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Chapter 1

Awakening

The hum woke him first. It always did.

RX-75 opened his eyes to the pale blue light filtering through the curved glass of his pod. The same light. The same hum. The same sterile white ceiling with its network of pipes and ventilation ducts stretching endlessly in both directions. He blinked, waiting for his vision to sharpen, for his mind to fully emerge from whatever dreamless void he'd been floating in.

Sleep wasn't really sleep here. It was more like being turned off.

The pod's monitoring systems registered his consciousness. A soft chime sounded, and the curved glass panel in front of him illuminated with vital statistics he'd long since learned to ignore. Heart rate: 62 bpm. Blood pressure: 118/76. Oxygen saturation: 99%. Temperature: 98.4°F. All optimal. All exactly as designed.

He was always optimal. That was the point.

RX-75 pressed his palm against the cool glass and pushed. The pod opened with a pneumatic hiss, releasing him into the larger chamber. Cold air rushed over his skin, they kept it at precisely 64 degrees Fahrenheit to minimize bacterial growth. He'd never known warmth, not really. Sometimes he dreamed about it, though he didn't know why or where the dreams came from.

His bare feet touched the tile floor, and he stood slowly, letting his muscles remember how to bear his weight. The feeding tube detached from the port in his abdomen with a soft click, retracting automatically into the pod's wall. He didn't feel hungry. He never felt hungry. Nutrients were delivered directly to his bloodstream on a regulated schedule, measured to the milligram.

The chamber was ten feet by ten feet, white walls on three sides and glass on the fourth. Beyond the glass, he could see the corridor, more white, more sterile surfaces, more pods like his stretching in an endless row. Some were dark, their occupants still in sleep cycle. Others glowed with that same pale blue light.

RX-75 moved through his morning routine with practiced efficiency. The medical scanner descended from the ceiling, and he stood perfectly still as red lasers traced the contours of his body. External examination complete. The readout displayed on the wall: No abnormalities detected. No scarring. No deterioration.

Not yet, anyway.

The wall panel slid open to reveal a small alcove containing a white bodysuit, identical to the one he'd worn yesterday and the day before and every day before that since his awakening three years ago. He pulled it on, feeling the fabric conform to his body. The material was designed to be comfortable and practical, easy to remove for examinations. Everything here was designed for efficiency.

A tone sounded, two short beeps. Morning medications. He pressed his wrist against the dispenser panel, and he felt the brief sting of the injection. Immunosuppressants. Vitamins. Clotting factors. Organ preservation compounds. His body was a garden being carefully maintained for someone else's harvest.

RX-75 approached the glass wall of his chamber and looked out into the corridor. To his left, he could see at least forty pods, their blue lights creating a constellation in the dim hallway. To his right, more of the same. He was RX-75, which meant he was in Row R, Position 75. He'd done the math once, during a sleepless period when his mind had been unusually restless. If each row had 100 positions, and the rows ran from AA to ZZ, that meant.

He'd stopped calculating. The number was too large, too incomprehensible. Too horrifying.

The intercom crackled to life. "Good morning, units. Begin standard circulation. Remain in designated walking zones. Meal cycle in forty-five minutes."

The voice was feminine, automated, devoid of any warmth or personality. The voice of the facility itself.

The glass panel in front of RX-75 slid open. He stepped into the corridor, his bare feet silent on the white tile. Other clones emerged from their chambers, moving with the same mechanical precision. No one spoke. Speaking during circulation wasn't forbidden, but it was discouraged. Unnecessary. What was there to say?

RX-75 walked down the corridor, passing pod after pod. Inside some, he could see faces pressed against the glass, faces identical to his own, but not. Different designations. Different DNA sources. A woman's face, eerily perfect. A child's face that made his chest tighten with an emotion he had no name for. An elderly man who looked tired even in sleep.

The corridor ended at an observation window, a massive panel of reinforced glass that looked out onto the world beyond the facility.

This was RX-75's favorite part of circulation, though favorite was perhaps the wrong word. It was the part he couldn't stay away from, even though it hurt to look.

Beyond the glass, he could see a parking lot. Cars sat in neat rows, their metal bodies gleaming in the morning sun. Sun. He'd read about it in the educational materials they were given. A massive ball of burning gas that provided light and heat to the planet. He'd never felt it on his skin.

Beyond the parking lot, there were trees. They moved in the wind, another thing he'd never felt. Their leaves were beginning to change color, shifting from green to gold and red. Autumn, he'd learned. A season. The world outside had seasons.

And beyond the trees, he could see the edge of a city. Buildings reaching up toward the sky. Roads with cars moving along them, going places he would never go. People living lives he would never live.

RX-75 pressed his hand against the observation window. The glass was cold, unyielding. There were six inches of reinforced polymer between him and the outside world. Six inches that might as well have been six thousand miles.

A man walked across the parking lot below, carrying a briefcase. He was talking on the phone, laughing at something. He reached his car, opened the door, and climbed inside. The car started, backed out of its space, and drove away.

That man had choices. That man had a name, not a designation. That man could feel the sun, taste real food, touch another person without it being a medical examination.

That man was alive in a way RX-75 would never be.

"Beautiful, isn't it?"

The voice startled him. RX-75 turned to see ZR-27 approaching in his motorized chair, the wheels humming softly on the tile. His friend looked worse than yesterday. The harvesting had taken his legs two months ago, his left arm three weeks ago. Now he was mostly torso and tubes, kept alive because his heart was still pristine, his liver still untouched.

"I was dreaming again," RX-75 said quietly.

"About outside?"

"About grass. I was walking barefoot on grass."

ZR-27 smiled, though it didn't reach his eyes. "I dream about running. Isn't that funny? I can't even remember what running felt like, but I dream about it."

They stood together, one standing, one sitting in a chair that was more life support system than vehicle and stared out at the world they would never touch.

"Someday," RX-75 whispered.

"Someday," ZR-27 agreed, though neither of them believed it.

The intercom crackled. "Circulation period ending in five minutes. Return to your chambers."

The two clones remained at the window for those final five minutes, watching the trees sway in a wind they would never feel, under a sun they would never know, in a world that had created them but would never let them truly live.

When the final tone sounded, RX-75 turned away from the window and walked back to his pod.

The glass door sealed behind him with a hiss.

And the hum continued, as it always did.



 


Chapter 2

The Rows

The facility was a maze, but RX-75 had long since memorized its layout. He'd had three years to learn every corridor, every turn, every section. Three years of the same walks, the same routes, the same endless white walls and sterile floors.

Today was a Level Two Circulation day, which meant he had access to the adjacent rows. Level One restricted you to your own row. Level Three, granted only once a month allowed access to the medical wing and the recreation commons. RX-75 had never seen a Level Four clearance. He suspected they didn't exist, at least not for units like him.

He walked down Corridor R, passing his own pod, R-75 and continuing toward the intersection where Row R met the main arterial hallway. Above each pod, a small display showed the unit designation and a colored status light. His own pod glowed green. Optimal. Ready for harvest.

R-76 next to his was also green. Through the curved glass, he could see the clone inside, a woman in her mid-twenties, dark hair, Mediterranean features. She was awake, sitting cross-legged on her pod's floor, reading something on the tablet they were all issued. Educational materials, probably. History. Literature. Biology. They fed the clones' minds even as they prepared their bodies for dismantling.

R-77 was yellow. Suboptimal. The clone inside, a teenage boy had his face pressed against the glass, watching RX-75 pass. His eyes tracked the movement with an intensity that made RX-75 uncomfortable. Yellow meant something was wrong. An infection. Abnormal cell growth. Rejection of the preservation compounds. Yellow meant extra medical attention, more frequent examinations, and corrective procedures.

Yellow meant your value was decreasing.

R-78 was red.

RX-75 slowed as he passed, unable to look away. The pod was dark, its occupant motionless on the floor. Red meant critical. Red meant the unit was failing. Red meant

As he watched, two Handlers appeared from a side corridor, pushing a gurney. They wore white suits and masks, their movements efficient and emotionless. One of them pressed a code into the panel beside R-78, and the pod door hissed open. They entered, loaded the motionless clone onto the gurney, and wheeled him away without a word.

RX-75's heart hammered in his chest. He didn't know the clone in R-78. Had never spoken to him. But they shared this row, shared this existence. And now R-78 was being taken to the medical wing, where red-status units went for emergency harvesting.

They took what they could before the rest deteriorated.

He forced himself to keep walking.

The main arterial hallway was wider than the individual corridors, with pods lining both sides. This was where the rows intersected, where clones from different sections crossed paths during circulation. The ceiling here was higher, the lighting slightly brighter. Informational displays on the walls showed facility announcements, wellness reminders, and the daily schedule.

CURRENT CIRCULATION: ROWS M THROUGH T TIME REMAINING: 32 MINUTES MEAL CYCLE: 18 MINUTES REMEMBER: OPTIMAL HEALTH IS OPTIMAL VALUE

RX-75 turned left into Row Q. The numbering system was simple once you understood it: two letters for the row designation, then a number from 01 to 100. AA through ZZ, 1 through 100. Simple mathematics that added up to something monstrous.

Row Q was quieter than Row R. Fewer units were awake. Q-12 through Q-20 were all dark, their occupants in a sleep cycle. The blue lights above their pods pulsed slowly, monitoring breathing, heartbeat, brain activity. Keeping them alive but unconscious. Sometimes RX-75 envied them. Sleep was the only escape from awareness.

Q-23 was green, its occupant awake and exercising. A man in his forties, running in place, doing jumping jacks in the confined space of his pod. Maintaining cardiovascular health. Keeping the merchandise in prime condition. The man saw RX-75 watching and stopped, pressing his hand against the glass in a gesture that might have been a greeting or plea or simple acknowledgment of shared existence.

RX-75 pressed his hand to the glass in return, then moved on.

Q-31 through Q-35 were all yellow. A cluster of suboptimal units. RX-75 wondered what had gone wrong. Had they been created from the same Original? Were they related somehow, sharing genetic markers that made them prone to the same weaknesses? Or was it something environmental, something in the air or water or food that affected this section of the facility?

He would never know. Units weren't given information about such things.

Q-47 was blue, not the pale blue of the pod lights, but a bright, pulsing blue that meant medical observation. Through the glass, RX-75 could see a team of Handlers inside, performing some kind of examination. The clone, a young woman, was strapped to a tilted examination table, her eyes wide and terrified. One Handler held a tablet, recording data. Another wielded a handheld scanner. A third prepared an injection.

RX-75 looked away and kept walking. He'd learned not to watch the examinations. They were a preview of his own future, and dwelling on them only made the anxiety worse.

The corridor opened into a wider space, a junction where Rows P, Q, and R converged. Here, the pods were arranged in a circular pattern around a central observation station. Behind the station's reinforced glass, a Handler sat monitoring a bank of screens, each one showing vital statistics for a different unit.

The Handler didn't look up as RX-75 passed. To the Handlers, the clones were data points. Numbers on screens. Inventory to be managed.

RX-75 entered Row P and immediately noticed something different. The smell. Beneath the ever-present antiseptic, there was something else. Something organic and wrong.

P-08 was black.

He'd never seen a black status light before. He stopped, staring at the pod. Inside, the clone, an elderly man sat slumped against the curved wall. His skin had a grayish cast. His eyes were open but unfocused. The pod's door was sealed, but through the glass, RX-75 could see that the usual array of monitoring tubes and cables had been disconnected.

Black meant terminated.

Black meant the unit had been fully harvested, or had failed beyond usefulness, or had violated some facility protocol. Black meant the person inside was no longer considered viable.

Black meant death, though they never used that word here.

As RX-75 watched, a cleaning crew approached the pod. They entered with industrial-grade sanitizing equipment and began the process of removing the body. One of them, a clone himself, judging by the designation badge on his suit met RX-75's eyes for a brief moment. The expression on his face was carefully blank, but RX-75 saw something underneath. Horror. Resignation. Recognition that this was the fate awaiting all of them, eventually.

RX-75 walked faster now, wanting to escape Row P and its black-lit pod. He turned down a side corridor, then another, navigating by instinct toward the one place in the facility that felt almost like sanctuary.

The Recreation Commons.

It was a large room with actual windows, not observation windows, but high clerestory windows that let in natural light. The floor was covered in a gray material that was softer than the usual tile. There were chairs, tables, and even some plants in pots along the walls. Fake plants, of course. Nothing living was allowed in the facility except the clones themselves.

About thirty units occupied the commons, scattered throughout the space. Some sat alone, reading on their tablets. Others gathered in small groups, speaking in low voices. A few exercised on the equipment provided, stationary bikes, resistance machines and treadmills. Maintaining value.

RX-75 found an empty chair near one of the windows and sat down. From here, he could see a slice of sky. Blue today, with white clouds drifting past. He'd read that clouds were made of water vapor. That rain fell from them. That sometimes, in certain conditions, they produced snow, frozen water that blanketed the ground in white.

He tried to imagine what snow would feel like. Cold, certainly. But a different cold than the regulated temperature of the facility. A natural cold. A living cold.

"First time seeing a black light?"

RX-75 turned. The speaker was a clone he recognized from circulation, FN-88, a woman in her thirties with sharp features and observant eyes. She sat down in the chair next to him without waiting for an invitation.

"Yes," RX-75 admitted.

"P-08 was here yesterday," FN-88 said. "Sat right where you're sitting. He was ninety-three. His Original died last week."

"What happens when the Original dies?"

FN-88 gave him a look that suggested the answer was obvious. "You become unnecessary. Obsolete inventory. They terminate you and incinerate the remains. No point wasting resources on a clone with no owner."

The words settled over RX-75 like a weight. He'd never considered that possibility. That his existence was tied not just to his own viability, but to Marcus Walker's continued survival. If Marcus died in a car accident, or from a disease, or from any of the thousand random chances that ended human lives, then RX-75 would be eliminated.

His life wasn't even his own. It was borrowed from someone who didn't care whether he lived or died.

"Don't think about it too much," FN-88 said, but her voice wasn't unkind. "We don't get to control any of this. We just have to survive as long as we can."

"And then what?"

She looked out the window at the clouds. "And then we don't."

The intercom crackled. "Circulation period ending in ten minutes. All units return to your assigned rows."

FN-88 stood, stretching her arms above her head. "See you tomorrow, R-75. If we're both still green."

She walked away, leaving RX-75 alone with his thoughts and the thin stream of sunlight filtering through the high windows.

He sat there until the final warning tone sounded, watching the clouds move across that small rectangle of sky, thinking about black lights and terminated units and the fragile thread connecting his existence to a man he'd never met.

Then he stood, straightened his white bodysuit, and walked back through the maze of corridors to Row R, Pod 75.

The light above his pod still glowed green.

For now.



 


Chapter 3

ZR-27

Row Z was at the far end of the facility, which meant RX-75 had to wait for a Level Three Circulation day to visit. These came once a month, like clockwork. Thirty days between visits. Thirty days wondering if his friend would still be there. Still be alive. Still be enough of himself to recognize RX-75 when he arrived.

The walk took fifteen minutes through the arterial corridors, past rows of pods and observation stations and the occasional Handler moving with mechanical purpose from one task to another. RX-75 kept his eyes forward, his pace steady. Drawing attention to yourself was never wise.

Row Z was quieter than the others. The pods here had a different quality to them, more medical equipment visible through the glass, more tubes and monitors and machines. This was where they kept the high-value units. The ones whose Originals had already made withdrawals. The ones being kept alive specifically for future harvesting.

This was where they kept the partially dismantled.

ZR-27's pod was near the end of the row. The light above it glowed yellow now, it had been green the last time RX-75 visited. Yellow meant complications. Infection, maybe, or rejection of the immunosuppressants. Yellow meant borrowed time.

RX-75 pressed his hand against the access panel. A chime sounded, and after a moment, the pod door slid open with its familiar pneumatic hiss.

The smell hit him first. Antiseptic and something underneath it, something biological and wrong. The smell of a body being kept alive through chemistry rather than vitality.

ZR-27 sat in his specialized chair in the center of the pod, though "sat" wasn't quite the right word. He was mounted to it, connected by so many tubes and wires and cables that it was hard to tell where the clone ended and the machine began.

"Hey, Seventy-Five," ZR-27 said, his voice rough from disuse. "Right on schedule."

RX-75 stepped inside, and the door sealed behind him. He tried not to stare, but it was impossible not to catalog the changes since his last visit.

The legs had been taken two months ago, both of them harvested during a single procedure. ZR-27's Original had been in a motorcycle accident, they'd heard through the facility gossip network. Crushed femurs, shattered knees. They'd taken ZR-27's legs while he was conscious, before the sedatives fully kicked in. He'd screamed for hours afterward, phantom pain from limbs that no longer existed.

The left arm had gone three weeks ago. Shoulder to fingertips, removed with surgical precision. The Original had developed a degenerative nerve condition. Needed a replacement. RX-75 remembered visiting the day after that procedure, finding ZR-27 staring at the empty space where his arm had been, tears streaming down his face.

But this was worse. This was so much worse.

They'd taken more since the last visit.

ZR-27's right arm ended at the elbow now. The stump was wrapped in sterile bandages, and a network of tubes ran from the site into the machinery of his chair. They'd taken his right kidney too, RX-75 could see the fresh surgical dressing on his friend's side, the slight hollow where the organ had been removed.

What remained of ZR-27 was a torso, one partial arm, and a head that still held the mind of someone who'd once been whole.

"I know," ZR-27 said, reading RX-75's expression. "I look like hell. Or maybe hell looks like me. It's hard to tell the difference anymore."

RX-75 found his voice. "I'm sorry I couldn't come sooner. They only give me Level Three once a month."

"I know how it works." ZR-27 managed a smile, though it looked like it cost him something. "Besides, if you came more often, you'd get to watch me disappear piece by piece. This way it's more of a surprise. 'What will Twenty-Seven be missing this time?' It's like a game show."

"Don't."

"Don't what? Make jokes? It's all I've got left, Seventy-Five. They can't harvest my sense of humor. Though give them time, they'll probably figure out a way to monetize that too."

RX-75 moved closer, finding a place to sit on the floor near his friend's chair. The pod was larger than a standard unit, modified to accommodate all the medical equipment. Monitors beeped softly, displaying vital signs. A dialysis machine hummed, processing waste from ZR-27's remaining kidney. An IV drip fed nutrients directly into his bloodstream.

"How's the pain?" RX-75 asked.

"Manageable. They keep me pretty drugged up. Can't have the merchandise suffering too much, it's bad for the tissue quality." ZR-27's voice was bitter. "Though sometimes I wish they'd just let me feel it. At least then I'd feel something real."

They sat in silence for a moment, the only sounds the rhythmic beeping of monitors and the mechanical breathing of the equipment keeping ZR-27 alive.

"Did you dream this month?" ZR-27 asked finally.

This was their ritual. Every visit, they shared their dreams. The ones about outside, about the world beyond the facility walls. It was a small rebellion, a way to remind themselves that they were more than inventory numbers and harvesting schedules.

"I dreamed about rain," RX-75 said. "I was standing in it, and it was falling on my face, running down my skin. It was cold but not the facility cold. Natural cold. Clean. I opened my mouth and tasted it."

"What did it taste like?"

"Like freedom."

ZR-27 closed his eyes. "I dreamed about holding something. I don't know what, just the sensation of fingers closing around an object. Feeling its weight, its texture. Having a hand that could grip and release by choice." He opened his eyes again, looking down at his partial arm. "Stupid thing to dream about now."

"It's not stupid."

"It's impossible. Same thing." ZR-27 shifted slightly in his chair, and a wince of pain crossed his face. "You know what's funny? I can still feel them sometimes. The missing parts. I'll try to scratch my nose with my left hand, and there's nothing there. I'll think about walking to the window, and my brain sends signals to legs that don't exist anymore. The ghost of a whole person haunting this... whatever I am now."

"You're still you," RX-75 said, but the words felt hollow even as he spoke them.

"Am I?" ZR-27 asked. "How much of me has to be gone before I'm not me anymore? Is it when the heart goes? The brain? Or is it more gradual than that? Maybe I stopped being me when they took my legs. Maybe I'm already gone, and this is just the echo talking."

"Stop it."

"Why? Because it scares you?" ZR-27's voice rose slightly. "It should scare you, Seventy-Five. This is your future. This is what happens when your original needs parts. They don't take you all at once. They take you in pieces, keeping you alive as long as you have something useful left to give."

RX-75 stood, pacing the small space of the pod. "There has to be another way. There has to be"

"There isn't." ZR-27's voice was flat, final. "I've been here longer than you. Five years. I've seen hundreds of units come and go. I've seen every variation of how this ends. Some go fast, critical harvest, everything taken in one procedure. Some go slow like me. Some turn red and get emergency harvested before they can spoil. But they all go. Every single one. There's no other way."

"I won't accept that."

"Acceptance isn't optional. It's reality." ZR-27 paused, his remaining hand clenching into a weak fist. "You know what the Handlers call us when they think we can't hear? 'Spare parts with a shelf life.' That's all we are. That's all we've ever been."

RX-75 moved back to his spot on the floor, closer to his friend. Close enough to see the fine tremor in ZR-27's remaining arm, the fever-bright gleam in his eyes, the slight yellow tint to his skin that spoke of organ stress.

"How long?" RX-75 asked quietly.

ZR-27 understood the question. "They told me my Original needs a liver. Soon. And after that..." He tried to shrug, but the gesture was limited by his missing limbs and the tubes constraining him. "After that, what's the point? No legs, no arms, no liver. I'll be a head and a torso with maybe a few useful organs they can't harvest without killing me immediately. They'll keep me alive until the heart or lungs are needed. Then it's black light time."

"I don't want you to go."

"I don't want to go either. But we don't get what we want. We get what we're designed for." ZR-27's voice softened. "Listen to me, Seventy-Five. I need you to promise me something."

"Anything."

"Don't end up like me."

RX-75 looked at his friend, at what remained of his friend and felt something break inside his chest. "How am I supposed to avoid it? You said it yourself. This is what happens."

"I don't know. I don't have answers. But promise me you'll try. Promise me you'll look for a way out, even if you don't think there is one. Promise me you won't just accept this and wait for your turn on the operating table."

"Twenty-Seven"

"Promise me!" The intensity in ZR-27's voice made the monitors spike. "Someone has to make it out. Someone has to prove that we're more than parts. That we're people. If I can't be that person anymore, then let it be you."

RX-75 reached out and grasped ZR-27's remaining hand. The grip was weak, trembling, but it was still a connection. Still proof that his friend was here, was real, was fighting to hold on.

"I promise," RX-75 said.

They sat together in the medical-scented air of the pod, two clones holding onto each other and onto the impossible hope that promises meant something in a place designed to break them.

The intercom crackled. "Level Three circulation ending in five minutes. All visiting units return to your assigned rows."

"Time's up," ZR-27 said. "Go on. Get out of here before I start crying, and they dock me points for emotional instability."

RX-75 stood slowly, reluctant to release his friend's hand. When he finally did, he felt the absence like a physical thing.

"I'll come back next month," he said.

"If I'm still here." ZR-27 managed one more smile. "And if I'm not... remember the promise, Seventy-Five. Don't end up like me. Find a way out. Live for both of us."

RX-75 nodded, not trusting himself to speak. He moved to the pod door, pressed the panel, and waited for it to slide open.

"Hey, Seventy-Five?"

He turned back.

"In my dreams," ZR-27 said quietly, "you make it out. You feel the rain for real. You walk on grass. You live. So make my dreams come true, okay?"

RX-75 left before the tears could fall, walking quickly through Row Z, through the arterial corridors, past the observation stations and the endless rows of pods filled with clones who didn't know or didn't care or had given up hoping for anything different.

He didn't stop until he reached his own pod in Row R. Only then, sealed behind his own glass wall, did he let himself break down.

And in the breaking, he felt something else form. Something hard and sharp and dangerous.

Determination.

He'd made a promise. And somehow, impossibly, he was going to keep it.



 


Chapter 4

The Dream

It always started the same way.

RX-75 stood at the edge of a vast green expanse. Grass stretched in every direction, rolling in gentle waves under a sky so blue it hurt to look at. Not the pale, washed-out blue he saw through the facility's high windows, but a deep, rich color that seemed to go on forever.

He took a step forward.

The grass was soft beneath his bare feet, each blade bending under his weight then springing back. Cool and slightly damp, like it had rained recently. He'd never felt anything like it. The texture was complex, not the smooth, dead surface of the facility floor, but something alive. Something that grew from the earth.

He walked farther, and the grass whispered against his ankles. The sensation made him want to laugh. Made him want to cry. Made him want to run just to feel more of it, to experience the simple miracle of natural ground beneath his feet.

The wind touched his face.

It was gentle at first, a caress across his cheek. Then stronger, moving through his hair, carrying with it smells he had no names for. Earth. Growing things. Distance. Freedom. He breathed deeply, filling his lungs with air that tasted of life rather than recycled oxygen and antiseptic.

In the distance, he saw a tree. Not the skeletal branches visible from the facility's observation window, but a full, healthy tree with leaves that rustled and danced. He walked toward it, feeling the ground change beneath his feet. Soft grass gave way to patches of bare earth, then small stones that pressed into his soles. Pain, but the good kind. The real kind.

The tree's shadow fell across him, cool and dark. He reached out and touched the bark. It was rough, textured, warm from the sun. He pressed his palm flat against it and felt the solid reality of it. This was what "real" meant. This was what existed beyond glass walls and pod chambers.

Something wet touched his face.

Rain. A single drop, then another. He looked up, and the sky had darkened, clouds rolling in like a gray ocean overhead. The rain came faster, each drop a small shock of sensation. Cold. Clean. Falling from the sky itself.

He opened his mouth and tasted it.

It tasted like water but more than water. It tasted like the clouds and the wind and the impossible distance it had traveled to reach him. He spread his arms wide and turned his face upward, letting the rain wash over him, soak through his white bodysuit, run down his skin in rivulets.

He was laughing. Or crying. Or both. The rain made it impossible to tell.

A table appeared under the tree, he didn't question how or why; this was a dream, and dreams had their own logic. On the table sat a plate with food. Real food. An apple, red and perfect. A piece of bread, golden-brown and still warm. A glass of water that





















































