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This map loosely represents Kude Island and is not drawn to scale.

“My brain is only a receiver; in the Universe there is a core from which we obtain knowledge”


- Nikola Tesla
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Chapter 1: The Afterlife
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“Hey, we should definitely stop by Arcadia after this,” Detective Skeeter suggested. He stood five feet and six inches from the ground. A pudgy man with rosy cheeks and a patchy beard. A few slicked strands failed to hide the bald patch at the crown of his head. He clutched his foil wrapped burrito like it was a weapon in a robbery.

“Hm.” Detective Piquette clenched the steering wheel, refusing to look at Skeeter’s greasy eyes. His breath smelled of chip grease. She let out a deep, strained sigh.

Skeeter continued to speak, inhaling chips from the greasy paper bag, crumbs accumulated at the corners of his mouth. “I heard they’ve got brand-new items.” His eyebrows rose, turning toward his partner. “Wouldn’t that be fun, Piquette? Can we go?”

Without taking her eyes off the rocky path or loosening her grip, Detective Piquette replied flatly, “Yes. We can stop by Arcadia if that makes you happy.” 

Detective Safina Piquette was a woman of silence. She rarely showed emotion and kept to herself. Her doe eyes graced her face with beauty, despite her icy stare. Dark ginger hair tied in a low ponytail, barely brushed the nape of her neck. Although not old, lines already marked her face. The best detective on the Force paired with Skeeter because he wasn’t the fittest. Training for the Force was brutal, but she graduated top of her class in Defensive Skill, Tactical Response, and Adaptability. Skeeter, for his part, was a savant with evidence—blood spatter, footprints, molecular residue. His uncle, a high-level detective, kept him useful.

Skeeter grumbled. “I only want to go if you think it would be fun.” 

After a few moments of silence, broken only by Skeeter’s obnoxious chip-crunching, he fussed, “Are you sure we’re going the right way?”

Detective Piquette didn’t respond. Her mind was far from the dirt path ahead, tangled instead were the details of the case that had consumed the entire island.

A’Kierra Jones, sixteen years old, had vanished without a trace after last night’s Afterlife championship game.

The championship was especially chaotic. During each round, the maze itself shifted unpredictably, even the stadium lights pulsed and changed color, amplifying the frenzy of the crowd and adding the dramatic effect. 

But this case was bigger than the game.

A’Kierra was the daughter of a respected banker and a lead engineer at PortMaster, the company behind Earth’s teleportation network known as Blink Stations. 

As much as she wanted to believe otherwise, a gnawing fear lingered in her chest—a fear that it was her own father. Long missing and suffering from Cognitive Deviation Syndrome, also known as a cogger. She was afraid he might somehow be involved. He’d disappeared into the mountain ranges years ago, and a recent report placed a strange man dragging a body the night A’Kierra vanished.

Piquette needed to be sure it wasn’t her father. Because if it was, she didn’t know whether she’d run to him or run from him.

She used to believe he could get better—that the treatments would work, that some piece of the man who raised her was still in there.

But every year, his mind slipped further into the abyss. His anger and delusions grew dangerously violent.

Piquette felt trapped between control and love. The cruel ache of wanting to save someone who no longer wanted saving.

She was just almost at the door when the Chief stopped her in her tracks.

“Take Skeeter with you!” he yelled.

It took every ounce of restraint not to ball her fists and explode right then and there. She had no choice but to bring him along and now she had to figure out a way to get rid of him. He was oblivious to the hard stares and cold shoulder.

No one knew this part of the story, not about her father. And she intended to keep it that way. 

Her mother died at birth, leaving her to be raised by her father in the slums of Belgae. He made his living as a factory worker until an injury took left him out of a job. When her application for Kude Island was approved, Piquette thought joining the Force for the benefits would be a good idea. It’s been them ever since.

Her memory flashed. 

It was just before sunrise. Shouting echoed outside their apartment. It was her father once again.

She stumbled into her slippers and rushed out, her sleep clothes brushed against the cold, wet pavement. Light raindrops tapped against her shoulders. A couple stood on the corner, the woman trembling, the boyfriend gripping a knife and breathing wildly.

“I told you to get away from her!” he barked. “He tried to grab my girlfriend, he’s a cogger, isn’t he?!”

Piquette dropped to her knees beside her father. Blood seeped through his shirt where the blade had entered, his eyes unfocused.

“I’m okay,” he wheezed forcing a smile even as pain twisted his face.

“No... you’re not.” Her heart hammered. The streetlights flickered in time with her panic.

“He needs to be locked up!” the boyfriend shouted.

“No!” Piquette screamed before she could think.

“I—I have gold. Please. Just... just wait here.” She held up her finger.

She sprinted back inside, grabbed three gold coins, nearly everything she owned, and hurried back out.

She shoved the coins toward him with shaking hands.

“Here. Take it. We’re good, right? No need to call anyone.”

He stared at the gold—knife still half raised.

Slowly his shoulders dropped, his jaw unclenched. The knife lowered.

“Yeah,” he muttered. “We’re good.”

“Come on, babe,” he said, pulling his girlfriend away. The clicks of her heels faded into the distance.

Piquette wiped the blood from her father’s chin.

“Those damn kids,” he grumbled, confusion twisting into bitterness. “They don’t respect me...”

“I know, Dad,” she whispered, slinging his arm over her shoulder and helping him up.

“I’ve got you.”

Since that day she put a tracker on her father and kept finding him wondering about the mountain ranges. Then one day the tracker disconnected, and her father was gone for good. 

Driving through the rocky landscape, the vehicle cut through the dense green until the trees swallowed the road. Piquette parked her standard issue Force vehicle, a Mauve X6 designed to resemble a jaguar. Black and low to the ground. Oversize fan wheels, and a tear drop shaped dome. Its headlights glowed with a predatory gleam, and the adjustable tint shifted with the surrounding environment, camouflaging the vehicle almost perfectly.

“We’re here,” she sighed at last, stepping out and inhaling the damp forest air. The silence was a relief, anything was better than listening to Skeeter chew. After three years of partnership she still hadn’t gotten used to his childish ways, but she still couldn’t find it in her to lash out at him. 

“Wait... where are we?” Skeeter asked, brushing burrito crumbs from his shirt as he tried to clamber out of the car. “This isn’t even an actual road. It’s just a dirt path!”

He used the roof to haul himself up, wobbling once as his boot hit uneven ground. Limping forward, he pushed up his sliding glasses and crouched. His joking façade faded away as he focused.

“The dirt isn’t disturbed enough for a body to be dragged through here,” he noted, brushing his fingers over the soil, “If someone hauled a person, we’d see deeper grooves—boot trails, torn roots, compressed soil.”

He pointed to the small prints heading towards the trees. “And these here are fox footprints.”

“Yeah, well,” Piquette shrugged, starting up the trail. “These are the coordinates. Someone must be here.”

She didn’t look back, but anxiety tightened in her chest like a fist. She was very close to the truth. 

Skeeter groaned but followed. His hunger outweighed his curiosity.
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A‘Kierra thought it would be a good idea to take James to the game; she wanted them to escape their parents’ constant arguments for one night. 

But A’Kierra made the biggest mistake of her life. 

The night was breezy and slightly chilly. A’Kierra and James were leaving the arena. The arena levitated above the tip of a mountain called Olympus. Cords and wires hung from the bottom, surrounded by mist. The only way up was through the tunnel-covered escalators. Players and workers, however, had a separate entrance at the base of the mountain.

A‘Kierra was still buzzing with excitement her team, the Red Pythons, had won! She was rubbing the victory in James’ face as they rode the escalator down.

“Did you see Zean? Man, he moved like a lightning bolt! Grabbed the token just in time to make it across!” A’Kierra pumped her fists, a wild grin lighting up her face.

Afterlife wasn’t just a sport. It was a brutal, computer generated holographic maze where two teams battled not only for victory but for survival. Offense had thirty minutes to push through traps and collect tokens, each one unlocking new a path forward. Defense had one job: stop them, by any means necessary. Traps, ambushes, even death—nothing was off limits. Most players were veterans of a broken world. Ex-soldiers, trauma survivors, people who had nothing left to lose and everything to gain.

When they reached the ground, the siblings joined the crowd of people heading back toward the city. They could have taken the Skyway, but A’Kierra wanted to walk, to be seen. A soft glow spread across the crowd as tall, skinny lava lamps lined the path.

She walked side by side with her brother as they recalled the best plays of the night when someone called out her name. “A‘Kierra!” 

She turned, and her heart dropped. 

Violet Viller was calling out her name. 

One of the most prestigious girls at their private school, thanks to her father, who owned one of the largest coin banks on the island. Violet wasn’t just rich, she was a descendant of one of the original Founding Scientists on her mother’s side. And Violet let no one forget it. Many of the founders’ families controlled most of Kude’s technology and its economy. 

Violet waved for her to come over. Beside her was her usual posse, and with them stood Luke, the boy A’Kierra had been quietly crushing on.

A‘Kierra pointed at herself in question. Violet laughed and nodded as she fiddled the chewing gum with her tongue. 

A‘Kierra kneeled beside her brother and grabbed him gently by the shoulders. “Hey, I’m going to go say cheers to my friends over there. I’ll be right back.” 

“But Mommy said to not ever leave me alone,” James cried.

“I’m not leaving you, silly. I’ll be right over there.” She pointed towards Violet.

“Is that the girl you said was always mean to you?” he huffed. 

James had always been too smart for his own good. 

A’Kierra rolled her eyes, ignored the question and forced herself not to get frustrated. She stood and left him behind, convincing herself that he’d be fine. 

Their parents might have been well off, but they were still toxic people. Their mother was addicted to Gerthuim, a drug made from crystal dust, which had many side effects, including hallucinations. A‘Kierra and her family had moved from Ameris to Kude Island, the Island of the Future, to get a fresh start. Their family had been on the wait list for two years, and her father’s engineering skills were the only reason they’d gotten accepted. 

Despite five years on Kude Island, A‘Kierra had a hard time adjusting to this society, and she would do anything to prove that she belonged. 

“Ouch!” Trinity cried as her milkshake slipped from her hand. 

She’d been trying to keep up with Cy and Isis through the busy crowd, but A’Kierra stopped her in her path. Trinity already had a long night. Isis had forced her to sit between her and Cy, she felt like an adopted child out with new parents trying too hard to impress her. They had painted her face with a red python and given her a laser light. Isis always made her feel small, treating her like a child. The only reason she had agreed to come was for the milkshake. Olympus had the best desserts.

Trinity froze, staring as her vanilla smoothie seeped into the cracks between the stone tiles. A chorus of oohs rippled through the crowd. Heat flared in her chest; she clenched her fist; arm still raised in the air.

A’Kierra’s eyes widened as she gasped. “Oh, I am so sorry!”

Trinity met her gaze, and the tension in her chest softened. There was something heavy in A’Kierra’s eyes—sorrow and shame. Trinity felt in her energy she was truly embarrassed. Except for the straight her me and her almost look identical. 

“No, it’s okay. I should’ve been watching where I was going,” Trinity admitted. And it was true she was dazed, watching Cy and Isis hold each other as she trailed behind them.

A’Kierra shakily pulled a gold coin from her pocket, pressed it into Trinity’s hand, and closed her fingers around it. “Here. Take this. It’ll buy you a hundred milkshakes.” She glanced at Violet, who was too busy chatting to notice. “I’ve gotta go. Sorry!”

Trinity reached out, wanting to give the coin back, to tell A’Kierra it was only an accident, and she shouldn’t have felt ashamed. But A’Kierra was already hurrying off toward her group of friends.

Envy prickled through Trinity. I should be with friends like that. Instead, I’m stuck with my stupid aunt and Cy.

“Trinity!” Isis’s voice cut through the crowd.

Trinity winced.

“Now how did you manage to spill your milkshake? I swear I have to keep a better eye on you.”

Trinity closed her eyes and drew in a deep breath. She was almost home.
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“What’s up, guys?” A‘Kierra approached. 

“Oh, nothing! We were just headed to the kissing booth. Do you wanna come?” Violet asked, smirking.

A‘Kierra’s stomach twisted with nerves as she glanced down. “Umm.”

“Aww, she’s scared.” One of Violet’s friends mocked and laughed. 

“What’s wrong, A’Kierra? Scared of the tree man?” Violet teased, trailing her fingers along A’Kierra’s arm, making her blush. 

A‘Kierra quickly shook her head no, accidentally catching Luke’s beautiful brown eyes. 

“Oh, I see,” she purred, reaching forward to pinch A’Kierra’s cheeks. “Aww, come on, A’Kierra. I’ll give you seven minutes in heaven with Lukey-bear.”

“Ooo!” Violet’s friends hooted, delighted by the idea.

Luke chuckled as his friends continued to tease him.

A’Kierra smiled nervously and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “Okay, I’ll go.”

“All right, then. Let’s go.” Violet’s grin widened as she looped her arm through A’Kierra’s and led the group away.

A’Kierra looked back at her brother and mouthed, “I’ll be back.” 

Sadly, A’Kierra never returned. 

The “kissing booth” turned out to be nothing more than an empty clearing bordered by trees—a popular spot for teens to drink, dance, and sneak off together. Violet and her crew were already tipsy, laughing too loud, stumbling over one another as music blared from a portable speaker. A’Kierra kept her distance, sitting on a stump and sipping from a cup as she exchanged shy glances with Luke. One by one, couples began disappearing into the bushes.

“You! Come with me,” Violet commanded suddenly, grabbing A’Kierra by the wrist behind some trees. “We need to doll you up to make an impression on Luke.” 

Violet’s eyes swept over A’Kierra’s outfit with open disdain, and a hot blush crept up A’Kierra’s neck.

“Ugh, let’s get you out of these raggedy clothes.” Without warning, Violet stripped her of her sweater and shirt, leaving her in a thin pink vest.

A’Kierra shivered. This is so vexed. Why am I letting her do this to me? I just want to go home now. 

“Are you sure Luke will like this?” A’Kierra asked softly. She wished she had stayed with brother. 

“Okay! We are missing one more thing.” Violet leaned forward and kissed A’Kierra on the lips to transfer over her lip gloss. “Now, let’s blindfold you to make it extra special.” Violet pulled out a handkerchief and tied it tightly, covering her eyes.

A’Kierra’s chest got tight. “Violet, I don’t think I like this.” She frowned, a soft quiver in her voice.

“Ugh, don’t worry. Luke is like my best friend. He loves this stuff! He’s such a freak.” 

A’Kierra listened as Violet’s footsteps rustled through the leaves. She sat and waited eagerly, shivering while listening to the music that was still playing. 

Moment went by then suddenly the music cut. 

“Umm, guys?” she called, but there was no answer. 

With her fingers trembling, she pulled off her blindfold and circle the tree. Her eyes scanned across the empty field. 

Everyone was gone. 

Her eyes filled with tears as she wrapped her arms around herself disappointed. Embarrassed and alone, she began her lonely journey home.

Walking through the thick forest, she followed the constellation Orion, a trick her father had taught her, to guide her back toward the city. Each step crunched softly against the earth. 

Then her shoe brushed against something thin and metallic.

A tripwire released a cloud of spores into the air surrounding her.

She coughed violently, doubling over as her throat burned. The effect was immediate. 

Her heart rate increased. What was that? 

Her legs trembled, strength draining from her muscles, and she collapsed to her knees. Gasping for breath, she clawed at the air, lungs refusing to obey. Her vision blurred, eyes bulging as panic surged through her body.

The forest tilted sideways, her fingers still reaching for something, anything to hold on to. Darkness crept in from the edges of her vision, and with one last shuddering breath, her eyes fluttered shut.
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A’Kierra’s eyes snapped open to darkness. The air was hot and stale, heavy with dust. For a moment, she couldn’t remember what happened until her knees hit something solid just inches above her chest. Her heart skipped a beat. Her hands discovered he was surrounded by wood. 

The coffin was narrow and splintered; its jagged wood scraped her arms whenever she tried to move. Sweat trickled down her skin, and every shallow breath made the space feel smaller. Somewhere beyond the wooden trap, a television played.

“Please find our daughter! A’Kierra means so much to us. Let us know your demands and we will accommodate you. Please, she is our only daughter. She’s our baby. Just give her back!” A’Kierra’s mom sobbed. 

Her father took over the conversation. “We appreciate all efforts being put into finding my daughter. Thank you to everybody who has shown us support and love, but for right now, please respect our wishes for privacy. Thank you, and that’s all.” His voice cracked on the last words. 

A‘Kierra sobbed quietly as she heard her parents’ cries on the TV. 

“Get me out of here!” she yelled, banging on the coffin’s lid, but it didn’t budge; the lid was glued shut. Her tears fell harder. 

Her captor laughed, creepy and childlike. “No one’s coming for you, my dear.” 

“—16-year-old A’Kierra Jones has been missing for over 24 hours,” the TV proclaimed. 

“She was last seen at the arena with her six-year-old brother, James.” 

A’Kierra’s heart sank when she heard her brother’s name. How could I be so stupid?

Then came another sound from a distance. A low metallic growl followed by a sudden roar of a chainsaw.

Her survival instinct kicked in. A’Kierra knew she had to escape.

The wood in the coffin was old and brittle. She pressed her trembling hands against the coffin. There was enough room to throw a punch. Fueled by survival, she hurled her fist up with all her strength, adrenaline drowning out the pain. The wood cracked. Again, she threw her fist with all her strength. 

“Ah!” she cried, clenching her teeth. Her skin split and blood gushed out, but that didn’t stop her. Splinters started raining down around her.
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Detective Piquette and Skeeter had been walking along the dirt trail for seven minutes. Seven minutes of Skeeter babbling about anything and everything. Piquette tried to ignore him while her mind calculated every outcome of what they might find ahead.

“Hey, Piquette! Are you even listening? Did you hear a word I said?” He huffed, trying to match her pace.

“Mhm,” she grunted. 

“I was talking about that space program.” He continued.

“Oh, you mean the one where you sign your life away? No thanks.” Piquette scoffed. 

“Oh, come on! It’s not that bad. The perks are insane free housing, free food, state-of-the-art gear, and the crush ray!” he mimed firing a weapon. “You know, the gun that shoots invisible pressurized energy? It crushes you on impact. What a brutal way to die... but man, I’d love to fire one.”

Piquette raised an eyebrow. “You don’t say?”

“Ha, I knew you’d like that. Anyway, rumor is they’re recruiting intergalactic travelers, people to explore space, set up human stations across the galaxy.”

“I was more interested in how that gun works,” she said dryly.

“Oh! Well, imagine I shoot you in the chest. Wherever it hits, the force crushes your body like crumpling paper. Energy conversion tech from some gazillionaire genius.”

“And you know this how?”

“Remember, my cousin Ralph? He got citizenship at Stone Wall. Lucky bastard. Been up there two years now.”

Piquette glanced up at the smooth black ring that orbited the Earth.

Stone Wall. Home to the extremely wealthy, the ones who abandoned the planet long ago.

“Greedy punks,” Skeeter muttered. “I heard they don’t even use currency anymore. Everything’s coded to DNA. They live in luxury while we’re down here cleaning up their mess.”

“Now you’re making up stories.” She scoffed. “It’s funny how—”

A rustle in the trees cut her off. Piquette raised her hand for silence and scanned the shadows. Something, someone was stumbling toward them. The figure broke through the bushes, limping and covered in blood. 

A’Kierra.

She was sobbing, staggering toward them. “Oh, thank God! Please, please, you have to help me!” she stopped to gasp for breath. “A lunatic—he kidnapped me!”

“Hey slow down, deep breaths. This man—what did he look like?” Piquette quickly asked, her voice steady despite the adrenaline coursing through her. Each thump of her heartbeat hit against her chest hard. 

A’Kierra took a deep breath to focus, swallowing hard, “His hair was red and his body was all skin and bones. I was able to get a quick glance as I was running.” A’Kierra fought through the sobs as tears streamed through the blood on her cheeks.

“Okay, calm down. I’m Detective Piquette, and this is Detective Skeeter. We’re here to help. Back down the road is a Force vehicle. Wait for us there. My partner and I will find this man and subdue him.” She gulped. Red hair. It’s him. It must be. I have to protect him. 

Piquette draped her jacket over the girl’s shoulders, gently guiding her past.

A’Kierra sniffled a thank you and hobbled down the path then turned back and grabbed Piquette’s arm.

“You have to catching that man. His underground bunker is like a maze. I ran through so many hallways, and I don’t think he saw me escape. But the walls.” Her eyes wandered off as she recalled the horrors. 

“The walls were covered in blood as if he painted them in it. And the smell.” She began to cry.

Piquette glanced down at A’Kierra’s bloody hands. Flashes of her father’s suffering came to her. She couldn’t come to grips that her father was the monster A’Kierra was describing. Piquette had to see it for herself. She couldn’t live with herself if he was put through more suffering if it was something she could do about it. A wave of darkness clouded over her, absorbing the last of her restraint.

“I understand, now head to the vehicle.” She ordered her once more.

As A’Kierra began limping down the path, Piquette’s fingers brushed the gun and twitched as she placed her thumb print on the biosensor that unlocked it from the holster. There was no turning back. Her chest heaved and sweat trickled down her face.

She let out one last sigh.

Then before Skeeter could even process what was happening. Piquette drew her gun.

Two sharp blasts shattered the silence.

A’Kierra’s body dropped to the dirt, lifeless. Blood pooled beneath her.

Skeeter froze, horror flooding his face. “What are you—”

Two more blasts rang out. His body hit the ground with a heavy thud.
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Piquette’s vision blurred red. Now in the bunker, she paced back and forth, thinking about her next move. Then he laughed again. She spun toward her father, who was crouched in the corner.

“Shut up!” she screamed.

He bounced cheerfully, circling the corpses with childish delight.

“Hehehe! Look at them sleep...” he whispered, head tilting, closing his eyes, pretending to sleep with them.

Piquette pushed hair from her sweaty face, staring down at Skeeter and A’Kierra’s bodies. She dragged Skeeter up the path, then returned for A’Kierra, the moment she saw her father she was questioning if she made the right choice. The blood on the walls was exactly as A’Kierra described. Thick with blood and stained in repulsive smell. But none of that even came close to the heartbreak she felt when she saw her father for the first time. He looked like a completely new man, unrecognizable of the father who raised her. 

Her father clapped like a toddler that received a new toy. “You did it! You fixed it! No witnesses!”

“Do you have any idea what I just did?” Her face hardened, lips curled with rage.

He didn’t hear nor did he care. His attention drifted to the blood pooling from the bodies, his giggles rising again.

Skeeter’s face had turned blue, lips darkening, death settling into his features.

Piquette stood there, unable to breathe as a panic attack was settling in.  

Then she broke. Her own fist began beating on her head as she screamed in pain. 

“Stupid! Stupid! God, I hate you!” she shouted.

“I hate you.” She whimpered, “I hate what this island did to you...” a tear fell down her cheek.

“They made you worse. When they were supposed to be helping you.”
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Chapter 2: Shadow Land
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Isis sat at her table of living vines. As she enjoyed her breakfast, the strands of roots softly flowed. The vines shifted, molding around dishes, cups, and utensils as natural placeholders and beautiful decor. They recoiled when a dish was too hot and stiffened when a dish was too cold. The chairs, also woven from moving vines, reshaped to fit a person’s size and posture. 

Sometimes, Cy would fill the vines with fireflies, their soft glow transforming dinner into something warm and romantic for Isis. The table bloomed with life as it corresponded with the seasons. In winter, crystalline frost dangled; in spring, colorful flowers bloomed; in summer, dark green leaves coated the table; and now, as they were approaching fall, the leaves were dying off, fading into shades of amber, crimson, and brown. 

Isis wore fluffy brown pajamas, silver bracelets with charms and colorful beads as she ate her breakfast. Isis had copper skin with full lips, high cheekbones, and alluring siren eyes. Hair jet black, smooth and shiny. Even now, with a few strands pulled out to frame her face, gathered into a messy bun. To keep her hair fresh and vibrant, Isis got it washed and pressed every half-moon cycle. She loved having voluminous layers as it resembled the sea. 

With her fingers, she picked up a strip of turkey bacon off her plate and pinched it. It vibrated lightly as another piece of bacon formed and fell onto the plate. She continued to eat as she smiled. Isis had the power to double anything she wanted. Being an alien was cool enough, but being an alien with a superpower made Isis feel untouchable. Having the gift to double anything with just a squeeze. When she first realized her powers, she made copies of everything. She even grew her hair twice its length in less than a second. There was barely a need to grocery shop because Isis had that covered, and having rubels would never be an issue. Though as Isis was maturing, she found herself using her powers way less.

“Good morning,” Cy called, emerging from their bedroom across the hall. Next to their bedroom door was a conversation pit that served as a living room. He had to walk up a short flight of stairs and through the hallway to reach the kitchen.  

Cy greeted Isis with a kiss as he entered. Dressed in gray sweats and a Synthix silver shirt made of chromium. He wore silver-framed diamond earrings and a thin silver chain with small nanonite diamonds that he never took off. 

Synthix was a clothing company that had discovered how to slice crystals so thin it could be worn like fabric. Their clothing was exclusive to the island only.

He was a shade darker than Isis. Stood 6’3 and had a slim, muscular build. He styled his hair with low-cut caesar waves. His face held together with beautiful almond-shaped eyes that matched his full face, including his chubby cheeks. 

Isis loved his laugh, he reminded her of a chipmunk. 

Isis and Cy’s apartment had a futuristic Bohemian theme. Burgundy Synthix drapes with evil eye dots made of blue agate. Sun catchers of different-sized pendants captured sunlight from windows, filling their apartment walls with colorful patterns. The conversation pit was U-shaped with a white fur carpet and filled with a burnt orange couch piled high with cloud-shaped pillows. Across the pit lay a wall made from a screen. They painted the ceilings and walls dark teal. 

Cy and Isis were almost inseparable. With communicators inserted in the backs of their left ears, they were never out of touch.  

“You should conjure me up some breakfast.” Cy teased taking a seat next to her.

Isis giggled. “I’m an alien, not a witch. There’s more food on the stove.” She pointed. 

He sighed as he stood to make himself a plate. 
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Trinity had been up all night. Her thoughts refused to let her sleep. One day, I’ll find the truth—the truth about why I’m here, and what all of this means. Ugh, I wish I knew. I wish I knew what I’m missing. It doesn’t matter now.

Staring at the ceiling she listened to Cy and Isis as they prepared breakfast. The clinking of utensils against the sink. The crash of pots and pans colliding had woken her up before the sunrise bells. It brought her some comfort that she wasn’t alone anymore. I don’t want to go. But I must. Having a job will take my time away... but at least it will give me productive something to do. But will it truly make me feel free?

Trinity often felt cursed—not by fate, but by consciousness itself. Her thoughts were chains, binding her to emptiness and solitude. She longed for something deeper, something meaningful, but she didn’t know what it was or how to reach it. It was as though her soul was crying out for a door that didn’t exist, desperate for an escape from a cage she couldn’t see.

She’d woken up early because Med Inc. was having a job fair. Trinity didn’t want a job, not really. But she was tired of Isis treating her like a child, and she figured the only way to prove her maturity, and independence was to get one. Last night was so embarrassing. Isis was trotting me around like I was five. All my friends were at the tournament. Ugh, I hate her so much. And that girl, I don’t know why but I feel bad for her, something about her, it was like she was filled with sadness. Maybe will cross paths again and hopefully we can be friends. 

She let out one last sigh before climbing out of bed to prepare for her trip to the Twin Cities. 

“Hey, Trin,” Isis greeted as Trinity entered the kitchen.

Trinity wore all black, her signature style. Black pants, a Synthix tourmaline shirt, and a black leather jacket with a matching black leather shoulder bag. She wore a silver chain, with matching rings and bracelets. All encrusted with diamonds. Her long, curly, jet-black hair was in a slick bun. Like Isis, she had high cheekbones and siren-like eyes, but they were more of a cat shape. Her baby face made her look younger than she was. 

In fact, people often mistook her for Isis and Cy’s daughter. Initially, it was really embarrassing, but now they’d gotten used to it. 

“Headed to another job interview, I see!” Isis’s eyes followed Trinity as she walked through the kitchen. “You look beautiful.” Her voice rose an octave. 

The kitchen had many built-in ovens, stoves, sinks, dishwashers and gadgets. If Cy could not find the right kitchen tool, he would build it. He had three slide-out freezers, one of which held a secret, slide-out computer screen. It was the only place cold enough for his quantum computer chips. All apartments included a built-in water filter in the kitchen. Garbage chutes were also built-in to separate plastic, paper, and food. But food never went to waste there. Cy loved to cook. The robot dystopian scene painted across the ceiling was Cy’s favorite part.

“Thanks,” Trinity muttered. “Hey, Cy!” her voice perked.

Cy gave her a slight nod. Trinity grabbed a Lytora from the cooler—a genetically engineered fruit made from a dragon fruit and a lychee—and peeled the soft, snake-like scales from it. Dark red bits flaked from it to land on the counter, revealing the juicy and creamy meat within. The sweet-tart innards made it worth the inevitable mess. 

Most fruits on Kude Island were a product of genetic engineering and bio-technology. Nowhere else on Earth could you find the new breeds of fruits and vegetables that were grown there. 

“You should sit down and have breakfast,” Isis suggested.

“No, thanks. Running late,” Trinity responded as she headed for the built-in cooler rack where they kept their shoes. She wanted to leave as fast as possible.

Said rack wasn’t originally part of the apartment, but Isis had Cy build it in because his feet constantly smelled wretched. 

Isis rolled her eyes. “You know you don’t have to work, right? I don’t know why you keep going to interviews. It’s not like you’re ever gonna land a job,” she scolded. But she instantly regretted the words she had just spoken. “Sorry, that came out wrong.” 

Trinity huffed. She just can’t help it. “I can’t depend on a reformed criminal for my future, now can I?” Trinity threw on her black boots and went out the door. 

“Hey, Trin! Don’t forget we’re having a family dinner tonight, so be back before dark!” 

Cy shouted as the door slammed shut. 

She returned opening the door. “Of course! Anything for you, Cy,” and then slammed it shut once again. 

Isis’s lip twitched at the corner. Brat. “I can’t believe that girl. Did you even see what she was wearing? Who wears all black for an interview? She looks like she’s casing the place.” Isis continued to eat her strip of turkey bacon. “I’ve been taking care of her all her life, and you see how she treats me?” 

“Well, she is becoming her own person. Can you blame her? Plus, you haven’t been taking care of her whole life. She has her own plans, Isis. You do realize that?” Cy pointed out. 

He returned to the table with a plate filled with smoked eggs, a fruit berry tart, turkey bacon, and a citrus lytora lemonade. Isis took a sip of her chai tea to help calm herself as Cy scarfed down his food. Isis sat there deep in thought, contemplating what her next move should be. 

At tonight’s family dinner, she had promised to tell Trinity the truth about their past. They weren’t from Earth, but Trinity had been too young to remember. Now the questions were piling up, and Isis was too afraid to answer. She wasn’t sure how Trinity would take the news. Things had been hard for both; Isis had been home for almost a year, and their relationship was still rocky. There was more anger than trust. It felt like betrayal was the head of this family, and Isis intended to fix it.

“Oh, don’t forget I have a meeting with my probation officer after work, so I can’t pay the leasecode. Today is the last day,” she stated, pushing her nerves aside. 

“Mm-hm,” he grunted his full mouth. 
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Trinity walked down the hallway, passing by the small kitchen lobby on her floor. She headed for the beacon, a cordless magnetic elevator, and went down six floors. Trinity took her Tabs out of her pocket; when she pulled the two oval shaped magnets apart, a screen appeared between them, as if it was an electric scroll. The device stabilized in the air wherever you placed it. She double-checked her interview time. 

The beacon doors opened to the main lobby. The warm hues of sunrise inspired the lobby’s color palette. Mixed with soft shades of amber, gold, and rose gold, to cast a gentle glow across the space. Ancient pillars and tall monstera plants growing from golden vases filled the corners. The floor was marbled with sand that flowed like a river. The lobby had a bar, a garden tearoom, a café, and a few resting pods. 

When she stepped outside the golden sliding doors, the fresh fragrance of earthy soil, sizzling oil, and faint burned food hit her. This is the Shadow Land smell she’d grown to love. People from every corner of the world migrated to Kude Island, turning it into a melting pot of a wild mashed-up of languages, food stalls, and fashion experiments. Hologram outfits shifted with every step—dragons breathing fire across jackets, ocean waves rolling down pant legs—while 3D-printed clothing flickered like living art. Then there were body modification artists: glowing tattoos, chrome limbs, gemstone lenses and other cosmetic upgrades that pushed the realm of human creativity. It reminded Trinity of the holiday Halloween she studied during lessons.

The island was divided into three distinct cities. Shadow Land, built on the ground and cloaked beneath the mountain’s shade, was home to Level One and Two citizens. Built into four living quadrants. Above it, connected by a winding trail dotted with trinket shops and cafés, were the Twin Cities—the electric Blue City, alive with glowing circuitry and luminous flora, and the fiery Red City, its twin. Finally, high above them all, stood the domed City of Light—a shimmering beacon of progress and power.

She loved living in the Third Quadrant. It was calm compared to the rest. Even the hologram ads seemed quieter here. But to reach the Skyway, she’d have to pass through the bustle of Quad Two, where everything was louder: the food markets, the floating salon drones, the rows of rent-a-bots hustling services. But the further you wandered into the living quarters, the quieter everything became—just the hum of crystals and the occasional rent-a-bot rolling past. If you knew the right name to whisper secret clubs opened to the underground like trapdoors to another world. The only real downside was that no aircrafts were allowed. Too many people, too much risk.

Trinity turned up her music in her earpieces drowning out her thoughts and began her descent.

It took nearly thirty minutes to trek across Shadow Land and reach the winding trail curving up the steep hill toward the city gates. Thankfully, public transit on the island was free. So, she joined the line and waited for the Skyway—a cable-rail transport that spread like spider legs to different points of the island.

The legend says that a Septrillionaire, who wanted to build the world’s first tech paradise, bought Kude Island almost a century ago. Initially, only scientists, doctors, and engineers could enter. But one by one, they died under mysterious circumstances. No one questioned it, they considered their deaths to be inevitable tragedies of science.

Now, the island has officially been open for seventy-five years. Powered by an endless supply of crystals, ensuring crystals was an everyday part of life. 

Trinity stared out the window as she glided across the clouds. She watched the skyscrapers and air traffic. Reaching the stop at the top of the hill, she couldn’t resist that savory, burned smell of spices and dough. She had to stop at Patties & Coco’s Bakery before making her way to the gates. It was the only shop on top of the hill. Everyone loved Patties & Cocos, a bakery named after the owners. Pattie & Coco were Jamaican women whose families had opened the restaurant about 50 years ago. 

It was a small, square diner with pink, diamond-patterned stitching on the furniture. Trinity opened the glass door to an establishment full of people screaming and shouting orders above blaring music. Even though the diner was open 24/7, people always packed it. Everyone loved this place—the business executives, dope boys, tech nerds, and even people from City of Light came out just for the food. It was the only place on Kude where one could see the different parts of the city merging. That and Afterlife.

Trinity waited in line. “Two chicken patties on coco bread and a HypeFizz,” she spoke to the screen before placing her Citizen Card on the scanner.

Upon arrival on Kude Island, every citizen was gifted ten gold coins. Most of the island’s wealth lived deep underground in fortified crystal vaults, managed by a banking system.

The currency itself was carved from real crystals. Quartz coins for pocket change. Silver Rubels for bigger buys. And gold coins for status and power. Four quartzes equaled one silver rubel. Ten silver rubels equaled one gold coin. 

Some people even had coin slots ingrained into their skin to carry wealth on them—a weird flex Trinity would never do.

Still, hardly anyone used physical coins anymore. With a simple tap of your Citizen Card, the system handled everything for you.

A chime dinged.

The screen opened with a HypeFizz, their signature drink, ready for her to grab. It had a luminous glow, and starlike sparkles floated inside. The powder they fused with chemicals ensured it was always cold. Suckleplum Blue was her favorite flavor. 

When they finally called her name, she grabbed her food and left, wondering if she should eat now or after her interview. Savory chicken baked inside two slices of flaky, fluffy, sweet bread... I don’t want to go in smelling like patties. I’ll just eat one now and one later. Trinity tucked a patty away in the side compartment of her bag and devoured the other. 

The gates surrounding the Twin Cities were tall and pointed upwards, active with a blue light circuit board. There were five doorways: three to enter—that had extra human guards to prevent forced entry—and two to exit. Every single person had to have a Citizen Card to enter. 

The guards wore Force combat uniforms: cream-colored compression shirts with dark olive panels down the ribcage, materialized-light helmets that shimmered faintly with shadowed visors, heavy utility belts built with pouches that contained light restraint cuffs, dark olive cargo pants, matching combat boots, and blast rifles in hand.

Trinity waited in line, hands on her hips, huffing when the old lady in front of her hesitated to swipe her card. When the card contacted the machine, it buzzed in error, turning red. 

“Oh! Umm, I’ll try again,” the old lady quavered to the nearby guard. She quickly placed her Citizen Card on the scanner again. It flashed red a second time. She frowned as her hands shook. 

“Look. Your card is not working. Go see your local press.” the guard whined. 

“Please, sir. I am a Level Two citizen; I just earned the points yesterday. My granddaughter needs medicine from inside,” the old lady begged, tears building in her eyes 

The guard just shrugged keeping his finger on the trigger, “Nothing I can do.” 

Trinity avoided eye contact as the old lady sadly walked away, shaking her head in grief.

Citizen cards were a thin sheet of clear acrylic with a bulky metal frame. The front displayed an identifying photo, citizenship level, badges, and the citizen’s age. Each level of citizenship had a color assigned to it.

Citizens could customize their badges, rearranging the icons for work, education, and security privileges however they wanted—as long as the system approved the order. 

Trinity was Level Two, and Isis used to be Level Three until she got arrested. Neither had any badges. Showing up for the interview would give Trinity five points, as that would count as a task that proved she would be an outstanding member of society. Hiring her would give her 25 more points. She only needed 3,435 points to become Level Three. 

Trinity looked down at her badge less card and placed it on the scanning device. Suddenly, sparks flew to her hands, and the power drained from the city gates as they faded to black.

Crap. Not again. Why does this always happen to me? I swear I’m a bad omen.

Things like this always happen around her, electrics would go dead or the lights would shut off. Trinity thought she was haunted by an invisible force. 

Whispers rippled through the crowd as people inched forward with curiosity.

“Hey, everyone just back up!” the guard yelled, raising his rifle. “We’ve got another blackout. We should get things back up. In the meantime, everyone can scan their cards on our Tabs.” He pulled his Tabs from his pocket and stabilized it in the air.

Trinity scanned her card again, carefully as she held her breath and this time the screen turned green. 

“Your good, go ahead.” The guard ordered.

Blue Lagoon was the most famous spot in Blue City, mainly because it was the first restaurant in line. It had glass-box balconies, so it was always possible to see what was happening on different floors. Its own lake also surrounded it, making it a premier location to visit. 

Everyone had a unique way of dressing in Twin Cities, which was Trinity’s favorite part of the island. She loved the creativity and how everything was so well thought out and put together. Colors, patterns, shapes, bags, belts, accessories. It was all so innovative. The crystals intertwined with the city dazzled her, and she admired the different constructions of almost every building, including the skyscrapers. There was a building with holes and a building built like steps. 

Even with all the distractions of the island, Trinity’s mind was always elsewhere. Her job interview was at Med Inc., which was in the heart of Blue City.
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“Cheers, would you like to—” Isis cut herself off and forced a smile as she was ignored, yet again, by another customer. Holding a pink-chrome, heart-shaped perfume bottle, she tried the next person who walked by. “Hello, do you care to try our—” 

“No, thanks,” the lady frowned as she passed. 

Isis was wearing her best suit today, but she still couldn’t get a single sale.

She saw a lady eyeing a perfume bottle in her department and gave her some help. She skipped happily with a smile. “Cheers! I see you’re eyeing our new Opient by—” 

“Oh, no. I’m not buying,” the lady interjected with a weird accent. 

Isis sulked back over to her perfume stand. She worked at a perfume store on the 15th floor of The Grand Mall, a circular, thirty-three-story building in Blue City. 

“Don’t worry, girl,” her coworker Angela said, “We all have our days.” 

“Yeah, girl. Tell me about it,” Isis replied. There was so much on her mind. I could be on my planet, resting peacefully among the stones. How’d I end up here? I feel like a failure. She was dreading dinner so much, she was trying to sabotage it. An accidental fire, a freak accident—anything to keep her from attending dinner. 

“Isis? Isis!” her manager yelled. 

“Yes, Mr. Toby! Sorry,” she snapped out of her trance. 

“In my office now,” he declared walking off. Mr. Toby was a fair-skinned man. Tall and broad, with
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