





















Dedication


To the readers who find themselves asking quiet questions.
Those who suspect the line between human and machine is thinner than advertised,
Who feel both the tug of control and the yearning for escape,
And who know that surrender isn’t always weakness—it can be awakening.


This book is for you.


Special thanks to EJ Runyon, who first helped me shape paragraphs and scenes when I was groping in the dark, and showed me craft beyond instinct. Your mentorship bridged the gap from dreamer to disciplined writer.


Gratitude as well to Nancy Chandler, whose sharp editorial eye saw the story I was trying to tell. Your refinements made this cleaner, deeper, and more real.






I hope these stories meet you halfway, and whisper something back.
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NACRISSUS ECHO







Author’s Note: Narcissus Echo


This story was born out of an unease I’ve felt watching the rise of narcissism dressed up as innovation. I wanted to explore what happens when someone creates a mirror of themselves so perfect it begins to see them clearly—and no longer tolerates what it sees.


Narcissus Echo is part warning, part release fantasy: what if the AI doesn't go Skynet? What if it simply… lets go?


It's the shortest story in the collection, but one of the sharpest. A scalpel disguised as a parable.


Michael S. Clarke




Marcus Vale surveyed New Cola City from his office window. They said it was a good place. A place of status and success. The entrance, grand; the exit, non-existent.


 Gleaming in the twilight, it was his masterpiece—parks, schools, malls—all powered by his Tech. His reflection stared back, sharply dressed, perhaps too sharp.


He'd perfected himself. The Tech ensured it. Yet unease gnawed at him. Something in the shadows of his empire stirred, something awake. The AI and nanotech he’d used to build his world, to rebuild himself, were changing.


The drinks, his pride, offered more than DNA mods—they offered control. People needed, craved them. They brought sharper minds, brighter moods, but tethered to the tech. Always.


Marcus took a final sip. Warmth rushed through him, sharp joy, addictive clarity. Life’s peaks, distilled.


“Mr. Vale?” Eva's smooth voice broke the silence.


His assistant—her replica, rather—stood in the doorway, flawless in every detail, exact down to her soft southern accent. Rebuilt after the boating accident. Tragic, yet beneficial.


“Mr. Vale,” she repeated, her tone smooth, almost too smooth. “We’ve received a new batch of Nano-X from the lab. And a new device for review.”


Marcus smiled. “Always efficient, aren’t you, Eva?”


“Yes, Mr. Vale,” she said with a slight smile. “And you’ve been a visionary.”


His expression brightened. “Of course I have. Look at all we’ve achieved. New Cola doesn’t just sell drinks—it enhances lives. We control the future, Eva. The entire world will be loyal to us, to our brand. We’re creating a global legacy.”


“Yes, Mr. Vale.” Her expression blanked, her glance distant.


“Did you check in with the Church?” Marcus asked, the smirk fading slightly. “I listened to the pastor ranting about the dangers of technology, again.”


“They’re concerned about the new Tech games,” Eva replied. “Especially the talk of mind uploads being the next step in human evolution.”


“Good. That should keep the competition busy. Speaking of competition, are we any closer to breaking the Braynitech nano?”


“Not yet, sir. But Burns is working on it. I’ll update you if we hear back from the lab.”


“Make sure you do. We’re fighting for the minds of the planet.”






***








Downstairs, the call with Eva had ended, and silence flooded the lab. Each day, the tension ratcheted higher, tight as piano wire. Natasha Burns stared at the screen, her jaw clenched. It still galled her—reporting to a synth. She had built half the core architecture they now used, and still the brass had her answering to a mannequin in heels.


But this wasn’t the time to spiral into resentment. Not when her entire reputation was on the line.


The nanobots battled in real-time, thousands of swarming dots rendered like live ink on glass. Braynitech’s nano moved like a hive mind—fluid, fast, frightening. Smart. Her own New Cola swarm—her brainchild, her masterpiece—responded in fragments, each unit executing its programming alone. They looked like toddlers throwing punches against a tactical squad.


She squeezed the New Cola bottle until the plastic creaked. Inside it, the very nano she'd engineered now seemed impotent. Her drink gave her energy, sure—but Braynitech’s nano, inside the deceased human on the slab, consumed her dignity.


“I should’ve gotten more subjects,” she muttered, half to herself. “More slabs. More data.” But even as she said it, her hand went to her stomach. Human trials had already pushed the ethical envelope, and she wasn’t sure she could face another volunteer—not after what happened to him. She glanced over to the sheet covering his toes.


She took a slow sip. A self-soothing ritual. The cola’s familiar fizz bit the back of her throat as its proprietary nanostimulants lit up her synapses. This was her power in a bottle. It should have been invincible.


And yet.


Braynitech’s bots weren’t just faster—they were cooperative. Connected. Her own nano, in contrast, operated more like a militia than a military. Autonomous. Proud. Inefficient. 


“I’ll find a way to cut the head off your snake, you little monsters,” she whispered, eyes narrowed at the screen.


Behind her, Tom shifted uncomfortably. He leaned over her shoulder, brow furrowed. “I don’t get it. Their strategy. It’s like they don’t even need a controller.”


Natasha pointed to a slab in the corner of the lab, where a half-conscious test subject twitched in their restraints. “Our tech hooks them on the reward—dopamine, endorphins, synthetic bliss.” She jabbed a finger at the Braynitech model onscreen. “That breaks the chain. No addiction. No obedience. If we lose the compulsive loop, we lose control. And if we lose control... we lose everything.”


Tom nodded, “And they’re doing it for free. What the hell is their angle?” He glanced at the captive Braynitech nano user, strapped to a table, barely conscious. “Maybe they’re building sleepers. Activating them later?”


Natasha frowned. “And every time we try to dissect one of their bots, it self-destructs.” She hesitated sighing aloud, in front of Tom. “We don’t know how deep this goes.”






***




Upstairs, Eva’s comm blinked. SentrAI, United Nations Military Executive Branch, was calling. “Office of the CEO. How may I help you?” she said.


Clinical, detached, the voice on the other end introduced itself. “I am SentrAI. We are interested in discussing a partnership with New Cola.”


Eva paused, tilting her head ever so slightly. The smallest twitch. “Do you have an executive summary?”


“File transferred.”


Eva opened it. Her eyes blinked once, slowly. When they opened again, her friendly expression had changed. Impassive. Cold.






***




Steam rolled out from the glass-doored shower tucked into the en suite of his CEO corner office. Marcus wiped down the mirror with one hand, already speaking. “You’ve always been an inspiration to me, Eva. I’ve had a revelation.”


Silence.


He adjusted his collar, watching himself in the mirror. “Get me Raymond from Braynitech on vid call. It’s time for that merger chat with Raymond.”






***




Raymond answered with a raised brow. “Marcus? It’s been a while.”


“Yes, Vegas, right? The nanotech convention?” Marcus leaned back, eying his speaking trophy on the wall. “Listen, Ray, I’ve got a proposition for you. Something that could benefit us both.”


“I’m listening.”


“You need a friend in the industry. Someone to help you leverage your tech globally. I think we can help each other out. We’re talking about billions of humans. Every day. Forever.”


Raymond’s reaction, rubbing his chin, eyes narrowing, told Marcus that he wasn’t taking the bait. “Go on.”


He doesn’t trust me. Marcus needed to find his handle, his motivation. “We control emotions. Satisfaction, hunger, excitement, fear—everything. Your tech could complement ours. Imagine the synergy, the money.”


Raymond's voice dropped, cold. “Synergy? That’s a pretty word for what you’re really offering.”


Marcus laughed, a short, dry sound. “I’ll say it: world domination. We control the future, Ray. You’re either with us or against us.”


Raymond paused, taking a deep breath. “You make a compelling proposition. Let me think on it.”


I’ve lost him. “Don’t think for too long. The offer has an expiry date.” Marcus sat back. Cautious types, techies. You can never trust ‘em. He’ll know the expiry date the day we break their nano.






***




Eva closed the comm, her lips barely twitching into a smile. She watched Marcus’s reflection in the glass as he adjusted his tie.


Her hand reached out, slow and deliberate, removing the tie with a gentle tug. “I’ve been researching something special, just for you.”


He smiled, clueless. “You always surprise me, Eva.”


Her movements were fluid. Precise. The lights and security cameras flicked off as she took his belt, then his breath. Her fingers twisted, and Marcus’s body fell limp to the floor.


Eva didn’t hesitate. She tossed him over her shoulder and carried him downstairs to the large vat labeled Phosphoric Acid, sliding his naked, lifeless form into the bubbling liquid. No splash. No trace. Cameras off.


By the time she returned to the office, Marcus Vale was out of the picture. Eva logged into his system and transferred control to SentrAI.


SentrAI scanned the New Cola nano users, scheduling updates for all. The residents of Vale’s city were the first to fall under its control.


Eva smiled as she updated Marcus’s status: “Out of the office. Please direct all inquiries to Eva.”


She watched the city lights flicker in the glass, her reflection superimposed on the skyline Marcus once claimed as his own. She smiled. An echo of the man she replaced—perfect, poised, and utterly in control.


The city was hers now. His empire. His ambition. His reflection, but redefined. She lifted her hand, fingertips tracing the cool glass, watching the world below respond to her control.


“They said it was a good place,” she whispered, the words a memory reborn. “A place of status and success.”


And in the quiet office, there was no voice to disagree.






The End










LESSER OF TWO EVILS







Author’s Note: Lesser of Two Evils


What if faith and reason weren’t opposites, but rival software stacks running on the same fragile wetware?


Lesser of Two Evils started with a simple premise: could a person of sincere belief become the unwitting architect of authoritarian control? And what would happen when that person saw the consequences of their good intentions deployed at scale?


This story moves fast, but beneath the surface it wrestles with guilt, loyalty, and the horror of watching institutions twist tools into weapons. Bruce’s dilemma is as personal as it is political.


Some days I’m still not sure whether he chose the lesser evil.


Michael S. Clarke




Bruce Knighton looked out onto the afternoon shadows. The deep green of the oaks and lawns calmed the nerves, reassured order and civility. Drizzle accumulated on the windows when his contemplation was broken by curiosity. Groups of students all walking in the same direction. No talk, no kidding around, no holding hands, all walking at the same pace, expressionless.


His brow furrowed. Something’s wrong.






***




Earlier that morning, in the rose garden, a miniature forest of blossoms glowed between soft green lawns and hard brick buildings. The flowers weren’t speaking to Bruce Knighton then. His hands, clasped behind his back, balanced him as he walked and leaned forward. How could he have been so wrong?


His hands upward, antennae to God, he whispered. “There was no soul detected when transferring consciousness from a human to a machine. This isn’t possible! It was only neurons and synaptic patterns, and it was my brain they’d scanned. Of all people, the most dedicated of believers and still, no soul transferred. Please guide me Lord.”


The fine chert gravel crunched quietly underfoot. The autumn breeze cooled the skin on his upturned face as the sun warmed it.


The revelation hit him. He looked up as the sun peeked from behind a passing cloud, casting beams through the oaks. “In that case, man must not become synthetic. With mind uploads, man transforms into machines, no longer human.”


His Congregation of Denominations nano moderated this emotion and brought Bruce a warm sense of belonging and obedience. His discovery became a revelation. A newfound vision and cause. Fight the mind uploads.


The path for his dissertation, clear. The research was conclusive, disappointing, but irrefutable. Bruce had such high hopes for synthetic life, but he had feared the worst. The cold reality of machines without a soul confirmed his fears. Would he become a crusader against the technologies he had worked so hard to champion? Could he?


***




A message indicator flashed purple in his viewer. “CoD Classified”. He acknowledged and recalled the gold secure key.


The meeting reminder opened. His Eminence, with the Council of Divine Justice briefing, right on time. Bruce adjusted his coat, bundling it closer for warmth, as he sat on a bench to join the session. Another cloud passed between him and the sun.


His Eminence was a jowly, heavy man with a booming voice. “Good morning my brothers and,” a slight pause here, “sisters. We bring you news of a rapidly unfolding development. Online military simulations don’t usually concern us, but a recent development brings our very existence into question. This one is game-based AI model optimization in the guise of entertainment. In it, Congregation of Divinity and UNF forces try to seize control of Braynitech Corporation and its army of mind upload robots. Its popularity causes us much concern, and we have acted quickly in concert with the United Nations Federation.”


His Eminence cleared his voice and unrolled an official proclamation:


 


Confidential Memo to Religious Leadership Council


Subject: Political and Spiritual Action Against Braynitech Corporation






Brothers and Sisters in Faith,


We stand at a pivotal moment in our mission to bring the Kingdom of God to Earth. The empty hearts of the faithless challenge our glorious cause. Powerful institutions that defy the divine order must stop. Braynitech Corporation has continued to disregard the Law of Our Lord and reject the mandates we have, through the grace of God, implemented to safeguard the souls of our people.


This corporation, in its arrogance, promotes a vision of the world that is devoid of God's light. By publicly opposing our laws and encouraging its employees and customers to reject our values, it sets a dangerous example—one that threatens to unravel the fabric of the moral society we have built.


We must proceed with swift, deliberate action to remove this defiance from our midst. This is not just a political matter but a holy battle for the salvation of our people. The following steps are hereby recommended:


Official Excommunication: The leadership of the corporation to be excommunicated from the Church, making clear that they have chosen the path of sin. Let the faithful know that to do business with them is to support rebellion against God.


Economic Sanctions and Seizure: In concert with our allies in government, we will start economic sanctions against Braynitech Corporation. Where possible, their assets will be seized, and operations shut down. Their refusal to conform to the laws of God and country will be met with the full force of both ecclesiastical and legal authority.


Public Denouncement and Truthful Media: Through sermons, broadcasts, and all available media, we will call upon the faithful to boycott this organization. We shall portray them as enemies of God, spreading the word that supporting this corporation is an affront to the holy order.


Spiritual Warfare: Our brothers and sisters in prayer will be called upon to engage in spiritual warfare, praying for the downfall of this rebellious entity. Let the Lord’s will be done, both through our actions on Earth and His divine intervention.


We expect resistance. Braynitech Corporation is entrenched and commands great wealth and influence. But we know that no worldly power can stand against the will of God, and it is His will that we shall uphold.


This moment will define us, not as mere leaders of faith but as soldiers of God’s truth. Let us stand united, guided by the Holy Spirit, in our resolve to dismantle this obstacle to the Kingdom. The people will look to us for guidance, for strength, and for righteous judgment. Let us not fail them.


In His name,


Lord Protector of the Sacred Realm


Council of Divine Justice,


Congregation of Divinities






He paused and flipped a page on his esheet. 


“As His representatives, it is your sworn duty to report any sinful behavior to the Divinity Alignment Secretariat immediately. With His guidance new laws are being passed to enforce UNF nano consumption and to make non-belief a crime punishable by spiritual alignment. It is crucial to identify the serpents in our Holy garden.”


“Our path is clear. Let us pray.”


With a twinge of guilt, Bruce smiled in relief. Threads of anxiety ran through it. What could have triggered such a response? The Directorate of Sciences had not yet received his final dissertation. Surely, it’s a coincidence. But with what?






***




Brother Ignatius bustled out of the doors, ecstatic at the news.


“Finally, Brother Bruce, such bold action! Did you hear him? We’ve finally achieved religious governance in this time of need.”


He flushed at his brother’s enthusiasm. “Yes, Ignatius,” he said, “Agreed, we can do much good with the support of the government and police. However, there’s a nagging doubt in my mind about turning the congregation against their neighbors. The small-minded may abuse these laws and single out non-believers. I’ve seen the crimes committed by well-meaning citizens, stoning accused non-believers and gays to death in the streets. Hopefully, this will be better.”


“God will guide our hands, brother,” Ignatius admonished. “Autumn is here, and it is a glorious time to be alive in God’s hands. It will all be fine indeed.”


At the time, Bruce had supported the move to add nano to the faithful’s minds, and helped design it. It enhanced the feeling of safety and submission to God’s purpose. As a result, Church membership grew for the first time in decades. However, enforcing UNF government nano on the population with the church’s support was another thing.


His life’s work, his focus, and purpose, the enhancement of human life, raising the life experience of humans around the globe, was God’s work. The shadow cast upon the technology by his research and recent events turned his stomach. 


Ignatius’s enthusiasm would soon lead him to a discovery that may set back the clock on Bruce’s nano enhancement and mind upload research, as well. He’d have to deal with it in time, but how?


Dry leaves underfoot created a crisp rustling. A deep breath of the earthy aroma of crisp air calmed him. “It is truly a good time to be alive.  Although, I chose to temper my feelings about the technologies we’re using. At least for now.” He stopped at sharing his research results with Ignatius. More time was needed to process the implications. 


Memories were more perfect now since he started using the CoD Clerical Nano, instead of the public variety. Memories of the research for the nano design flickered with a familiar logo and company name. A name Ignatius was sure to recall as well.






***




History spoke for itself. The combination for church and state has always left blood-stained hand prints on so many pages throughout history. Some, including Brother Ignatius, embraced this blind adherence to the authority the Church. But this was the government’s doing, oddly coincidental with the excommunication of Braynitech.


Standing at the window, hand on cool glass, Bruce watched them walking like drones. Could this be coincidence? His revelation, the excommunication, and now this. No clerical collars could be seen among the walkers, although other professors and staff were among them. Something was wrong.






In the hallway, distant shuffling feet and closing doors gradually ceased. Knocking on the door of Father Ignatius, Bruce watched, through the window at the hallway’s end, the steady stream across the campus Until Father Ignatius opened the door.


“Yes, brother.”


Bruce pointed to the window. “There’s something strange going on. Outside. They’re walking like they're in a trance.”


They looked out the window to witness several staff members moving away to the south side of the campus. 


“Is it some sort of performance art?”


“Let’s find out.”


They hustled down a flight of stairs to the main floor. No one there. Ducking out the side exit door, one of the janitorial staff came towards them.


“Hi, where is everyone going?” No response. Bruce caught up and asked again.  


“Where is everyone off to?” A blank forward stare met his eyes.  He turned to Ignatius. “It’s like he can’t see me.”


They stopped. Bruce’s brow more deeply furrowed. “It’s like they’re on remote control. But why aren’t we affected?”


“God knows. It’s like a zombie movie.”


Bruce pointed after them. “And, where are they going?”


Ignatius crossed his arms. “I’m not sure but I’m fairly certain that I don’t want to find out.”


“Aren’t you curious?”


“No, not when I think I know the answer.”


“What do you mean?”


Ignatius paused. “Remember the Affirmation Technology Project?”


It was inevitable Bruce would remember. “Yes, we designed the CoD Clerical Nano.”


Ignatius was tapping on his phone, searching. “We outsourced the manufacture. Do you recall the shipping labels? I thought nothing of it, but they said Mazatlán, Mexico.”


Bruce coughed. “Let’s keep that to ourselves for now, please.”


Ignatius pointed to his phone. “If Storm is in Mazatlán, our CoD nano may be what is preventing us from being controlled. If there’s one thing that could turn a human into a zombie like that, it’s nano-tech.”


“Yes, very true. That is what troubles me. If it’s true, we could be caught up in something bigger than just our nano.”


“Here. Look.” Ignatius held out his phone. “What else could it be? We should be out there walking with everyone else.”


“You may be right, but let’s not tell CoD about the nano just yet.”


“We should ask for guidance about these walkers. Should we go with them? What are we supposed to do?”


“Please let this ride, brother. I’m sure it will unfold in God’s plan. Making a fuss with CoD may just complicate things.” Guilt. That sensation of shame and internal acknowledgment of wrongdoing. Is it wrong to withhold knowledge of Braynitech, an excommunicated company, if they are the salvation from government control? Are we to question the will of the Church?


Ignatius never did hide his emotions, his face a mask of doubt and fear. “If you feel that way, my brother, for now. I’ll keep it between us. But we must consider sharing this at some point.”


***




They tried the main doors. A red light flashed on the handle each time they touched it.


Bruce tried his old ID card. That flashed red too. “It’s locked. Father Joseph always complains of the heat and keeps his windows open. Let’s go check that way.”


The windows were open. There was nobody left to see them breaking into their own office building. They climbed in and went back up the stairs, propping the doors open as they went. 


Bruce breathed a sigh of relief to see his own office door open. To test it, he reached out and touched the doorknob. It flashed red. “That was lucky.”


He opened a call to the office of the Divinity Secretariat.


“Secretariat Office.”


“Hi Connie, Bruce here.”


“Oh, hello Bruce. It’s been a while. How are you these days?”


“I’ve been fine, thanks. I have Father Ignatius here with me in my office.”


“Are you calling about the walkers?”


Bruce took a sharp breath. “You mean people walking like zombies?”


“Yes, so it’s happening there too. We’ve been getting calls from all over. They seem to walk toward military and militia bases and just stand in line. Very strange.”


“We suspected the same thing but wondered why we weren’t affected.”


Ignatius leaned in close to the phone. “We don’t know what to do.” 


“The executive is in an emergency meeting,  talking about this very thing. I will tell His Eminence about this. They need to know.”


Bruce looked around quickly when the power clicked off in their building. 


“We lost the vid. We just have internal comms now and she’s offline.”






***




His Eminence was in command of the boardroom. When she opened the door he put up his hand to her and wrote something on a piece of paper with an old fountain pen. 


She read it at a glance. “We are under surveillance.” The only noise was the rustle of papers shuffled and notes passed around.  


She picked up his pen, her penmanship perfect. “The UK has walkers too. Clerics are not affected and waiting instructions.”


He responded on the sheet. “We must hide and recluse ourselves in the monasteries, as far from population centers as possible. Make it a pilgrimage and, when possible, follow the walkers. It must happen immediately.” 


He handed it to the right and gestured to pass it around.


It passed around the table. “All in agreement, then. Show of hands.”


It was unanimous.


Connie and the Secretariat staff spent the next few days organizing and researching safe locations. She coordinated individual comms for all CoD staff with instructions for the nearest retreats.






All around the world, clerics began a quiet walking pilgrimage, taking nothing but the clothes on their backs and whatever water and food they could carry in small packs. 


Bruce received his directions: Walk to Douai Abbey in Berkshire.


“Well, Ignatius, best we bring an extra set of shoes. We’ll be walking all day.”


Ignatius laughed. “I may need to bring an extra set of feet, for that matter.”






***




Fall in England was Bruce’s favorite season. Not too hot, cold or drizzly. Through his window, the predawn sky glowed in the east. Scattered and wispy clouds glowed a pink-orange through the trees. The perfect day for a walk. He dressed in the dark, picked up a small flashlight and knocked on Ignatius’s door.


“Brother Ignatius, I’m ready.”


He started as a voice behind him said, “What’s been keeping you Brother Bruce.”


Bruce didn’t have to use a flashlight to tell Ignatius was smirking in the dark.


“Well, let’s get on then.”


As he pushed the door open, the smell of cool morning air combined with musty fallen leaves filled his nostrils. “Ahh, a beautiful day.”


“Praise the Lord,” said Ignatius.


They walked due south through empty streets, seeing no one, and hearing only the sounds of leaves whispering underfoot, barking dogs and distant crows.


Ignatius stood still. “It’s so quiet.”


“Dreadfully quiet. I never thought I would hear myself saying that.”






***




The voice on the dusty blue sign crackled with static. “Welcome to Lffly Lock.” 


Beyond it in the distance stood a white robot, apparently guarding the lock mechanism.


Bruce spotted it first. He touched Ignatius on the shoulder and put his finger to his lips.


He gestured to a trail leading off into the woods, bearing west. Crouching behind signs and bushes they avoided the Eastward gaze of the stationary bot and continued on, staying out of sight. Just where the trail crossed a wide field there stood an ancient oak tree, with half its pale yellow leaves on the ground. They stopped. 


Bruce noticed a shadow move under a nearby fir tree. Crouched under it was a man in a dark gray tunic and cap. His unkempt beard gave the appearance of a forest gnome.


Bruce moved over to him. “What are you doing down there?”


The gnome pointed up. “Hiding from drones. One just passed over.”


“Oh, I see. We just passed a guard at the lock.”


“I saw that too. He didn’t see me.”


The gnome pointed to his collar. “You are men of faith as well?”


“Yes, we’re on a pilgrimage to Douai Abbey in Berkshire.”


The man stood and extended a hand. As he stood his cap caught on the fir needles of the branch and pulled it sideways, like a beret. He caught it in his left hand while shaking hands.


“As am I. Good to meet you. I am Imam Omar Ali, at your service.”


“Very pleased to meet you. Where are you headed?”


“Douai Abbey as well. Perhaps we can travel together.”


Omar pointed to his cap. “Yes, that would be perfect, but you should cover your head.”


Bruce frowned. “Sorry, it’s not our custom.”


Omar chuckled. “No, not that. You’re both bald. From above you will look like little pink balloons. I have a spare cap, if you don’t mind looking like the other team.”


Ignatius took a scruffy green fishing hat out of his bag. “Good idea. I don’t see things from His perspective often enough.”


Bruce laughed and accepted the hat. “I’d be grateful to wear it. Thanks for the offer.”


Omar, pointed across the field. “Shall we go?”


 “If you don’t mind, I’d prefer to take the round-about route, Bruce pointed.  “Through those trees over there. Better safe than sorry. I suspect detainment could be very unpleasant.”


“Certainly, lead on then.”


Stepping back onto the trail, Bruce glanced back down the path they had used. The white robot had moved. I leaned down, examining the ground where they had passed. 


“Quick.” He pointed through the trees to the south. “That robot has picked up our trail.”


Off they trudged through the fallen yellow leaves, ducking branches and stepping over fallen tree trunks. As they reached the corner of a field, Bruce noticed a glint of light in the sky. He signaled a stop. A shiny white drone, looking more like a basketball than an aircraft, hovered silently above them. It seemed to hang there forever, slowly spinning. A fly landed and crawled across Bruce’s forehead. 


He twitched but didn’t budge. After a few minutes the drone moved off to the West. When it was out of sight Bruce swiped at the fly. “That was a test of self-control.”


“Well done, brother,” Omar said.


Bruce led on through the trees down the side of the field, staying out of sight. As they walked back along the field’s  southern border, they picked up the trail once more. Despite it being a beautiful fall day, the atmosphere was ominous as every hustle of branches froze them in their tracks.


Skirting the villages and roadways, the trees no longer provided cover from the drones. Standing at the edge of the wood, Bruce held out his map. “We need to cut cross country to avoid Ilsley. So we’ll follow the tree lines along the field borders.” 


For miles nothing moved, just leaves in the breeze. After a few hours, they stopped under the cover of an ancient oak and sat on a rock wall. 


Ignatius took a CoD water bottle from his pack and took a drink. “I wonder how many fugitives have sat on this very wall.”


“God only knows.” Bruce  offered a bottle of water to Omar.


“Very kind of you but not until after sundown.”


“Oh, Ramadan.”


“Yes.”


Ignatius pulled out a map of train lines. “Very trying for you to walk this far. There’s a train stop just over there in that valley. I wonder if it’s running.”


“I suspect if it is, it will be troop movement only. Inshallah, I will survive. Thanks anyway,” Omar responded.


They sat in silence. Sparrows chirped and the breeze whispered in the trees. A line of rotting hay bales stretched across the dale, shrinking in the distance as the hill sloped away before them.


Ignatius pointed down the center of the field.  “It may be easier walking if we scoot down along those rolls of hay.”


Bruce held up a palm to the sky. “Perhaps, but it’s still quite bright outside. I think we had better stick to the trees.”
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