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Wren

Wren ran her fingers over the rocks as she always did, enjoying the prick of the rough surface. She was a ghost in the shadows. The depths of the mountain fell away with each step, her gray and khaki clothing blending into the background as she materialized from the rough-hewn facade. 

“Clear here. Ready to get this raid rolling,” she said into the headset, maneuvering along the hidden steps. Her trim frame molded against the fissures, dark hair pulled back into a tight ponytail, olive complexion joining the shadows, eyes the color of winter leaves, a collage of browns glinting off the faint light from the night sky.

“You’re the only person who happily goes into New State,” a static voice replied.

“For the cause,” someone whispered into the headsets for all to hear.

“For the cause,” came a reply from the raiders.

She chuckled as sure steps brought her off the mountain and onto the barren landscape. Wren took a moment to examine the February sky and consider her job as a raider. She rarely viewed the sun, so even the glimpse of the half-hidden moon brought her intense joy. Cloud cover also worked to her advantage. Raiding New State took skill and effort. Darkness added to her stealth. 

Raiders were vital to the survival of her community. Few luxuries found their way to the underground caves where she lived, and some basic provisions like electronics and certain medicines had to be commandeered. “If you want it, you’ll have to find a way to get it,” her father had told her from a young age.

She approached the small group of raiders who had exited the mountain range separately for safety and listened to the whispered arguments about the best pickings in New State. 

Wren didn’t join the debate, her thoughts still consumed by her tense conversation before leaving to join the raid. One of the Grounder leaders, who just happened to be her father, cornered her on the way out. 

“Wren, I got a complaint from your commander. You need to follow the rules for the raiders as written. It’s the only reason your mother and I let you join the group five years ago.” 

The raiders were part of the Grounder military. It was their job to sneak into New State and liberate the city of anything valuable to the growing population buried in the mountain. 

“I need to explore New State and go where others don’t. How else are we going to understand and defeat them?”

“We have other ways,” her father said.

“Excuse me, Head of State Rafe, but why limit me?” His expression soured after she used his first name. “My searches lead to the best discoveries.” 

“I won’t care what you find if you end up dead. Promise.”

Silence blossomed between them. “Fine.”

She had no plans to keep her promise. It was one reason Wren worked alone. The other members of the raiding team didn’t care if she disobeyed commands because she brought back items of use, returned on time, and didn’t get caught. Wren often retrieved clothes, food, medical supplies, and the newest technology. The group could thank her for the headsets they now wore. Much better than the hand signals used prior. 

“Down!” The commander’s voice pierced her earpiece and shook her from her reverie. 

Without hesitating, Wren threw herself into the sand, arms over her head for the little protection they provided and listened for the hum. A second later, a soft whine filled the darkness. Her heart palpitated as she waited, each beat chaotic.

Hell’s Phantoms flew above, cyborgs sprung from the darkest of night terrors. They were a horrifying combination of ruined human features morphed with the deadliest of New State weaponry. 

Perspiration dripped from her hairline and fell between her eyes. Light splattered the ground one-hundred feet away. The drone intensified. Cyborgs, she counted at least three, dipped and churned in the sky. Suddenly, one of the phantoms veered left and the others followed, static air receding. 

“All clear.” Their leader’s dry voice sounded as gravelly as the sand now etched into her cheeks. The inky black sky and quiet returned, the bugs and birds hiding at the onslaught of New State technology lighting the heavens. 

Dusting the desert off her face, Wren stood and stared into the muted night. New State Phantoms patrolled the skies to try and eradicate her people, but she’d be damned if she let that happen. Luckily, most Grounders knew well enough to stay safely buried in their city born of caves.

Raiders slipped in and out of the darkness around her, their movements silent. Wren padded alongside the others toward the bright city lights. She twirled her baton, searching the sky for any indications of the Phantoms’ return. 

“I heard Tong was assassinated by his number two at the United Community,” Zander, a lanky, thirty-something said.

“One less commander to worry about.” Wren’s hushed words rose in the wind. A camaraderie had been born of long training sessions; cold nights trudging through darkness; and their desire to screw New State, a grand and industrial city ruled by the United Community. 

After the Decimation, a group of dictators seized control and formed a global community, with New State at the center of power. Citizens lived in wealth and excess. The Grounders only wanted to survive, but the New State leaders had other thoughts.

Dust clotted like blood on Wren’s black boots when she reached the great wall of stone, wood, and electrified barbed wire that surrounded the city, a monstrosity built over many generations. At the main gate, guards stood at attention during the day, welcoming merchants and visitors, while cameras recorded everyone who entered and exited. 

The raiders avoided this entrance, preferring less guarded areas sewn together with chain links and electrified wires. The group scattered. Wren slipped away from the raiding party after silently signaling her leader, heading west. Long minutes later, surrounded only by lonely silence, she pushed back the shrubs and debris that hid her entry, she pulled a mask over her face, crawled under the barbed-wire, chain-link fence, and out of the darkness. She blinked several times once she emerged. The contrast between New State and the wasteland outside the barrier played with her acute senses, honed by years of living below ground. 

Wren moved along the bright, deserted road. She could thank the curfew enacted at eight bells for her free rein. No one who lived in New State was allowed out at night, not that anyone wanted to be left downstream. Technology gave all residents the extreme excitement and glamour they longed for. New State citizens dream streamed, linked to machine-made virtual realities at eight bells to live out their fantasies. All of them, all night, with nothing considered too dangerous or perverse. 

To defy curfew or disobey New State laws meant incarceration or worse—the Phantom Program. That left a mostly empty cityscape ripe for Wren and the other raiders to pick through if Phantoms could be avoided. Raiders found it easy to take advantage of the residents’ coma-like existence to help the Grounders, some even lining their own pockets. She had no problem with that. Theirs was a dangerous job.

Wren scanned the clean streets that smelled of sweet disinfectant, listened for the electric drone of machines, and moved through the shadows, shifting a large empty pack from one shoulder to another. If her luck held, it would soon be full.

How people lived like this was beyond her understanding. Everything was so sterile, but worse, nothing here was real. Every night the people in New State streamed lives of lies. Her memories of the found footage that Grounder leaders had shared was scary stuff, much worse than anything she could have dreamed up in a million nightmares. 

This place was the opposite of her cramped, loud, rebellious world where too many people existed, stacked on top of each other in cave-like dwellings, and yet love, laughter, and reality flourished. Sure, fights and feuds were common as well and resources forever limited, but she’d prefer that to this limp existence devoid of meaning any day. 

Pristine housing pods had been fabricated on small tracts of land, perfectly aligned. No garbage-littered alleyways, no rundown storefronts or graffiti. No homeless people lounged on the corners begging for money. All that had disappeared when New State emerged years ago. And while Wren had never witnessed the old world, she’d grown up listening to her father’s stories. 

Her feet padded along the sidewalk, restless gaze searching for a target, thoughts returning to all the people tucked into their nighttime dream streams, where they could interact however they wanted with anyone because it wasn’t real even if it felt that way. Wren shook her head. It didn’t matter what she thought of it all. Dream streams had been so successful that the programming had cured this world of crime. Citizens’ alternate lives online could get as ridiculous as they wanted, as long as they remained docile lambs during the day. A limited police force was required, but Phantom cyborgs flew overhead to ensure people didn’t break curfew. Or break into the city.

If a Phantom patrol spotted her, death would follow.

Luckily, she noticed a pod with a window open. She was ready to fill up her bag, meet her quota of goods, and hightail it out of New State. 

Codex15111

The streets gleamed as Codex15111 cruised along on his motorized scooter and thought about the Grounder invasion from the previous night. The latest raid happened, after all, only two clicks away from the home he shared. He couldn’t imagine how they’d found a way to enter New State. Worse, what intel had the rebels wanted and left with? He was sure it must have been something integral to how the city worked even if the official newscast downplayed the whole thing. 

Codex inhaled the perfumed streets. The overseers had gone with something woodsy, and it smelled like pine trees. Not a favorite of his for sure, but it must be better than living in the desert like those Grounders. How could such evil still exist? Why would anyone even want to rebel against New State when everyone was equal, never without food, shelter, or clothing, and thanks to the dream stream, always happy.

He didn’t need to steer or pay attention to the surroundings. Directions from the Established Technology Institute to his pod had been downloaded to the scooter’s hard drive three years ago when he had moved out of the family residence to pursue biomedical science. It was the field New State had picked for him and the same one as his parents. 

But he preferred to be present. Every day, he watched residents race past on their vehicles. Most streamed a game or chatted with friends at a virtual café as their self-driving vehicle took them where they needed to go. Codex preferred to enjoy the March breeze on his face and survey his surroundings, not that they ever changed. 

The city was beautiful and monstrous all at once. White rock mixed with sparkling stones created roadways. Pedestrian paths and skyways were gold-plated. Buildings gleamed with steel and crystal, rising into the clouds. Abstract art rose like steeples of glamour and glitz. The twenty-foot fountain released its watery spire every ten seconds. He’d grown up in it and still found it overwhelming, favoring the more moderate housing pods surrounding the capital.

Once outside the city center, his vehicle slid onto the Gold Line home. His parents both worked at government buildings as scientists and, therefore, lived in a priority section. With the future predestined, the Gold Line also housed him. Like everything in New State, pods were distributed based on merit and necessity. 

Codex had never been to the other sections of town. It was forbidden, but he had studied the city landscape in detail at school, along with its history. New State, the Capital, was the most important of cities. Leaders, diplomats, high-ranking police, celebrities, and stars resided within its cloistered boundaries. 

The flourishing center spread like octopi tentacles to different districts. The Diamond district housed the elite leaders; Platinum, their most trusted and well-paid advisors; Gold and Silver were for employees like his parents, scientists, and politicians, all furthering the cause. The remaining areas, Steel, Iron, Concrete, Flint, Obsidian, and Wood, represented workers from laborers to customer service providers to mid-level managers.

The scooter slowed and a final whiff of perfumed air circulated before he pulled the vehicle into the loading bay. His pod was off white with gold accents, the bright metal reflecting in the sun against the fake green lawn. He surveyed the pod but could find nothing amiss, as was the norm. Regular maintenance drones kept every house pristine.

The exterior door opened for him automatically, and he entered the quiet, housemates still at work. Codex walked from room to room. He could go hook up to the dream stream early like most people but didn’t want to. 

Unfortunately, as he wandered aimlessly, few other options awaited. He could have a snack, but the bland New State food never satisfied, leaving him hungrier half the time, for what, he wasn’t sure. He could check in with friends but had just left them at school. There wasn’t much to say after the twenty-minute ride home. A chat with his parents would have to wait. They were always busy and never arrived home until late. 

He paced from room to room for a few minutes and wondered why he was the only one who struggled to connect with the tech everyone else adored. Finally, a languid sigh on his lips, he joined the stream. Doing so put him at ease, but he felt different from his classmates. None of his peers in New State ever read poetry or discussed art, outside of the modern, A.I. generated images that were exceedingly popular. No one would dream of writing or painting, but he did. All the time. While it wasn’t considered a criminal offense, it wasn’t acceptable behavior. His parents said it would pass as if it were one of the few remaining viruses technology hadn’t wiped out. 

“Go to the dream stream.” he commanded himself, alone in the sleeping bay. There was so much waiting for him a couple of quick clicks away. He could play Death Bot with Gen208585 or find someone to discuss the latest episode of Brutal Bodies. His classmates loved how that show allowed people to improve their appearance with technology and bionics. Some participants didn’t even appear human at the end. 

The echo of his fingers on the keyboard caused the poem to form. He typed the words even when his mind screamed to stop.

Tap, tap, tap. My fingers on the keyboard so fast they blur

Who needs face-to-face in this technological race

Spin, soar, slide

Who needs to hide when the computer screen is always

in front of them

Exposure is logging on 

He debated pulling out the old book found on the street one day. There had been no way to find out where it had come from or if it was a crime to read, but Codex refused to destroy the tome. It contained poems by someone named William Wordsworth. His favorite was titled, I Wandered Lonely as a Cloud. 

Rereading it always made him melancholy, which was not typical for New State citizens.

“Why does no one write poetry anymore?” he asked aloud to the phantoms of the past in the room. Of course, no one answered. He deleted the poem from the screen and opened his mind to enter the dream stream.

Codex blinked as a massive, dark room lit with flickering wall sconces came into view. The ceiling steepled above. Books lined immense shelves, were stacked in haphazard piles, and lay open on tables. More manuscripts than he could have ever thought to envision. While the New State library was also large, everything was in digital format online. Here, there were more tomes on the shelves than one person could read in a lifetime. 

There were also two figures with glinting, dangerous swords drawn. They stared at Codex with mouths agape.

“Who are you?” The tall male, with long, braided blond hair and a muscular physique hidden beneath a baggy brown tunic and gray pants, asked. He brandished a long sword. 

“Codex.”

“Where did you come from?” The woman swiped the curly brown hair that fanned her face like a lion’s mane. Glasses had fallen to the tip of her nose. She held a shorter sword in one hand and a book in the other. Neutral tones clad her, highlighting the necklace around her neck, a long golden chain with a bright red stone embedded in a fine filigree pendant. 

“New State,” Codex said. He was used to ending up in different locales on the dream stream but hadn’t remembered asking for this one or anything close to it. It appeared to be a primitive fairytale world similar to the one in Hellhounds of Zabertoth. The male must be an elf with his pointed ears and sharp canines. The other person looked human. 

“Where am I?” Codex scanned the walls and floors hoping for a clue.

“Auralon.” The woman turned toward her companion, flourishing the sword like a pointer. “We were practicing making a doorway to my world. I can open them fine but not great at pinpointing specific places.” She peered at Codex and then turned away. “Do you think he’s from Earth?”

“I don’t know. Look at his clothing. It’s nothing like the stuff you bring from your world.”

“Of course, I’m from Earth. Where else? And what’s wrong with my clothing?” Codex studied his pristine whites, a long unisex, loose-fitting body suit. Everyone wore them at night. With the dream stream, anything was possible. Clothing was kept simple and comfortable for the journey and sleep. “Who are you anyway. This is nothing like the world I wanted. How could the dream stream have gotten it so wrong? Be quiet while I figure out what happened.”

“How rude,” the human huffed.

The elf came around the desk, sword pointed. “I’ll be the one to ask questions.”

“I’d like to leave now.” Codex waited, peering at them both, lips deepening into a frown. “Why am I still here?”

“It might be because I messed up opening the door between worlds. I must have missed New York City big time.” The woman walked forward. “I’m Mina, by the way. That’s Callon.”

Codex backed away. “I should be gone. I said I didn’t want to be here. The dream stream should take me away.”

Callon laughed. “If only creating a door between worlds was that easy.” 

Wren

The streets perished in the chill and darkness even though spring had recently arrived. Ravens perched on the wires above, the one pest New State couldn’t eradicate. They ignored the girl who slipped inside the hospital’s rear door. A solitary nurse monitored the mostly empty floor. Wren had a gun strapped to her side and a knife in her hand but prayed not to need it. Research on the facility showed that surgeries and enhancements happened during the day, and it wasn’t as if people died of natural causes. Everyone, even Grounders like her, understood life expired at 100 in New State, and crematoriums existed outside the grand city limits for humane death and environmentally sustainable disposal. 

Shadows cast by bright lights stained the walls. Technology thrummed in the background, monitoring changes in the patient’s vitals. The bedridden woman appeared inhuman behind wires attached to her brain. Large pupils in otherwise glazed eyes led Wren to believe the new mother had experienced a blissful labor thanks to some powerful drugs and the computers leveling medications for peak efficiency. If anything went wrong, the nurse technician would be at fault. 

It was the motto of New State—All errors were human errors. 

Wren’s father had told her otherwise, and as the leader of the rebel Grounders, he understood the truth. He’d also trusted her with this mission, an overwhelming need for certain medications in her underground home bringing her to the hospital. 

Undetected, Wren observed the efficient tech wearing a silver and white New State uniform. Now that the infant had arrived, the worker cleaned, weighed and conducted tests on the baby. The tech might as well have been holding a rock, mouth set in a grimace as she ignored the child’s cries. The woman checked the baby’s temperature, measured the circumference of his head, pricked his heel, and tested for thyroid problems, enzyme deficiencies, and genetic disorders. After a computer mainframe declared the infant healthy, the tech brought out the Computerized Holographic Implant Program or CHIP, a small silver ring half the size of a thumbnail. 

The owl-eyed hospital worker hooked the infant up to a crib-shaped operation station that pumped the tiny baby full of sedatives. After strapping his head in place and pressing a button, robotic arms conducted surgery. Lifeless, metallic fingers lasered an incision and implanted the CHIP into the baby’s brain. With another two slices of the laser and a few minutes of robotic surgery, a diamond-shaped port was grafted behind the infant’s ear that would allow him to hook up to the dream stream almost immediately. 

After surgery, the technician activated the infant so he could earn his spot as a cherished citizen. Wren watched her unhook the baby and hold him aloft for his mother to admire, but the medications left the woman in a happy haze. Pupils large, the new mother’s reality had nothing to do with the newborn. 

“Time to go.” The tech shrugged and strode along the sterile hallway. “You need to be conditioned well. Your parents are important citizens in New State. It’s a shame your mother wanted to go retro and do a natural birth. So antiquated.” The whitewashed woman strode out of the birthing room, the squeak of her soft-sole shoes brisk on the floor.

The empty hallway beckoned Wren, who started the search for warehoused medications. Any drugs found would end up in her satchel, but antibiotics were the highest priority. A few rooms held patients. While New State’s advanced science and technology eliminated most diseases, viruses, and deadly bacteria, hospitals still existed for modifications and the occasional retro birth, where neural stimulation provided all the pain medication needed.

Wren slunk through the hall, wondering about the tech she’d watched. Those owl eyes had been anything but natural. Far removed from the city, she couldn’t keep up with the latest advancements but understood New Staters' love of implants and body modifications. She thought back to the time during a raid when she’d stumbled, by accident, into a room with a New State citizen dream streaming for the night. She’d almost screamed, the thing in front of her anything but human. He sat, plugged into the vast cyber world, like a demon bull on his skull throne in hell.

At the hospital, Wren avoided the patient rooms for fear of witnessing more extreme modifications. The medicine wouldn’t be there anyway. She’d reviewed the maps with her father, and he’d pointed out the central storage on lower level two. She needed to avoid detection and find stairs to descend two flights. 

That should be easy. This raid was a low-risk grab-and-go at the no-longer-essential hospital outpost. However, all facilities still needed to have backup supplies, and Wren planned to commandeer them. She found the stairs and headed to the lower level. 

No guards here. No Phantoms. Only her thoughts, patients dream streaming or hopped up on pain medication, and the easily avoided techs. She traversed the empty halls, shoes silent against the slick floors and found the room she needed. Turning the handle, she opened the door and smiled at the bounty in front of her. 

Much later, sack full, mission successful, Wren wasn’t paying attention as she skulked back through the housing pods to the gate that would take her home. She’d found antibiotics, medications, surgical instruments, syringes, and other unidentifiable gadgets. She’d grabbed it all, hoping her father would approve.

“Hello,” a computerized voice rang out into the night.

For an endless moment, she stared, mouth agape, at the person on the sidewalk. 

Wren gritted her teeth and ran.

Codex15111

He blinked in the tranquility twilight of his sleep pod and shifted, restless in bed. Hours after the stranger on the street left, Codex still couldn’t force himself onto the dream stream. He inhaled deeply, hoping to catch a trace of citrus she’d left behind in the air, but was disappointed. 

It did not compute. 

Dream streaming had almost left him stuck in some strange realm. It took everything in him to pull out of that stream and return home. A shudder convulsed through him, rampaging his body like an earthquake leveling a building, when he thought of doing it again. 

Things continued to spiral, becoming stranger and scarier. Someone had been outside at the same time he’d escaped the pod for some space and fresh apricot-laden air. Codex had thought he was the only one crazy enough to risk disobeying curfew, but wrong he was. 

Few options truly existed for the hours ahead though New Staters would all disagree. Spending the rest of the night at a dream stream club or in a war game, destroying enemy forces, would only worsen the chaos churning. One thing that was for sure, he was not headed outside. He could try a spa on the dream stream to relax or attempt to return to that other place. What had the strangers called it? Oh, yes. Auralon. 

Auralon, world of elves and humans it was, if Codex could locate it. He hadn’t asked to go and wasn’t sure, for the first time in his dream streaming existence, how to return—no IP address to link with. Codex tried to remember every detail of the place and the two strangers. But instead, the girl on the street, slinking through the shadows, almost entirely camouflaged by darkness kept reappearing in his mind. 

After hours of tossing and turning and unsuccessful dream streaming, Codex finally fell asleep. In his own dream unaided by the stream, the red pendant the human wore around her neck in Auralon, called Codex name with an urgent plea for him to return. 

Wren

Wren halted and gulped cool night air and silence. Her loud and fearful swallow followed. The voice she’d heard a few minutes ago had been attached to a body. Someone or something had been there watching her. A phantom? They never spoke and their job was to kill. She’d be dead if it had been on patrol. It had been a person in the darkness, all too human, no modifications or jutting implants. That meant a New State citizen had been outside at night after curfew. Unheard of on raids.

Stomach muscles clenching with the need to flee, her feet failed to move. ​Centering herself, she took a deep inhale and studied the manicured lawns and technology-lit residences. At this time of night, technology created brainless zombies out of the people streaming. No one should be loitering outside and willing to engage a person skulking through the shadows. 

And yet?

She squinted into the unfamiliar darkness. Her sight line remained clear.

Heartbeat slowing, she surveyed the landscape before trotting onward, footfall pounding in her ears. Stress could cause hallucinations. It had happened to other raiders. It could happen to her.

She shivered in the unnatural calm. It smelled of lilies but a metallic twang underneath the perfume found its way into her nose and mouth. She’d never trade her noisy and chaotic world for this unnatural calm and fake serenity. Wren calmed the racing thoughts about the unknown willowy presence and focused on home. Each part of her buried society was necessary, from the big market in the South Cavern where various goods were bartered or sold, the underground river streaming fresh water, the cold, dark swimming hole she’d frequented, and the military wing where she trained. 

These thoughts brought composure and the vestiges of a recent lecture from her father.

“Your safety is paramount,” he’d said.

“I’ve never encountered a New State citizen and have been trained by your commanders to avoid drones. I’m usually on time.”

“You’re always last to return. It irritates your commanders and scares your mother.” 

The next night she hadn’t returned until the morning bells had tolled within New State, prompting further chastisement. 

Her parents had always disliked her decision to join the Raiders and were vocal about it. Raiders often died young by Phantom, and Wren had responsibilities. She was the oldest daughter of a rebel leader, and one day, she’d take over his position if she lived long enough, which was precisely why she had to study New State to the best of her ability. 

She couldn’t lead without understanding the enemy and putting herself in danger before risking the lives of other citizens. It made sense in her mind, if not in her parents’.

“Risking your life lowers community morale,” her father had berated.

But Wren refused to be a good daughter, sit home, and study the dusty textbooks lining her father’s shelves. She couldn’t be what he wanted. Now in her mid-twenties, she wondered why they even had a say in what she did.

Anger flushed her cheeks, their dispute the perfect motivator. She put the mystery New State voice out of her mind for now. The decision to tell others about the stranger’s presence could be made later.

Light crept into the horizon. Wren perused the pods along the edge of the road, scanning for those most straightforward to break into. One more quick stop before the morning bells tolled.

Codex15111

He waited outside the next night, but the stranger failed to materialize. The night after, only the sterile sky and midnight musk kept him company. Standing in the window, shielded by the night blinds, he watched through a small slit. It was day eight and still no nocturnal visitor. 

The diamond-shaped port by his ear itched, and he wondered if it called him to the dream stream. His weekly hours of streaming content must be exceedingly low, and he hoped no one was monitoring them. Codex had been called in for a reprimand once and never wanted to relive that experience. Was the unease genuine, guilt, or fear of disobeying the laws of New State? He picked up a discarded cord and twirled it between his fingers. It would be so easy to jump on the stream, meet some friends and hang out, or return to any of the dream states he’d been enjoying before the strangers, real or imagined arrived in his life.

A raven cawed outside his window. Another answered, and then the air filled with sound, but only for a moment. When silence returned so did Codex’s sanity. He had to forget what had been happening. It was a coding glitch. He loved nature and would return to some previous programming from a month ago. It would set everything right again.

Codex brushed and flossed his teeth and changed into sleepwear. His bed was narrow, the sheets white and laundered automatically every few days, no blanket needed, with automatic climate control in each room. A single small pillow waited. Nothing else needed to be done except give himself over to his desires.

The ancient Arctic had called him to explore then and now. Once immersed, he watched the polar bears from the dog sled that pulled him further into the blue glaciers. He wasn’t sure if polar bears still lived, but the terrain had once been beautiful, wild, and free. At least the Arctic still existed in his and other New State citizens’ minds, thanks to Maximon Anansi. 

He didn’t need to scroll through history implants to recount that story. It was a staple in every school curriculum from day one. The revolution started not on a battlefield but in a meeting room. During a presentation at the National Academy of Sciences in Washington, D.C., the former capital of the once-powerful United States, Maximon Anansi received federal approval for implanted neural devices after successful testing in animal models. Human volunteers lined up in droves. Anansi reported volunteers were “overjoyed with their constant connection to the internet.”

Soon after, Anansi founded CONNencephalon Corporation, CONN Corp. for short, to join humans and computers through brain interfaces. The original goal had been to cure those with chronic medical conditions, but then the technology was offered to anyone who wanted it, and people were ecstatic to experience a constant technological connection.

When the Decimation arrived, nearly half the population had a CHIP implanted. With resources limited, wars between countries erupting faster than forest fires, governments highlighted the benefits of brain interfaces and offered them free to everyone. Soon after, the implant became mandatory. 

Governments rationalized it benefited all humanity. Citizens received the latest news and information instantly, understood the government’s policies and practices with ease, and were notified of severe ecosystem and wartime problems. When the poison gases came, or the bombs dropped, those implanted with CHIPS were the first to make it to safe spaces and survive.

Personally, CHIPS allowed for constant connections to friends and family. There was no search for family lost to the tornadoes ravaging the plains or tsunamis along the coast. Friends and family were part of your interface or forever gone. To deflate sadness, guilt, or negative emotions, fun and adventure were constant. To dream stream meant to pursue pleasure and live your fantasies. As the world crumbled, people sought excitement and fulfillment within their minds. 

The Decimation finally passed along with the wars. The United Community rose, and the new leaders built a modern world with the sprawling city of New State at the center, representing all things beautiful, pure, and authentic.

Codex’s mind whirled when he came back to the present and peered around the room, unable to focus on content and not sleepy. What next? Back to the Arctic or somewhere else? Not liking any of the options on the dream stream, he threw back the sheets and headed outside with the promise that this would be the last night.

Wren

More than a week since the voice. Wren had tried to put it behind her but failed. 

The darkness chilled her, and she pulled the black coat tight around her wiry frame.

A raider paced next to her. At first glance, Zander’s appearance screamed bookworm, not warrior, even with arms and neck adorned with tattoos and spiked red hair shooting up to the stars. 

He was too skinny, face too hawkish and angular, and movements too uncoordinated for a raider, but basset-hound eyes told a different story. Intelligence radiated from them. His intellect had been tested when he was young, and no one has since beaten those scores. He was dangerous in practice or on a mission, having mastered using weapons such as throwing stars, compound bows, batons, and knives. If he did fight, he rarely lost but when it happened he held a grudge for a long time. Lucky for most of the raiders, he also had a big heart.

Zander noticed Wren’s gaze. “Where are you heading tonight?” 

She kicked at charcoal-laced sand. “Not sure. It’s not like I have a plan every time I go in. Do you?”

“Of course.”

The wall loomed tall in front of them. Wren veered off into the gloom. Zander followed. 

She liked him but raided alone. 

“You should have a plan,” he said. “I’m going for more medical supplies. While the pharmacy is improving at reproducing some of them, we still need more. Too many little kids with snot noses.”

“Good for you.” Wren eyed the sky, checking for patrolling Phantoms. 

“You should at least have a target.” He trailed at her side. 

She rolled her eyes. Everyone understood Wren went into New State on her own, but Zander was working his way up the food chain to be the youngest commander in Grounder's history. More ambitious than most raiders, she wouldn’t put it past her dad to employ him to keep an eye on her.

He cozied up to Wren because of her connections. Most days, Zander was tolerable, but not tonight. 

“I’m going to target your face if you don’t shut up,” she said. “There could be Phantoms flying overhead.”

His eyes rose toward the moon. “All clear.” 

Wren chuckled. “I got to go. I’ll see you when I return, and we can get some grub.”

“You’re always hungry.”

“I’m a growing girl.” She gave him a wave and strode a few steps.

He didn’t let her go. “What’s the rush if you don’t know where you’re going?”

“Maybe I have a plan but don’t want to tell you.” She smirked. “My haul might be so good you’d be tempted to steal it.”

“Let’s be partners for the night.” He grabbed her arm.

“I work alone.” She pulled away and quickened her pace.

He waved when she glanced over her shoulder. 

She prayed he’d go his own way. Finally, he did.

Her mission was to discover whether the voice was real or imagined. Not understanding bothered her, elevating her recent bad choices. She’d been returning later, pushing the limits and acting secretive, unsure whether to share what happened. Tonight she’d find out if the stress had made her hallucinate. She’d have to take a leave if it had because she’d never put other raiders in danger. 

Once under the gate and inside, her boots crunched through the plasticine grass. She found the pod easy enough and hid in the shadows of a neighboring one, watching and planning ways to attract the person’s attention, if they were even real, without waking the neighborhood. She slid her foot back and forth over the stones, unable to stand still, mind and body on edge. 

Perfumed air swirled as she stood and listened for a voice or movement, waiting for the ghost to materialize. The beat of seconds passing hammered in her head. Her heart pounded a symphony against her ribs. Adrenaline tripped through her veins.

A creak. A door opening. A white-clad figure stepped into the night.

Wren emerged from the shadows, unsure whether to stand, run, or fight. 

Why had she done this? All the reasons for coming here faded in her mind. It was a stupid choice, and she finally understood her father’s concerns for her safety. She’d made a lot of reckless, thoughtless decisions, but this seemed like the height of stupidity. She turned to flee.

“Wait,” the stranger said. “I won’t turn you in. I’m out here, too.”

The voice. At least she had her answer. He was real and a citizen.

Wren assessed the situation. No weapons. This person appeared harmless in regulated, baggy white New State sleepwear covering his tall, thin frame. Knobby elbows peeked out of the sleeves while a shock of bright blond hair dyed orange at the ends radiated from his head like a halo. The diamond-shaped port by his ear was almost hidden, but not quite.

Wren took a step closer, frowning, wondering what came next. Should she relieve the stranger of his life for having seen a fabled raider? Tempting but she’d never killed a citizen. The military had trained her to do so, and she’d disposed of Phantom abominations, but taking a human life made her hesitate, especially after glancing at the man who was roughly the same age. 

Innocence and excitement lived in the stranger’s expression.

Wren shouldn’t delude herself. Citizens weren’t fully human with CHIPs in their brains. This man was likely planted to find and execute raiders and would attack as soon as she moved closer. With that thought, she forced her chilled fingers around the cold handle of a knife inside her coat pocket. The weapon provided much-needed courage. 

Instead of being scared, the man smiled and brushed the hair out of his shamrock-green eyes. His robotic voice was loud and jarring in the silence. “I’m Codex15111. What are you doing out?”

“Codex.” She tried out the strange name and moved closer. “I could ask you the same thing.” Wren bounced lightly, ready to spring. She tried to hold his gaze, hoping to read his actions. 

“Enjoying the night sky.” Each word was monotone. He refused to meet Wren’s eyes, head tilted, gaze focused on the stars. “Beautiful, right?”

“Um hum.” Wren refused to glance away. It could be a diversion technique and then the monster would spring, slit her throat and bring her body to the New State leaders where they’d turn her into a Phantom after televising her remains so that all citizens could applaud her death.

“I was waiting for you,” the stranger said.

Silence built like an incoming wave. “Me?”

He lowered his eyes to the sidewalk, anywhere but her. “You were here before.”

If she had doubts, now she knew for sure. Questions escaped Wren’s mouth as if they had a life of their own. “Aren’t you supposed to be dream streaming, Codex?” She emphasized the odd name. “It is nighttime. Shouldn’t you be enjoying your alternate universe? Battles, booze, and boobs, or whatever perverted fantasy you want to live tonight?” Anger and fear from being caught by a New Stater had leaked into her words, and regret was instantaneous. A citizen would never say anything negative against New State. She had to get control. No wonder her dad called her careless and impulsive.

“It’s not like that.” His slim shoulders hitched.

His voice took on a more humanistic quality for the first time, sounding peeved.

She grunted in response. She understood nothing of the sort.

“What do you compute?” His eyes narrowed to slits. “You’re with the rebels, right? I don’t see a port and you sure aren’t dressed for a night of streaming. You’re taught we are all computerized zombies.”

Wren’s thoughts careened. I have to kill him. “What rebels?” she lied. 

“Everyone’s read about the rebels.” His gaze focused on her clothes and backpack. He stepped back but didn’t flee. “You must be one.”

Wren’s feet refused to obey her swampy brain. She couldn’t form a coherent sentence. This wasn’t the time for discussion, but she felt ill-prepared to fight. Her first interaction with a New Stater was not progressing as planned. He should be hooked up and quiet, but the man blathered. 

Stroking the handle of her knife brought a semblance of calm. She’d kill him to make sure no one found out about the raids. 

“I’ve never met a rebel before,” the man said in his clipped, computerized voice. “My friends and I discuss them all the time. Even New State can’t stop the conspiracy theories that surface.”

“Grounders are the focus of conversations?”

“Yes. I can’t believe I met a raider in the real time.” 

Wren thought the blond might jump for joy, and the musical tone of the man’s laugh surprised her. It sounded so human. Wren’s studies never prepared her for this. Her anger and fear ebbed, replaced with an unfamiliar sensation. This New Stater made her curious to find out more. “Calm yourself and lower your voice.”

“This is so much better than any dream stream.” He peered at Wren as if studying a famous work of art. “If you’re a rebel, you wouldn’t understand the dream stream, would you? I can show you. You can come inside. It will be safer for us.”

The fast clip of his robotic lilt made it hard for Wren to understand his words but. Wren growled when she did. “Not happening.” 

“I can’t wait to tell my friends about you.” 

“No.” The word bombed the silence, and the knife slashed the sky under bright streetlights. 

Codex reared backward, hands open. “Sorry. I promise never to say a word.” His white skin was so smooth it appeared to be porcelain, and that genuine fear gave Wren the courage to move close, reach out, and touch him to confirm he wasn’t a hologram.

His skin was cool and soft against her calloused, dirt-encrusted fingers. The confounding man was a huge distraction, but Wren had to push away the mixed emotions clouding her judgment. This couldn’t be real. It had to be a New State trap. Years of training told her to kill him, but fear of taking a human life held her back. 

Wren gave the stranger credit for maintaining his position, but it was time. Her first New State citizen kill in sight, but she held back. The man’s inquisitive nature and child-like innocence astounded her. But she had to do it. She crouched, ready to take a life to save her community.

Codex15111

He didn’t run. “Tell me something about the Grounders.” He inched closer.

“Go away.” The raider shoved the knife out into the space between them. 

Codex took another hesitant step. “They never give us real history lessons in school. It’s all the New State propaganda.” 

“Are you an idiot? I have a knife. Run inside. Go away so I don’t have to kill you.” 

A smile stirred on Codex’s lips and he repeated Wren’s words, enunciating each as if the raider were a child. “Are you an idiot, Codex15111.” A pause before he continued. “You must say a citizen’s name or earn a fine or demerit. Don’t rebels have manners? It’s impolite not to address someone by name if you don’t want to collect New State demerits. We learn manners in early conditioning. Aren’t you taught about them?” 

The stranger’s knife cut through the air. “I don’t follow your laws.”

He ignored the threat. “What’s it like? How many New State citizens have you killed? How many bombs have you set off?” 

“Please be quiet, Codex. Do you want to announce our presence to Phantoms?”

“They rarely fly over this area. There’s no crime in the Gold Sector.” His flailing hands dispersed the sugary air. “I’ve always wondered if what they tell us in school and on the twenty-four-hour news reels is authentic information. I’ve had an inclination you’re not as dangerous as they make you out to be.” 

The woman cut off his words. “To be clear, I never bombed your city. Grounders are raiders not mass murderers. And I thought New Staters were all tech heads and hated talking, but you can’t shut up. Is that your real voice, or is it computer programmed? Wait, don’t you send messages to each other’s brains or something?”

“I do get in trouble at school for vocalizing, but I’m done with my education soon,” Codex said. “My teachers never understand why I wouldn’t post to the communication link or the classroom screen. I’m considered antisocial for wanting to share my views verbally.” His gaze lingered on Wren’s face for a moment. “Kind of young to be in the rebel line of work?”

“I’ll kill you right now and change your point of view.” She jammed the blade closer. 

Codex blanched and pulled back. “Please don’t hurt me. I’m sure you weren’t involved in the death of those twenty-one citizens last week who refused to join your group.”

“What?”

“Tell me why the rebels had to kill innocent New Staters?” Confusion and anger coursed through him.

“We didn’t. You sure rebels killed all those citizens?” 

“It was all over the news feed. I’d show you on a port screen if you could plug into it.” His brow furrowed. There was nowhere to stream outside his pod. “I’ve never met anyone who couldn’t stream.” He spoke more to himself than to her. This was a conundrum he never thought he’d face. He couldn’t help but wonder about this strange person who didn’t fit the New State profile for a rebel. He didn’t fear her even if the idea of Grounder rebels terrified him. He had misgivings about his textbook training. This woman little resembled a mass murderer trying to destroy civilization. 

“What happens if they find you not on the stream?”

His lips formed a tight, straight line. “Dismemberment, jail, death, or worse, the Phantom Program.” He squatted on the ground and patted the earth next to him, battling a curiosity to learn more and a desire to close the gap between them.

She refused his invitation with a shake of her head, strands of escaped hair whipping around, but inched forward. “Why risk it then?”

“There has to be more to life than simulations and alterations.”

The woman cocked her head. “Don’t you have to do something horrific to end up in the Phantom program?”

His laugh lacked the music of the last time. “Something horrible like not hooking up to a computer on time or disagreeing with New State about policy? Anything from stealing to fighting is a punishable offense here.”
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