
  
  
Praise For "Bot Trilogy Book One,Of Courage And Sacrifice."

"The Hunger Games is the loved dystopian series of my generation, and I can absolutely see this series becoming the new obsession of high schoolers everywhere.  ...I would absolutely recommend this one!"  — Joannasbookshelf, Instagram Influencer

"A deftly crafted dystopian science fiction action/adventure novel by an author with a genuine flair for originality and a compelling, entertaining, and narrative-driven approach to storytelling, "Of Courage and Sacrifice" by Matt Hartle is especially and unreservedly recommended for community library Science Fiction & Fantasy collections."  — Midwest Book Review

"A storyboared-for-the-camera tale of techno-terror... the action in this novel moves at a fast clip!"   —Kirkus Reviews

"The story was well-written science fiction with well-developed characters. The plot is fast-paced, and the action in this book is top-notch."  --Falon Charles-Jabri

"This is one of the better sci-fi books and it really keeps the reader immersed in the story throughout the entire book. The well-written characters and great plot help this book be a great read for anyone that loves sci-fi. The story deals with human violence and artificial intelligence and how making decisions can really affect the way things come out. There is a lesson to be learned about how decisions can lead to consequences. This is a great starting book to a trilogy, and I would recommend this to anyone that loves sci-fi. I hope to see more from this author in the future. Overall, the novel was entertaining because of Hartle’s exceptional writing."  — Melinda Butler, Vine Voice

Praise For "The Magu Program."

It’s long been fashionable to declare cyberpunk a defunct genre, but when an author of Hartle’s talents pumps this much juice into the tropes, they come alive as they did in the heady 1980s, when William Gibson’s Neuromancer debuted. The action is slick, the techno-veneer is seductive, even in its horrific aspects, and a retro, noirish flavor leavens the future-shock. —Kirkus Reviews

If you are a fan of Sci-Fi and cuber-punk, you will love The Magu Program. It's a page-turner that plunges you into a thrilling futuristic underworld of treachery, cyborg assassin, and unlikely heroism. Under the surface, author Matt Hartle weaves in questions about the nature of mortality, the act of creation, the principles of loyalty, and the human condition with a deft touch. The Magu Program is super fun to read and also packs a resonant punch of emotional depth and complexity. Highly, highly recommended.  — John Smith

I fell in love with this story for its gentle exploration of weighty themes—monumental creation, unwavering loyalty, and the intricacies of being human. This narrative weaves a closeness to its characters that stands out starkly against my other Sci-Fi experiences.  — Amazon Review

Matt Hartle's Magu Program literally brought me to tears at the end. I absolutely loved Ashiro, Chiya, and Wren. The are very moving and loved characters. And Hartle's development of them is exceptional and heartwarming.  — Kenneth H.
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  Chapter 1


Burning autumn light poured from the sun overhead, casting hard shadows that stained the decaying concrete and cracked asphalt underfoot.
Sergeant Biggs peered around the edge of the tall building. Half a dozen troops spread out behind him, and a similar number were stationed beside another building on the opposite side of the street.
He scrutinized the scanner in his hand, confirming the absence of RF signals. According to its readings, they should be safe—yet trusting the little device felt foolish; he’d seen technology fail plenty of times. 
All bots broadcast RF continuously, sustaining a communications network with others nearby. This unceasing transmission was one of the many reasons they were so dangerous—every bot shared the same information instantly, adapting with precision and speed that no human could match.The rebels had long been aware of the signals; they flooded the airwaves, impossible to ignore. They understood that the bots were communicating, planning attacks, or reporting rebel positions, but they had no way to decode or block them. That changed when Adam, Amira, and their friends arrived at the Mountain. They brought critical data—a sort of Rosetta stone—that made signal decryption possible.
Hijacked signals appeared incomprehensible—a labyrinth of machine code tied to hardware operations and cryptic sub-routines. Yet, with the supercluster computers buried deep beneath the Mountain, paired with the invaluable data Adam’s group had secured, scientists began piecing together a lexicon. Slowly but steadily, they were unraveling the language of the bots, moving closer to real-time interception and decryption. Though progress was painstakingly slow, momentum was on their side, and soon, the system would be operational—a game-changing breakthrough in their fight for survival.
When it was revealed that Adam, Amira, and their friends Jess, Mark, and April had come from the Nest, the news sent waves of excitement through the Mountain.During the early days of the Transition, the Nest emerged as one of the first information hubs, broadcasting on pirated frequencies through repurposed landlines. A brilliant hacker named Skip, known for his resourcefulness, engineered a low-tech network using antique modems and rogue BBS boards. Within the online community, he was revered by his hacker handle, Madox.
Skip and a scattered network of like-minded hackers worked tirelessly across the cities, sharing vital information—bot sightings, food availability, defense tactics—anything that could help people survive. The databases they built became lifelines, their broadcasts guiding desperate communities. Their ingenuity saved countless lives and reignited hope in a world where despair had become the norm.
Skip was lost when the Nest was destroyed. But Amira had been there before he died, working beside him to discover the secrets of the enemy communications. Using a captured bot, they were able to reverse-engineer its technology.
Now Biggs was here, deep within enemy territory, using this technology to get closer than anyone ever had to the corporation’s headquarters, the nexus of the Transition. It was difficult to reconcile that the plans to remake the nation had been devised within a dozen blocks of where they now stood. The crumbling buildings and litter-strewn streets around him did little to conjure impressions of a great society. 
This the sprawling city had been brought to its knees by poverty and violence long before the Transition—an unfortunate circumstance that was leveraged early on to garner support for the plans President Forester had devised with Travis Eckhart, head of the corporation. 
It turned out they had very different visions for the future, and when Forester finally realized this, it was too late.
Forester had been desperate. As an embattled president presiding over what many thought would be the last generation of a once great country, he had trusted Travis despite his better judgment and the warnings of those around him.
Once Travis had control, he removed Forester and dismantled his government. The rest was history—well, the Transition.

Biggs waved the patrol forward, sticking to the shadows as they moved from building to building. They’d been at it for hours, and there hadn’t been any contact yet, but the constant threat was wearing on them all. 
Cars languished along the sides of the road, windows shattered, tires flat, and nature doing its best to reclaim the landscape.
Ahead was a dumpster overflowing with decaying garbage and refuse—it would burn easily. There’d been talk of creating a distraction, but Biggs had quickly shot that down. He didn’t want a distraction; he didn’t want the bots to know they were here at all. 
In and out. Nothing left behind, no contact.
The mission? Establish the outermost perimeter of the corporation headquarters’ wireless network and record as much of the broadcast signal as possible. Biggs wasn’t clear on the finer details—he hadn’t exactly paid attention when they were explained. He was an operator, a gun-wielding apex creation forged in hellfire. Oorah!
When it came to all this fancy tech that seemed so vital to winning the war, Biggs only needed one piece of information: which direction to point the boom stick.
As he understood it, the long-term plan involved a special ops tech group infiltrating the headquarters to plant a virus into the corporation’s supercomputer mainframe. Once active, the virus would broadcast worldwide, infecting the bots and putting an end to this whole sticky mess.
Once they found the network and recorded their sample, they would know how close the tech group needed to be to plant the virus.
The plan sounded simple—Biggs liked simple. The fewer steps, the fewer mistakes.
They were within eight blocks of the main building now. It was impossible to believe they hadn’t picked up any RF signals or seen any bots—the entire place looked abandoned back to nature.
They also hadn’t located any trace of the corporate network either. A corpsman on the opposite side of the block was doing a constant scan up and down the frequencies. The hope had been to plant the virus from somewhere deep within the city—a safe, defendable location. Eight blocks out from the hornet’s nest was far from safe, and they still had no signal.
Biggs leaned forward, visually scouring the street, before sprinting to join the signalman.
“Still nothing?” Biggs struggled to control his breath, sweat pouring down his face—heavy gear and stress. They’d decided against exo-rigs for the forward team. Too bulky and challenging to move with stealth. If they made contact, Biggs knew they’d regret it.
The corpsman shook his head. “Noth’n yet—the spectrum is flat.”
Biggs leaned close to look at the screen. “You sure you’re using that thing right?”
The man gave him a blank stare through small round glasses.
Biggs raised his own scanner. “This one’s dead too—just nothing out here to pick up. Is there any chance this is equipment failure?”
“For both of us?” The corpsman shook his head. “Very unlikely.”
Biggs frowned, his face dark. “We just keep move’n closer than—something has to pop up.”
He signaled for the patrol to move up. Silently, they spilled around the buildings like spiders scurrying between corpses.
Six blocks, now five. Still nothing. Biggs studied the scanner in his hand, banging it against his palm. Something was wrong. Either the equipment was malfunctioning, or they were being set up. Or, the place was abandoned. That made no sense. All the intel pointed to this as the central location of the corporation and the hub of the Transition.
The scanner in his hand suddenly lit up. RF frequencies skittered across the screen, just a few blips at first, but soon, the parade became thick and constant.
Directly ahead of them on the next block, one of the abandoned cars shuddered and began moving, unfolding into a standing position. Biggs realized with horror that it wasn’t a car at all but a heavy battle bot lying dormant.
He saw similar movements up and down the block in several places. The bots rose to full height, then stood motionless, dust and debris sliding from their heavy metal armor.
Biggs waved his men down; they all dropped to a crouch, weapons raised, waiting.
The bot nearest Biggs suddenly spun toward him and rumbled forward, its battle cannon training onto his position.
"Compliance is mandatory. During the transition, there will be casualties. If you do not resist, you will not be harmed.”
The message echoed through the street as it was repeated by the other bots, bouncing between the abandoned buildings, scared by shattered windows and over the trash-strewn streets and crumbling vehicles.
“Is that a fact?” Biggs cycled a grenade into the under-mounted launcher attached to the bottom of his rifle. With a loud thunk, He sent the shell fly at the bot, where it exploded in a shower of sparks and fire, knocking it sideways in a hail of ruined plate armor. All around him, the street erupted as the other soldiers fired.
“Fall back, fall back!” Shouted Biggs as he dove for cover at the edge of a building. “Heavy contact!”
The air was filled with tracer rounds as the bots and soldiers exchanged fire, smoke enveloping the street. This was a far different experience than that day in the north fields at the Mountain, reflected Biggs as he cycled another shell. They had better weapons, but more importantly, they had cover.
They had lost a lot of good soldiers that day—this wouldn’t be a repeat.
He dodged forward, lobbing another grenade into the bot. It was still reeling from the last hit; this one finished the job, blowing apart the unshielded substructure of the mechanical beast. Biggs was thrown back as the blast bounced him roughly into a rusting car, bursting its windshield.
He faltered, stunned by the concussion, taking in the scene. There were three engagements, not including the bot he’d just taken out. All of his men seemed to be standing. In the distance, he could see more bots rumbling down the street toward their location.
This was about to get real—they had to move and fast.
Biggs scrambled to his feet, grabbing for the nearest soldier, pulling him back even as he continued firing.
“Fall back now!” He screamed. They’d located a maintenance entrance to the subway system a block away. That was to be their emergency exit; the larger battle bots couldn’t follow them down. Fighting would be cramped, but they would have the advantage.
The signalman crouched behind the burning shell of a box van, ducking as bullets whizzed around him.
“Still no network signal,” he shouted.
Biggs shook his head, still pulling the other soldier even as bullets splattered against his body armor.
“We have to go!”
The signalman glanced down at the scanner, then back at Biggs. He lept around the burning truck and sprinted up the block, deeper into enemy territory.
“God-damnit,” swore Biggs. The man was reckless—but it’s what he would’ve done. This whole mission was pointless if they didn’t locate the damn network.
The other troops were falling back in a controlled maneuver, keeping in tight groups, moving with the cover.
Biggs glanced over his shoulder and saw the service entrance halfway down the block.
“Rally point, service entrance just ahead,” he shouted.
He saw one of his men take a hit to his chest. His armor protected him, but the force knocked him off balance. The next bullet wasn’t so lucky, piercing the visor of his helmet and killing him instantly. The soldier beside him tried to drag the lifeless body to cover but got hit himself, his arm shattering. There were at least four men down now.
“Leave him!” It was too dangerous to collect bodies.
Damnit to hell, they were getting ripped apart.
Up the street, the signalman was still moving forward. Biggs sent another rifle grenade arcing through the air, targeting a bot that was vectoring for the man. His aim was true, knocking the bot sideways and spinning it back toward the main fight.
That’s all I can do for you, though, Biggs. He could see several soldiers at the service tunnel just as he arrived himself. He shoved them roughly toward the slippery concrete steps.
“Get below—I’ll cover you from here.”
More troops were arriving; Biggs guided them below as he sent a hail of bullets back down the street toward the advancing bots.
What a shit show, he thought. So much for stealth. They’d lost a third of their strength just minutes after making contact. The bots hadn’t missed a step—they were still as dangerous as ever.
Biggs looked at the scanner; he’d forgotten all about it. The screen was thick with signals now, too many to differentiate individual lines.
The whole place was coming to life.
He’d lost count of the men as they shuffled underground. He couldn’t see anyone left on the street. Everyone able was here—except the signalman. Biggs wouldn’t go below until he was sure.
“The way forward is clear,” one of the men from below shouted.
“Get move’n then,” yelled Biggs. “I’ll be right behind ya.”
There were half a dozen bots rumbling toward the service entrance, all heavies with tracks, pushing cars out of the way, crushing the asphalt beneath their treads. It was an awesome and deadly sight. Biggs wished to hell the bots were on their side—but they weren’t, and they would be on top of them any moment.
Biggs raised his rifle and fired into the advancing bots. He knew the bullets would have little effect against their thick armor, but it made him feel better.
Movement from behind the bots. Not mechanical precision but the organic actions of a human.
The signalman was coming fast, sprinting all out. Biggs reached for a weapon strapped to his back—his flame thrower. It was a last resort because it required getting close, but he had to create a diversion, or the man would never make it.
Grip at the ready, with a deep breath, he clicked on the pilot light. He depressed the trigger, and bright crimson flames roared forth in an unholy blossom of roiling death. Gouts of liquid fire sprayed the street, instantly igniting a raging inferno of flame and black smoke.
The signalman was close now. There was a bot in his path turning to intercept him. Biggs bathed the devil creature in a shower of hellfire, the driving deluge of molten liquid tunneling through its armor, puddling the metal beneath into liquid sludge.
The signalman sailed past, disappearing down the steps as he called over his shoulder, “Got it!”
That was it—they had what they came for.
Biggs struggled to get the canister pack for the flame thrower off his back. Something about being strapped to a million joules of potential energy always gave him the willies.
He tossed the pack as far as he could, which wasn’t far enough, and then tossed a grenade after it, landing the deadly explosive onto the pack between the canisters.
He had six seconds to be far away from here.
He sailed down the steps, feet barely touching the ground, feeling a new lightness without the heavy tanks. He sprinted further into the tunnel, clicking on his helmet-mounted light against the thick darkness.
He didn’t see the soldiers, but there was only one way to go—they were down here somewhere.
Ahead, the passageway turned a corner—now it made sense. He barely slowed as he approached, slamming hard into the wall as he turned to follow the passageway, plunging down yet another set of steps.
Warm air whispered around him, and a blinding light flashed through the tunnel. The tanks had ignited. At the bottom of the steps, he dropped to his knees, head tucked low.
Flames roared at the top of the short staircase, and the sudden change in air pressure made Bigg’s ears pop, but he was clear of the deadly blast. Directly ahead, the men huddled at the end of the tunnel, lingering at the edge of the sunken track bed of a long-abandoned subway that once ran through here.
They had made it—they had survived. Now they just needed to get out of this damn city. Every bot the corporation had was alerted to their presence. Luckily, the tunnel systems ran for miles. Bots seemed reluctant to go below ground. Adam had explained that it was likely because the communications network they relied so heavily on performed poorly within the subterranean tunnels—they had relied on that for safety during their time at the Nest.
Biggs stood and walked to his soldiers. The group was much smaller—they’d lost a third—he did a quick count just to be sure.
“You found the signal?” Biggs fixed the signalman with a questioning stare.
The man raised the screen of his scanner, showing a wide, multi-spectrum array in a chromatic flourish of color. 
“Flow’n like the Oronoco man—shouldn’t be any trouble to hop on.”
“Anyone hurt?”
There were grunts and guttural responses among the group.
“Shit, Jester caught one.” The voice belonged to the giant in the group, Cosimo. He carried a gun to match his size, a cannon with rotating barrels, and bandoliers of bullets festooned over his broad shoulders. 
Cosimo was supporting a much smaller, stringy, pale man they all called Jester.
“They clipped me, the bastards. Not too bad, though.” The small man tried to laugh, but vivid blood splattered his lips, and the effort made him cringe with pain.
Biggs knelt to examine the wound. A dark, oozing hole just below his ribs. The Sergeant was no medic, but he knew there were all kinds of vital things down there. Glancing around, he confirmed what he already suspected—their real medic hadn’t made it. They’d lost him topside. 
Reaching into a Velcroed pocket, Biggs picked out his field medkit—they all had them. Thick gauze and waterproof tape would stop the bleeding, and, importantly, a heavy dose of ketamine would make it bearable. It was the best he could do for the man.
Biggs stabbed the syrette applicator near the would site, injecting the pain-relieving drug into Jester. The man visibly relaxed as relief flowed over him. Next, Biggs pushed a thick gauze pad to the weeping wound, securing it with a liberal application of tape.
Jester grimaced, his blood-covered teeth leering. “Good as new.” His voice sounded distant, strained. The man was known as the joker of the group, but no one was laughing.
“You help him out’a here?” The question was for Cosimo. The big man nodded, lifting Jester quickly to support him.
Biggs glanced at the rest of the group and could see they were all twitching to move.
“Time to roll.”

The tunnel ahead was dark, and it was anyone’s guess what might be lurking in the shadows. They were aware of what awaited them above; the only option was to move forward.
“Torches,” ordered Biggs. “If there’s anything down here, they’ve seen us already.”
The subway tunnel, painted in bright beams of cool light, presented a picture of abandonment. It was strewn with drifts of trash and the detritus of neglect. Light fixtures hung from the ceiling, long since broken. Stains streaked the walls, and pools of filthy water sparkled in the artificial light.
Society had been in steep decline for a long time, well before the Transition. Places like this were a testament to that. 
Biggs tried to imagine the whistle and rush as phantom trains clattered over the rails, people hurrying to jobs, meetings, family—their lives. Looking around, it was hard to imagine anything so mundane in a place like this.
He referenced an arm-mounted display showing a schematic map of the rail system.
“We follow this line about half a click, then there’s a tunnel to our left. Let’s move—it won’t take the bots long to figure out where we went.”
The troops formed into a cover and overwatch pattern, leap-frogging their way forward through the tunnel.
As the men moved past, Biggs retook the headcount—it would be easy for anyone to get lost in the maze down here.
“Damnit,” he cursed softly. One short, or he’d miscounted.
A soldier came jogging back down the entrance passageway: Joss, their demolitions expert. Her black skin and dark fatigues blended with the shadows, but her eyes and teeth shone brightly in a wide smile. 
“Left a ‘lill something for anything that follows us down here.”
“Oorah!” Biggs clapped the woman on the back as she hustled past. He fell in behind, steadying himself for a long ruck out of the tunnels—hopefully with no surprises.






  
  Chapter 2


Soft clicking, a machine cycling repeatedly. Gentle rush of air, a constant, steady breeze rustling loose cloth, hair, and papers.
Breathing from all around and snoring, sonorous and distracting but muffled to a dull sawing.
Adam fought to keep his eyes closed tightly. The morning came too quickly, and his exhaustion was far from extinguished. He reached overhead to flick off the small alarm strobe. Audible alarms were banned within the barracks, sound traveled too freely, and there had been fights when a soldier’s alarm woke another after a long stretch on patrol or a day of labor around the Mountain.
He glanced at his bedmate, Jess. She was still fast asleep, having pulled a late clean-up shift, coming in sometime during the night while Adam slept. This was how they saw each other most often now—stolen glances in passing, sometimes in bed, other times in the hall. They rarely had alone time anymore, not that privacy was even possible without a great deal of effort within the Mountain.
Even while sleeping together, they rarely touched. Intimacy was accepted around the base, and oftentimes, they heard shuddered gasps in the darkness around them, but Adam could not bring himself to be that open. He’d always been a private person; lately, Jess was too tired to press him.
The two of them were assigned a sleep rack positioned in the middle of a large frame. Each compartment measured ten feet long, six feet wide, and three feet high—not enough to stand, but enough to sit comfortably. The space was theirs, though it was open along one long side, just like the others.
Some occupants hung sheets or blankets to create a semblance of privacy. Adam and Jess followed suit, but the barrier provided little more than the illusion of solitude.
The racks were stacked ten high and stretched the entire length of the subterranean cavern, which spanned roughly fifty units. A dozen of these towering frames stood on their level, spaced several yards apart. Each rack was accessed by ladders, and Adam and Jess had been fortunate to secure a spot halfway up a central stack—an advantageous position that required only a moderate climb.
Their luck extended further by being a couple. Each space was strictly designated for two occupants, with no exceptions, and for those without a partner, assignments were determined by a co-ed lottery. In the Mountain, space was a luxury, with every square inch meticulously considered and accounted for.
Mark and April were assigned a space as well, though they were in a different stack and higher up. The subterranean environment of the Mountain was damp and cool. Higher racks benefited from rising heat; both were thankful for that.
When they first arrived, Amira had been paired up with a brutish demolition soldier. He’d undressed her lustfully with his eyes on first meeting until he watched her attach her blood machine in a purposefully explicit display. Now, he kept to himself; she wasn’t sure where he slept most nights but was grateful for the solitude.
Their arrival at the Mountain some months ago had been met with little fanfare. Though it was the conclusion of a long journey for Adam, Jess, Mark, April, and Amira, they were only another group of needy refugees requiring the food, protection, and supplies provided by the Mountain. 
Like their time at the Flyer camp, everyone here was given responsibilities. Things were more organized, given the significantly larger infrastructure, and for the most part, the friends could find jobs that suited them. 
Both Adam and Mark, being of-age young men, were immediately placed into basic training. April had also pushed her way in, though her age and experience had excluded her at first. It was felt that a person with her maturity and people skills might be a good fit for a staff position in one of the senior command offices. April protested this; she wanted to fight. 
It was a troubling revelation for Mark, though he kept it to himself. April had always been the caretaker of their group, a fierce advocate for fairness and kindness. But since the attack on the Flyer village, something had shifted. Anger now burned within her—raw and unrelenting. Mark wasn’t sure if it was a new flame or an old one rekindled.
Long, grueling days on the training course seemed to temper her fury, and for that, he was grateful. She also shed any hesitations about their frenzied couplings in the night, her tension dissolving into the intimacy they shared after a hard day. The connection seemed to soothe her, granting her a rare, peaceful slumber. For his part, Mark was more than willing to oblige, though he often lay awake afterward, studying the contours of her face in the dim light of the rack. What demon was she struggling with? She wouldn’t discuss it, and after several venomous exchanges, Mark no longer asked. He would support her and be there when she needed him—it was the best he could do for now.
Jess was the outlier of the group, her specific skill set being somewhat undefined. Her brittle asthma prevented her from participating in the more physical tasks available, but after spending some time touring around the Mountain, she found a place for herself in the kitchens.
She had always enjoyed cooking at home when it was just for her and her father, but it wasn’t something she had thought about in a long time. One of her responsibilities in the Mountain’s kitchen was to make weekly trips to the farms at its base to gather produce. It gave her precious time outside, under the sun, and even allowed her to get her hands in the dirt as she helped with the picking.
Among all the others, except perhaps Mark, she felt the weight of being shut deep within the Mountain’s subterranean caverns the most. The confinement left her feeling trapped and powerless. Her life had often been determined by her illness, but there had always been an open window or a porch to escape to. She longed for the caress of a breeze on her skin, the kiss of sunlight on her cheeks.
Her time at the Nest had been particularly difficult, and despite the dangers and struggles, she had reveled in the months spent outdoors during their journey to the Mountain. The open air was her sanctuary, and she yearned for its freedom.

Adam moved carefully as he dressed, pulling on well-worn, drab green fatigues and stiff leather boots. He felt no urgency to roll call, but being late meant extra PT for them all—something they’d already learned.
Settling a cap over his unruly hair, Adam glanced at Jess as he climbed onto the ladder. She was fast asleep, bundled in blankets, with a look on her face of peace. She seemed content in her new role, and Adam was happy for her. Perhaps they would find some time later to share a meal or take a walk.
As he climbed down, Adam knew it was unlikely. Jess would be on with her own day when he got back, but it was an excuse he told himself often.
The barrack’s accommodations were dimly lit to accommodate the shifting schedules of their residents. Adam made his way carefully; he’d tripped more than once in the half-darkness.
Exiting the cavern, Mark was waiting for him, as he was most mornings.
“Morn’n buddy!” He said in a loud whisper. They fell in together as they walked, others drifting sleepily around them through the halls.
“Have a good rest?” 
Adam shrugged. Not really, he thought. “Sure—really good. You?”
“You know me!” Mark turned to crack a smile at Adam. “Boy, that girl has energy—but I got a few hours of shut-eye.”
Adam glanced around them as they walked. “Where is April this morn’n?”
“Volunteered for patrol, early shift this time. She left a few hours ago.”
“She must be exhausted,” Adam said, shaking his head.
“You’d think.” Mark stretched, rubbing the sleep from his eyes. “She’s got enough anger to keep going without a break—she only comes in cuz they make her.”
Adam glanced at Mark, sensing a shift in April since they arrived at the Mountain, following the attack on the village. Mark didn’t share much, and Adam didn’t feel inclined to press him. It wasn’t that he didn’t care; now that they were at the Mountain, he simply wanted to avoid the burden of responsibility.
“Hope the run goes quick this morning; I’m starving!” Mark picked up his step. The way ahead opened into a large training area. Groups of soldiers were already assembling into their units. “Come on, Adam, we’re gonna be late for muster.”
They jogged the last few yards and fell into line beside the others. 
The mix around them was an assorted group: male and female, old and young, and at all levels of fitness. Mark and Adam were part of the ranger team, focused on weaponry, ground tactics, and warfare. Essentially, they were capable of a program that somewhat resembled a traditional training regimen. There was no way a sixty-five-year-old, overweight man who smoked heavily could complete a five-mile morning run—they were all relieved the drill sergeants didn’t make them try.
But there were jobs for all of them- maintenance, guard duty, base patrol, or office jobs—command would find them a place.
After roll call, Mark and Adam’s patrol headed out of the hall at a steady jog. They had a half mile to go before making the front gate—this morning’s run would be outside. Mark was thrilled; he loved any excuse to get into the sun, even if it meant a longer run. Adam was indifferent—it was all the same to him. One foot in front of the other, following the boots ahead.
Running through the tunnels around the Mountain could be tricky. Some were wide enough to accommodate traffic as they ran, while others required them to shuffle to single-file while anyone they passed moved to the side. The variety of tunnels and pathways was astounding—Adam was fairly certain there were still entire sections of the Mountain they had yet to see, though they had been running them for the past several months.
Ahead, a narrow tunnel opened, allowing the group to move three abreast. A small group of administrative-looking individuals approached.
Mark bumped Adam as he pointed. “Isn’t that Amira?” He waved as they passed, calling out, “Hey, Amira!”
She nodded in their direction, then turned to an intense conversation with a man walking beside her, a small staff following behind.
Amira had risen to a senior position within the Mountain’s hierarchy—a surprising reversal that, in hindsight, made perfect sense. During her time with the group—first at the Nest and later on the journey to the Mountain—she had often felt like an outsider, more of a burden than an asset. Adam knew Skip had held her in high regard, and personally, he’d always liked her, but none of them had truly grasped how brilliant and capable she was.
That all changed when they arrived at the Mountain. Her skills were immediately recognized, and she was placed in a position worthy of her expertise. Within the structured framework of the organization, Amira quickly rose to the top. She now advised Forester directly, offering counsel to both him and his senior staff.
For the first time, the friends truly saw Amira as an adult—someone with years of specialized experience and education, equipped with skills that were now in high demand. By contrast, they were still lingering on the threshold of adulthood. The extraordinary events of the Transition had forced them to grow up far too quickly, thrusting them into a world where innocence had no place.
It had been barely a year since Adam had shuffled downstairs from his bedroom to find his grandmother in the kitchen, making breakfast and packing his lunch for the last day of high school. That morning felt like a lifetime ago, belonging to a simpler world that no longer existed.
In typical Amira fashion, her newfound status seemed to matter little to her. During the limited personal time she had and always at meals, she sought them out, eager to hear about their days and share the details of hers. She thrived in her new position, revealing a side of herself none of them had seen before—a person excited by the day’s prospects and the work she was doing. She was actually chatty.
Adam was happy for her but felt numb to it. Since reaching the Mountain, he had been overcome by a sense of despondency and a lack of motivation. He had always been prone to depression. A school counselor described his emotional life in stark terms—first, the loss of his mother as a young child, then his father, followed by his brother leaving for the military. This created a sense of displacement, making it difficult for him to form attachments, and he became introverted. Adam believed much of that was true, but it didn’t change his life or how he approached it. He had learned many things from his father, but one lesson stood out more than the others—to always stay busy, always move forward.
Since the start of the Transition, he had a clear purpose, even if it was one he didn’t want. He led the group of friends, first helping them survive at the Nest and then on the journey to the Mountain. Now, here, his role was undefined and his direction unclear. Although Adam hadn’t wanted the responsibility, it had given him a sense of meaning.
Ahead, the passage widened as they moved through the first of several large blast doors. The Mountain was designed to be locked down in sections, with a series of gates leading up to the entrance. As they passed through the last of these, Adam marveled at the sheer size—the door was over six feet thick, made of steel and concrete, rising forty feet overhead and stretching fifty feet to either side. The door itself rode on tracks embedded in the bedrock and slid through pockets carved into the solid stone on either side. The doors were part of a system meant to withstand a nuclear attack—Adam hoped they would never be tested.
Light poured through the massive gate, beaconing them forth.
“Let’s go, Adam, we don’t wanna get stuck at the back of the group on a morning like this!” Mark called as he raced ahead into the golden wash of light.
The first impression Adam always had upon leaving the Mountain was the refreshing taste of the air. Underground, recyclers created a steady breeze, but the smell was stale and damp. Outside, the sweet scents of grass and morning dew washed over him, revitalizing and invigorating.
With a burst of speed, Adam caught up to Mark, the two of them leading the pack. Though the rest of his life felt unmoored, exercise, especially outdoors, was a sanctuary for him. Emptying the tank on a long run felt like plunging beneath the icy surface of a frozen lake, the cold so extreme the other senses faded away. The exhaustion of a punishing workout provided the oblivion he craved, dropping him into a deep, dreamless sleep.
“Whoa, Adam,” Mark called beside him. “We’re doing eight miles today—pace yourself.”
Adam pushed forward, the sun warming his skin in the cool morning. He could feel Mark struggling to keep up while the rest of the group fell behind, unable to match his pace. The drill sergeant allowed it; it wasn’t the first time, and he recognized the relative safety of being so close to the mountain.
They followed a lazy zigzag of switchbacks out of the stone cradle of a canyon where the entrance was nestled. The road maintained a slight downward angle, allowing Adam to gain even more speed. His muscles felt elastic and strong, and the fresh air was sweet and invigorating as he drank it in large gulps.
Everyone had heard the stories of the bots’ first assault, how they had been driven back at the main gate. Bullet holes and scorch marks still marred the walls of the entrance tunnel, silent witnesses to the extraordinary clash that had taken place. This part of the battle was legendary—a proud moment when the rebels’ superior technology and strategic defenses completely repelled the bot menace.
Dozens of bots had swarmed the gates, their programmed efficiency blind to the trap waiting for them. Encased within the solid stone and concrete walls were large-caliber cannons, primed and ready. When the bots advanced, the weapons roared to life, unleashing thousands of rounds in a matter of moments. Steel and carbon fiber frames were shredded, and the once-mighty machines were reduced to smoldering heaps of slag, a testament to the rebels’ resilience.
As the platoon moved further, the fields to the north came into view. The scorched crops stretched across the horizon, lifeless and unyielding, a grim reminder of the tragedy that had unfolded there. Nothing would grow this season; the land itself seemed to mourn.
The stories of this place were different—whispered in hushed tones, spoken with reverence and sorrow. These were words for the dead. It was here, on the same fateful day the bots were slaughtered at the gate, that the first great defeat of the war was written in blood.
A small platoon on routine patrol made contact with a bot recon unit. Reinforcements arrived quickly, but it wasn’t enough. The casualties were staggering—fifty soldiers lost in an engagement that lasted only minutes.
A dozen bots had been all it took to rip through the exo-armor-clad troops. The scene was a brutal, devastating lesson: bots could not be confronted on open ground without cover or heavy weaponry. They were too well-equipped, too coordinated, and far too lethal.
Efforts had been made to create a memorial at the field. Artisans in the foundry cast a plaque that they mounted on a stone, engraved with the names of those who had fallen. Grand gestures were suggested, but it was all too new, too raw. Time and reflection would provide insight into how best to honor these brave souls.
Even in the cool morning air, the sun felt warm as they ran. Adam could feel the heat rising in his skin, like a furnace rekindled. Mark was now a dozen yards behind and falling further away. Adam pushed forward with an all-out sprint. His muscles strained, and his lungs screamed, but still, he ran.
At some point, he realized he hardly felt like he was moving at all. His mind was light and fuzzy, his body teetering on the edge of exhaustion mixed with hypoxia. There was something else: wetness, tears streaming from his eyes and smearing across his cheeks in the wind of his speed. If he had been pressed at that moment, he would have explained how the cold morning air made his eyes water, but he knew it was something different.
He felt utterly overwhelmed, a truth he refused to confront. His life had never been one of emotion; too many phantoms lingered in the dark corners, ready to consume him at even the slightest thought. Had it all finally caught up with him?
Adam staggered into a slow walk, his legs already cramping. The tears continued, unbidden and unstoppable. He glanced around and felt relieved to see that he was far ahead of the group. Why now? What had triggered this? They had reached the Mountain; they were safe—or at least much safer than before. He was no longer responsible. Shouldn’t he feel relieved?
Perhaps, and yet—he felt so lost and alone. How ironic that in a place so crowded with humanity, it was almost impossible to ever be alone.
Adam stood wheezing, gulping breaths of air, trying to calm his racing pulse. His hands were on his hips as he wiped the tears from his face.
Morning sunlight blazed golden on the horizon, casting a warm glow over the landscape, with long shadows stretching across the arid ground. It was beautiful out here—different from Adam’s home of dense forests and towering mountains, but extraordinary all the same.
Footsteps from behind. Mark skidded to a stop, chest heaving, his shirt sticking to his sweaty body.
“Jeez, Adam—you should’ve been on the football team running like that!” Mark clapped him on the back. “Bet you could even outrun Brad!”
“I’ve always been able to outrun Brad,” mumbled Adam, careful to keep his wet face turned from Mark.
“Not sure he’d agree with you.” Mark drank in the view, the colors vivid on his skin. “Man, I’d never leave this view if they didn’t make me—being cramped up inside just ain’t for me.”
Mark began again, moving slowly and encouraging Adam with a glance over his shoulder. “We should keep going; others are catching up.”






  
  Chapter 3


Adam pushed his tray along a stainless steel rail, nodding for scoops of vegetables, potatoes, and a slab of beef. His plate was piled high, as was Marks beside him.
“Grub in this place beats the hell out’a our camping food,” Mark said happily as he rounded out his haul with several rolls.
Adam grunted his affirmation—if he never ate another trout or handful of wild onions, it would be too soon.
Morning PT had concluded with several punishing hours on the obstacle course, followed by a weightlifting day at the gym. By the time the platoon reached lunch, appetites were ravenous.
The afternoon was equally structured. After lunch, there was classroom training on tactics and reconnaissance. Later, they headed to the shooting range—a place Adam looked forward to. He’d grown up hunting with his father and brother and had always been a decent shot.
And so was Mark, maybe even better. His own dad, an abusive drunk, had done little for him, but one thing he did do was teach Mark to shoot.
The two were gaining recognition within the platoon. They had been given the nickname ‘Marksman Brothers,’ a nod to the old vaudeville comedy act from the last century, as one of the guys tried to explain.
“You feel’n sharp, Adam? We got a reputation to keep up now,” joked Mark through mouthfuls of food. “Sarg said we’ll get on the thousand-yard course if we keep going—say’s we’ll make a good sniper team.”
“Well, I don’t have anything better to do,” Adam said breezily, taking an enormous bite of meat, gravy running down his chin. Damn, the food here is good, he thought.
The sharp sound of boots hitting the concrete signaled someone approaching, stopping behind them. Mark glanced over his shoulder and then turned back, shaking his head, his expression darkening.
“He’s told ya everything already. Why don’t ya just let us eat in peace?”
The soldier, dressed in the creased uniform of an officer, ignored the comment. “Adam, he wants to see you.”
Adam took another bit. “like Mark said,” speaking through his food without turning around, “there’s nothing else I can tell you.”
The soldier stared at him a moment. “It’s not a request.”
“Yeah, I know.” Adam stood and glanced with longing at his half-finished meal. “Good luck on the course.”
Mark nodded, glaring at the soldier.
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People hurried past on both sides, everyone with an urgent purpose—it feels good to be around the energy, thought Adam.
They entered the cavernous war room, with screens stacked from floor to ceiling, enveloping the space. A large central table was positioned in the middle, large enough to seat dozens of people. That’s where they had grilled him before, but the soldier continued on to a glass-enclosed conference area. The amber light in the room created the impression of a cocoon nestled within the cool wash of electronic blues and greens of the war room.
President Forester was already seated at the head of the table, surrounded by his senior staff, including a man named Arthur, whom Adam had met before. Arthur had served as one of the Joint Chiefs prior to the transition. Adam liked him immediately—he had an old-style Western demeanor and was grandfatherly in a no-bullshit kind of way.
Heads turned as he entered. A dozen people were seated around the table; Adam looked at the President—seeing him had been thrilling at first, but now it felt routine. Adam noticed Amira there as well—that was new and welcome. It was nice to see a friendly face.
“Thanks for taking the time, Adam.” The President stood to shake his hand, gesturing to a place at the table.
As if I had a choice. “Of course, Sir.” Adam settled into his chair. He couldn’t help but notice how his sweat- and dirt-stained fatigues contrasted with the polish and formality of the officer types seated around him. Good, he thought. Maybe it’ll help them remember who they’re sending into battle. It would have been nice to be seated closer to Amira. She gave him a smile.
“We have a few more questions for you, Adam. I’ve asked these gentlemen to join us today,” said the President, indicating several unfamiliar faces seated at the far side. Adam didn’t remember seeing them around the base.
“And, of course, you know Amira.” The President smiled warmly. Amira had taken to leaving off her hijab—it was nice to see her smooth dark hair and the full view of her face. She looked like a different person; her newfound confidence completed the picture.
“I do,” replied Adam. “Sir—with all respect, I don’t know what else I can tell you. We’ve been through everything, and Amira,” he gestured to his friend, “knows far more about the information on the drives than I do.”
President Forester held up his hand, silencing Adam. “We’re not here for that.” He turned his view to the men seated at the table’s far side, nodding to one of them. “Captain Heidegger.”
“Yes—thank you, Mr. President.” The man was thin and pale, dressed down in rumpled navy slacks and a natty wool sweater with worn patches at the elbows, but there were two silver bars displayed on his shoulders. He shifted his attention to Adam.
“Adam,” he began. “We’d like to ask you some questions about your father.”
Adam stared at the man, his mind racing. What possible reason could there be for asking about his father? He’d been in the military—that was common knowledge to anyone close to Adam and something he’d disclosed on the entrance forms when they arrived at the base. Family history: Mother—deceased, Father—military, Brother—unknown (traitor).
He glanced at Amira and could see her attention was peaked. She nodded to him with assurance.
The man continued. “Your file says your father was in the military—can you tell us more about that?”
Adam shrugged and looked at the table, his fingers worrying the perfectly milled glass edge. “What else can I say? He was in the special forces, special ops—something like that. He didn’t tell us much.” Adam fixed the man with a hard stare. “I’d think you would know more than I do.”
Captain Heidegger returned his gaze, neutral in demeanor. “I know what’s in our files—we’re interested in what you know.”
Adam glanced around, feeling defensive. “Not much, like I said. He was gone a lot—after our mother died, Asher and I were mostly raised by my grandparents until he left too—then it was just me.”
“Asher?”
“My brother—he’s one of you,” smirked Adam. “I’m sure you have files.”
Heidegger continued, ignoring the slight. “And your father was killed in action?”
Adam glared, his countenance rigid. “What do your files say?”
“Once more, Adam, we’re eager to hear what you know.” Heidegger’s tone conveyed a measured patience.
“Nothing,” replied Adam, shaking his head. “Training accident is what we were told—bullshit. I don’t think even Asher believed it.”
“Training accident?”
“That’s right. He was on maneuvers—they wouldn’t say where—and there was an equipment malfunction, and he was killed. That’s all they told us.” Adam didn’t try to hide the scorn in his voice.
Heidegger flipped a page in a file before him on the table, scanning the words with his finger. “That’s what it says here,” he confirmed.
There was a thick ream of paper below the top sheet the Captain was reading—from Adam’s position, it was unmissable.
“Must be true then.”
Heidegger glanced at Adam, impatient with his contemptuous tone.
Silence.
“Gentlemen,” came the President’s authoritative tone. “What don’t we take a break?”
Adam scooted to his feet, moving to put the table behind him as he looked through the glass walls to the bustling room beyond.
“Adam.” Amira’s voice was soft, close. “I’m sorry they’re asking these questions. Heidegger is a good man—I’ve been working with him.”
“Why are they asking?” Adam continued to avert his attention, studying the large screens lit with maps and symbols.
“I don’t know—they haven’t told me anything. They just asked me to be here.”
Adam turned to look at Amira, deciding if she was lying. With a sigh, he squeezed her hand, then dropped it quickly. He trusted Amira completely—he’d doubted her before; he wouldn’t do it again.
“I don’t know why they’re asking—I really don’t know anything,” he said.
“It’s fine to tell them that,” said Amira reassuringly.
An attendant came by. “Coffee, water?”
“Coffee,” replied Adam. He couldn’t help himself—after many months on the trail without, he indulged whenever he could.
Scraping chairs and a cleared throat—they were being called back.
Adam returned to his chair and gathered the mug of coffee to take a sip. The brew was thin, like water run through old grounds, but he intended to enjoy it.
After a moment of no one speaking, Adam looked to Heidegger. “If we’re done here, I must get to the range.”
“I hear you’re doing well out there—you and your friend Mark.” The President’s tone was kind and inviting. He never spoke from notes, making one feel as if he knew you, as if he cared. Adam admired that.
“Thank you, sir. We’re doing alright.” There were thousands of people on this base—how could the president know that unless he had a special interest?
Heidegger continued where he’d left off. “You said your father was killed in a training accident—after that, you went to live with your grandparents.”
“The military said he was killed in a training accident,” corrected Adam. “We’d already been living with my grandparents; after that, it was full-time.”
“And your brother joined the military?”
Adam nodded. “The next year, Asher was eighteen. He signed up the day he graduated high school. It was sort of a tradition in our family. My father did, and my grandfather, too, though he was even younger, lied about his age.”
Heidegger flipped through the thick file, settling on a new page. “What was your father like growing up?”
Adam glanced at Amira—the questions were getting more strange. “He was a father—I don’t know what you mean.”
“Did you spend a lot of time with him?”
“When he was around,” Adam paused to sip at his weak coffee, inhaling the whisps of steam trailing from the top. “He was gone a lot, deployed—like I said.”
“And when he was there, what kinds of things did you do with him? What was he like?” The captain stared at Adam, clearly eager to hear more.
“Hunting, fishing—the kinds of things you do growing up in the mountains.”
“And did he teach you and your brother how to take care of yourselves, survival skills?”
Adam shrugged, “Of course. He was military—he made sure we could handle ourselves.”
“Guns and foraging?” Heidegger was trying not to lead him, but he was after something.
“Fishing, hiking—this one time, he even showed us how to wash dishes and do a load of laundry.” Adam delivered this last bit deadpan, giving it equal weight to the rest of the absurd questions. “Yeah—just the three of us sitting around folding socks.”
“I need you to take this seriously, Adam,” said Heidegger, exasperated.
Adam rocked back in his chair, flinging his hands up. “I don’t know where you’re going with all this,” he shouted. “What difference does any of this make?”
“We’re trying to understand what kind of man your father was, Adam.”
“Why?”
Heidegger stared at him, waiting for an answer.
“He was gone a lot,” continued Adam, exasperated. “When he was there, he was demanding—I don’t remember a lot of laughs. Are we done now?”
“Sounds like you were angry with him.”
Adam shook his head. “I’m not angry. I resent him not being there. I resent the military for chewing up my family. And I’m tired of these questions.”
“Would you say he was fair?”
Adam closed his eyes, exhaling softly. His father had taught him to meter his anger, to breathe slowly, counting as he inhaled and exhaled. His father had been his hero; Adam loved him so much it still hurt to even think of him all these years later. He’d been kind, patient, and nurturing—and yes, demanding. Adam imagined he’d been the perfect father. They wouldn’t get that out of him here.
“Did he ever hit you or your brother when angry?”
Now, it was Adam’s turn to stare.
“Sometimes when a man—a soldier feels disrespected, they can become violent,” Heidegger explained.
Without a word, Adam pushed back from the table and left the room. 
Heidegger called after him to no avail.
Several MPs looked to see if they should stop him; President Forester shook his head no. “Amira?”
She nodded and followed after.

Amira caught up to Adam in the bustling control center as he reached the doors.
“Adam, please, wait for me.”
He slowed a little but continued. Amira fell in step beside him.
“They send you after me? I’m not going back in there.”
They continued for several yards, weaving through people as they hurried about their various tasks.
“What an asshole—who the hell does that guy think he is to ask me something like that?”
Adam stopped in the middle of the passage, forcing people to flow around them.
“Who is he?”
Amira was jostled as someone squeezed past them. “Let’s find somewhere we can talk.”
Adam didn’t move.
“Heidegger is the chief artificial intelligence scientist for the Mountain.”
Adam stared at her blankly and then started walking again. “What does that have to do with me—or my father?”
Amira trailed behind, struggling to catch up. “I have no idea,” she muttered.
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Forester gathered his things, and he prepared to leave. “What would that accomplish? His father’s death was obviously very traumatic for him, and from what I hear, he’s not a talker anyway.”
“We need to know who he was to give us some sense of what we’re up against. We need a psych profile—why don’t we just tell him?”
“No,” said Forester firmly. “Not yet—not until we have confirmation.”
“Maybe Amira could—” began Heidigger.
“No.” Forester cut him off. “We’re not asking her to leverage her relationship with Adam. Besides, she wouldn’t do it anyway—she’s completely loyal to him, as she should be.” Forester stood, ready to finish this conversation. “You’ve heard the stories of what they all went through.”
Forester moved closer to Heidegger as he was leaving, his voice low for only Heidegger’s ears. “Adam isn’t the enemy. He’s one of the good guys, and he could be very important in the future; make sure you don’t lose sight of that.”
Heidegger, still seated at the table, watched Forester leave. He had been tasked with building an AI capable of taking on Travis’s NXES in a fraction of the time and with minimal resources. Now, he was being told to tread lightly, to avoid stepping on toes or piss anyone off. It was as if they had all forgotten there was a war going on, and he was building the only weapon that could save them.
Whatever Adam knew about his father—what kind of a man he was, what he had been capable of; Heidegger needed to know more than what the government already had in their files.
If Adam is any measure, his father was smart, resourceful, had no love for authority, and was fiercely loyal.
How was he going to train his model against that? He needed more, a hook, something personal. Adam would never give it up.
Perhaps there was another way.






  
  Chapter 4

Jess sat up in bed, glancing at the small alarm strobe, realizing she’d actually woken before it had a chance to go off. Usually, she struggled to pull herself out of bed, still exhausted from the day before. This morning, however, she couldn’t help herself—she was too excited to sleep.
She had wanted to share her good news with Adam last night, but he was asleep, as he usually was when she came in. Her days were long, preparing the kitchen for the next shift, and he was worn out from his training. These days, they rarely had time together.
She gathered a few items from the shelf next to their sleeping pallet for her shower and fresh clothes before descending the ladder. She navigated carefully through the dark space, watching her step.
She paused a moment, blinking in the brightness of the hallway, then made her way to the showers.
She stood beneath the hot spray of water, trying to ignore the other women showering nearby. Endless hot water was one of the few niceties afforded at the Mountain—if the showers had been private, it would have been perfect. The water smelled odd, like eggs, something about a naturally heated aquifer, but she got used to it quickly—long showers were a luxury.
The light in the shower room was harsh and bright, but if she closed her eyes with her head beneath the water, she was transported away for a few moments of quiet privacy.
The thin towel felt rough and scratchy against her skin as she dried off. Standing before the mirror, she noticed her body looked strong and healthy; she had actually gained weight since arriving at the Mountain. Everyone worked hard but was well cared for—there was always plenty of food and exercise. She found herself actually liking it here, especially if the day went as she hoped it might!
As Jess pulled on her clothes, she considered the schedule ahead. Meal prep, as always. Feeding thousands of people required a small army in the kitchen—and there were several kitchens. She found she enjoyed that, too—the routine of her duties. For the most part, people in the kitchens were friendly enough. 
Especially Javi.
Jess met him on her first day. His mother managed one of the kitchens. They were refugees from a city, the same as Jess and her friends. Now, at the Mountain, they were thankful to have found their place.
Jess tried to tell Adam about him, but when he heard Javi worked in food service instead of training to fight like the rest of them, he’d been dismissive.
Like everyone there, Javi and his mother had a story. Javi’s father was killed in the first attack on the Mountain—the same attack that spread to the Flyer’s Village and nearly wiped them out. The loss of his father was difficult for both Javi and his mother—they rarely spoke of it. After that day, he dropped out of the training program and joined his mother in the kitchens. Those who knew their story did not blame him.
He and Adam actually had a lot in common, and Jess thought they could be friends. However, Adam wasn’t interested. In truth, she was beginning to appreciate the separation between their daytime lives. She loved Adam as she always had, but his dark, sullen moods were challenging. Often, when he came to bed, she pretended to be asleep just to avoid confrontation—their mismatched schedules made it easy. Not that he showed much interest anyway. She was sure it was just a phase. As Adam settled in, he would relax and feel more like himself.
But today, those worries remained back in the bunk—she was eager to reach the kitchen and get to work. One of her new responsibilities was baking bread. She loved the process of mixing the dough and watching it rise into fluffy balloons before shaping it into the pans for the second rise. The new responsibility required an early shift, and that was fine with her.
And today was the day Javi would finally get an answer from his mother—he and Jess had been planning for the last several days.
In the fields outside the Mountain’s main entrance, there were garden plots. Most were already taken; the smaller produce grown there was used in the kitchens. One day, while Jess was picking greens and tomatoes, she noticed an open plot not far into the fields. She’s held that space in her mind ever since, dreaming of having a garden to raise herbs and even flowers. She had never had a garden herself—the small apartment she was raised in didn’t even have a yard, but on her walk to school, she had passed several, occasionally picking berries that poked through a fence. The clean soil of the garden appealed to her.
She mentioned it one evening to Javi while they finished the last of the dishes. He listened as she described the herbs she intended to plant, how she planned to use them in her bread-making, and offer them to the kitchen. It had been a long time since someone had listened to her like that; she found herself rambling on, swept away by the fantasy.
Eventually, the conversation fell silent, and Jess realized the kitchen around them was empty. She felt embarrassed, but Javi encouraged her and even offered to talk to his mother to see if she could help with the plot. That had been a week ago. Yesterday, his mother had a meeting with the planning board regarding some kitchen-related concerns and promised to bring this up as well—perhaps she would have an update.
Jess moved silently through the dim halls, largely empty at this hour. It was another part of the early shift she cherished—a small measure of peace and quiet before the day’s busyness began.
As she entered the large kitchen, motion lights clicked on, bathing the space in cool, even light. Jess yearned for the sun’s warmth and for watching it rise in the sky, spilling forth fountains of color. She was ill-suited for the subterranean life of the Mountain, just as she had been at the Nest.
She set to work measuring out five-gallon buckets of flour, cakes of yeast, and cups of salt. One by one, she filled large floor mixers standing in a row against the back wall and set them whirring.
“Jess!”
She jumped at the voice, not expecting anyone for at least another hour.
Javi came in, his face bright with excitement. “I heard back from my mom,” he shouted over the mixers.
“Already?” Jess had hoped it would be today. 
“They said yes!” 
A thrill coursed through Jess. Without thinking, she threw her arms around Javi, squeezing him tightly before releasing him in embarrassment. He looked just as surprised as she was.
“We can go after our shift, but the plot is yours—to be used to grow food for the kitchens, of course.”
Jess gathered herself, noticing flour dust smeared on Javi’s clean shirt from her apron. “Of course, yes!”
They stood together awkwardly.
“Well,” said Javi as he turned to leave. “My shift doesn’t start for a few hours, but I couldn’t wait to tell you.”
Jess reached out, grabbing his hand. “Javi, thank you.
Javi smiled crookedly. “Yeah, sure—anything for my girl.”
With that, he was gone.
My Girl?
Jess moved among the mixers, checking their progress, not really paying attention.
My girl?
What did he mean by that? She played through their time together over the past several weeks, her mind racing with guilt and uncertainty.
They worked together; they were friends. He was kind to her—had he misread her intentions?
She had mentioned Adam many times, and he was well-known around the Mountain; Javi had even asked her questions about him.
Was it something she had done or said? They had grown close. Making friends in this place was difficult; everyone was preoccupied with their own responsibilities.
She did feel isolated and alone. Adam barely noticed her these days; why shouldn’t she have friends—even other men? She hadn’t done anything wrong; Javi was just being kind to her, and she was grateful.
Jess turned off the first mixer before reaching in to scoop out armfuls of dough, filling a large bowl for it to rise. She dusted the top with flour, then covered the bowl with a damp, clean cloth before moving on to the next one.
Javi would be back in a few hours. She would act normal and friendly, as they always were together, and afterward, when the shift ended, they would go out to the plot!
Her mind soared with thoughts of the garden, the things she would plant, and how she might use the bounty. 
She hardly remembered the rest of her
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