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Chapter One
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With beads of sweat cascading down her forehead, Simone paused briefly to take a desperately needed gulp from her Camelbak, then meticulously adjusted the weighty backpack’s straps to find some semblance of comfort on her weary shoulders. The arduous journey to the caves was always nothing short of a grueling trial, and this was a long weekend, so she’d packed her small cooler with three days of food and drinks. It was a relentless hike and dangerous climb to their secret place that she undertook at least once every week, if not more frequently. Not often enough to her liking, but...her obligations as one of the leading neurosurgeons in Clemency Community Hospital were unyielding.

“Simone, wait up,” Danny called out breathlessly from behind.

Simone waited for Danny, who was an invaluable member of their crew. He dedicated every spare moment he possessed to Cyber Sanctuary. Though he’d stumbled academically during high school and was barred from attending college, the self-taught computer specialist possessed a brilliant mind when it came to software and programming. His expertise in cyber technology would go to waste in his present employment as a humble billing clerk at the local telephone company. Danny’s contribution to their cause was immeasurable.

Like all the others, Danny was in his early thirties but somewhat burdened with excess weight. Gasping for air, he finally caught up with Simone. “So, enlighten me further. Who is this extraordinary new addition to our team?”

“Not entirely certain,” Simone responded, shifting her right foot onto a substantial boulder and securing her shoelace before resuming their climb. “His name is Kassa Andenet, an Ethiopian and an ingenious scientist and robotics engineer. That’s all Dylan told me.”

“How on Earth did he find out about us? Did Dylan spill his guts to the guy?” Danny inquired, his face flushed and perspiration glistening on his brow. “And how long has the guy lived here in the US?”

“Damn it, Danny, slow down. I mentioned earlier that Dylan didn’t provide any additional intel about the man,” Simone retorted, her frustration palpable. She sighed and shook her head wearily. “I’m not the one calling the shots.”

“Well, neither is Dylan,” Danny snapped back defiantly, retrieving a water bottle from his backpack and taking a much-needed sip before wiping his mouth with the sleeve of his sweat-soaked shirt. “Dylan should have at least called for a vote before breaking all the rules by bringing this stranger into our midst and disclosing our whereabouts. How long has he known this guy? How did he meet him?”

Simone nonchalantly shrugged, fully comprehending the tumultuous thoughts that troubled Danny’s mind. Their pursuits were riddled with risk, treading a path that was both perilous and unabashedly outside the boundary of the law. Nevertheless, she held an unwavering trust in Dylan’s discernment, a bond forged through years of unwavering camaraderie, during which he’d never steered them off course. Though leadership had never been officially bestowed upon anyone, it was acknowledged that Dylan was their de facto leader.

“I guess we’ll find out later. Come now, there’s no need to worry excessively,” she assured Danny softly.

But deep within her core, Simone recognized the weight of Danny’s anxieties. The gravity of adding a total stranger to their team loomed heavy over every step they took, threatening to crush their very souls. And yet, despite it all, she remained resolute in her belief in Dylan’s leadership—a beacon of trust amidst tumultuous seas. “Let’s forge ahead, twilight approaches,” she urged gently.

“Yeah?” Danny retorted bitterly, his tone dripping with resentment as he gestured towards the rugged incline leading to the caverns with an agitated wave. “Lead the way towards our impending doom. Just wait and see. Within a few days, we’ll all be behind bars or dead!”

Simone disregarded his caustic tone, her anticipation intensifying as she steeled herself for the formidable rock scramble that lay ahead. Though effortless for her, she couldn’t help but empathize with Danny’s struggle, his strained grunts and muted complaints about the newcomer echoing behind her. Compassion surged through her veins, compelling her to slow down her pace, ensuring he could keep up.

They pressed on towards their destination—the area near the mouth of the enchanted caves Simone and her two closest friends, Dylan Thompson and Francesca Childers, had serendipitously stumbled upon during a childhood hiking expedition. Unrecorded in any documentation, these hidden caves became the home of Cyber Sanctuary—a clandestine laboratory and data center forged more than twenty years ago by Simone, Dylan, and Franny.

Dylan, twelve at the time, had unraveled the secrets of past cyber technology—the gateway that granted them access to invaluable knowledge. Sharing this newfound wisdom with Simone and Franny, their hearts danced with anticipation as they delved into forbidden books procured from the underground market. This wasn’t easy because of their age, but they managed. Eagerly absorbing the wisdom within those illicit pages, they yearned to translate theory into practice.

It still boggled Simone’s mind that there was once an era when almost every household owned computers and other forms of cyber technology.
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THE MOMENTOUS SHIFT occurred when mighty governments worldwide united against rampant cybercrime—a sweeping ban on all cyber tech was enacted in response, and according to historical records, computer terminals, tablets, VR systems, and mobile phones served as conduits for theft, murder, scams, trafficking of illicit substances, and exploitative content like pornography and weapons trade—rendering society vulnerable to unspeakable horrors.

In the shadows lay the notorious dark web, accessible only through encrypted software—a haven for the most nefarious criminals who possessed the potential to dismantle entire nations. In two thousand twenty-two alone, over two hundred and thirty-six million ransomware attacks plagued the global community—an alarming testament to the extent of cyber criminality. The world erupted in fervent protest against this crackdown. Majestic cities transformed into crucibles of dissent as massive rallies and marches consumed their streets in a desperate plea for change that often spilled into violence and bloodshed. Some factions, driven to extremes, orchestrated bombings targeting government institutions and NATO facilities—futile attempts to challenge their steadfast reliance on cyber tech. But alas, these rebellious acts couldn’t alter the course of history.

NATO crumbled beneath the weight of its own obsolescence, giving rise to a new order—the World Cybernetic Governing Alliance, known as the WCGA. The WCGA’s technocratic task force became the enforcers of sweeping legislation designed to safeguard humanity from its technological follies.

With a few exceptions granted by special dispensation licenses, people and organizations across the globe were compelled to relinquish their beloved computers, tablets, mobile phones, and game consoles—all remnants of a once-digital existence condemned to oblivion. The world reverted to ancient methods of communication—dial-up phones, manual typewriters, telex machines, and even antiquated telegraph systems from centuries past found newfound relevance amidst widespread power failures.

In this altered reality, a symphony of emotions resonated, defiance and resilience fueling hope that sprang from discarded technology’s ashes. TV programs, movies, and books were relentlessly monitored for any hint of cybernetic content.

This led to the emergence of clandestine illegal cyber centers scattered across the globe. In response, each country was assigned its own cybernetic task force by the WCGA, made up of cutting-edge cybertechnologies such as drones, bots, and an elite force of cyborgs armed with phaser rifles and advanced cyber weapons. The consequences of falling into their clutches were severe. Those found possessing cybernetic devices or even materials to construct them faced instant execution if they resisted arrest. At the same time, those who were physically apprehended could languish behind bars for years within the WCGA’s prison facilities. Depending on the gravity of their crimes, offenders could even face the ultimate penalty of death, reinstated by many nations.
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PAUSING MOMENTARILY to quench her thirst, Simone awaited Danny’s arrival. Observing the sky overhead, she knew that these mountains remained untouched by scrutiny from the ever-watchful drones while the bots confined themselves to the cities and suburbs. Yet, caution was still paramount for their team. Though spotting the bots posed little challenge, detecting the swift and stealthy drones proved more difficult.

Danny finally caught up and took a sip of water before speaking. “No sign of drones. I doubt they’ll ever venture into surveillance of this area because no sane human dares to venture up this treacherous mountain with its hairy inhabitants. And I can’t imagine those massive bots trudging up here.”

“It’s always better to err on the side of caution. We need to carry on, Danny, if we’re going to get there before dark.”

Equipped with tracking devices capable of detecting even the faintest signals, both bots and drones possessed unrivaled capabilities that enabled them to uncover hidden locations. Meanwhile, informants were always ready to betray others for a price, often in exchange for basic necessities like food and clothing.

With the collapse of global networks, the cost of survival skyrocketed. Stock markets crashed, and international trade dwindled to a mere remnant of its former self. Countless individuals struggled to eke out an existence, with billions left homeless and hungry. Fast food places were forced to close their doors. Bars, nightclubs, movie theaters, and other forms of entertainment became outlawed, and over the last eight decades, curfews were set worldwide. The bots would fire upon anyone seen on the streets or roads after midnight.

Gradually, Earth’s population grew accustomed to forsaking all electronic equipment and gadgets and many of their social pleasures. The younger generation barely knew of the existence of many of these things and cyber tech unless one delved deep into Earth’s history—an endeavor Simone and her friends, Dylan and Franny, embarked upon by secretly reading forbidden materials.

And so, with a burning desire to explore the depths of cyber technology, they clandestinely procured books by any means possible.

Among them, Simone was considered fortunate. Hailing from an affluent family—both parents esteemed physicians in their community—she received a generous weekly allowance that swelled as she matured. Upon turning eighteen, she gained access to the trust fund her grandmother had established for her. Not interested in frivolous indulgences or mindless snacking, Simone dedicated a significant portion of her wealth to supporting her two best friends and their families, aiding them in their struggle for survival.Her gold jewelry, an heirloom passed down from her grandmother, proved invaluable in their quest, for its worth surpassed that of mere currency. She held onto only a handful of sentimental keepsakes, trading the rest on the black market for banned cyber tech and books.

They delved into the forbidden texts and thirsted for knowledge, their minds expanding like the vast expanse of their hidden caves. In those secret depths, they hoarded elusive components, carefully concealed from prying eyes.

Bound by societal expectations, Simone pursued a career as a doctor and then a neurosurgeon. But deep within her being, nanotechnology research aimed at regenerative medicine, neural and bone tissue engineering, and improved treatment of deadly diseases like cancer, called out to her soul, a dream she longed to embrace.

The government dictated each child’s path based on their parents’ station in life, reserving computer science education exclusively for the offspring of high-ranking officials. Only after completing their studies would these chosen few be assigned to the cybernetic task force of their respective nations.

Dylan dutifully followed in his father’s footsteps and became an auto mechanic, while Franny took up the role of a salesgirl. Yet hidden beneath their seemingly ordinary lives, Dylan’s towering intellect swiftly assimilated the intricacies of computer language and programming. And within Franny resided a gift for hardware and technical prowess. Their multifaceted knowledge remained dormant until the discovery of the caves and their subsequent acquisition of coveted components.

Thus, countless treks to their clandestine sanctuary began, hauling whatever they could find or acquire from illicit sources, items dug up from decaying heaps or purchased through shadowy dealings. It was no easy feat because so much equipment had been confiscated, destroyed, or recycled. The realization that they were playing with fire ignited an exhilaration within them. Undeterred by danger, they pressed on, fueled by an insatiable hunger for knowledge and a burning desire for superior equipment. They tinkered with fragments salvaged from the ashes, yet never possessed enough to construct a complete system.

Until one day, thanks to Dylan accidentally stumbling upon a secret facility, they hit the jackpot...

While she continued climbing, Simone’s mind wandered back to that day that was forever engraved in her memory as if it had happened yesterday. Dylan’s extraordinary discovery would forever alter their destiny and shape their sanctuary into what it was.
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Twenty years ago...

“What took you so long?” Franny grumbled when Simone finally arrived at the base of the mountain.

“Sorry. I had to help Mom with some stuff. What’s the rush? We have the whole weekend.”

Dylan hoisted his backpack onto his shoulders. “We’ve been sitting here baking in the hot sun for nearly an hour.”

Simone grimaced. “And this is where mobile phones would come in handy.”

“Tell me about it. But there’s a change of plans. We’re not going to the caves right now,” Dylan told her.

“Oh? Why?”

“You won’t believe what I’ve found. Dad had me pick up a vehicle from a farm just outside town for repairs. Not far from that property is an old huge warehouse. Before taking the car back to the workshop, I decided to check it out. The government owns the facility.”

“So...and?”

“There was a big semi parked near the building, and they were unloading it and bringing stuff into the warehouse. Cyber tech equipment.”

“Really. And what good does that do us?” Simone asked sarcastically.

Franny agreed. “Yeah. The place is probably heavily guarded.”

Dylan nodded. “It is. By bots. But maybe we can figure out a way to get in.”

“Get out! As if...” Simone and Franny exclaimed in chorus.

“Stop it, you two. The warehouse is huge. I saw only two bots. They can’t be everywhere at once. Maybe there’s a window we can sneak through.”

Simone snorted. “Right. I’m too young to go to jail.”

“We can at least go and check it out.”

Franny elbowed Simone. “Can’t hurt to go take a look, girlfriend.”

“I suppose,” Simone admitted. “Being that it’s a long weekend, we’ve got three days to kill.”

“Days we could be spending studying our books,” Franny grumbled, but she fell into step behind Dylan and Simone.
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IT TOOK MORE THAN AN hour to get there. Lying on her stomach, hidden by some shrubs, Simone gazed through the binoculars at the large fortress and the two bots patrolling its circumference. “It’s huge. And I don’t see any windows low enough for us to climb through.”

“And there’s a wire fence around the property with barbed wire on top,” Franny said in a hushed voice. “I bet it’s electrified, and a bot is standing near those gates that are locked with a heavy chain and padlock.”

“Uh-huh. I can picture us digging a tunnel,” Simone said testily. “Dylan, honestly, where’s your mind?”

“I don’t know. I bet there’s a treasure trove of cybernetic equipment inside. Maybe we can come up with a plan?”

“Well, I’ve seen enough for now. Let’s go to the caves. I want to start reading that new book we picked up,” she said, scrambling up and beginning to leave their spot.

Dylan and Franny followed her, but suddenly Fran yelped.

Simone stopped to look behind and saw that her friend had stumbled and fallen into a ditch among some brambles. Quickly, she ran to her aid. They untangled Franny from the brambles, but then Dylan suddenly hissed, “Look, guys. There’s a big drainpipe. I bet it’s from that warehouse.”

They carefully removed some of the shrubbery and brambles and exposed a drainpipe big enough for a small person to crawl into. It was old, rusty, and dry. An ancient-looking, rusted grill dangled sideways from the opening.

“I’ll crawl in to see if it leads anywhere close to that warehouse. Maybe it’ll get us beyond the fence at least,” Dylan told them while digging in his backpack for his flashlight.

“Don’t be crazy. It probably doesn’t go anywhere. It’s some leftover drain from years ago,” Simone warned.

“Won’t hurt to check it out,” he said stubbornly, then, lying on his belly, got into the pipe. Like a snake, he began to make his way in.

“He’s lost his mind! I don’t like this, Simone,” Franny said with a shiver.

“Neither do I,” Simone called into the drain. “Dylan, that’s far enough. Come back.”

After waiting for what seemed a long time, Franny said worriedly, “He’s been gone too long, Simone. Do you think he got caught?”

“No. I just went and quickly spied on that building, remember? No extra activity.”

“But what if something happened? He fell...or got stuck or something.”

“We’ll wait a while longer. If he doesn’t come back soon, one of us will need to crawl in.”

“I’m not getting in there. Look at all the spiderwebs and what if—”

“Fine. I’ll go. Wait, I hear something.”

Dylan’s grimy face appeared. He slithered towards them, then finally tumbled out of the opening. “Phew, that was something. I barely fit, and I thought I’d never get anywhere.”

“You were gone a long time. We were afraid you got stuck or something,” Franny told him.

He gave them a big grin. “Nope. But look at this!” He pulled something from under his sweatshirt and held it out.

“Oh, my God! A computer! How—”

“A laptop, and there’s tons more. You guys need to come along. I guarantee you’ll think you’ve died and gone to Cyber Heaven!”

“That tunnel scares me,” Franny whined.

“Stop it, Fran. I’ve scared all the spiders away by now,” Dylan chastised. “We can grab tons more stuff. There’s no security inside that building.”

“You’re sure of that?” Simone asked.

“Yup. Let’s go. We’ll hide the laptop and our backpacks here under some leaves and branches.”

“Won’t they know that stuff’s missing? Before we know it, they’ll begin searching the surroundings,” Simone warned.

“You’ve got no idea...nope, they won’t notice. Not unless they have an inventory list of everything that’s stored there, and I doubt that. Come on, guys. We’ve hit the jackpot!”

They quickly hid the laptop and their backpacks. Dylan slithered back into the pipe first. Hesitantly, Franny followed. Then Simone began to crawl in. The sun hid behind clouds, so it got inky-dark quite fast. The only light came from Dylan’s flashlight up ahead. It was slow going, being that Dylan was bigger and had to move on his belly, whereas the girls were small and slight and could crawl.

“How much farther?” Franny asked.

“Just wait. Not too far now,” Dylan answered.

And then suddenly, they came to the end. When they crawled out of the tunnel, they stood in a small square area. Dylan shone his flashlight up, and they saw a hole above.

“How did you get up there?” Simone asked.

“I jumped several times. It’s not that high. You guys go first. Stand on my shoulders.”

He crouched, and Simone went first. She just managed to grasp the rough sides of the hole and pulled herself up. When she crawled out and stood, she noticed it was an old bathroom, and she’d crawled out of its large, square drain. The small room was dirty and dilapidated. Broken tiles lay scattered on the floor. A busted toilet stood in a corner, and a smashed washbasin lay in pieces. The room smelled moldy and stale.

“Why would a storm drain be inside a bathroom?” Franny wondered out loud.

“Who knows, and who cares? Maybe this area used to get flooded or something,” Dylan muttered as he opened the door.

The only light inside the warehouse filtered in through dirty, narrow windows near the ceiling. Simone gasped as her eyes got accustomed to the dim light. Tall metal shelving stood in rows throughout the interior. Many of them held old full computer systems, laptops, components, and boxes filled with modems, wires, memory boards, keyboards, and more. There were also many monitors, from very old models to newer ones, tablets, game consoles, and printers.

“You were right, Dylan! It’s a treasure straight from Cyber Heaven!” Simone almost shouted it out. “Since they’ve destroyed so much, I wonder why they’re keeping all this?”

“Don’t know. Don’t care.” Dylan shrugged and began stuffing his sweatshirt with components.

From that day on, they made weekly trips to the warehouse until Dylan got too big for the pipe. After that, it was up to Simone and Franny to crawl through the drain to fetch components.

For a while... Slowly, they discovered other teenagers who shared the same dreams. Danny was one of the first to accidentally let on that he knew of the past, of cyber technology, and they took him into their confidence. It was unfortunate that Danny couldn’t help fetch components. But they slowly found several more eager cyber-thirsty girls and boys, until their group numbered eleven, not long before graduation, and they decided it was time to stop inviting others to join them.
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“THANK GOD WE’RE FINALLY here!”

Danny’s voice caused Simone’s mind to jolt back to reality when they got to the entrance of the concealed caves. Hidden so meticulously that even those daring enough to hike through the perilous black bear territories would miss it, a curtain of dark green foliage veiled the massive stone slab concealing the cave mouth. A narrow gap just over a foot wide allowed passage for a single human to slide through.

As usual, Danny struggled to navigate through the tight fissure. “I really need to curb my snacking,” he grumbled while attempting to suck in his gut.

“Or perhaps exercise more,” Simone retorted sarcastically. Danny spent countless hours sitting at his desk at work each day and, when at home, lazily reveling in television shows or devouring affordable paperback mystery novels while indulging in treats most families couldn’t afford. Simone suspected he secretly brought part of his junk food hoard with him into the caves. “One day, you won’t fit through anymore. And then what?”

“Enough with your nagging,” Danny snapped back.

Dismissively shrugging off her backpack and lifting it above her head, Simone effortlessly squeezed her way through the crevice. Sideways, they maneuvered through the short, dim passage of the narrow fissure until they finally emerged into the expansive cavern. Several bright spheres floated near the cave ceiling, casting a radiant glow across the chamber.

In their early days, they relied on candles meticulously crafted by Franny to provide them with light. Working by candlelight was a struggle. But that changed in their final year of high school when a new girl entered their district. The teacher had paired Simone with the new student, Claire Winters, for science class—an introverted young woman who betrayed no signs of unlawful acts or interest in anything else outside of schoolwork. Until that fateful day when Simone witnessed Claire halt a flask filled with treacherous liquid from spilling simply with a wave of her hand.

Simone’s new science partner possessed supernatural abilities—a telekinetic gift she shared with Simone in utmost secrecy. Through careful prodding and pleading, Claire confessed her hidden powers and made Simone swear never to reveal her secret to another soul because, if discovered, she would conveniently disappear like some others who’d been caught using special abilities. The government had no issue using humans as lab rats. The WCGA was convinced that the people with supernatural powers were aliens who looked just like the people on Earth and hid among them in plain sight.

Simone herself wondered about that because after she’d found out about Claire’s powers, she’d researched history, and it was only during the last hundred years that some people with mystical abilities had been caught. She’d carefully probed Claire’s history but hadn’t found out anything unusual about the young woman. If her parents or grandparents, or even great-grandparents, came from another planet, she didn’t let on.

Claire became an ally, and their
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