lore.

“Professor Marsh?”

Evie Chen sat in the front row, pen poised over a notebook. She was the one true student in the class, always paying attention and maintaining an immaculate grade. It was always a relief to be asked a question by her. It meant that he had the chance—the fortune—to interact with more than one brain cell at a time.

“Yes, Evie?”

“You mentioned the chemiosmotic theory links the electron transport chain to ATP synthesis through a proton gradient. Is that the same principle behind the sodium-potassium pump in nerve cells, or is it a different mechanism?”

This wasn’t even in the material. This was a voluntary extracurricular curiosity. It almost brought a tear to his eye.

“Excellent question,” he said. “The underlying principle of using ion gradients to drive cellular work is similar, but the specific mechanisms differ in important ways...” And before he knew it, he’d gone on a five-minute tangential lecture to a single person, remembering, for the briefest of moments, why he’d become a teacher in the first place.

The hour ended. Students shuffled out with the enthusiasm of prisoners released from minimum-security detention. Brittany and Madison debated filters. Tim clapped Bryce on the shoulder while pointing at the girls’ butts. Kayleigh woke with a snort, gathered her things, and came toward Dr. Marsh’s desk.

Oh great, he thought.

“Can we talk about my grade?” she asked.

“Your current grade reflects your current performance,” he said carefully.

“A sixty-four?”

“If you'd like to discuss study strategies—”

“My father is running for mayor.” She hoisted her designer bag onto her shoulder. “If he wins, he’s gonna shut down this whole department. Unless you stop flunking me. Biology shouldn’t even be a requirement. What’s the point? I don’t need to know about cells. Jesus is all that matters.”

“I’ll stop flunking you when you demonstrate a clear understanding of...anything.”

She glared at him.

He glared back. 

Then she walked out.

Not one recited verse from the Bible this time. A nice surprise.

Grading papers was just as torturous as lectures. Here were Tim and Bryce: identical answers, identical errors, identical scribbled bullshit that he could barely read. He wrote down their errors with a red pen, knowing nothing would come of it. Kayleigh: blank spaces where answers should be, a few half-hearted guesses that suggested she'd skimmed the chapter titles. He wrote the grade she'd earned and thought nothing of the damnation forthcoming. Brittany and Madison: surprisingly competent multiple choice, suspiciously incompetent short answers with nice penmanship.

Evie: perfect. Thorough, thoughtful, demonstrating mastery that made him believe, briefly, that teaching wasn't a Sisyphean exercise.

Peter...

Dr. Marsh noticed that a laptop had been left behind. Unusual. As an altar for video games, it was often the most important item in his possession. It was covered in anime stickers and game logos that he was too old to recognize. Now, if one had been Atari...

He got up and went over to retrieve it. Peter would be back tomorrow. It made perfect sense to keep it until then—if the guy didn’t come sprinting in within the next five minutes to grab it.

The screen was unlocked.

Dr. Marsh leaned closer, frowning.

The video game was still running. The game window showed an aerial view of a campus, with detailed buildings and pathways winding between green spaces, and tiny figures walking between destinations. It looked like one of those life simulation games. The Sims, or whatever. People still played that, right?

Except, he recognized the location. The library. The science building. The distinctive curve of the athletics complex and the football field nearby.

It looked like this campus.

The executable file was called SIM-U-LIFE.

“What the hell...”

He took it into his office for a closer examination.

The interface was pretty intuitive, the trackpad responding to point-and-drag movements, as well as opening and closing his fingers for zooming. He navigated the overhead camera across the digital campus. The HUD was clean, with a toolbar running along the bottom of the screen showing icons for, apparently, different settings: a magnifying glass, a person-shaped silhouette, and others. The top-right corner displayed the current in-game time as 3:47 PM, which matched his wall clock exactly. There were even weather conditions.
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