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        At its heart, this book is about sisters. Which is fitting, considering I wrote it for my sister, Melanie.

      

      

      

      
        
        To all the sisters out there, this book is for you.
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      Humans blow hard.

      I’m talking big, ugly chunks.

      They’re pimples.

      That’s not quite right, though. Even pimples have a cure. The only treatment that comes to mind for humans is eradication.

      I suppose that’s not too far off. Teenagers essentially eradicate pimples the first time they use a Clear Skin spray. It stands to reason that by curating a storm, which acts like Clear Skin, it might eradicate all human life from Earth.

      I’ll unleash seven levels of hell, wipe the planet of human chaos, and delete them from the system forever.

      “What in the stars above do you think you’re doing?” Penny says.

      With a swish of my fingers, I clear the holographic storm system from the room. “Good morning to you too.”

      “That was Earth,” Penny says.

      “Wow, congratulations. You can read a map,” I say, decidedly unimpressed.

      “Mona,” she says.

      “Penelo-peee,” I mock.

      Penny puts her hands on her hips and stares me down. I know she won’t give in, and there’s no point in waiting her out.

      “It’s not like I was going to kill them all.” I wasted too much time backing up their internet to cause a functional extinction event. Damn, my stupid love of raccoon videos.

      “You rolled your eyes just then,” Penny says, pointing to her pair of sapphires. “Look at me right here and say you weren’t going to mutilate them.” Her piercing stare makes me wish she shot actual daggers instead of mental ones.

      “Geez, Penny. It’s not like I try to kill off the human race every day or something.” Just every other day, but I can’t say that. “What gives?”

      “That was a bit snarky, even for you,” Penny says.

      I take a deep breath and muster my most innocent expression. “I wasn’t going to mutilate anything. Besides, maiming is a product of your bipeds.”

      “Historically speaking, you’re a big, fat liar.”

      “I’m not fat!” What I am, is going to pull her ginger hair until she screams. I go for her, but she puts up a hand to stop me.

      “I didn’t mean,” Penny rubs her eyes and takes a forced breath through gritted teeth. “Look, I worked hard on humans. I don’t want you to ruin it, okay?”

      “Oh, so now I ruin things? Everything Mona touches turns to dust?” I spit my words at her.

      “We had an agreement. I want you to hold up your end,” Penny says.

      My part in making humans was one of the worst mistakes I’ve ever made. As a result, I’m never going to get into university, and I blame Penny ten thousand percent.

      I scoff at her. “Is that what you’re saying? An agreement. You act as though I had nothing to do with making them. I worked hard on humans too. But sometimes, you have to move on. Cut your losses. Our agreement ended when your humans started killing my project and my future. Not to mention the mass extinction of thousands of species,” I say.

      “So, it’s okay for you to have a successful project and commit genocide? You’re such a damn gaslighting narcissist, Mona. The hypocrisy never ends with you, does it?”

      Penny never gives me a chance to explain.

      “You’d save yourself and throw me under the bus?”

      “What bus?” I ask.

      “You know what bus. The metaphorical bus!” Penny is waving her hands at me.

      “Can you please stop? That’s another human phrase, and I don’t appreciate it. I would never throw you under anything,” I say. “Besides, you're way too heavy for me to throw around anywhere.”

      “Who’s calling who fat now?” Penny’s face has turned scarlet.

      “Doesn’t feel great, does it?”

      Penny is tight-lipped.

      I know she cares about humans, but I don’t think I’ll ever understand why. Penny designed them to look like us. In fact, they’re primitive versions of our species. They develop emotions, although they are not advanced enough to control them, let alone remove them. The technology is simply not there yet.

      Instead, these beasts are destructive to the point of demise. Why would she let humans go on this long? It’s beyond my understanding.

      The Bio-Matrix makes them real, but it shouldn’t prevent us from doing what’s best for the world. Humans aren’t the only “real” things out there. They’re not even the only “real” things on the planet. Earth is just as real as humans. She’s bigger and supports more life than them too.

      All humans seem to do is destroy. At least Earth provides.

      I take a deep breath. I’m never trying to be mean to Penny. I’m just trying to make a point.

      “I never said it was okay for you to fail, Pen. I never even implied as much. I’m simply pointing out that when you came to me about putting talkies on my peaceful life-breathing planet, you called them an experiment. You said, ‘Do it for the art, Mona.’ You said, ‘Let’s turn a monkey into a man.’ And I thought, okay, you’re my sister. Why not give you a little slice of Earth to work with? It’s a big planet,” I say. “It seemed like the right thing to do. Mom is always lecturing me, begging me to give your twin some room to work. So, I agreed.”

      Penny rolls her eyes at me, “That’s not what happened, and you know it.”

      “Then, they just TOOK OVER. Isn’t it better to have something rather than end with nothing? I can’t sit by and watch the destruction of everything I worked hard to create.”

      “Why can’t you take a little ownership, Mona? You wanted to know if they could think and feel as much as I did. And guess what? They can. You can’t just flood them away whenever you don’t get your way. That’s so childish.”

      “I only did that once, and it’s not like it worked anyway,” I say more to myself than her.

      Penny found out about my eradication proclamation. Instead of trying to stop me, she warned those loci, and big shocker—some survived. They started worshiping her, too, absolutely beyond my understanding.

      Humans are like cockroaches. They fight and climb up out of the pits of the void to live another day.

      They never die.

      They survive.

      No matter what happens, they survive.

      No.

      That’s not fair. Cockroaches are far too high of a compliment for humans.

      “Earth is central to my educational goals, Penny. You know this. I’m never going to get into university without an entrance project. Earth is that project. Why would I give up my future for humans?” If Penny would only listen once in a while, we wouldn’t have to have this conversation repeatedly. “I just wish you could see it from my point of view this once.”

      “They’re sentient. Don’t you have any other projects to play with? The all-mighty Mona doesn’t have four backup plans?” Penny asks.

      “I’m not playing around. You’re missing the point entirely. I could say the same thing about your pets. You have plenty of different species to play with, so why do you have to have humans too? I don’t believe for a moment that humans are your only entrance project. You want to talk about hypocrisy? Take a look in the mirror.” I run my fingers through my curly brown hair, untangling the mess I haven’t had time to do anything with.

      “That’s not the way it works, Mona. Ever heard of science? Supporting this specific life takes a particular type of celestial body. Unfortunately, when we started this entrance project, you weren’t willing to make me a second version of Earth,” Penny says.

      She grabs the hair wand from our shared space and waves it over my head. In one whoosh, I have perfectly detangled, commercial-ready curls.

      “My hair was fine,” I say, waving her away. “Why does your project rely on my ability to do half of it for you? That’s not an entrance project of your own. That’s you being an opportunist.”

      “I’m not an opportunist. You’re playing favorites!”

      “It’s not always about playing favorites, Penny. What would be the point if I made every planet with Earth’s unique environmental features? How would my project be unique? If I made you a copy of Earth, what would make my project special to the admissions committee? It’s like you’ve never heard of a little word called ‘irreplaceable.’ I’m trying to get into the Ivy League, not some state school. I don’t want to be like these losers living through trashy uploads. I don’t need to live a thousand lives. I just want to live one. This one. I want to create the uploads, Penny. I thought we both did.”

      “We did. We do,” she says, and it’s so quiet I almost don’t hear her. “But there’s a lot of life you’re missing. It doesn’t have to be go-go-go all the time. You’d know that by now if you tried even a single lifetime upload.”

      No way. I’m not about to live some menial life for eighty or ninety years and lose motivation. Uploading for a long weekend is one thing, but a lifetime? I can’t even wrap my head around it.

      On the other hand, I know what I want.

      Penny doesn’t. I can’t blame her for not having a life plan. Everyone can’t know what they want to be in the third grade.

      Time for a change of subject. “Have you thought any more about upgrading to the SoTo chip? I’m telling you, it’s the only way to upload. Especially since you’re completely on board with the whole living-other-lives bit. No more gross sweaty suits or those icky patches that pull out your hair. It taps right into your nervous system and optic network.”

      “And then, you’ll never have to feel anything again,” Penny says.

      “What’s that supposed to mean? On the contrary, I feel everything,” I say. “When I upload to Zion, my hair is wet after swimming in the fire lakes. The feel of the flames dancing and licking my skin is as real as it gets. Food’s the same way.” I suppose on the downside, when I tripped and landed face-first into a gravel pit, it hurt. I was tender for the whole weekend. But I don’t say that part out loud.

      “Exactly, uploads are the ultimate defiance of death. Can’t you see, Mona? You can live a hundred lives and never age. So why don’t you take your time and upload for a few years? Perfect what it means to upload to Earth. I’m not saying you have to do it for a lifetime. Just settle in and learn a few things. Enjoy life.”

      “I enjoy life just fine. Besides, why wouldn’t you want all those lives you live to be as real as you could make them? The SoTo Chip is the only way to live. I’m telling you, Pen, I know what I’m talking about.”

      “You’re missing the point,” Penny says.

      “I guess I am because I don’t understand what you’re talking about,” I say.

      “You’re not the same person. The SoTo chip has side effects. One of them is your sheer lack of empathy. I wouldn’t do that to myself. The Mona I know would care about exterminating an entire planet,” Penny says.

      “Exactly, I care about the planet. I care about Earth. I love it when you make my points for me.” I can’t help the smile playing on my lips.

      Penny crosses her arms. “You’re such a spoiled brat. You’ve always got to have your way, don’t you? I bet you couldn’t survive one day on Earth. You’d be too afraid.” Penny averts her eyes while playing with the hem of her dress.

      “I’m only afraid you’d lose the bet. Then I’d be stuck dealing with a sad, miserable, dejected Penny,” I say.

      “You don’t even know what that means, Mo-nah.”

      “I’ll take your bet, Penelop-pee. Let’s make it more interesting, though,” I say.

      Penny cocks her head. “Oh? What did you have in mind?”

      I scratch my chin. “I’ll go to Earth. I’ll even stay a week. Two, if it shuts you up. I’ll live amongst their ginormous Earthen crypts they call houses. But when I get back, your humans are gone. Done. Zip. Zilch. You rehouse them, or I will delete them all. I don’t care what you do with them, but they don’t get to live on Earth or any of my planets, for that matter. Maybe it’s time you stepped up your game and made some planets of your own.”

      “Oh yeah, ’cause that’s so possible to do on command. You know that’s not how it works. You studied nature, and I studied humanoid animation. There’s no clear-cut crossover between the two,” Penny says.

      “Then maybe you should respect the planets more. Instead of housing your destructo-monsters on them!”

      “We agreed to work together,” Penny says. She waves away her statement. “Fine, you go to Earth. But let’s not pick some arbitrary number of days. What would be the point in that?”

      “I don’t know. What’s the point in any of this? Please, why don’t you enlighten me,” I make a show of giving her the floor.

      “You could just hunker down in a hidey-hole for seven or eight days and walk away. What would that teach you? You’re offering to live in a human’s shoes for a while. So that’s what I want you to do,” Penny crosses her arms. She’s sizing me up, going in for the kill. “I believe once you’ve experienced human emotions the human way, you might be ready. When you’ve felt what they feel and walked in their shoes, then and only then can you come back and decide what to do with the human race. If that takes you a day, fine. But if that takes you a year, so be it.”

      I snort. “I’ll be ready. Oh, honey, I’m going to kill them all. I’m ready to do that now.” I smile wickedly at her. “Walk in a human’s shoes. As if. What can they offer me that I don’t already have? Look around, Penny. It’s not like we’re living the life of poverty here.”

      “They’re sentient beings.”

      “You say that as if I’m meant to care.”

      “I’ll file a motion, and they’ll be protected under the Biomatrix Sentience Act.”

      “Not before I press delete, not before I ruin all the backup files, and you are left without proof or protection for your pets.”

      “A threat, Mona?”

      “Never. It’s a promise,” I say.

      “You’re clearly not ready to hear it yet,” Penny sighs. “Here’s the thing. If you play fair, I won’t remove them. You can delete them all if you want to. But only after you’ve experienced all eight basic human emotions. You do that first, and I won’t stand in your way.”

      “So, I can brew the storm of the century, and you won’t try to stop me? Maybe I’ll send smoke through the trees like in that Shyamalan movie. I’ll say, that’s one human with the right ideas.”

      “See, you can relate to them. Or one of them—sort of.”

      Penny is reaching, but I don’t mind. The thing is, I love to watch her squirm. I love when she admits I’m right and she’s wrong. And what I love even more than that is knowing I’ll enjoy eradicating Earth of every irritating, uncivilized, putrid human being.

      I push my hair out of my face and cross my arms. “Okay, I’ll bite. I’ll stay on Earth until I’ve experienced all eight little human emotions. But, like, wow. Eight is such a big number. What will I ever do with myself?”

      “Yes, we’ll see, dear sister. We will see,” Penny says.

      She thinks if she can make me human, I’ll have some crazy crisis of conscience and save them all. Doesn’t she get it? I’m two nano-seconds away from deleting them. I’ll have fun causing the San Andreas fault to quake while hitting Japan with another tsunami. I’ll flood the lands and strike the human race down one by one with bolts of lightning. After all, I’ve always preferred playing with my food before eating.

      

      How bad could living on Earth be? What would a few Earthen days be in the long run anyway? It’s been a while since I’ve visited. I used to think of Earth as a refuge. I could upload for thirty seconds and spend the night. Take a two-minute vacation swimming in the Great Coral Reef before a test, and it felt like I’d been on a two-week vacation.

      Time moves as fast or as slow as I want on Earth—the perks of being the creator. Unlike traditional uploads, living the length of a lifetime virtually might be equivalent to one or two whole days in real time. When you combine that with a nutrition patch, there’s no actual harm done to my physical body. While on Earth, time can move as slowly or as fast as I want.

      Unfortunately, I agreed not to intervene through uploads after Penny created her hairless apes. In her words, so things can develop organically.

      Ha!

      Organic, my ass. Like, I don’t see her uploading. To be fair, it’s not like I had the best luck with any species I created. I can admit that dinosaurs weren’t my highest-quality design. They didn’t do much but fight over food. It was an eat, sleep, and defecate scenario.

      Dinosaurs were a massive learning curve. But when the time came for me to move on and better the whole of the world, I wiped them out.

      That’s what any good creator would do.

      According to the Creator’s Handbook, you must be willing to make hard decisions.

      POW!

      With one perfectly aimed asteroid, I liberated Earth and started fresh.

      Almost.

      Penny wanted humans. She insisted upon them.

      The whole thing quickly turned into a science experiment gone wrong. But I can’t stand by any longer watching Earth’s destruction at the hands of monsters. Especially those who believe they’re above caring for the planet. It has supported their survival for tens of thousands of years! How absolutely conceited are they?

      Self-righteous, entitled, ignorant beasts.

      At one point, I even created a tiny disease-transferring parasite. Humans call it all kinds of things: muskiet, hyttynen, mug, kounoupi, yatoosh, and mosquito, to name a few. It was just too bad this strategy was taking longer to execute than I’d expected it to.

      Bad math was at fault.

      But I won’t tell my professor that last part. I approximated precisely how long it would take for a blood-sucking bug to kill off the human population. Only I was wrong.

      I’ll never let bad math stand in my way again.

      What was once an untouched oasis is now something humans call a landfill. Holes in the ground playing peek-a-boo with garbage while trying to win the laziest sandcastle award is considered an acceptable dismissal of their waste. The oceans are polluted with plastic and oil spills. Sea life has never attacked a human without provocation. In my not-so-humble opinion, they’ve had ample provocation.

      Note to self: Consider letting sea life attack humans.

      The Plastic War.

      Revenge of the Seals.

      The Ocean’s Vengeance.

      Plastic.

      Ugh.

      At the rate they’re going, there will be more garbage than ocean in a few short years. Humans are vile. Filthy, disgusting, bawdy scalawags...

      “You’re muttering again,” Penny says, interrupting my thoughts.

      I let out an exaggerated sigh and pretend to close my eyes in defeat. “Fine. You win. When are we doing this? Can we get it over with? I have things to do, places to go, people to kill.”

      “You don’t need beauty sleep before tackling the beast? I’m surprised,” Penny says.

      “Oh please, you’re the one with the beauty issues. I don’t understand you. You’ll wear blood-red lipstick but refuse the SoTo Chip. You spend hours picking out your clothes, designing your hair color, and you’ve got new modifications every other day,” I say. “I guess I just prefer the all-natural look. And every moment I stay here gives humans a larger window to trash Earth.” I throw my hands up. “Curse the rivers of Sion. Who knows? If I wait much longer, there might only be radiation-marred heaps when I arrive. That would take centuries to heal.”

      “So, what you’re saying is you’ll go? Now?” Penny asks.

      I want to pull her hair again.

      “Let’s just do this and get it over with.”

      “Pinky swear?” Penny reaches her pinky finger to me.

      I blow out a breath and lock my pinkie with hers. “I pinky promise I won’t destroy anything until after I’ve won this bet.” We both kiss our thumbs, and the pact is made.

      Penny swishes her long red hair out of her face. “Your wish is my command,” she says, snapping her fingers and disappearing in an explosion of glitter and pink smoke.
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      My lips aren’t blood red. They’re Happy or Bust red.

      I don’t modify my coloring that much. Besides, what harm does a little eyeliner do?

      Exactly none.

      It makes my eyes pop. Eyeliner doesn’t cause a loss of empathy. But that damn SoTo Chip does.

      Not that Mona sees it.

      If she can’t see it, I’ll make her see it. Even if it means losing everything. As much as I’d rather waterboard her than listen to her crazy ramblings, she is still my sister.

      So, what’s the best place to send a selfish, unempathetic, human-hating chick?

      So many choices and so little time.

      Ultimately, I throw a mental dart and land on Bellingham, Washington. It’s a relatively Earth-friendly town in northwest America. Statistically speaking, my location algorithm suggests Bellingham as one of the best places for Mona to interact with people who care about her planet as much as she does—folks who might care about her too.

      It’s an important decision, and I’m not about to let this opportunity pass. I’ve been planning this fight. I gathered all the data before deciding to poke Monasaurus-Rex. If humans are going to have a fighting chance at survival, they need me at my best.

      For humanity’s sake, I hope I’m right.

      If I’m being candid, a small part of me wants to send her to the worst slums imaginable. Let her struggle.

      After a small internal war rages in my gut, I decide the end result is what matters most. For this reason, Bellingham wins. It’s most beneficial to everyone if Mona comes around a little on the whole human topic. But it has to be at her own pace.

      Her choice.

      As much as I’d like to torture the woman who created the concept, it will never work that way.
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      Coughing and covered in pink glitter from Penny’s theatrics, my eyes open to a new world.

      It’s my world, or something that once resembled it. The last time I uploaded to Earth’s network, everything around me sang harmoniously—a symphony with all my creations in tune. The sheer number of hours I’ve spent creating this planet is uncountable. I don’t want to think about how many years it’s been. I’ve known this is what I wanted to do since I was young.

      My heart breaks. Have I wasted my life? Have I ruined things by letting Penny have a say?

      The trees aren’t singing.

      According to my onboard guidance mapping system, I’m standing in the middle of a tree sanctuary.

      The quiet is deafening.

      What a ghastly idea, saplings needing protection from humans. There’s a stillness only disrupted by the metallic monstrosities conjured by the human brain.

      Damn you, Penny.

      This is all your fault.

      I hadn’t thought going to Earth would make me angrier at her, but it does.

      

      First things first. I adjust my onboard settings. The SoTo chip, short for somatosensory chip, provides me with an onboard display. I can bring up new information on anything with only a thought. The screen layers over the input my eyes process, whether it's an upload or the real world. This gives me access to edit mode, so I can make little changes here or there as I see fit. I can even create something from thin air if needed.

      Okay, the settings are configured.

      I blink away the majority of the overlay, leaving only a small set of icons until I get a good look at where I am.

      

      Holy rivers of Sion.

      This tree sanctuary is a joke. I bring up a species listing and am appalled to see such small numbers. No more than one or two of any tree type. Where once stood a thousand thick groves, now lay only a mere hundred saplings.

      “You poor things,” I coo, touching my trees, calling them by names. “Georgiana, Fredricka, Ashby, you poor things, what can I do? Who would do this?” Bastard humans, that’s who.

      I make my way through the trees, and wildlife peeks from every corner. I bend down and pet a squirrel. A raven lands on my arm. None of my creations shy away from me. Instead, it’s as though they each seek me out. At least there’s this. At least in this horror-plagued place, my designs don’t run from their maker.

      A corkscrew willow wraps its long vines around me, and the air carries a question with a whisper from her to my ear, “Mother, is that you?”

      “Yes,” I say. “My darlings, I’m here now. But what have they done to you?”

      “Oh, Mother Nature,” she starts, but I cut her off.

      “Let me just stop you there. It’s Mona. That whole Mother Nature bit was a joke. A poor one that’s gone rather droll now,” I caress my handiwork, sending waves of radiating life force through her trunk and to the tips of her leaves. They shudder and groan with deep satisfaction. “I’m sure you can understand how I feel. ‘Mother Nature’ feels too egomaniacal. If you could pass it along, that would be grand.” I send one more tree-shaking vibration. “I’d like this to be the only conversation I have about it.” I sigh with relief and smile, glad to get that minor correction out of the way.

      “Mona?” comes an easy, undemanding voice. I look down and see a white-tailed rabbit standing on its back legs.

      “Yes, my darling?”

      The rabbit lowers itself and hops away.

      “Just checking, I see,” I sigh and head deeper into the park.
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      A group of early morning joggers descends a narrow cement bridge. I may not have a SoTo chip to upload seamlessly, but my readouts are clear enough—Mona is verging on disgust.

      I’ve spent the last four years cultivating a program that reads human emotions—allowing me to break down the science of humanity’s big questions.

      It is absolutely fascinating.

      Mona looks at the humans wearing neon-colored spandex, and a shiver of revulsion moves through her. She’s never experienced the physical reactions of a human body before. Mona’s logs show that her only previous uploads have been as something that flies, swims in the ocean, or the occasional Jade Vine. Never has she uploaded as anything other than something she alone created.

      Figures.

      Revulsion creates a tidal wave and rips through her stomach. Bile rises in her throat. The mere idea of encountering an actual human makes her physically sick beyond reproach.

      Oh man, this is too good. I can’t help the smile I know is playing on my lips. I don’t care. Watching Mona squirm might be worth all of it.

      Okay, fine.

      Maybe not all of it.

      But I’m still allowed to enjoy this. It doesn’t take away this fantastic moment.

      Mona backs into the trees and off the path as the joggers gain on her, shielding herself from view. I can see it now.

      What if one of them accidentally or purposefully touched her?

      Gasp!

      She might, like, catch a disease. She’s probably fretting about spending her days lying in some contaminated hospital bed, frothing at the mouth.

      Oh, Mona, you don’t hide your emotions well.

      She returns to the joggers, clutching her stomach and bending at the waist.

      I snap my fingers, and everything around her freezes.

      Mona takes a couple of slow, deep breaths and looks around. The joggers are mid-stride, taunting her, threatening to reach out and contaminate her.

      “Oh see, that was way too easy,” I try to maintain my giggle but fail. “You’ll have this in no time at all.” I give Mona a wink and lean against a willow tree.

      “What’s with all the glitter? It’s like a freaking sparkle party up in here. You’re adding to the pollution problem, Penny,” Mona says, seething.

      “What? It’s just a little human craft-time herpes to welcome you back to Earth. What’s the big deal? You’re always such a spoilsport.” I roll my eyes and snap my fingers. The remaining glitter disappears with a whoosh.

      “I’m not a spoilsport,” Mona says. Her emerald eyes look through me to that damn SoTo screen. She’s still brushing the non-existent glitter off herself. “What are you doing here? Have you come to award me my prize? Do I get to kill them already?” Mona glowers at me. Then her face becomes calm, almost serene.

      “Would you stop it,” I say, knowing she’s just thinking mean thoughts.

      “Floods, earthquakes, and eruptions. Eradication, eradication, eradication,” she gives a serpent’s smile.

      “Funny...” I say. “You’ve just embodied your first emotion, loathing. Not so bad, eh? The utter revulsion and rejection of something so profound that your body reacts without your permission. That is the ultimate manifestation of loathing and disgust, Mona. Bravo. Just think, only a few more pesky little emotions to go. If I’m being honest, I hoped it would take you longer.” If she can’t see how wrong she is, Mona has damned the world to the same fate as those poor Jurassic beasts.

      “Is that what that was? Blah! I guess it was an appropriate feeling considering the subject. If you could keep your hominids away from me and stop pressing pause on all this,” Mona says, motioning around her, “then I could finish up and get back in time to human-bomb the world.”

      “The phrase doesn’t work that way. It’s called a bug bomb. With humans, it’s called genocide,” I say. “Either way, it’s not appropriate.”

      “Whatever. Genocide it is, then. Political correctness is the least of my concerns,” Mona says.

      “Besides, that’s not part of the deal, Mona. You’ve got to experience human emotions, which means you’ve got to live like a human. Interact with them. No hiding out, remember? Why don’t you try being nice for a change? There’s an old human saying, ‘You catch more flies with honey than with vinegar.’”

      “I don’t need to catch flies, and I don’t need your advice,” she says.

      “Prove it. Look, there’s one right behind you. It’s even an adorable miniature guy. Shouldn’t be too scary,” I say. Then, before she can make a rebuttal, I set time in motion again. I don’t tell Mona that I coached the little boy over.

      He needs a friend as much as Mona does.
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      A young voice catches me by surprise.

      “Are you okay, lady?” It’s a small human with dark fur and a caramel-colored meat sack. He’s watching me.

      “What do you want?” I say, sidestepping further from the thing. It’s just breathing room, though. I enjoy my space.

      I’m not afraid of him.

      No. Not fear.

      I’m crazy powerful. There is nothing a human can do that I can’t protect myself from. With a blink of my eyes, I could collapse the whole planet in on itself. What I create in the AI Mainframe, I can remove from the AI Mainframe. I made this entire world.

      It’s only a bio-matrix. There is nothing to fear.

      The tension brought about by the joggers starts to ease from my neck and shoulders. I look back at where Penny stood; she’s gone. The world is moving, and Penny is still selfish.

      “Hello?” the tiny human says.

      I grunt at him.

      “I, umm… It’s just that you looked like you’d seen a dead body or something really gross,” he says. The boy wrinkles his nose and reminds me of a baby goat.

      Damnit, Penny.

      It should not be endearing. On the contrary, I shudder at such a crazy thought. It’s like Penny is invading my brain, coaxing me to think inappropriate, dare I say, kind things.

      She’s sending the young one to trick me. It’s just downright despicable. Penny knows I have a soft spot for baby animals.

      Such a bitch.

      “You’ve seen dead humans?” I ask, incredulous. This babe has probably never seen such a gleeful event.

      “Eww, gross. I’m only a kid.” The boy rolls his eyes and then narrows them at me. “But have you?”

      He’s a bit young to be so morbid. Maybe they start this way? It wouldn’t surprise me. Humans are basically born assassins. It’s part of their genetic makeup. If I could only prove as much, Penny would have no choice but to let me kill them all.

      “Sure, I’ve even slain a few,” I say.

      “Ha! Whatever, you’re not a good liar,” he says.

      “What’s your name?” I give him a proper once-over. He’s shorter than me and relatively young, with blue eyes.

      The young boy takes a step back. “I’m not supposed to talk to strangers.”

      “Too late,” I say.

      He looks me up and down and comes to some conclusion. “You smell like fresh-cut grass, and your eyes are the same color as the Thuja tree at my friend’s house. You look pretty normal to me.”

      “Well, appearances can be deceiving. Don’t let me fool you,” I say.

      “You sort of remind me of my mom. Is that weird for me to say?” He shrugs to himself. “I’m Oliver. Oliver Harvey,” he says, reaching his hand out toward me.

      I look at the tiny hand, but I’m not sure what he expects me to do with it. After a brief moment, I deduce it must be some form of a human greeting. So, I mirror his motions without making contact, lest I be contaminated. “Hi Oliver, Oliver Harvey. I’m Mona.”

      “You’re so weird.” Oliver claps my hand before I can pull away and giggles. “I like it.”

      It takes everything in me not to recoil from the boy. I let go and wipe my hand along the side of my shirt.

      Oliver kicks the ground a little, lost in thought. “So, do you want to, like, go get ice cream or something?”

      “Ice cream? That sounds cold. Don’t larger ones usually accompany small humans? Or do I have that wrong? It’s not like I was paying close attention. Young animals often wander off alone. Although most of those become food,” I say, more to myself than to Oliver.

      “Well, yeah. My brother’s over there.” Oliver points to a building just outside the park’s boundaries, where a row of structures lines the street. According to my onboard heat sensors, there’s a lot of lethargic movement inside the building.

      I wonder for a moment if zombies are real. I’m pretty sure Penny nixed that idea. Not for lack of trying on my part.

      “Why aren’t you around other humans? I don’t understand why they let you alone. You seem too small to be in the wild.”

      “Dad let me stay home from summer day camp today because I wasn’t feeling well. But then he got called into work. So, I was with my brother, but then he got called into work too. Mr. Cain’s sink broke, and he’s got to fix it. I got bored waiting and decided to explore the….” Oliver’s eyes grow two sizes bigger, and he whispers the last two words, “Forbidden Forest.”

      “What’s the Forbidden Forest? Are you telling me you’re diseased?” I say, taking a significant step backward. Penny is going to pay for this.

      “Harry Potter! Duh…”

      “What’s a Harry Potter? Is that like a furry human or something?”

      Oliver giggles. “No, Harry Potter is a book. It’s about a boy who’s a secret wizard. He goes to a magic school, and there’s the Forbidden Forest, where no one’s supposed to go because there are monsters!”

      “Oh. Okay then,” I say. “What’s a wizard?”

      “Like magic, you know?”

      “I don’t,” I confess.

      Oliver raises an eyebrow, skeptical of me. “What’s diseased?” he asks, only he pronounces it “dee-zeez.”

      “Diseased, Oliver, diseased,” I say, enunciating the word for him. “Do you have the plague? How about typhoid? Smallpox? Viral hemorrhagic fever? Is it measles? By the three suns of Zolach,” I feel a tightness in my chest. “You have malaria, don’t you? Are we all going to die? Is it yellow fever? Just tell me, Oliver. Spit. It. Out,” I say, flaring my arms in Oliver’s direction. I’ve gone from zero to sixty in three point two seconds, but I can’t help it.

      Oliver doesn’t say anything at first. I think he’s confused by my sudden outburst. “My dad said it’s just a cold. Dad said I was fine.” His cheeks turn pink, and tears well in his eyes.

      “Are you going to leak? Please don’t do that. It’s so gross. I’m—” For the love of Zion, what am I trying to say? I take a deep breath. “Oliver Harvey, Olli? I’m… sorry.”

      Oliver perks his head up and bites his lip. “My big brother calls me Olli too.”

      “I see. Do you mind if I call you Olli as well?” I ask.

      “I guess that would be okay,” Oliver says.

      “I’m here on a mission, Olli, and I just can’t afford to catch some human malady,” I smile a big toothy grin at him. “I need to be in tip-top condition if I’m going to win. Do you know what it means to win?”

      Oliver’s head is still hanging low. “You talk funny, but I’m not dumb,” Oliver says.

      “That may be. What’s this ice cream you mentioned?” I ask.

      “You don’t know what ice cream is? Do you live in a rock?” Oliver asks.

      “Why would I live in a rock? Do you live in a rock? How do you get inside? Wouldn’t that be cold? Unless it were a heated lava-based rock, but then you would boil. Your human shell would melt. Do you mean like a mountainside or a cave?” I’m so confused by human shelter choices. Rocks? Of all things.

      “I don’t know,” Oliver shrugs. “But you’re the one who doesn’t know what ice cream is.”

      Time to concede. “Okay, let’s go find this frozen water cream, and you can show me all the excitement.” At least this human seems mildly tame. Besides, Penny will never let me avoid human interaction forever. If this is what she wants, then this is what she’ll get.

      I can play along.

      I might even have enough self-control not to delete him from the system.

      I’ll show Penny I can human just as well as a human does.

      Oliver smiles, and I notice he’s missing a lower canine tooth. How weird. Maybe he’s deformed. Some abnormality of his generation. All those toxic pollutants humans put into Earth, even hurting their young in the process.

      No wonder his father makes him stay home. It must be embarrassing for everyone to look at him.

      Ah, well, it’s not as though it will be of any consequence soon.
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      Oliver and I leave the park side by side.

      Penny never specified exactly where on Earth I would serve my penance. That’s how I see this visit—penance, a life sentence for getting caught.

      If only I had brewed that storm a little quicker. Cast some lightning down before watching raccoon videos and backing up the internet. Or even if I had deleted everything and wiped the drives, none of this might be happening.

      I’m a good creator and an even better coder. There’s no reason any of this should still be here. It’s just bad timing.

      Penny always has to muddle things up.

      I wish I were an only child.

      “Where exactly are we going, Olli?” I ask.

      Oliver points forward along the path.

      “How many cycles are you?” I ask.

      “Cycles? Like a bicycle? How many bicycles do I own? One. What a silly question. My turn. Where are you from, Mona? How many bicycles do you own?” he says.

      Oliver is jumping over every crack in the sidewalk, walking on tiptoe at times to avoid landing on one. He’s humming a rhyme as he moves. “You know what would be cool? To own a bike of every color, shape, and size. Then I could start my own circus. I could call it The Terrifying Traveling Cyclists Who Defy Gravity. Or something like that.”

      “You’re only one? How is that possible?” I say. “I thought humans developed much slower. You must be some sort of savant.”

      “I’m not one. I’m eight, almost nine.” Oliver holds out his eight fingers. “I only have one bicycle.”

      “Oh, I see. Eight. What’s a bicycle?” I ask. So many new things that I wonder briefly if I should be taking notes, then decide it won’t matter in the grand scheme of things.

      Oliver shakes his head. “All adults know what a bicycle is. I might be young, but I can tell when someone tries to pull one over on me. How old are you?”

      I think about this before answering. The SoTo tells me that Oliver’s heart has begun to race rapidly.

      “I’m sorry,” he says. “I forgot what my brother says about asking a girl her age. It’s rude.”

      This makes me smile. “How old do I look?”

      Oliver shrugs. “I dunno. Maybe fifty?”

      “I look fifty?” I say, flabbergasted.

      “Maybe like fifteen, then?” he says.

      I let out a short chuckle. “So, you have no idea?”

      “I asked, didn’t I?” he says, and I nod in agreement.

      “They don’t even have a number for how old I am in human years,” I say.
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