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      Wil Underwood’s arm reverberated as he blocked the swing of his opponent’s sword with his own. They had been locked in a battle of wills for the past thirty minutes.

      He wouldn’t let her get the better of him. Not this time.

      The mountain air was cool and crisp. Even during mid-summer, the elevation cooled the temperature down overnight, and the sun had yet to bring warmth to the day.

      That didn’t bother Wil, though. He welcomed the coolness as a reprieve.

      The energy it took to keep his attacker at bay was all-consuming. The only sound heard throughout the mountain pass was the echo of steel on steel. That, and Wil’s grunts as he moved to counter the blows coming at him.

      He still hadn’t mastered the art of grace as he swung the blade at his opponent. Finesse was a secondary skill yet to be learned; his focus, for now, was fixed on the dance required to stay fluid during the fight.

      However, as Ella continued to remind him, you couldn’t achieve one without the other.

      Wil was impressed at himself at how far his training had progressed in just over a week. His sword arced in a show of strength, his footwork measured and his posture solid.

      But it was all for nothing: Ella Torres countered and used the momentum of his swing against him. Wil went flying past her, but recovered before he completely stumbled, barely dodging the swing of her own weapon.

      Only a few days ago, Ella would have been going easy on him, engaging in light banter while teaching him moves she was only half paying attention to. Now, her quips had dwindled as she focused more on his actions—and, it appeared, she was breaking a sweat trying to keep up. Wil was grateful her chit-chat had slowed; he needed to focus, and her banter was a distraction.

      Ella was still better than him—far better. No matter the angle he attempted, she was always one step ahead of him. Wherever Wil put his sword, hers was already there, or she was dodging out of the way. He was growing tired, and though Ella grew quiet in focus, she didn’t slow; it was clear she had much more stamina than he did. That would take months to develop, or so Ella had told him, at least. Wil questioned if he’d ever have the strength.

      As they sparred, Wil kept his end goal in mind: to bring down the bots. Every clank of his sword on Ella’s was another dent in a bot’s paneling. Each echo of metal on metal represented one less bot in the world.

      One less murderer.

      Sweat dripped from his brow, down his face and to the ground below, but he barely noticed—his entire focus was on the woman before him. Seeing an opening, Wil advanced on Ella, forcing her to take a few steps back to regroup.

      “A few more days of this and I’ll need Liz to train me.” He smirked.

      “Oh, you think so, do you, Bot Killer?”

      Ella unleashed a fury she had apparently been holding back. Wil could barely hold his ground as she pushed into him, one assault after another, blade ringing upon blade. He shifted his feet furiously, trying to adapt to her increased aggression. It took all of his concentration to prevent her blade from striking him.

      But Wil had misjudged her reserve strength; the grin on Ella’s face let him know she had plenty more if she needed. Wil, however, barely had the strength to react. With no more left to give, he stumbled backward, tripped over a rock, and earned the edge of a sword pointed toward his throat.

      “You’ve only been at this for a week, Bot Killer,” she said, irritation cutting her words. “Don’t get cocky. A real opponent won’t hold back—and they’ll use your over-confidence against you.”

      Wil’s face flushed. He wanted to crawl underneath the rock he had tripped on, but all he could do was try to laugh it off.

      “Glad to see I haven’t bested you yet.” He winced as he stood, his bruised tailbone and an even more damaged ego getting the better of him. “I didn’t really think I’d catch up to you in a week.”

      “Save it,” she snapped. “If you want Liz to spar with you, I’m sure I could talk her into it, but she’ll leave you with a lot more bruises than I do.”

      “I have no doubt about that,” Wil replied.

      Elizabeth was the leader of the western arm of the Resistance. Without a clear explanation, the band they traveled with had taken to calling her ‘Liz’ once they’d begun their journey.

      Under her command, their small force had fought to defend the city of Vegas from the onslaught of the oppressive Guardians.

      The Resistance, led by Liz, had arrived just in time, just as the protection offered by the Silent Zone—or SZ—had fallen. The source of its power was unknown, but it was widely accepted that the ancients had done something to the land which stopped technology from functioning within its borders. Its protection had lasted for two hundred years and had allowed humanity to avoid extinction at the hands of the bots they had created.

      While she towered over Wil, a light sheen glistened on Ella’s forehead, but the sweat on her brow was negligible when compared to Wil’s soaked attire. The woman was slightly older than Wil’s eighteen years, and she was a commander in her own right. Until a couple of weeks ago, when they had left Vegas, Ella had been a trusted advisor of Malachi Riley, the leader of the Community, a group aiming to better humanity’s plight in the world through cooperation, rather than stabbing each other in the back.

      Ella had been methodical in training Wil in combat techniques, giving him enough patience to learn but also pushing him to the next level. It was something he appreciated, but it also meant he sported his fair share of bruising. Despite his jests, Wil didn’t doubt there’d be no contest if they put their skills to the test.

      “Maybe I’ve been too easy on you.” Ella smirked, but her brown eyes conveyed the truth of the statement. “You’ve done well. But don’t think I’m giving you all I’ve got. You’ll know you’re at that point when I’m the one on the ground.” She put her practice sword back on the rack behind her. “Maybe.”

      “Point taken.” Wil refrained from rubbing his backside.

      “Besides,” she said, “I don’t want to face Liz’s wrath if you’re unable to walk. We’re already further behind than she’d like as it is.”

      They had left Vegas ten days ago, with few stops, and this was how Wil and Ella had spent every bit of daylight they’d had to themselves. The evenings had been much more pleasant.

      After the battle for Las Vegas had ended, Liz had gathered the members of the Resistance who were uninjured or at least able to travel and had set out for San Francisco almost immediately. The Resistance had suffered heavy casualties, and according to Liz, their benefactor would be awaiting the news of their campaign. She hadn’t explained exactly who had funded their expedition, but she had seemed eager to gather the remnants of their party and return.

      Twelve. Only twelve Resistance members remained. Wil had gotten to know nearly all of them to varying degrees over the past week. Each of them shared his burning hatred of the robots, just as each of them had a story of losing someone close.

      Only twelve had survived out of the fifty members that had made the journey to Vegas. The Resistance had embarked upon a mission to learn more about the strength of the Silent Zone. Instead, they had arrived just as it fell.

      The presence of the Resistance had saved many lives, but the battle had cost the group dearly. If Sierra hadn’t activated that device, they would all have been slaughtered.

      Courtesy of his efforts, the Resistance had offered for Wil to join them on their journey. Once he’d had a chance to observe their movement, he could make a decision on whether he wanted to become an official member or not, and fight for their cause.

      There had barely been time for Wil to say goodbye to Sierra once she had awoken from her coma, induced through detonating the blast that had ultimately saved Vegas. Part of him felt a twinge of guilt for having left her so quickly. The journey that had taken the two of them outside the Sphere had formed a bond between them.

      They had believed that the dome the Guardians had built held the last of humanity, protecting their species for two centuries from the toxic wasteland the Earth had allegedly become. But it had all been a lie. It had been a means of controlling them, a means of separating them from the larger outside world, where life had continued and the fight to survive, despite the best efforts of the bots, had carried on.

      Wil and Sierra had been classmates, but they had barely known each other and had had little interaction before leaving the Sphere, which had made their friendship unlikely when they were both thrust into the supposedly toxic outside world. Together, they had discovered the Guardians weren’t who they had claimed to be, and they had each suffered the loss of individuals close to them as a result.

      Their time together had been brief, but Sierra was his last connection to the Sphere. As much as Wil owed her for leading him into this world, he decided he couldn’t stick around merely to satisfy some sense of sentimentality.

      Despite their common origin, their goals remained worlds apart. Sierra had decided to stay back to help those the Resistance left behind. Her newly discovered power had been responsible for disrupting the Guardian assault on Vegas and had also released those who lived in the Sphere from their prison. Sierra was determined to help the Spherians integrate into the real world. She had decided to return to her home, find them, and help humanity to rebuild.

      Wil, on the other hand, wanted the Guardians to suffer for their centuries-long stranglehold over humanity. He had agreed to follow the Resistance as a means of fighting against the bots. His allegiance seemed the perfect route to gain vengeance over the murderous machines.

      Their conversation prior to him leaving still echoed in his mind.

      “Just promise me I’ll find you again,” Sierra had said to him.

      He’d looked into her purple eyes, wide and striking. Though she’d been lying on the MedCenter bed, her gaze had been fierce and determined, her eyes hinting at something else. In them, he’d noticed a change from the scared girl that had been on the run from the pursuing Onyx. A week prior, they had ventured out of the Sphere, unsure of anything that lay before them. That frightened girl was gone; in her place, a confident woman remained.

      She’d need that determination when the time came to take down the blasted bots and end their stranglehold on humanity.

      “I promise,” he’d answered.

      Wil had held Sierra’s hands as he’d said goodbye. There was nothing romantic between them; it was intended as a simple gesture of not only friendship, but newfound family. Her hands had been soft, which made him chuckle. The contrast between Sierra’s and Ella’s hands was night and day; an unforeseen reminder of how different life was outside the Sphere. Wil had realized how easy their lives had been; how unprepared for the outside world they were after being catered to by the bots their entire lives.

      Ironic, when Wil came to think about it, as the bots had always claimed they wanted the people of the Sphere to be ready for when the time came for Earth to be habitable again.

      All lies. Nothing but lies.

      Wil shook himself out of the memory. He had meant his promise, and he was convinced fate would bring them together again. There was much work to be done, but he couldn’t wait around to see what would happen to the city; fights between residents had already broken out over the spare bits of metal and circuitry scavenged from the fallen bots.

      Though the Resistance members had taken some items of value in exchange for their assistance during the battle, Wil wasn’t interested in the bits of tech. They could stay in Vegas for all he cared.

      The thought gave him pause. Merely a few weeks ago, the treasure trove of ancient artifacts strewn across the city would have enamored him. He still had a passing interest in the contrasts between the Sphere and the world outside its confines, but the allure of the ancient world was less appealing when humanity’s future was under threat.

      Wil had left that evening with the Resistance. They’d headed west for another city; the one Ella had called San Francisco. They needed to regroup, determine their next steps and precautions, and prepare plans in case more Silent Zones fell. Not every city had a Sierra or a dormant ancient device to save the day.

      More Silent Zones. More Spheres. Wil had stopped asking questions about the extent of the outside world. His brain hurt with the sheer scope of how much world there was. He had grown up in a bubble that he could travel from end to end in a couple of days, and now it seemed as if he could walk forever in any direction and never find the world’s end.

      Once on the road, Wil had asked Ella for some basic sword training. She was hesitant at first, but he had convinced her that without being able to consistently use powered weapons, he needed to be well versed in hand-to-hand combat if he was going to survive.

      He had been lucky with his power so far—its appliance represented a crucial turning point in the Battle for Vegas—but Wil still didn’t know how it worked, or why, so he couldn’t depend on it. All he knew for certain was that the energy discharged from him had the ability to deactivate the bots. The sudden, unintentional destruction of a scanner by Wil’s hand had caused the Guardians to murder Marco, just as it had forced Wil to follow Sierra out of the Sphere.

      Even if he could, it would be useless against human attackers. Which, according to Liz, it wouldn’t be long until they were forced to face.

      Wil was still trying to figure Liz out. She kept mostly to herself and didn’t want to linger in the city at all after the bots had fallen. Liz felt the Resistance would be at its most effective when it was on the move, but the Resistance’s losses had been heavy, and she had given her people a few days to bury their dead and to mourn.

      A few days. Nothing more.

      Vegas had been almost completely destroyed. The bots—the Guardians—had all but crushed its residents.

      Guardians, Wil scoffed to himself. Their designation couldn’t be further from the truth. It was why he refused to address them as such—they had caused so much death and suffering, they didn’t deserve the title.

      The Resistance had sworn to seek an end to the senseless killings, promising an end to a life under the oppression of machines. Why did so many others accept this was how it had to be? Sierra and her friend Terre had shown that they could take these beasts down.

      “What’s holding you back is your anger.” Ella’s voice brought him out of his daze. “Let that go, or you’re bound to make a mistake. You must focus on the opponent in front of you, not the one in your head.”

      Wil rolled his eyes. Anger wouldn’t destroy him; it was what fueled him. The hope of tearing down the machines drove him forward. To destroy those who had taken so much from him. From all of them.

      Ella placed a determined hand on his shoulder. “I have lost too many friends, consumed by their rage. I don’t want the same to happen to you.”

      Ella had been great company on the trip west. There were nights where it had been just the two of them left beside the campfire. They had joked and laughed, mostly about what life in their Spheres had been like and their shock once they had discovered there was an outside world. But Wil was now tiring of her lectures on his need for justice. Surely, of all people, Ella could understand? She had lost so much herself. Wil didn’t know how she wasn’t at least as enraged as he was, if not more so.

      “Don’t you dare assume I’m not angry,” she had said to him one night when he had called her out on it around the campfire. “It’s one thing to use your anger to seek vengeance; it’s another to channel it towards things you can control. Don’t let your anger drive you to a void you can never satisfy. Focus on what you’re able to do in the here and now. Don’t get so wrapped up in the past that you destroy your future as well. Blind rage doesn’t solve anything.”

      Wil had tried to see her point, to convince himself that channeling his rage would equip him better in the war ahead, but he was unable to control the roiling fury the bots had left him with.

      A pair of gray orbs flew overhead, catching Wil’s eye. That was the third pair he’d seen that morning—unless the same pair had been circling the camp.

      “Are they looking for something?” he asked, shrugging off her concern, eager to change the topic. “They’ve been flying close all night.”

      “This is where the road meets the mountains. They know we’re here, but until we leave this valley, they won’t be able to get a lock on us. The bots will eventually give up and move on to their normal patrol vector.”

      The alcove where they sparred was removed from the rest of the camp. Their companions knew how to hide, and there was no reason to panic on account of the presence of two orbs.

      It would have been more concerning if they hadn’t seen any.

      Their current downtime was a rare break in the hurried pace the group had kept. According to Ella, they were about to embark on the final and most dangerous leg of the journey.

      Liz appeared, rounding a corner from the main campsite. Wil was getting used to her choice of outfit. It seemed to be the accepted style among the Resistance, but it was unlike any fashion he had seen. Wil was used to the drab, commonplace colors of grays and browns, both in the Sphere and in the desert; the faded greens and yellows Liz wore were both unsettling and beautiful to him. The colors were intended to blend in with both the desert landscape and the dying greenery of the land they had traversed along the way.

      Her black boots rode midway up her calves. Tucked inside were her dark green leggings, below an armored green bodice and a yellow coat. The others in the Resistance wore similar outfits, all in a mismatch of colors that Wil had been unaccustomed to seeing on clothing.

      Following close behind her was Cali. The two women couldn’t have been more different if they’d tried. While Liz was closed off, short and in command, Cali was timid and sweet. It was hard to picture her as a fighter, but she was as agile with a bow and arrow as anyone he had ever met.

      “I thought you two would have been done training by now.” Liz’s commanding voice gave them both pause. She eyed both Ella and Wil with disapproval. “Get this gear packed up. We need to follow behind those orbs. If we don’t leave now, we’ll have to wait hours for the next window.”

      Liz was something of an enigma to Wil. Ella had informed him that Liz had taken great interest in him, where he came from, and the power he had called upon to defeat the bots in battle. She had apparently asked Ella extensive questions about both him and Sierra, but she had never quizzed him directly. She offered him praise for his role in the Battle for Vegas, but otherwise she kept her distance.

      Wil could tell something about him made Liz uneasy, but he wasn’t sure what that was, and it bothered him. He had practically volunteered his life to the woman and her cause, and she barely gave him more than a few moments of recognition.

      According to Ella, Liz had also enquired about their Sphere, likely wondering how two people with such strong and extraordinary powers were born of the same place, but Ella hadn’t been able to give her any answers. Wil had offered to answer questions Liz might have had directly, but he had yet to be taken up on his offer.

      Liz left them to finish packing, while Cali lingered to assist with the clean-up.

      “You don’t have to help,” Ella said. “We’ve got this.”

      “It’s no bother at all.” Cali smiled in the sweet way she always did, her long brown hair bouncing as she grabbed an armful of practice weaponry that had been scattered throughout their training area.

      Wil and Ella packed away the rest of the sparring equipment, and the three ventured up the path to the main camp. They crested the rise and discovered their tents and gear had already been loaded onto the cart.

      Each of them would bend over backward to accommodate the other. Cali had been a prime example of that. Though she had the sweetest demeanor, her eyes had carried a hint of sadness throughout the duration of the trip. And yet, despite this, she was always the first to volunteer to help.

      “I’m going to help with the horses now,” Cali said. “Let me know if you need anything else.”

      Only two horses had survived the attack on the city: Stepper, who Wil had ridden to the city before the attack, and Che, Liz’s personal steed. The two animals had pulled the entire Resistance encampment through the mountains each day, rarely slowing until nightfall.

      T’al, another of their group, led Stepper to its place in front of the cart. The man’s arms were muscular but not as large as the guards Wil had seen in Vegas. T’al spoke gently to the horse, stroking the horse’s neck calmingly while hitching it to the cart.

      T’al was perhaps only a couple years older than Wil and had a surprisingly quiet demeanor for one so fierce in battle.

      “I got your tent packed, Bot Killer,” T’al smiled as he finished hooking Stepper up. “You owe me.”

      “I’ll clean yours tomorrow,” Wil suggested.

      “We won’t be camping tonight,” T’al replied. “At least, I hope not. There’s no respite between here and the city. We walk for two days out in the open, no stopping. In about six hours, we’ll take shifts sleeping. Three at a time will sleep in the cart in six-hour intervals. We won’t stop until we reach the safe house in the Middle Ring. If Liz can get us entry, then we’ll head into the City Center in the days that follow.”

      “Oh? I thought we’d head right into the city.”

      “The Rings form part of the city, but the City Center is a whole other world. They don’t let just anyone in, either. Liz has connections, but she’ll need to negotiate our entry.”

      “She has to pay to get us through the city gate?”

      “It’s not quite that simple.” T’al grinned. “But we’ll cross that bridge when we come to it. San Fran is going to blow you away, my friend.”

      The Resistance members continually talked about San Francisco as if it were a marvel, but nobody had quite explained to Wil why. Ella had grown up in a Sphere near there, but even she had never been to the city itself.

      “Let’s move!” Liz shouted over the buzz of the fighters, and the chatter quieted down as a couple of members finished tightening the straps on the carts. And with nothing more to do than venture west, the horses once again led the party toward the city of San Francisco.
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      The group continued to move throughout the day, and Wil hung back with Ella and T’al. The mountain path the cart currently rolled along opened to an undulating hillside that flattened and stretched out to the west. Wil had already seen more magical landscapes throughout their journey than he had ever dreamed were possible: crooked streams that ran off the heights of enormous mountains; giant trees wider than he was; and a world so green he would never have believed it to be real if he hadn’t seen it with his own eyes.

      The land before them had turned brown. Other than the rolling landscape, it reminded Wil of the desert that surrounded the Sphere. Brown grasses and muted dirt hillsides emphasized the parched earth. It seemed as though decades had passed since it had last seen rain.

      “Drought has ravaged this place since long before the wars,” T’al explained, confirming Wil’s suspicions. “Only once we get closer to the coast will you see the land come to life again.”

      Ahead of them, two other Resistance members, Ice and Buzz, walked alongside Stepper and the lead cart. Though Wil had gotten to know them since they had left the city, he hadn’t yet learned their proper names. When Wil asked T’al about it, he was told it would be best to leave the topic alone; they’d tell him if they wanted to. Those who took on new identities, T’al warned sagely, were often trying to leave behind a past they’d much rather forget.

      Both men were fit, though not as large as T’al, and both wore capes intended to fight the morning chill that now rustled with the breeze coming off the mountain. The dark green capes complimented the lighter green outfits they wore, though the color against Buzz’s pale skin made him seem almost sickly. Ice’s warm beige skin suited the clothing much better.

      Liz walked beside Che as the horse pulled the second cart. Voth, a petite but agile woman, walked with her. Both of the women were silent.

      Wil had also come to know Voth over the past week. She was a close companion to T’al, and where you found one, you could usually find the other. A force to be reckoned with, Voth was even more confident than Ella, quick-witted and even quicker with a blade. A pair of daggers were sheathed within her belt at all times, and Wil prayed he’d never be on the receiving end of them. He’d never see them coming.

      A foot shorter than Wil, Voth’s jet-black hair made her fair skin appear pale and ghostly, and her eyes were so light that they were nearly white themselves. She was friendly enough with Wil and had been willing to share a drink and a laugh with him as much as any of the others, but she kept her past close to her chest. Any time Wil asked a question that she felt bordered on being too personal, she clammed up. Wil didn’t think she shared anything personal with anyone, perhaps with the exception of T’al.

      The cart Che pulled held fewer supplies, leaving enough space for them to sleep comfortably. Three beds slid into the cart’s side like drawers, part of a hidden shelf toward the front, designed for this specific purpose.

      Just as T’al had mentioned earlier, six hours into the journey, the group stopped to let three of the members stop for a break. It was midday, and Wil doubted any of the team were ready to sleep just yet. Those who were the first to sleep now would also walk the entire night. It seemed like the short end of the stick, but perhaps after traveling in this manner for some time, the Resistance had grown accustomed to sleeping when it was necessary to do so. Wil certainly wished it was a skill he possessed.

      “How did they decide who has to stay up all night?” he asked, more to himself than to anyone.

      “They drew straws,” T’al answered. “Because you and Ella are guests, you’ll get the sleep quarters overnight. Midnight until sunrise.”

      “That hardly seems fair,” Wil replied. “We decided to come on this journey, which means we should be treated the same as everyone else. No special privileges.”

      “That’s just how we operate, Bot Killer. If you officially join our movement, you can walk through the middle of the night like the rest of us.” T’al shot Wil a grin as he shifted his pack. It was only then that it crossed Wil’s mind that he and Ella had been the only ones not carrying extra weight.

      How had he missed that?

      “That may be sooner than later,” he mused, doing his best to ignore Ella’s sideways glare.

      T’al’s grin widened, and he pushed ahead, leaving Wil and Ella behind. Wil watched the wheels of the cart move over the bumps in the road as they descended the last stretch of the mountain pass. From there, they would reach wide open terrain.

      Wil hung back behind the others with Ella, grateful for her company.

      As if she could read his thoughts, she turned to him and gave him a warm smile that extended into her dark brown eyes. Ella seemed happy just to be spending time with him, and he enjoyed being around her. Her smile alone certainly made the draining slog of travel much more bearable.

      The sound of scraping metal caught Wil’s attention, breaking him out of his thoughts of Ella. Cresting a final ridge, Wil could see a series of lower hills lay before them, topped with brown grasses and relics of a bygone era that sporadically lined the sides of the road. The road ahead forked from the path they were on and wound its way along the base of the larger mountain range, working its way back into the woods. A small crest into the forest obscured their view, but there was something moving just over the ridge.

      And whatever it was sounded sizeable.

      Wil and Ella had fallen back from the pack, so it was likely the others hadn’t heard the noise over the sound of the carts crunching dry dirt and rocks beneath their wheels. Nobody ahead of them seemed curious as to its origin, and even Ella beside him didn’t appear to have noticed it. Something familiar about the sound urged him to investigate.

      He raised an eyebrow to Ella. “Stay with the others. I’ll catch up.”

      He drew his sword and turned to follow the side road.

      “What are you doing?” Ella hissed, trailing after him. Her eyes flitted back to the rest of the group.

      “I hear something,” he said, hoping she wouldn’t say anything to give him away. “I just want to get a quick look.”

      “And let you get yourself killed? No chance. I’m coming with you.”

      “Fine—but be quiet.”

      The road followed the tree line as it snaked around a large outcrop of the woods. Given its condition, the road evidently saw a lot of traffic, possibly more than the one that scaled the mountains. With the forest on one side of them and the barren landscape on the other, it was as if this road was the divider between two worlds.

      They didn’t have to go far before the road crested the ridge and turned to a clearing within the trees, taking them out of the line of sight of their travel companions.

      “What do you think you’re going to find, exactly?” Ella hissed.

      Wil raised a finger behind him to silence her.

      Ella balked at the motion, but movement within the trees stopped her from responding.

      Wil grabbed Ella and pushed her against a large pine at the side of the road. Wil held his hands at her waist as he peered around to get a better look.

      “What are you doing?” Ella rebuked.

      “Shh!”

      “Don’t ‘shh’ me. What kind of game do you think this is?”

      “Quiet!” He pointed to the white figures barely visible behind the brush. “Sentinels!”

      Three bots stood at full attention at the side of the road. Their white-paneled bodies stood out through the brown foliage, their standard blue accent lights visible but appearing dim in the glare of the harsh sun. Two youths were on their knees in front of them, their hands bound.

      Wil’s mind raced. Would the detainees be led to their deaths? Or perhaps to a Sphere? The fact they were still alive suggested the latter, but Wil still didn’t know exactly how the bots operated.

      Only one thing was certain; they were programmed for destruction.

      The youths were still, their heads down. Wil couldn’t tell much else about the pair through the barrier of branches and trees, other than they were young, perhaps in their mid-teens, and that there was one boy and one girl.

      “We need to help them,” he said.

      “We should get the others,” Ella whispered. “Liz will know what to do.”

      “There’s no time,” Wil replied. His heartbeat reverberated around his skull. Wil had taken on far more bots during the Battle for Vegas, before his newfound power had stopped dozens of them. He was confident he could handle three, especially with Ella by his side.

      This ends now.

      Wil didn’t give Ella a chance to argue—he drew his weapon and charged from his hiding spot. He desperately wished he had been allowed to carry a blaster, but typically he drained the thing just by holding it. Energy weapons weren’t easy to come by, and his powers completely ruined them.

      His sword would have to do.

      Fewer bots in the world meant fewer people terrorized; fewer people falling victim to their ridiculous lies. Wil was ready to put a stop to it all. One bot at a time, if need be.

      During the attack on Vegas, he had learned that Sentinels had weak spots that could be exploited. The neck, the eyes, and the spots that connected synthetic flesh to metal were all vulnerable. It was just a matter of getting close enough.

      Though he moved as quietly as he could, Wil hadn’t gone more than twenty feet before the three bots turned, their eyes fixated on him.

      “Threat detected,” the three voiced in unison.

      Without a second warning, the bots drew their blasters and fired.

      Wil dove to the ground and rolled, narrowly dodging their beams. Dust plumed from the path where their bolts struck. He scrambled forward, closing the gap without being hit, and lifted his blade into the gut of the closest bot, plunging through an exposed slit of wire and hoses that connected the Sentinel’s bionic legs to its torso. His sword sliced through the connection, and sparks flew as the machine stumbled backward.

      The two youths, bound beside the bots, managed to fall to the ground and evade blaster fire, though their bonds still prevented them from escape.

      Wil tried to position himself between the downed bot and the other two machines, but they were no longer focused on him. Instead, they fired past him, over his shoulder.

      Wil stole a quick glance behind him. Ella had her blaster drawn and continued to duck behind the pine tree where he had left her.

      She was trying to draw their fire.

      Ella had impeccable aim, shooting out a bot’s eye with ease, causing sparks to erupt from the damaged socket.

      Wil took advantage of the opportunity. He lunged at the damaged Sentinel, lifting his sword and driving its point into the mechanical vertebrae of the bot’s neck.

      Metal crunched, and more sparks flew from the malfunctioning machine. Wil lifted a boot and kicked the bot forward in an effort to dislodge his blade.

      A cry caught his attention, and Wil turned in time to see three members of the Resistance joining them. T’al and Voth were running with a concerted effort, their blasters firing on the remaining Sentinel. Cali had been ahead of them, but she had now fallen to the ground in a heap.

      The bot’s final shot had made contact.

      “No!” Wil yelled, tripping over himself as he tried to gain his bearings.

      Cali lay on the ground, motionless, as her two allies stood above her, firing at her assailant.

      While Voth drew fire, T’al holstered his small weapon and grabbed a double-handed blaster from the holster rig across his back.

      Voth took cover. T’al whipped around the face of the tree and let the gun unload into the middle of the Sentinel’s chest, sending it flying backward into the woods.

      T’al swung the large weapon, returning it to his back. He grabbed his small blaster again and hustled to the Sentinel’s location to ensure it was down.

      Wil briefly admired how quickly T’al could move his gigantic frame before running to assist their fallen friend.

      “What the hell happened?” Voth asked, her knife out and tearing through Cali’s shirt to get to the wounded flesh and to assess the damage done.

      “The bots had taken these kids prisoner. We had to stop them!”

      With Cali being attended to by Voth, T’al had moved to where the youths still lay helpless in the dirt and began to work at their bonds.

      “Why did you sneak off by yourselves?” Voth scolded. “What the hell is wrong with you!”

      “Hey! I just did . . .”

      “Answer the question.”

      Liz’s voice caused Wil to stop. She didn’t raise her voice, but her stern tone could have cut glass. She towered over them, her face silhouetted against the sky, but Wil didn’t need to see her features to know how deep her scowl went.

      “I thought I had it under control,” he replied sheepishly.

      Cali was still breathing, but she wasn’t conscious.

      “I’m guessing this was your idea? Ella has more sense than this. Usually.”

      “She tried to stop me . . .”

      “I should have tried harder,” Ella confessed.

      “I just did what I thought was right,” Wil said defensively, his eyes still focused on Cali.

      “And nearly got somebody killed,” Liz rebuked. “Maybe you should leave the judgment calls to people who know what they’re doing.”

      The damage to Cali’s skin looked severe. The blaster bolt had burned a deep wound into her shoulder. It was black and oozing with pus and blood, and a horrid stench hung in the air as a result.

      “How is she?” Liz asked Voth, her scowl softening into concern. Wil breathed a sigh of relief that she had turned her attention away from him for the moment.

      “Not great,” Voth replied honestly. “Her breathing’s ragged, but at least she is breathing. Could’ve been a lot worse. I’ll be able to pull her out of this, but she’s going to need to rest the whole way to San Fran. It’ll mean we’re down to two rotating beds.”

      Liz sighed. “Wil! Stand up!” she ordered. He hadn’t been sitting, but he straightened in response. “What possessed you to break away from the group? And then to take on three Sentinels without backup?”

      Wil stood dumbfounded. Did she truly not know? They were bots, built for war, and so Wil had taken the fight to them. He wasn’t prepared to stand by and let those two kids suffer at the hands of the bots.

      He looked down towards his fallen friend.

      Had it been worth the cost?

      “If you want to be part of the Resistance, you need to learn to control yourself, Wil,” Liz continued, not waiting for his answer. “Arrogance is not acceptable. If you were one of us, you’d be dismissed from the movement.”

      Liz studied the injured woman as Voth bandaged her wound. “Frankly,” she continued, “at this rate, I’m not sure you’ll ever be one of us.”

      His heart sank.

      “What is that supposed to mean? I thought killing bots is what the Resistance does.”

      “What the Resistance does is work together to end the Guardians’ rule. Put yourself or anyone else at risk to attack three Sentinels without a plan is helping nobody. If we accommodated every disenchanted youth who went rogue, we’d never make any progress. We have ways of doing things for a reason. Because of your actions, Cali is now injured, you’ve slowed us down, and there will be less sleep for the rest of us. Not to mention these Sentinels likely sent off distress beacons when they detected a threat. There will be more bots coming, thanks to you. There’s a time to be a hero and there’s a time to sit back and be strategic.”

      “I just thought . . .” he began.

      “You didn’t think.” Liz paused between each word for emphasis. “You acted on blind rage. Don’t think you’re going to fool me with your false sense of duty. The machines have hurt us all. I’ve seen many like you come and go, filled with anger and little sense. They never live long.”

      Wil could say no more. Liz was right. He had been so caught up in his anger that he had put himself, their party, and Ella in harm’s way to prove himself.

      And Cali had paid the price.

      He took little comfort in the fact that Voth said she’d be ok.

      Ella stood silently off to the side, her cheeks flushed.

      Is she embarrassed by what I’ve done? he wondered. Or is she embarrassed she didn’t do more to stop it?

      “Come on,” Voth said, her dark hair stuck to her face as she wiped the sweat off her brow. “There will be time for this later. Give me a hand and help me carry Cali back to the cart.”

      “What about these two?” T’al approached the group, with the two youths who had been held by the Sentinels in tow.

      Wil wiped a sheen of sweat from his forehead, grateful neither teen had been hurt in the crossfire.

      Both youths had bright blue eyes and light brown hair. Wil guessed they were brother and sister. Dirt streaked their freckled faces, revealing the faint trace of tears from their earlier ordeal.

      “What are your names?” Liz barked.

      The eyes of the girl went wide. The boy simply clenched his jaw.

      “I’m Sara,” the girl answered, busying herself with brushing off some dirt from her already brown outfit. “My brother’s name is Dagger.”

      Dagger’s lips were still tight, his eyes skeptical of their would-be saviors.

      “Where are you two from? Why are you out here by yourselves?” Liz demanded, as if speaking to a couple of soldiers and not two scared kids.

      “We were looking for food,” Sara answered. “We got lost and wandered into the path of the Sentinels.”

      “Why are you so far from an SZ? Where are your parents?”

      “They’re dead,” Sara answered. “Our farm is on the edge of the Outskirts. There was a fluctuation in the SZ as a patrol passed. My parents were in the fields, about to come in for the day. The Sentinels shot them and announced we were about to be re-educated.”

      “How long have you been imprisoned for?” Liz’s eyes appeared to soften, but her commanding voice offered no comfort.

      More tears welled in Sara’s eyes. Wil wasn’t sure if they were the result of the memory of her parents or brought on by the woman aggressively questioning them.

      “The Sentinels have marched us for three days and nights. This was our first break.”

      Liz nodded, turning to T’al. “Let them go,” she said. “There’s nothing more we can do for them.”

      “Wait.” Wil stepped between Liz and T’al. “Where will they go? Surely we’re not just going to abandon them here?”

      The two youths looked at each other, wide-eyed, and Sara visibly trembled. Dagger was pretending to be indifferent, looking around as if uninterested, although crossing his arms in irritation proved he was doing a poor job.

      Neither teen protested.

      “Listen,” said Liz. “How many times do we have to keep going over this, Wil? As long as you travel with us, you need to accept my orders. These two have been walking for three days without rest. We have another several days of walking ahead of us with no breaks, and, thanks to you, we only have two beds to share between us. We can’t afford to be slowed down any further or make their problems our own.”

      “We can’t just leave them!” Wil protested. “They have no way to protect themselves!”

      “Not my problem. Keep it up and I’ll leave you out here, too.”

      “Lizard,” T’al said, lowering his voice. Wil had only ever heard T’al call Liz that in private. To Wil’s knowledge, nobody else used the nickname, and Wil dared not repeat it.

      “I’ll watch over them,” T’al continued. “They can be under my charge. Let them take turns sitting with the driver. The kid’s right; they have no way of defending themselves. And with their current fatigue, I doubt they’ll last the night. Leaving them here is a death sentence.”

      Liz let out an exasperated sigh. “We’re not in the business of picking up strays, T’al.”

      “We’re also not in the business of leaving kids to die. You said yourself, more bots will be coming this way. If we leave these two, they’re going to be executed.”

      “Fine,” Liz relented. She lifted a hand to her temple, shaking her head. “I’ll allow it, but only because our charge put these two in this situation.” She nodded in Wil’s direction. “But we’re not going to make a habit of picking degenerates up on the road.”

      “Thank you,” Wil replied, lifting his eyes to meet the glare Liz cast on him.

      “Just don’t go off trying to be the hero again, you hear me? We can’t afford another stop.”

      “Fine. Got it.”

      “I’m not so sure you do, Bot Killer.” Liz jabbed a finger into Wil’s chest. “War is coming. I need you on our side, but more importantly, I need you to get your head in the game. You can either make these dumbass decisions to let out your frustrations or you can make a real difference. The choice is yours. The path that wins isn’t always the path that looks to be doing the right thing. Sometimes you must act in a way that seems heartless to ensure the greater good. One wrong decision and thousands die instead of a handful. There’s only one path that rides with us, so choose wisely. Now help Voth get Cali onto the cart. We’ve got to keep moving before any more bots show up.”

      Wil quickly aided in carrying Cali back to the cart. Liz could blame him all she wanted for her injuries, but if it hadn’t been for the bots, Cali wouldn’t have been injured at all.

      He was going to stop them. No matter what.
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      War is coming.

      Wil’s thoughts raced as they returned to their caravan. Humanity had been fighting the bots for two hundred years, and only now war was coming? What hadn’t the Resistance told him?

      Choose wisely.

      He knew Liz’s intentions were good, but why shouldn’t he be able to make the bots pay for what they’d done? So many had died at their hand. Marco, his late best friend and lover, had just been one of many.

      Wil sighed, looking at Cali’s lifeless body as he helped T’al hoist her onto the back of one of the transport carts. He supposed he knew the reason why Liz was asking him to show restraint. Cali’s limp body should have been all the proof he needed.

      Ella had been doing her best to avoid his gaze. When she finally relented and looked at him, her eyes were filled with both concern and embarrassment. It was no secret to Wil that he meant more to Ella than she did to him, but that didn’t mean he didn’t care about her. Quite the opposite, in fact; she was the closest friend he had. With the death of Marco so recent, he was unwilling to allowing any feelings he might have had to take root. That wasn’t to say he wasn’t tempted; he just didn’t know if he was ready.

      T’al had become a good friend, too, but Wil wasn’t able to confide in anyone like he could in Ella. But it could have just as easily been Ella on that cart. He’d almost gotten her killed.

      A second friend the bots had almost stolen from him.

      Wil wondered what Marco would do if their roles had been reversed; if Marco had been the one to live instead of him. Would he be standing here now, plotting revenge? Would he go to war to avenge Wil’s death? Or would he have ever left the Sphere? Would he be sitting there now, waiting to be liberated by Malachi’s Community after Sierra’s blast knocked out the Sphere’s force field?

      Marco had always been headstrong. Wil, on the other hand, was always the one to hang back, unsure if they should carry out Marco’s wild schemes. That had all changed the day he discovered the Guardians’ lies. But if Wil had been the one who died that day, he guessed Marco would have jumped on those orbs then and there, likely getting himself killed or banished in the process.

      Wil stopped. Thinking of banishment brought to mind all his fellow Spherians who had been reportedly sent into the toxic wasteland over the years. Wil now realized none of them had actually left the Sphere. The bots wouldn’t have sent anyone into a habitable world to exist without them. He shuddered at the realization.

      The Guardians had murdered every single one of them.
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      The Resistance continued their journey west. Cali lay in the cart that rolled beside Wil, wounded and unresponsive.

      The result of his actions still crushed his mood. Regardless of the intended outcome, he could have handled the situation better. But the bots had to be defeated—he was more resolute in that fact than ever. Humanity had been playing cat and mouse with them for two centuries. It was time for humanity to take back their planet.

      The hill the Resistance caravan climbed leveled out and the landscape opened up, revealing a seemingly endless expanse of lush green hills and fields.

      Wil gasped as they crested the rise. Far in the distance, a pillar of light, translucent with a bluish-green hue, stretched into the sky and disappeared into the clouds above it. Its appearance reminded him of the force field of the Sphere. Its semi-opaque surface mimicked the way the Sphere had looked when he and Sierra had turned back to view the world they’d fled.

      This was no dome, however.

      From a distance, Wil couldn’t be sure of its exact size, but it had to be massive—probably at least the diameter of the Sphere’s base, but much taller. It stretched so far into the clouds that he couldn’t see its summit. The scope of the pillar made it appear as if it should be closer, but he knew they still had more than a day’s travel ahead of them.

      Wil’s pace had slowed somewhat, allowing him to admire the view. It was only a matter of minutes, though, before T’al fell back to speak with him.

      “It’s incredible, isn’t it?” T’al said.

      “What is it?” Wil asked, still not sure what he was looking at.

      “San Francisco. Or its City Center, at least.”

      From where they were, the color of the pillar seemed to shift as the clouds passed by.

      “Is it Sphere technology? Did the Guardians make that?”

      T’al chuckled. “No, quite the opposite. The tech is similar, but the ancients built it to keep the bots out. A pocket of humanity still keeps itself locked away inside.”

      “So, they’re their own prisoners?” Wil asked, arching an eyebrow.

      “I guess you could say that. Though nobody would ever think of it like that. You’ll understand once you see the Center for yourself.”

      “You live there?”

      “Hah! No. Those who live inside rarely leave, if ever. We are fortunate enough to have favor with the city’s Director. Few can travel through the city gates as freely as Liz and those around her.”

      Wil had never imagined humans would have intentionally separated themselves. He supposed it made sense, in many ways. Protection from the bots and having control over their own resources would be a valid enough motive for most.

      “What’s it like inside?” he asked.

      “Come on,” T’al said, waving him forward. “We still have a long way to go before we get there. It’ll be much better if you see it for yourself. This is just a glimpse. It’s even more impressive the closer you get.”

      Wil nodded and pushed forward. The air hung heavy here, a humidity Wil had rarely experienced back in the Sphere, similar to that brought about by a good rainstorm.

      He shook his head at the thought.

      Rain in the Sphere. The few times a year they had received rainfall, the Spherians had believed the force field eliminated the toxicity of the water. Now he realized it was yet another lie. The water was harmless; the force field did nothing to it.

      He wondered where the idea of the filtered rain had come from. When Wil thought about it, he couldn’t remember a single Guardian repeating the idea. The people of the Sphere had done the dirty work for their captors. It was amazing the prisons humans could put themselves into without even being asked. His people had been so brainwashed that they had come up with ways to rationalize anything that didn’t add up.

      Was that how humanity had survived centuries of fleeing the bots? Or were humans always so eager to believe the lies they were told? Wil thought of Vegas and those living in the Underground. Thousands of abandoned rooms sat above their heads—or at least they had before the recent battle—but for hundreds of years, those in the city had convinced themselves the Underground had been the better option. Fearing the light of day, they had lived, impoverished, below ground, hoping it would provide them with the safety their ancestors never had.

      He sighed. How many of these imaginary constraints had humanity operated under without even realizing it?

      As he studied the landscape, Wil noticed a lone figure running along the open plains. The individual didn’t seem to be concerned whether or not he was seen, as he was making his way directly towards the party—and he was moving quickly.

      It wasn’t long before he could make out it was Renny, the scout Liz had sent ahead of them. His red hair was unkempt, frazzled by the wind and soaked with sweat. Wil thought it was strange he hadn’t tried to hide his approach. According to T’al, Renny was one of the best scouts the Resistance had. He could kill three men before they realized anyone was close by.

      His approach suggested the man had thrown his typical caution to the wind.

      But, Wil supposed, there was no reason for him to sneak up on his own people.

      Renny had been traveling ahead of them for the past twenty-four hours. The group only had two sets of scouts and they would both take shifts, allowing one set to rest while the other ran ahead—or at least that was how it had worked before one bed had been occupied full time by Cali.

      Wil cringed. Looks like I messed up the scouts’ sleep cycle, too.

      Renny’s shift wouldn’t be over for another few hours, and his partner M’iko wasn’t with him. As Renny approached Liz, Wil worked his way forward through the caravan so he could hear the scout’s update.

      “What flag do they fly?” Liz asked. Wil hadn’t heard who she was referring to.

      “The Flag of Mourning. They still grieve for their fallen oppressors.”

      Oppressors? The Guardians? Who would weep for them?

      “What of M’iko?”

      “She’s skirting the camp to see if she can glean any more information. She’ll determine the extent of danger they pose. If they are consumed in ritual, we may get lucky.”

      Concern flashed across Liz’s face, but only for a moment; a rare break in the stoicism she typically exhibited.

      “Strange they would set up camp here, of all places,” Liz continued. “They’re the middle of the main route. What do you make of it?”

      “It’s hard to say. The Order veils themselves in mystery at the best of times. Since so many of the bots fell . . .” Renny paused and shook his head. “Well, who knows how they are reacting to the news. Since we’re still a couple of days from the city limits, they would know we’re far from any help.”

      “Could it be a trap?”

      Renny shook his head again, this time more emphatically. Dirt streaked his face from where sweat had run from his brow. “If it is, I can’t see it being meant for us. We wouldn’t be worth the effort. Besides, they don’t misuse their flags for subterfuge. It’d be in breach of their oaths.”

      “How many did you say were in the camp?”

      “At least eighty, but it could be twice that. It was hard to tell without getting closer. M’iko should be able to give us a better idea once we catch up to her.”

      “That’s too many to take the risk.” Liz scanned the horizon as if looking for the answer to her dilemma. “Do we have time to go around them?”

      “If we don’t maintain the pace we’ve been going at, the Scanners will overtake us,” Renny answered. “We’ll have far more problems dealing with them than with the Order.”

      “If the Order picks a fight, we may be dealing with the droids either way. Guess we have no choice but to carry on, do we?”

      Renny stared blankly at her, as if unsure whether he should answer or just listen to her work it out for herself.

      “I’d recommend going off-road,” he finally offered. “Make as wide of an arc as we can without breaking course. As the Order are camped in the middle of the flats, there’s no way we’ll avoid being seen, but if we make clear we have no intention of interacting with them, they’ll hopefully leave us be.”

      Liz maintained her gaze ahead of her, silent for several moments.

      “Agreed,” she said. Lowering her voice to the point that Wil barely caught what she said, she added, “What choice do we have?”

      The caravan hadn’t slowed their pace throughout this entire exchange. Wil tried to gauge the thoughts of the others within earshot and was met with uncertainty and nervousness.

      Wil pushed down the burning sensation in his gut as he overheard the news. He didn’t understand the implications of what they were talking about, so there was no use in getting worked up. Yet.

      Ella was busy talking to T’al, and neither of them appeared to even have noticed the exchange.

      “We carry on, then,” Liz stated, louder so the entire party could hear. She turned back to Renny. “We’ll make as wide an arc around them as time will allow. Let’s hope they’re too preoccupied to worry about us.”

      “Everyone!” she announced. The rumblings of conversation quieted down almost instantly, until the only noise that could be heard was the clip-clop of horse hooves and the creaking cart wheels. Liz tried to position herself off to the side of the caravan in such a way so everyone could see her, although she didn’t have to. She had everyone’s full attention.

      “We are soon going to be approaching an Order camp. We have no choice but to pass by it, much closer than I would like. Keep your conversations minimal and do nothing to antagonize them. The Order are flying a Flag of Mourning, so if we are lucky, they will be too self-involved to bother us. We should start to see the encampment within the hour.”

      She turned her attention back to Renny and gave him a nod of thanks. “Head back to M’iko. Let her know we’re on our way. And try not to be seen.”

      Without response, Renny turned and took off again at a run. Wil marveled at his pace as the man disappeared over the horizon in no time at all.

      Wil fell back beside T’al and Ella, who were maintaining a steady position between the two carts.

      “Learn anything of value?” Ella asked. Her dark wavy hair hung loose around her shoulders. She wore a jacket she had found made of leather, and a green shirt clung to her trim middle below it. The short cut of the jacket allowed her energy weapons to be visible, clipped to her belt. Her pants were black and also clung to her body. Wil wondered how her attire could possibly be comfortable for traveling.

      “Nothing of importance that she didn’t share with everyone else,” he replied. “I don’t understand, though. What is the Order doing here? Don’t they control and run the Spheres?”

      Ella looked as if she were holding back a laugh. Her eyes betrayed her amusement, but she managed to contain it as she answered, “Only some of the Order are placed within the Spheres, but their reach extends much further.”

      “Why are we so concerned with them? The members of the Order I knew in the Sphere weren’t the most pleasant, but they didn’t really pose a threat.”

      “They’re more sinister than you realized. Their members pledge themselves to the Guardians, worshiping them as the gods they claim to be. They work to ensure others comply with their rules. It may not come as a surprise that they don’t get along with the Resistance.”

      Wil’s stomach lurched like he had been punched. How could anyone outside of the Sphere revere the machines responsible for enslaving humanity? Bile rose in his throat. He could understand those who knew no different, who could do nothing but focus on the daily struggle; he could understand those more concerned with helping each other survive in this wasteland the ancients left for them; but for anyone to align themselves with the bots?

      “They recruit followers under the promise of protection,” T’al continued, sensing Wil’s confusion.

      “I still don’t get it,” Wil managed. “The bots don’t attack them?”

      “You didn’t wonder how they could be camped along our path while we’ve been traveling day and night to stay out of the path of the Scanners?”

      There was so much to this unknown world that Wil still had to process that it hadn’t even crossed his mind.

      “Why, though? What sets them apart?”

      “Nobody outside their cult knows,” T’al continued
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