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The heavy tread of the Neanderthal crushes the twigs on the ground, making cracking noises like the sound of breaking bones. The spear he holds has a stone tip, poised and ready to strike. 

Hiding behind the trunk of a pine, I shiver, not from cold but from fear. The sharp point is meant for me.  

The Neanderthal passes close, close enough that, if I dare to look, I'll see the beads of sweat on his barrel chest and smell the sour stink from under his arms.  

Not far off, she hides behind a bush. If the Neanderthal finds her first, he’ll take her with force. Blood boils in my veins at the thought, but my mind can't go there. I have to calm down. If I can get quiet, I'll connect to her with my heart and tell her to stay put. 

My eyes run over my scarred hands. Once they were smooth. Now, tiny white ropes, memories of drudgery, mark my skin. My hands have plenty of scars but no weapon. 

Miraculously, the stout footsteps of my would-be murderer fade away. 

I keep still. Listening. Waiting. Cupping my hands around my mouth, I make a birdcall, “Woo-Woot. Woo-Woot.” 

I pause, holding tightly to a tendril of hope.  

“Woo-Hee,” comes her faint reply. “Woo-Hee.”  

Relief floods me like water, and I step out from behind the tree. Suddenly, her scream rattles the forest, and I freeze, look ahead, and see the spear hurtling through the air toward my chest. 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

CHAPTER 1  
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A demanding screech pierced Aiden’s ears. He opened his eyes to see a Steller’s jay standing before him like a king with a robe of blue feathers and a charcoal crest for a crown. How insolent the creature’s stiff posture implied. How dare you ignore me? 

Aiden’s heart pounded, and his mouth felt cottony. He usually played the hero in his mind-drifts, not some whimpering side of beef waiting to be skewered by a spear. He took a deep inhale of the mix of scents stirred by the approach of summer: vanilla from the Jeffrey pines, sweet citrus from the fir trees, and the sharp tang of conifer sap.

Thankfully, Aiden still sat on the ground, back against a tree trunk, facing the lake, which threw serene sparkles up to the afternoon sun. The guitar lay across his lap like it did before his mind crept out from under him. The bag of peanuts, his backpack, a pair of scuffed-up sneakers, and a guitar case with “AIDEN BAYLOR” stenciled on one side lay sprawled around him. 

Aiden angled his face upward to let the filtered sunlight caress his skin. Today, the sky was a light blue canvas smudged with white paint upon which a red-tailed hawk, his favorite bird, drew a perfect circle. 

The bluejay screeched again. Aiden reached for the bag and pulled out a peanut. “Okay, King Jay.” Stretching out on his belly, he held out the treat. 

The jay hopped forward and plucked the peanut from his fingers. Fixing a beady eye on Aiden as if to say ‘about time,’ the bird flew off.

Aiden rested his chin on his hands. Give me another mind-drift, he thought, only leave out the caveman. Closing his eyes, he waited.

Two mighty wings sprout from my back and lift me into the sky, where I fly above Sierrawood. The town hugs the Sierra Nevada Mountains like a tiny cub nestled against the body of a lion. From up here, the trees look like tufts of green hair, and the rivers weave through them like blue ribbons. There, on a bald patch of land, the old army base quivers with renewed activity. Curious, I fly closer. A squad of robotic security guards are patrolling the entire—

A buzzing sound sizzled in Aiden’s ears. He opened his eyes to see a tiny drone shaped like a dragonfly hovering in front of his face. His pale cheeks flushed red as the fake insect buzzed around his head with purposeful annoyance. 

He’d lost track of time and stayed too long in the forest. Mom had sent the drone to find him. Guilt kicked off a chemical process in Aiden’s brain, which reactivated his WeConnect. The implant vibrated at the base of his skull, but before he could use it to call home, a text arrived. Words floated in his frontal vision.

WHERE ARE YOU!?  

The WeConnect translated his thought and replied with the message: At the lake.  

The lane? What lane? 

The technology still awaited perfection. 

LAKE. 

Auntie L’Eren & Uncle Govind are coming for dinner! COME HOME NOW! 

The conversation ended. The drone flew this way and that while Aiden threw the bag of peanuts into the backpack and, with more care, placed the guitar into its case. As he tied his sneakers, the pine branches above him waved in the afternoon breeze. He paused to watch their motion, unable to help himself. Whoooooshhh, the trees whispered. It fascinated him that the wind had no voice of its own. Only when the air moved through the trees could it be heard.  

Distress is like the wind. The words tumbled unbidden into his head. Distress can go unnoticed if your mind gives it no portal. 

Words like these often sprang into his head in the mountain quiet. They were different from his mind-drifts. They were comforting words, to be sure; only Aiden wondered where they came from. No book he’d read contained them, at least none he could remember, nor could he recall anyone reciting them. Whenever the words came, he felt connected to something otherworldly. 

He called the ‘something’ the Great Source because the words offered wisdom and comfort. With the Great Source around, Aiden felt less alone. 

The WeConnect twinged again, which abruptly cut his connection to the Great Source. A message had arrived, an email, but it was from Clyde Parrish. Bad news. Reluctantly, Aiden blinked, opening the message. 

Hey, Dirtbag. Thinking of you. 

The attached photo displayed poop in a toilet bowl. Aiden jerked his eyes to the left to erase the ugly message. Clyde had picked on him since elementary school, and the bullying persisted even as they entered their senior year of high school. Aiden had tried to block Clyde as a sender several times, but his tormenter always managed to hack through. The WeConnect, after all, had been created to keep people linked with ease.  

As Aiden trudged home, his skull continued to vibrate. A second text arrived from his mother: Why aren’t you home yet? From DAPHNE, he received,  Don’t forget to study for trig.

DAPHNE, the Artificial General Intelligence that ran the United States government, did everything from powering the appliances in his home to sending him pesky reminders to do school work. 

The Great Source had told Aiden to ignore distress, but how? His life away from the forest distressed him constantly. He itched to learn more about the Great Source. What was it? Where did it come from? Why couldn’t it be with him all the time? He suspected DAPHNE and the WeConnect were to blame with their constant interruptions. 

****** 
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AT THE EDGE OF THE forest, Aiden walked a tiled path leading to a two-story home comprised of large white blocks. The front door slid open, and the drone flew inside. 

When Aiden entered, the 3-D image of a bird’s wing structure materialized on the entry wall. As he walked toward the kitchen, another wall burst into life with a video of bluebirds pecking at the ground. FEATHERED FRIENDS LOVE WILLIE’S WILD BIRD SEED! ON SALE NOW AT THE HEALTHY HABIT!  Behind the advertisement’s narration, Aiden heard the familiar orchestra of sound, the clicking, whirring, and buzzing emanating from the home’s many machines.

Next to the guest bathroom, more colors and images jumped out at him. BENDER’S BEST BIRD-WATCHING BINOCULARS ARE HALF-OFF TODAY!  

Aiden refused to respond to the colorful, moving images that pursued him as he moved through his home. When he entered the kitchen, a resplendent view of a cornfield met his eyes.

Green leaves and yellow cornstalks waved under a midwestern blue sky. His eyes told him he faced a floor-to-ceiling window. In reality, Aiden stood before a blank wall. A square of glass over the kitchen sink did offer a vista of the nearby mountains, but nobody ever looked through it. The wallscreens offered much more of a visual bonanza tailored to his family’s desires. 

A soundtrack enhanced the cornfield graphic, and the soft chirp of crickets came from hidden speakers. His mom, Jill, most likely desired a farmhouse setting to accompany tonight’s supper. Aiden knew his Uncle Govind favored simple, hearty foods like corn on the cob served with meat and potatoes. Mom would serve him anything. She’d do ten backflips for her brother-in-law if he so desired.  

A sweet odor drifted into Aiden’s nostrils. DAPHNE had even provided the artificial aroma of ripe corn to bolster the illusion, but something lingered behind it, a chemical undertaste, a reminder that the cornstalk vista wasn’t real.  

He glanced at the view of the mountains through the window and decided that nothing, nothing compared with the offerings of the actual forest. Whenever Aiden inhaled the vanilla scent emitted from the red bark of a Jeffrey pine, it seemed as though a hatchway to heaven opened. The highland meadows, fed by the spring snow melt, now danced with yellow monkey flowers, baby blue eyes, and brilliant orange poppies. The oak trees, aspens, sequoias, and pines had shed their velvety white coats and now reveled in splendor under the California sun. He loved the forest and could never understand why his parents and everyone else opted to stare at walls instead of through windows.  

Aiden heard a rhythmic patter of footsteps, along with the chirping crickets, and pivoted around to see his mom jogging in place as she watched a holographic baseball game play on the kitchen table. Jill could have viewed the game on any of the home’s big wallscreens, but 3-D holograms, while smaller, offered a more live experience. Her ponytail of rich, chestnut hair bounced around as she huffed and puffed in a hot pink tracksuit.  

“What are you doing?” Aiden asked. 

“Jogging.” Jill wiped the sweat off her brow with a towel. “I want to test out these new nano-joggers. They’re supposed to give me more energy than the ones from last season.”  

More energy is not what she needs, Aiden thought. His mom created plenty of nervous energy on her own without the help of nanofibers. The hot pink material resembled ordinary velour, but he knew microscopic electrodes were attached to each thread. They generated a mild electrical current whenever his mom moved. Kinetic energy. All the rage.

“Why would you jog in the kitchen when we have a gym?”  

“Here’s why.” 

Jill lifted her jacket as she ran in place to reveal a small port on the waistband of her joggers. A white cord led from the port to a juicer on the table. 

“See?” she asked breathlessly, “I want to know if the pants will charge small appliances like the ads say.” She stopped running to press a button on the juicer and smiled at the whirring of the machine. “Ha! It charged. It was dead when—” Jill glanced at Aiden, and her face fell. “Are you kidding? Have you been walking around in public like that? Look at you! You’ve got pine needles sticking out of your hair and mud all over your shirt.” 

Aiden quickly tried to rub the dirt from his shirt.  

Jill gaped in horror at his jeans. “Is that a spider?” She lunged toward her son, causing the juicer to tip over, and whacked the small insect to the tiled floor, where she crushed it with her shoe. Aiden would have stopped her and released the spider outside, but he didn’t want to further upset his mom. Instead, he stood rooted to the spot and held onto the guitar case for dear life. 

Jill unplugged herself from the juicer and picked up a furry, hamster-sized robot from the table, which she began to stroke. Juice spread across the countertop in an orange pool. 

Their household robot, Roland, left the stove area and rolled on its base of wheels to the counter, where it extended one of six retractable manipulators or “arms” from its boxy metal frame. The arm’s end effector or “hand” held a sponge, which Roland used to wipe up the juice.   The “hands” concealed various tools: grippers, magnets, screwdrivers, brushes, cutting tools, and even a tiny welding gun. Roland cooked, loaded the dishwasher, put away dishes, folded the laundry, changed the sheets, fed the family’s cat, and served as the family’s gardener and handyperson. The robot had no facial features, only a face-screen that showed websites and movies. The family had owned several versions of Roland since Aiden was born. 

“I don’t know what to do with you, Aiden. I just don’t,” Jill whined as Poppy, the fake pet, cooed and nuzzled against her fingers. 

“All I was doing was sitting near the lake.” 

“It looks like you crawled out of a hole! What’s wrong with you? You drift into dreamland and traipse around the forest like an animal.” Her agitated fingers left tracks on Poppy’s fur. 

Kif, a real feline with white fur and a beating heart, sat solo on the kitchen island and observed his mistress with unblinking green eyes. Aiden moved over and petted the cat. Kif arched his neck against the boy’s hand but then moved off. He grew bored with too much petting and preferred his independence. With Jill, this made the cat the less popular of the Baylor pets. With her bouts of anxiety, Aiden’s mom craved an emotional support animal that wouldn’t leave her side. Poppy, the robotic hamster, stayed on her lap as long as she liked.  

“This is why you have no friends.” Jill glanced at the household robot. “Roland, when you do the laundry, rub out those stains on Aiden’s shirt.”  

The robot pivoted its silvery round head and rolled over to Aiden. It extended a gripper that took hold of his shirt. At the same time, another manipulator, equipped with a camera, stretched out to examine the stain. A magnified image of the dirt appeared on Roland’s face-screen, and, from its body, a stilted male voice said, “Don’t worry, Jill. I can get this out.” 

The robot then released Aiden’s shirt, rolled over to the BIO printer, and removed six steaks that had grown from cultured bovine cells during the day.   

Jill flopped onto a stool, glued her eyes to the holographic baseball game, and continued to pet Poppy with nervous little strokes. “You talk to birds, you talk to trees, you talk to a voice in your head... I don’t know what to do except to send you to Dr. Clarence again.”  

Aiden’s grip tightened on the handle of the guitar case. “Mom, I don’t need a psychiatrist.”  

“DAPHNE,” Jill called out, “what time is it?” 

A pleasant female voice issued from speakers hidden in the ceiling. “It’s five-ten pm, Jill.” 

“Oh, crap. We’ll discuss this later. Aunt Rennie and Uncle Govind will be here soon. DAPHNE, tell Oreanna to get ready. It’ll take her an hour, I’m sure.” 

“Right away, Jill.” 

Aiden’s mom held Poppy to her cheek for comfort. “Go shower,” she said without looking at him. “Wash your hair. Wear the clothes I laid out on your bed. Your uncle is the Secretary of Defense for the United States, for goodness sake, and I can’t have you embarassing us. We owe him everything. Your father would have never gotten his position at Ophidian without Uncle Govind’s help. Promise me you won’t say anything inappropriate. We need to make a good impression.”  

“Jill,” the disembodied voice of DAPHNE drifted in. “Oreanna says she’s busy.” 

Aiden used the excuse to escape. “I’ll get her, Mom.” 

In response, Jill plugged her pants into the juicer and did jumping jacks.

****** 
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AIDEN DEPOSITED THE guitar and backpack in his bedroom and sighed at the clothes his mom had chosen for him. White, stiffly-pressed dress shirt. Tan slacks with military creases. An ugly brown tie that reminded Aiden of Clyde’s crap. His unhappy eyes traveled to the window and the proud tree growing outside.

He’d grown up with the oak. The tree was his brother, a brother who welcomed and protected him. As a little boy, Aiden had climbed into those limbs to seek shelter where no one could find him. His first mind-drift came to him as he rested in his brother’s strong brown arms. Aiden had thin skin, but the oak possessed bark that withstood the pecking of birds and the slamming of wind. Whenever Clyde Parrish picked on Aiden at school, his brother told him, if I can take it, so can you. 

As Aiden walked toward Oreanna’s bedroom, the hallway lit up with the image of a hiker who resembled him. Of course, Aiden had to look. The Aiden-impersonator, with similar curling brown hair and a wiry frame, stood on a mountaintop wearing a new backpack. The hiker smiled at Aiden from the wall and said, DR. BIRENBAUM’S BACKPACKS ARE FEATHER-LIGHT. TEN PERCENT OFF TODAY.

Aiden knocked on his younger sister’s door. “Oreanna?” 

Silence.  

“DAPHNE,” he said to the empty air. “Open Oreanna’s door.” 

The door slid open, and he spied a pudgy fifteen-year-old girl with kinky brown hair standing in a seemingly empty room near a wall vent. Oreanna made sweeping motions with her arms and wore a broad smile under her Opulus Redefined, a set of eye pads attached to a pliable headband.  

“Ori, Mom wants you to get ready for dinner. Uncle Govind and Aunt Rennie will be here soon.” 

His sister didn’t hear him. Advancements in the WeConnect now allowed the implant to send sound waves directly into the ear canal, effectively blocking out ambient sound. Oreanna could only hear the soundtrack of her virtual reality game. Through the pads that covered her eyes, she saw only the immersive 3D imagery of the game. Aiden knew his sister had developed an addiction to Jungle Flight, the trendy new game that brought the Amazonian rainforest to vivid life. 

The game was synchronized with DAPHNE, who programmed gusts of cool air to flow from the wall vent at key moments, such as when the player’s avatar began a downward arc of flight. Even now, a draft blew the mass of pin curls on Oreanna’s head, and she raised her arms as though she flew through the air.  

“Oreanna!” Aiden grabbed her arm, and she jumped. 

“Asshole!” the girl screamed as she yanked off her headgear. “What are you doing? Leave me alone! Who said you could come in here?” 

Aiden crossed his arms. Feeling disoriented, Oreanna swayed on her feet as if she had just stepped off a turbulent boat ride. Her complexion, already pale from spending too much time indoors, grew even paler as she regained her bearings. Aiden knew his sister hated leaving the game and wished she could live in it.  

“I flew over the gorge today. I shot so many cannibals my ranking went up another five-hundred points.” Oreanna thrust the goggles into Aiden’s hand. “Try it.”  

“I don’t want to.” 

“Try it!” Her curls bounced with her vehemence. 

Aiden donned the gear. His WeConnect instantly synced with the game, and the sound of rushing water and screeches of birdcalls filled his ears. He adjusted the pads over his eyes and saw Oreanna's avatar perched on a tree branch, patiently waiting for the game to resume. 

Long ago, avatars looked like animations, caricatures. Nowadays, they resembled real people. In the virtual world, Aiden’s plain, overweight sister transformed into a trim sixteen-year-old beauty with flowing blonde hair, captivating green eyes, perky breasts, and a firm but ample backside. Her online persona didn’t suffer from acne as real-life Oreanna did but boasted smooth porcelain skin. 

Due to Ori’s excellent hand-eye coordination, she aced most of her peers in the gaming world, which gave Imitation-Oreanna a large following of fans on social media. Almost daily, the avatar received texts that complimented her looks and prowess as a gamer. Most of these admirers were men, which, Aiden suspected, pleased his insecure sister to no end. 

He willed his WeConnect to restart the game.  

Among the fat, wet leaves of trees, I fly. A flash of red and blue pulls my gaze to the right, where a macaw calls. I pass a chattering troop of monkeys and sail under branches draped in purple flowers.  

The graphics had improved so much since the early days of VR, with holographic, three-dimensional images and light rays and shadows in their proper places. Aiden reached out his hand, and, within the game, Oreanna’s avatar-hand grazed the purple flowers.  

I shoot up toward a bright blue sky. I’m flying! The skin on my face tingles as if sprayed with a cool mist. I look down to the gorge below with its river of white-capped rapids. 

Aiden’s heart pounded. Ever aware, the game sensed the change in player and asked if he would like to choose an avatar better suited for a young male. He ignored the lure. Playing the game as a yellow-haired babe in a bikini reminded him that this was only a game and he wasn’t actually soaring in an Amazonian rainforest. One addicted kid in the family was enough. Still, Aiden hesitated to remove the headgear.  

I soar over the treetops and feel the damp heat of the jungle rising from below. My nostrils fill with a flowery scent – plumeria. I can almost taste the sweet perfume on my tongue. A red-tailed hawk suddenly whizzes past.  

Aiden’s eyes followed the bird. He couldn’t help it. 

Red-tailed hawks aren’t found in the Amazon, but there it is. The hawk swoops down and circles beneath me, its cinnamon tail spread out like a feathered fan. In tandem, we make a loop and soar together above a village composed of thatched huts. Woven into the thatch of one roof are letters that spell: RANGER BACKPACKS R THE BEST!  

Aiden yanked the headgear off, although his deceived senses urged him to continue playing. To fly. To escape. 

Tricky, he thought as his heart still pumped in exhilaration. A few hours ago, he’d flown like a hawk in his mind-drift. Ophidian Corp, the makers of Jungle Flight, would do anything to get him addicted. He thrust the goggles into his sister’s hand. 

“Buzzkill,” Oreanna muttered. 

Aiden’s eyes caught a patch of wetness at her crotch. “Ori...” He pointed. 

The girl looked down at her stained pants. “Oh. I didn’t even notice.” 

“Again.” 

“Don’t tell Mom or Dad. Please? They’ll have DAPHNE put me on a timer.” 

“Practice a little self-control then.”  

“If they ask how you found me, tell them I was studying, okay?” 

“They know what you do. The walls have eyes, remember?” He tousled her dark curls.  

“Studying, Aiden. I was studying.” Oreanna walked toward the bathroom and deposited the headgear on a shelf. “I wish my body didn’t need to pee. Roland never has to pee.” 

“Roland is a robot.” 

“Elimination is a human failing.” She picked at a pimple on her face and headed into the bathroom. “DAPHNE, return my room to study mode.” 

“Will do,” came the upbeat but disembodied reply. 

As the bathroom door closed behind Oreanna, a desk, chair, and table lamp slid out from a compartment in the bedroom wall, and a double bed slowly lowered from the ceiling. Aiden exited the room, but not before an ad lit up one wall with the message "PRE-ORDER JUNGLE FLIGHT TWO!"
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CHAPTER 2 


[image: image]


At supper, Mom’s younger sister, Aunt L’Eren, sat at the dining room table with one hand resting on her pregnant belly. “We chose green eyes set against a backdrop of cafe au lait skin coloring for our boy.” 

The dining room walls displayed the farmhouse porch setting that overlooked the green and yellow cornfield Aiden had viewed earlier, only now everything was bathed in a Halloween-orange sunset. Amidst the dining room chatter, he heard the soundtrack of chirping crickets.  

“We altered the genes by inserting a sequence for green eyes,” L’Eren smiled at her husband. Govind Lal had silky black hair and skin the color of cinnamon. He and L’Eren possessed beautiful dark eyes, but Aiden guessed his uncle and aunt felt green would be more enviable. 

“What a gorgeous combination,” Jill beamed at her powerful brother-in-law. Roland motored in, holding platters of salad, steak, mashed potatoes, and corn, and served helpings to each person. Aiden’s father, Doug, took heaping portions. He was a stout man, stouter than he used to be, Aiden observed. Dad had gained weight since taking the job at Ophidian, and Aiden believed it was because he sought comfort in food.  

L’Eren waved away her portion of salad and pointed at the potatoes. Roland dutifully gave her an extra serving. “We also curated genes for a higher IQ. That way, our boy can grow up to be a high-achiever like his daddy.” She placed a proud hand on her husband’s shoulder. 

Just then, words from the Great Source nudged Aiden. He pulled at the starchy collar of the white shirt his mom made him wear and bristled uncomfortably. The words pressed against his lips, but he fought their exit. More often than not, he got into trouble when he spoke them.

Uncle Govind cocked his head as if he, too, listened to an inner voice; only Aiden knew he was only using the WeConnect to send texts and answer emails. The man had been working nonstop since he’d walked through the door and seemed unusually tense.  

The words continued to push at Aiden until he could no longer stop them. He pointed his fork at Aunt L’Eren and asked, “Why bother making your kid smarter if DAPHNE handles everything? We can afford to be stupid.” 

Jill’s eyes threw daggers at him, and Doug gave Aiden a warning shake of his head. Oreanna rolled her eyes and shoveled food into her mouth, no doubt in a hurry to quit the meal and return to the fantasy world of Jungle Flight. 

Govind raised his eyebrows at his nephew. “Artificial Intelligence only amplifies our intelligence. It’s an extension of us. A tool.” 

“No, it’s not.” Aiden’s fork made anxious little pushes against the mashed potatoes on his plate. “DAPHNE runs everything, including our lives.” 

Aunt L’Eren’s lower jaw dropped. “Where would you get such an idea?” 

Jill ordered Roland to pour more wine and said, “From the filth of society that lives on the streets, that’s where.”

Doug glanced at his wife and inflated his chest to show he could play the strict patriarch. “Aiden, how many times have I told you to stay away from the grid-skippers?”  

Aiden pasted some shame onto his face for his father’s benefit but didn’t feel too threatened. He and his dad were pals. Just last summer, he’d taught Doug how to fish at the lake, and Doug returned the favor by teaching Aiden how to drive a car – a real adventure! Although all cars were automated, the Baylors owned an older model that allowed for emergency human intervention. Aiden loved to drive. Of course, if he made one mistake, it could mean death, but the risk didn’t frighten him; it excited him. Virtual games were filled with plenty of risks, but none were real. When Aiden, not DAPHNE, drove the car, a beaming sense of accomplishment radiated through him. 

Jill narrowed her eyes. “If you visit those freaks again, you’re grounded for a month.” 

Oreanna smirked at her brother and then looked longingly toward the stairs that would return her to her game. “Mom, I’m done. Can I be excused?” 

“No.” 

Uncle Govind blinked rapidly three times, meaning he was either turning document pages or scrolling through a website. Aiden watched a bead of sweat run down his uncle’s forehead and wondered why the Secretary of Defense was all twisted up. 

Aunt L’Eren shrugged one shoulder. “The grid-skippers choose to live on the streets. They could live in subsidized housing if they wanted and play virtual reality games all day long.” 

“Right.” Aiden’s fork smoothed the sides of his mashed potato pile. “They could play all day in a virtual world created by Ophidian and spend their stipend on all the Ophidian–made products advertised in the games.” 

Oreanna kicked him under the table. 

“Ouch!” Aiden rubbed his shin and scowled at his sister. 

“Quit cutting down Dad’s company,” she said.

Doug slapped a genial grin on his face, but behind it, Aiden glimpsed regret. Doug worked as a marketing executive for Ophidian, the giant corporation with a broad global reach that owned many companies, from tech firms to farms. Ophidian also manufactured products. Doug led a team to find ways to push those products in the popular video games and virtual worlds the company produced. ‘I’m not suited to wear a suit,” he’d joke to Aiden but then confide how much he hated his job. Still, how could he ever leave? The salary Doug earned made the Baylors rich.  

Jill waved furiously at Roland to refill her glass. “Not only does Aiden get crazy ideas from the grid-skippers, he brings home these books—”

“Real books?” Aunt L’Eren interrupted.

“Yes, real, old books that probably carry disease. He gets them from this one human wreck... What’s his name again?”  

Aiden’s shoulders slumped. “Chris.” 

Jill downed half her glass. Aunt L’Eren clucked her tongue at Aiden. Govind blinked a couple of times as he read a text and wiped his forehead with a napkin.

Studying him, Aiden’s mind-drift from earlier popped into his mind, the one where he’d flown over the army base outside of town and saw an unusual amount of security guards. Of course, his brain made up that scene. A mind-drift would have no bearing on reality, right?

Just then, a question sizzled on Aiden’s tongue like a burning flame. As he continued to gaze at his uncle, the question grew hotter. Even though he knew his mother would kill him, he had to speak or his mouth would burn.

“Why are they upping security at the army base?” he blurted out. “Is something going on with DAPHNE?”

DAPHNE’s headquarters were underground, built beneath the abandoned base.

Govind jerked his eyes toward him. “There’s nothing going on.” 

“Then why did you come out to California?”

“Aiden.” Jill narrowed her eyes at her son and grabbed the wine bottle from Roland as he motored past. 

“Your aunt wants to give birth around her family. That’s why we’re here.”  

“You’re lying.”

Jill slammed the bottle on the table and forced a smile at her important guest, whose eyes were glued on Aiden. “I apologize. Our son is having some mental issues, but he’s in therapy to work them out.” 

Aiden’s lower jaw dropped. How drunk was his mom? At that moment, embarrassingly, Dr. Clarence materialized on the dining room wall, accompanied by a mental health hotline number.  

Aunt L’Eren widened her eyes at the image and asked Aiden, “What’s bothering you, sweetheart?” 

Jill tipped the wine bottle toward her glass. “He says there’s a voice in his head that talks to him.” She missed her mark, and red liquid stained the white tablecloth. 

Aiden had to defend himself. No one else would. “It’s not a voice. Words come into my head, and give me ideas.” 

His aunt’s eyes went wider. “Ideas? What does this person say?” 

“I don’t know if it’s a person. It’s not like someone’s whispering in my ear. It’s—It’s more like a communication going on inside of me.” 

Govind laser-focused on him. “A communication? What sort of communication? How often does it take place?”  

Aiden lowered his eyes. He felt emotional chains tighten around his middle but spoke anyhow. “It happens only when I’m calm, like when I’m in the forest thinking about nothing. Then, words come into my head from out of nowhere. Words and ideas, and sometimes mind-drifts.”  

Oreanna screwed up her face at him. “What’s a mind-drift?”

Aiden glanced up to see his mom staring at him in defeat. Doug opened his mouth to speak, to play his usual role of family mediator, but Govind held up a silencing hand. 

“Do you talk back to this thing?” his uncle asked.

“Yes, but not with my mouth. It’s all going on in my head.” 

L’Eren gave her nephew a wry smile. “The communication is in your head? That’s your WeConnect, Aiden.” 

Anger thudded in his chest. He wasn’t going to let them diminish the Great Source by comparing it to the hated device. “No, it’s not. I’ve made a connection to—to something real.” 

Jill’s lower lip trembled.

Doug tented his hands as if he might pray. “We’ve talked about this before, son. It’s a trick. Someone is sending you subliminal messages through your WeConnect. They’re fooling you.” He looked at Govind and L’Eren. “I’m sure you’ve heard how hackers have found a way to infiltrate people’s WeConnects. They send cruel, anonymous texts or flash scary images.” 

L’Eren nodded eagerly at her sister. “I’m sure that’s what’s happening, and it’s really bad for people suffering from depression. The subliminal words and pictures can bring them to the brink of suicide.” She reached across the table to pat her nephew’s hand. “That’s all it is, Sweetie. You’re not hearing voices. Your mind has been hacked, that’s all.” 

Jill wiped away a tear and smiled gratefully at her sister. 

Aiden pulled his hand away. “I turn off my implant when I go into the forest, so, like I said, it’s not my WeConnect. It’s the Great Source.” 

His family stared at him.  

“Look,” he pleaded in desperation, “maybe I’m talking to aliens or God. Or even to our ancestors.” Liking the idea, he straightened up in his chair. “I read that the Chinese believed their ancestors spoke to them.”  

A moment passed, heavy with silence.  

“DAPHNE?” Aiden called out, “didn’t the ancient Chinese believe their dead relatives could advise them?”  

The unbodied, velvety voice curled around the dining table. “During the Shang Dynasty, the ancestors of the royal family were thought to reside in heaven with the spirit-gods. These ancestors, it was believed, could be contacted through a shaman for help and guidance.” 

“See?” A weak smile formed on Aiden’s face. “Maybe I’m a shaman.”  

Oreanna gazed sadly at her brother. “No, you’re just sick.” 

He could tell his family thought he’d lost his mind, but everything about the Great Source told him there was so much more in his mind to find. Pushing back his chair in defeat, Aiden rose from the table and left the room.  

****** 
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WHEN HE’D GONE, L’EREN leaned toward Jill. “This is serious.”   

Jill sighed at Oreanna. “Ori...” 

The girl rose to her feet. “I get it.” She wagged a finger at her mother. “But if you guys get to talk trash, I get to play.” 

Jill nodded, and the happy teenager hustled off.  

“DAPHNE,” Jill announced in a tired voice, “soundproof the room.” 

The doors closed.

Jill took her sister’s hand. “You see what we’re dealing with, Rennie? Aiden is extremely smart and mature for his years, but he’s so troubled.” 

Govind gazed at Aiden’s empty chair. “I think you’d better find out who or what is hacking into your son.”

Doug appeared torn between defending Aiden and pandering to his powerful relative. “Of course. DAPHNE, schedule a security scan of Aiden’s WeConnect tonight.” 

The response floated from the walls. “Will do, Doug.” 

“But what if Aiden has a serious mental issue?” Jill held her napkin against her nose to stave off tears. “He hates going to therapy. I don’t know whether I should make him go or not.”   

L’Eren squeezed her hand. “Ask the Predictor.” 

Jill, in manic agreement, jumped up from the table and jogged into the kitchen.  

“What do you think Aiden meant when he spoke of ‘a true connection?’” Govind asked Doug.

Doug shook his head.

Jill returned to the table with a blue plastic ball the size of an apple. Holding the Predictor reverently with two hands, she asked, “Should I give my son time to work out his issues, or should I send him to Dr. Clarence?”  

A voice, neither male nor female, but spectral and synthetic, issued from the small round orb. “Let Dr. Clarence assess your son’s mental state.” 

L’Eren lifted relieved hands into the air. “There. It’s decided.” 

Doug bristled in his seat but kept quiet. Govind looked back at the space his nephew vacated and his eyes fell to Aiden’s plate, where a perfectly-formed pyramid of mashed potatoes stood like a beacon to an unknown world.
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CHAPTER 3 
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Early the next morning, Govind boarded an air taxi to fly to a military base outside of town. The taxi lifted vertically off the ground like a helicopter of old, but without the clamor of propellers. He could have taken an automated car on the street, which offered a compact sleeping area and television, but the air taxi traveled distances quickly, and Govind wanted to get to his meeting as soon as possible. 

He traveled solo without security because his WeConnect functioned as a bodyguard. A special application created for government officials and celebrities could pick up on the presence of a firearm in a crowd and silently warn the VIP. As well, when Govind’s eyes scanned a crowd of people (under the pretense of engaging with them), the app recognized the faces of insurgents, persons on the Most Wanted lists, and anyone with a criminal record. The app would then alert any police androids or security robots patrolling the area, and they would swiftly arrive and remove the threat. In a small town like Sierrawood, Govind felt safe enough. Besides, there were far more serious threats that needed his attention.

He strummed the armrest of his seat with nervous fingers and wondered how Aiden could know about the current crisis. He worried that the voice in his nephew’s head might belong to cyber actors who’d been hacking and attacking American interests. Now, they might very well have begun hacking into the heads of American citizens. 

The military base came into view below. The husks of barracks and bunkers stood crumbling. Rows of mothballed fighter jets sat on a landing strip from which weeds grew and swayed in the wind. Rusted barbed wire fencing outlined an old rifle range and a training ground, where nothing remained but a dirt running track and the ruins of an obstacle course. 

Govind knew that, long before he was born, soldiers had trained at Fort Sierra. Indeed, the town of Sierrawood had formed around the base to serve the military personnel and their families. As the years passed, however, the base fell out of use. Human soldiers no longer patrolled the grounds, only guard robots, and today, as Aiden had correctly stated, there were a lot more than usual, monitoring the base on high alert. The robots looked like squat metal boxes stacked on a wheeled platform, but Govind knew the boxes housed a variety of weapons. 

If on-foot attackers stormed the base, the guard robots would send out heat shields that burned human skin. If the threat came from the sky, the guards would return fire with precision-guided firearms whose bullets could change course in midair to track their targets. As well, the boxes hid extended-range rocket launchers and laser cannons. No doubt, the guard patrols had already scanned the air taxi and its important passenger, for they motored by peacefully when the vehicle set down near a one-story bunker. 

Govind hastened toward the bunker, which housed the United States’ headquarters of Central General Intelligence and Cyber Command. A few feet from the entrance, he paused to allow a beam of green light to scope his body. When he turned his eye toward a retinal scanner, the building’s steel door slid open. 

He entered a lobby tiled entirely in white quartz. A black retangular box stood in the dead center of the room like an open, upright coffin. Govind stepped inside, and, while a biometric scanner read his WeConnect, he picked up a small strip of paper from an interior shelf and licked it. He lay the paper on a blue-lit circle on the same shelf and waited for DNA clearance. 

Moments later, a panel opened in one of the quartz-tiled walls to reveal an elevator. Govind walked into it. As the doors closed, the WeConnect in his skull vibrated, and a text appeared in his frontal vision: Welcome, Dr. Lal. 

The elevator began its descent underground.  

A few moments later, the doors opened into the enormous room of a data center. Rows of sleek black servers filled the space and created one wall of electronics after another like giant dominoes standing on end. The servers powered and fed data to computers and WeConnects all over the country.  Robots that resembled metal snakes slid up and down and around the electronics, monitoring the temperature, ventilation, equipment status, and possible fire hazards. Robotic arms reached and retracted along the grid work fronting the servers as they replaced and removed faulty hard drives.  

A gentle roar, similar to the sound of ocean waves, issued from the servers and filled Govind’s ears as he followed a path of amber-colored footlights. The lights led him to a set of double doors, which opened automatically upon his approach. As he exited, he stepped out onto the limestone tiles of a long patio rimmed by a graceful railing. 

As Govind glanced behind him, he didn’t see the exit of the data center but the façade of an English manor house. If he peered through the leaded panes of the nearest casement window, he’d behold a fancy interior drawing room with a cozy fire crackling in the grate. Through another window, he’d view a wood-paneled library. A ballroom replete with a tiled mosaic floor and crystal chandeliers glowed in refined splendor behind the glass of another. 

All of these were holographic scenes embedded behind the leaded panes like one might find in a theme park. They helped sow the illusion that Govind had exited a mansion to step outside into a garden. And what a garden it was! 

Lit from above by an orb of bright light, the wide stone steps descended to an expanse of green artificial turf with a sputtering fountain at its center. Beds of fake pink roses, red mums, and various plastic ferns adorned the garden. The branches of faux willow trees gently draped over wrought-iron tables that peppered the “lawn.” 

The last time Govind visited, people had filled the place, some wearing military uniforms, others dressed in the white tunics of the engineers. They’d sat on cushioned chairs at the tables holding laptops and coffee cups. 

Today, however, the garden was empty except for a string quartet made up of four tuxedo-clad androids standing under a gazebo. They played a piece Govind recognized but couldn’t name.

He looked up and squinted under the fake sun, which was positioned among projections of cottony white clouds dotting a blue firmament. Later, pinpoints of light patterned after the constellations would twinkle in a parody of the night’s sky. 

Dvořák. The music’s composer was Dvořák.

“Mr. Secretary.” 

A tall woman with clipped dark brown hair climbed the limestone steps toward him. Dr. Lizzie Appel’s straight posture told Govind she had no insecurities about her height. Her white tunic and white pants complimented her flawless caramel-colored skin. Lizzie extended a smooth-skinned hand. “Welcome back.” 

Govind secretly admired the woman’s beauty, her high cheekbones and full lips. With a hearty handshake, he said, “Lizzie, there’s no need for formalities. I’m still the same Govind you knew at MIT.”  

“That Govind used to copy my exams.” She shared a smile with her visitor. Even her teeth were a brilliant white. “I feel I should greet you with some respect, considering your new post.” 

“Please. We’re old friends, but you, I notice, have far fewer wrinkles than I do.”  

“It’s the pressure you’re under, Govind.” 

“DAPHNE does my job. I don’t feel pressured at all.” He let the lie hang between them as his eyes roamed the manicured grounds. “I never get over how enchanting this garden is. It seems so real.” 

“It’s about as much of the outdoors as I can get. Come. I know you don’t want to waste another minute.”

He followed her along the limestone patio. “You seem very calm, Lizzie.”

“Panic won’t resolve anything.” 

The two stopped at an ornately-carved wooden door on the mansion’s façade. At their arrival, the door opened, and Lizzie led him down a white-washed hallway. They passed various offices, inside of which uniformed men and women rushed about. Some glimpsed Govind and paused to salute him. 

They entered a square room bordered by servers along each wall. In the center of the room, a white, plastic-coated egg the size of a compact car stood balanced on its tip. Block letters etched across the surface of one side spelled out DAPHNE. Toward the bottom, in a smaller script, he read, Ophidian Corporation next to the company’s logo, a fanged snake in a tree branch. 

Lizzie put her hand on the shoulder of a young woman with bold purple streaks livening her ash-blonde hair. “This is Vivica, the youngest of my protégées. Vivica, this is Dr. Govind Lal, U.S. Secretary of Defense.”

“How do you do?” Govind asked. 

The girl barely acknowledged her important visitor and sat with her eyes glued to her computer. He glanced at Vivica’s screen and winced at the vast amount of data she had to analyze. No wonder the girl’s features were pinched and drawn. Her skin tone lacked color, probably due to spending so much time underground. Pity, Govind thought. Maybe the purple streaks in Vivica’s hair represented a statement of some sort, a way to bring color to an otherwise colorless existence.  

Govind swallowed these sentiments as he followed Lizzie to a holographic screen near a bank of servers. Upon her approach, a map of the United States materialized. She used her finger to display several hubs all over the country that distributed DAPHNE’s intelligence. 

“As you can see, all of DAPHNE’s systems are running efficiently. As well, our power grids are fully operational despite the attacks.”  

Next to the U.S. map, a holographic globe appeared and slowly revolved. Govind observed similar hubs in other countries receiving lit strands of intelligence. These emanated not from DAPHNE but from similar Artificial General Intelligences or AGIs belonging to the rest of the world’s nations. The AGIs were supposed to work together to keep peace. Unfortunately, something went wrong, and Govind’s presence was required.

Govind’s eyes roamed the digital planet in concern. “Cyber actors from no less than three different countries managed to hack into our electric systems all at the same time. The governments of our adversaries deny any wrongdoing, but this was clearly an orchestrated attack.”

Lizzie joined him to scrutinize the globe. “DAPHNE removed the threats with no problem, but I do understand your concern. A planted computer virus won’t simply wreak havoc with the software of the power grids but can physically destroy the infrastructure by giving the control system faulty orders. In addition, malware could bypass all our safety systems and backups.”

She spoke like one of her machines, Govind mused. It fit that Lizzie would be the brain behind the deep-learning technology powering DAPHNE. 

“Removing threats is one thing,” he told her. “The President and Congress want to know why the AGIs are unable to resolve our problems, and what DAPHNE plans to do about these acts of aggression.” 

“As much as I enjoy seeing you, Govind, you didn’t have to come all this way to find out.”

“I can’t risk hearing DAPHNE’s plans remotely, not with all the spying and hacking going on. There’s a breakdown somewhere, and I’ve got to find it.” 

“DAPHNE has informed me she has the situation under control.”

“All right.” He waited for Lizzie to continue. She didn’t. “What is she doing?”

“I can’t tell you.”  

He blinked at her in surprise. “Congress must vote on decisions that impact international relations. We need to know DAPHNE’s plan.” 

“By the time you deliver a report to Congress, and they vote to approve or disapprove of her plan, DAPHNE and similar AGI’s around the world will be countless steps ahead of you and onto a new game plan. Let DAPHNE handle the problem without slowing her down.”  

“No. There has to be a vote. We live in a democracy, you know.” 

Lizzie raised an eyebrow. “Do we? You work for the corporation that owns this country.” 

He flinched. “I work for the U.S. government.” 

“Since when? I know Ophidian placed you in the President’s Cabinet.” 

Govind squirmed in his fine leather shoes. “That’s not public information, Lizzie. I may have worked for Ophidian in the past—” 

“You’re still one of their top execs.” 

“Yes, but we feel it looks better if we—” 

“If you keep secret the fact that you work for the conglomerate that edged out all its competition, monopolized every industry in the country, and now functions as a puppet master who dangles the President and all the members of Congress on marionette strings. You’re a fine one to talk about democracy, Govind. Tell me, does the American public know about the threat to our power sources? Do they know about the failed harvests brought on by climate change and how those failures might cause worldwide economic collapses? What about the populist parties on the rise in the weaker nations? Do they know about that?”

He didn’t answer.

“People know nothing about these things because Ophidian owns all the news outlets and controls all the information.” 

Govind’s lips pressed into a
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