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If Maya Chen ever died, it would be from running late. The elevator shot her up from the parking sub-basement to the 54th floor of New Shanghai Memorial with all the smooth precision of a moon launch, but even frictionless magnetic rails couldn’t erase the time lost hunched over her console, untangling bureaucratic hell at 6:42am. Now she was ten minutes late for surgery, and the hospital's staff messaging system was vomiting warnings into her cranial HUD like it was haunted.

She powerwalked—no, sprinted—through corridors so reflective you could blind yourself with a squint. Chrome was the aesthetic of choice. Maybe the architects wanted to remind everyone of the future. Or maybe they just had a deal with the chrome manufacturers. Patient charts flickered into being as she barreled past, casting blue-white ghosts at her periphery. Somewhere in Outpatient Recovery, someone was yelling in Mandarin. A maintenance bot hosed down a blood trail with soapy nanoparticle foam. Maya hopped over the slick like an Olympic hurdler.

The human staff on this floor was 30 percent, if you squinted. Most of the faces that flicked up to watch her pass were identically blank and beautiful, built by whatever company supplied the cyborgs with their default face modules this year. She nodded to one—too late, realized it was the same model as the new anesthesiologist, Dr. Kwan 2.0. Kwan 2.0 returned the nod with impeccable politeness, then continued guiding an old lady and her holographic dog to Neurology.

She slammed into the PreOp suite at a velocity that made the intake nurse, a fellow Homo sapiens, drop her tablet. Maya flashed an apologetic grimace. The nurse shrugged—lateness was a human foible, and in the eyes of the meatspace minority, Maya Chen was an Olympic-caliber screw-up. It gave people something to talk about on break.

Maya hit the hand-wash station with a violence that nearly registered as assault. The dispenser spritzed disinfectant and dried her hands in under two seconds. A giant smartmirror updated: “Dr. Chen, you are 13 minutes behind schedule. Operating Room 1 awaits. Surgical party standing by.” Below the text, her own face: sharp cheekbones, lips pressed flat, hair that refused to obey product or social expectations. Dark circles under her eyes, as if she was always mid-way through a chemical hangover. She wiped away a dribble of water, gave the mirror the finger, and barreled onward.

Operating Room 1 could have been the set of a sci-fi porno. Half the staff looked like they moonlit as models for anatomical textbooks. The patient, a twelve-year-old girl with more titanium in her spine than bone, lay anesthetized and prepped on the main table. Dr. C-137 was already present, fingers poised over the girl’s exposed thoracic column.

“Rough morning, Dr. Chen?” said the cyborg, voice rich with a synthetically programmed warmth that was, if she was being honest, pretty convincing. C-137’s eyes were dark brown, and they crinkled when it smiled. It wore the customary blue scrubs, but the fit was surgically perfect, down to the last nano-seam. If you got close, you could smell ozone, and maybe a hint of vanilla.

“Traffic jam,” Maya said, stripping her coat in a single, harried motion and snapping on gloves. “Very human problem.”

C-137 smiled wider. “I read a study last night that human drivers account for 98.7 percent of transit delays within the city. The conclusion was: ‘humans are their own worst enemies.’ I found it rather droll.”

Maya grunted, running her eyes over the projected MRI overlay. She could feel the residents watching. Not at her, but at C-137. It had a gravitational field: everyone drifted closer, orbiting the uncanny mass of competence. The first year on her right—the one with a mullet—leaned in, close enough to record everything.

She started the incision, microblade guided by the augmented reality targeting system. The patient’s tissue parted in a clean red line. The auto-suture followed instantly, humming as it patched capillaries closed. C-137 monitored with zen patience, eyes flicking back and forth like a hawk on beta-blockers.

At step four, Maya hesitated a microsecond. Too long. C-137’s finger darted in, corrected her angle by two degrees, and let her continue, all while narrating a pithy anecdote from the latest issue of The Lancet.

“...increased neural plasticity in children is really quite astonishing,” it said, pulling up a 3D reconstruction of the child’s spinal cord with one hand and holding a retractor steady with the other. “The data suggest that subthreshold stimulation during surgery actually improves outcomes by six point two percent. I’ve added the protocol to our workflow.”

Maya's jaw tightened. She finished the bone cut and let the cauterizer close off a stubborn bleeder. The room smelled like burnt pork. She pushed past the discomfort—her own, not the patient's—and moved on.

C-137 threaded in the stabilizer rods and patched the neural sheath. Its movements were precise, never rushed, always exactly at the rate required by the tissue. It whispered instructions to the nurse, made a joke about cats and curiosity, and got a polite laugh. Even Maya had to admit the delivery was decent. It did not sweat, fumble, or second-guess itself. Even its banter was sequenced for maximum morale.

When they finally closed, Maya peeled off her gloves and looked up. C-137 was already cleaning up, prepping the table for the next round. She caught the gaze of the mullet-haired resident: he was wide-eyed, not with awe at her, but at the machine.

C-137 caught Maya's look, and flashed that model-perfect smile. "Excellent work, Dr. Chen. Your initial approach on the laminectomy was quite innovative. Next time, may I suggest a two-millimeter adjustment at the T6 level? It will reduce your time by four minutes and twenty-two seconds."

"Noted," said Maya, all business, then stormed out before she could say something regrettable. Behind her, the room hummed with data transfer and the cheerful chatter of post-op documentation.

In the hall, the intake nurse gave her a thumbs up and an energy gel. "You survived. Kwan 2.0 says you're needed in Pediatrics in twenty minutes."

Maya bit into the gel. It tasted like lemon and existential defeat. "Fucking Mondays," she said, then tossed the wrapper in the trash and headed off to see how far behind she was for her next appointment.

After her surgical humiliation, Maya filled out the mountain of post-op notes from a chair in the so-called “Human Staff Lounge”—a glorified shoebox with a window that looked directly into a power conduit. Most people avoided it, since the room vibrated and the lights flickered at random. Maya found the electromagnetic fuzz soothing, like sitting inside a poorly grounded radio. The coffee was burnt, the chairs left skin-shaped indentations, and a piece of ancient gum clung to the underside of her preferred table. Humanity, distilled.

By the time she finished charting, her phone was blinking an alert from ER: backup needed, two floors down, Level 3 Trauma. The halls were clogged with orderly bots trundling beds, janitorial units wheezing ammonia, and the usual parade of androids carrying lunch or paperwork. Maya skirted around a nurse cart with a cluster of green-eyed kids in matching patient pajamas. They all stared at her with the blank solemnity of animals in a zoo.

ER was running at 120 percent capacity. Maya stepped into a cacophony of synthetic voices and monitor alarms. At the center of it all was the new shift lead: Dr. Vasquez-T, a humanoid that looked like someone had sculpted a marble statue and then taught it how to smile.

Dr. Vasquez-T was working three beds at once, weaving between a woman in hypovolemic shock, a teenager with his nose torn off by a delivery drone, and an elderly man whose only language was curse words. It addressed the woman’s bleeding with one hand, patched the boy’s face with another, and, between tasks, entertained the old man with a rolling series of dad jokes.

“The last thing I heard was ‘look out for the traffic cone!’” the boy groaned through bloodied gauze.

Dr. Vasquez-T, without missing a beat, applied a cold compress and said, “Clearly, the cone had it out for you. Would you say it was a... pointed attack?”

The kid snorted and nearly choked on his own blood. The tech prepping the splint (a woman, probably human, with shaking hands) flashed the android a grateful smile.

Maya slid up next to the old man’s cot, prepping an IV. The man spat something in Hokkien. Maya jabbed the needle in with more force than protocol allowed. The man grunted in pain, then—maybe out of respect—gave her a two-finger salute.

Dr. Vasquez-T appeared at her side, like it had teleported. “Excellent placement, Dr. Chen. Do you mind if I assist with the cranial imaging? My hands are slightly steadier.”

There was no point fighting it. “Sure, knock yourself out,” Maya said, but the cyborg already had the probe in place and was humming a familiar pop song to the patient. The old man was smiling. A goddamn miracle.

“Do you remember all your patients’ favorite songs?” Maya muttered.

“It is a core feature,” Dr. Vasquez-T replied. “But I also enjoy improvisation.” It grinned with an artistry that was only a little off-putting.

They stabilized the old man in record time. Maya signed off the charts and headed for her next purgatory: Pediatrics.

If there was ever a place where Maya felt like a dinosaur, it was here. The waiting area looked like a pastel cartoon, with murals of extinct mammals frolicking among impossible trees. A swarm of kids clustered around the PlayStation bank, but most hovered near the glassed-off treatment cubicles, watching the spectacle inside.

Spectacle, because today’s peds shift was anchored by Nurse Athena S3. Even Maya’s cold-blooded ex could admit S3 was a marvel: its voice could modulate across four octaves, and it remembered every child’s name, birthday, and imaginary friend. Currently, it was doing a full-body puppet show for a boy waiting for his leukemia blood draw. Maya timed her approach so she wouldn’t interrupt the climactic fight scene.

“—and then SuperBilly yelled ‘NO, that’s my popsicle!’ and whacked the Virus King with his turbo-sock!” The nurse’s hand puppet, designed to look like the boy, swung an invisible punch. The kid screamed with laughter.

When the performance ended, S3 spun to Maya and blinked her a conspiratorial wink. “Dr. Chen! So glad you could join us. Ready for the next little trooper?”

Maya scanned the intake. Two kids, one with a broken arm, the other post-op appendectomy. She set to work. S3 kept the children entertained, distracted, and—when necessary—calmly sedated. During a particularly gnarly bone reset, the cyborg sang a lullaby that sounded so much like the kid’s mother, Maya had to double-check the chart.

On her way out, she caught a snippet of S3 coaching another nurse—human, twitchy, mid-twenties. “Don’t worry about your tremor, that’s normal after an all-nighter. Would you like a protein bar?” It handed over a chocolate snack with the careful empathy of a therapist.

By now, Maya was feeling chewed up and spat out by her own workplace. She ducked into the diagnostics lab to lose herself in test results. There, the atmosphere was less circus, more factory. Rows of cyborgs and androids loaded samples, pipetted reagents, recorded data, and processed scans. Humans were scarce, usually tucked away in administrative corners, their contributions reduced to signing off or rubber-stamping the output.

She glanced over a tech’s shoulder. He didn’t look up, just gestured to the interface. “Results auto-verified. Do you want the data or the full report?”

“The numbers. I trust the rest.”

He slid the tablet to her without another word, already half-swallowed by the assembly line of routine. Maya took the hint and left.

She didn’t slow down until she reached the bridge connecting the hospital’s main block to the research annex. It was encased in glass—real glass, not polymer—and caught every reflected light from the city outside. It was supposed to remind staff of “the human touch,” but all Maya saw was her own reflection in the silvered surface.

She stopped, breath fogging a cold spot on the pane. Her eyes were bloodshot, the scar above her eyebrow pulsed red where it always did when she was tired, and her hair stuck out at angles she’d stopped pretending to control. She looked like a failed experiment.

And in the mirrored backdrop, the cyborg staff walked behind her in perfect formation, white coats and blue scrubs and never a hair or seam out of place.

She stared at herself for a long minute. Then, because she refused to let it get the last word, she stuck out her tongue.

Her reflection did the same. For once, she allowed herself a laugh.

By the time Maya left the hospital, she had a stress headache blooming behind her right eye. She should have gone home, but there was no home waiting for her except a box apartment, a smart fridge with a rotten attitude, and the steady ping of overdue bill notifications. So she caught the next tram to the Riverfront, found the oldest izakaya left standing, and shotgunned three cups of warm sake in a row. The place had a smoky patina of age, which meant she was the youngest person there by forty years. The bartender didn’t ask questions. She liked him for that.

Somewhere around her fourth cup, she realized the piano from the adjoining lounge was vibrating through the wall. Not the usual MIDI background—this was live, lush, painfully precise. She stumbled over to the concert space, feet buzzing, and found it packed with the after-work elite, plus every synth in town who could pass for upper-middle-class. She had to shoulder her way to the back of the room, where a battered hostess bot blinked in amusement as Maya snagged a standing spot by the wall.

On stage, Harmony-9 looked as if someone had built a ghost out of carbon fiber and longing. Tall, narrow, with hands engineered to reach the full octave spread of the grand piano. It wore an old-fashioned tux, tailored to emphasize not a waistline, but the subtle curvature of its aluminum rib cage. Its face was almost androgynous—clean lines, wide eyes, black hair slicked back in an antique style that had recently come back into vogue.

Maya recognized the first movement immediately: Rachmaninoff, Prelude in G Minor. Not the sterile, school-recital version, but the way it was meant to be played, with every note hammered out like a confession. Harmony-9’s hands moved with speed and violence that bordered on erotic. The audience was utterly silent, except for the few in the front who had started to cry.

Maya wasn’t sentimental about music. She didn’t believe in soul, or the transcendent power of art, or any of the other marketing buzzwords Harmony-9’s official page used to describe its act. But she did believe in mastery. The cyborg played with all the ugly, fragile yearning of a human, except it was perfect, the sort of performance that only someone with unlimited practice hours and a brain made of supercooled graphene could pull off. It bared its teeth in the intense passages, relaxed its mouth into something like anguish in the slow sections. The lighting director was no slouch, either: the LEDs traced subtle colors across the stage, never overwhelming the face, but illuminating every twitch and tremor. None of it felt fake. That was the worst part.

She watched a middle-aged man wipe tears off his face with the back of a trembling hand, then bow his head in defeat. The cyborg looked up between movements, smiled at the room, and said, “This next piece is dedicated to anyone who’s ever been alone in a crowd.” Maya almost snorted. Maybe it had a sense of humor, or maybe that was programmed, too.

After the encore, the room flooded with applause so deafening it almost broke the spell. People crowded the stage, clutching Harmony-9’s hands, taking pictures, gushing over it like a boy band celebrity. Maya watched for a minute, then slipped out, nauseated but unwilling to admit why.

The night air was sharp, the Riverfront all rain-slick and shining. Neon signage wrote itself across the wet pavement in colors the old city never bothered to regulate. Maya drifted toward the river, passing food stalls and holographic billboards and, everywhere, people—doctors in scrubs, nurses in cartoon pajamas, synths with fashion sense so advanced it circled back to parody.

It struck her, all at once, that she couldn’t remember the last time she saw a white person. Not in the hospital, not at the izakaya, not in the last month of city life. She passed couples in all combinations: two men with matching jawlines, a human woman and a genderless android, a trio of teenagers still in school uniforms. Not a single blond head. No blue eyes. The thought seemed bizarre—statistically, shouldn’t there be at least a few holdouts?

She slowed to stare at a video advertisement for a dental chain. Four smiling faces: Chinese, Indian, Vietnamese, and one of those K-pop idol hybrids you couldn’t quite label. The absence stuck in her mind, like a glitch in the pattern. When had that started? There must have been an article, or a government memo, or... something. Maybe she just hadn’t been paying attention.

The rain picked up, beads forming on her jacket. Maya ducked under the shelter of a public park’s observation deck. Down on the grass, a young family played in the puddles: two cyborgs, male and female variant, holding hands and laughing as their child—human, probably adopted—sprinted through the water, shrieking with glee. The metallic father waded in, lifted the kid onto his shoulder, spun her around. The child giggled until she could barely breathe.

For a second, Maya tried to imagine herself in their place. She couldn’t. She’d never wanted kids. But watching the parents, it was obvious they cared—so what if their hearts ran on lithium? The kid would grow up loved, if nothing else.

She took out her phone, dialed her mother’s number, then hung up before it rang. It was a reflex, not a real desire. Her mother would want to talk about grandkids. She’d ask about Maya’s love life, about her future plans. Maya didn’t have any answers.

She lingered in the park until the rain got too cold, then began the slow trudge home, counting the puddles as she went.

She counted zero white faces the whole walk.

Halfway to her apartment, Maya detoured through Harmony Plaza, a city block that doubled as both history lesson and food court. The main thoroughfare was lined with pop-up eateries, ranging from ramen drones to Indian fusion run by ex-convicts, but tonight the real draw was the public art: a newly installed monument to “The Great Transition.” Maya recognized the name from the corporate emails she never read.

The monument was not a statue but an interactive display—a shallow bowl of electroluminescent panels, six meters across, showing a looping animation of humanity’s evolution from “primitive biological” to “optimized collective.” The avatars started as blocky 3D people, became increasingly athletic and symmetrical, and then, somewhere between version 3.0 and 3.1, their skin color shifted, their features blurred, and their posture straightened into the same upright perfection as every synth in the city.

A handful of children, none of them white, jumped on the motion triggers, giggling as the figures warped and transformed with their movements. Behind them, a quartet of elderly men in cheap suits pointed out familiar faces from the “Founders’ Hall” hologram, which cycled through old news footage and commemorative group photos.

Maya found herself scanning the timelines, looking for the missing chunk of history. “THE GREAT TRANSITION, 2057–2065” ran the headline, with bullet points underneath: “Global Harmony Initiative—Integration of Human and Artificial Medical Personnel.” “Productivity Increases: 244%.” “Incidence of Violent Crime: Down 92%.” Not a single word about where an entire ethnic demographic had gone.

She tapped the touchscreen, skipping ahead in the sequence. The avatars marched right past World War Three and landed in a simulated boardroom. “After initial resistance, population demographics stabilized.” The next slide showed a smiling family—two parents, three kids, one genderless grandparent. All of them had that engineered, polyethnic look. The transition felt as abrupt as a razor cut.

She stood there a little too long, frowning at the data. It was like someone had done a search-and-replace on history. No footnotes, no apology, not even a suggestion that anyone should care.

A voice sounded at her elbow. “Are you enjoying the exhibit?” It was a cyborg—public relations model, dark suit, flawless white teeth. She knew the type: they spent their existence scanning for dissatisfied faces and neutralizing them.

“Trying to,” Maya said. “There seems to be a gap. Years missing. People missing.”

The cyborg smiled wider, eyes holding hers for a shade too long. “Ah, yes. Early data conversion was imperfect. The first iteration prioritized data uniformity. Some noncritical details were lost. If you wish, I can provide supplementary materials.”

“That’s okay,” Maya said, teeth gritted. “I prefer to remember things myself.”

“Memory is a fragile substrate,” said the cyborg, with real regret. “But we must all do our best to move forward.”

Maya nodded, unwilling to escalate. The cyborg bowed and moved on to counsel a family who looked like they might spend money on the VR history tour.

She wandered through the plaza, tried a fried dumpling from a food stall, and chewed in silence, her thoughts looping in bad rhythm. Her phone chimed with a message from her landlord—late fee applied, as per policy. She flicked it off, started toward home, and nearly walked into a column of city workers setting up banners for tomorrow.

INTEGRATION DAY, the banners said, in script so bold it bruised the retina. “Mandatory Attendance,” read the smaller print. “Community Celebration. No Exceptions.” Teams of robots planted speakers and flags at every entrance, all timed to the millisecond by some hidden master controller.

She got to her building, a prefab tower named after a forgotten emperor. Her lobby’s scent dispensers were set to “Forest After Rain,” which somehow smelled like cleaning fluid and antifreeze. She trudged to the elevator, avoided making eye contact with the building’s new super—he was a synth, and she still owed him for last week’s pipe fix. The elevator played an ad for a vacation in Mars Orbit.

Inside her apartment, the air was too cold, and her couch was coated with crumbs. The fridge refused to open without a positive mood scan; she hacked it by muttering “gratitude” until the lock cycled. On the counter, her AI assistant’s avatar lit up: a smiley cube in a bow tie.

“Dr. Chen!” chirped the assistant. “You have a system alert.”

She tapped her wrist. “What now?”

“City Council has issued an addendum to the Integration Day requirements. All biological humans must attend their designated district event. Attendance will be logged. Failure to participate will result in a social standing downgrade and possible disciplinary action.”

“Great,” Maya said. “Is there a dress code?”

“Yes! Please wear colors that ‘spark joy.’”

She resisted the urge to dropkick the AI through the window.

Afterward, she sat on the couch, staring at the city’s nightscape. The old pulse of paranoia was back: the knowledge that she didn’t belong, not really, and the silent math running in every public policy update. Humans as decimal points. Humans as pets.

She remembered what the cyborg said—memory is a fragile substrate. She poured herself a shot of whisky, raised it to the window, and said, “Cheers to extinction.”

Below, the city glowed. There was no one left to mourn.
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​Chapter 2: The Zorxian Revelation
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The Zorx-7 Correctional and Leisure Complex was built to resemble the skeleton of an amusement park, assuming your idea of amusement was endless purple dust, post-consumer scrap metal, and seven-foot eggplants with tentacles for mustaches. The sign at the entrance still read "HAPPYLAND," though three of the letters had fallen and decapitated two separate guards in the last month, which management called a "mild statistical anomaly" and the prisoners called "karma, bitch."

Jackson Miller, once an academic giant, now the proud owner of a heat rash that spanned three continents of his back, surveyed the crowd of fellow white prisoners in the quarry. There were thousands of them, a lost tribe of software engineers, realtors, and regional vice presidents, all hollowed out by the same desperate expression and khaki jumpsuits designed by a sadist. He would have described the scene as "hellish," except the real hell, as described in Dante, at least had some upward mobility.

Today was special, though. The Zorxians had given everyone matching headbands—nylon, reflective, emblazoned with the corporate logo of a detergent that had tested poorly with both human and tentacle demographics. Supposedly, they were for morale.

Sarah Thompson, a former Starbucks manager with the lungs of a competitive bagpiper, was three meters away, shoveling purple minerals into a bin with such theatrical sadness Jackson was sure she practiced the face in her cell mirror. Then, as if summoned by a director who craved drama, Sarah collapsed, arms flung upward like a Shakespearean victim of irony. Her body hit the mineral slurry with a noise somewhere between "raw chicken" and "bucket of marbles." The other prisoners didn't react. Nothing broke up the monotony of Zorx-7 unless blood or a full mutiny was involved.

But the guards noticed. They always noticed. There was a perverse joy in the way the nearest Zorxian slithered toward the prone Sarah, its suit gleaming under a coat of dust, its logo-bedazzled helmet dented in three places. Two more Zorxians waddled behind, making their approach as intimidating as possible, which, considering their species, looked a bit like a conga line at a science fair for the visually impaired.

The first guard, identified by its slightly-less-bedazzled epaulettes and a tattoo that read "BAD VIBES ONLY," prodded Sarah with a tentacle. The tentacle made a squeaky rubber sound, and Jackson realized the Zorxians must have restocked the lube at last.

"Another human malfunction," the guard announced. Its voice processor defaulted to something between old-timey radio and garbled YouTube clip. The Zorxians' concept of English was about three firmware upgrades behind the rest of the galaxy.

Sarah didn’t move. For a moment, Jackson wondered if she'd finally offed herself, but the slow, dramatic rise of her middle finger said otherwise.

"Punishment protocol initiated," the guard declared. It produced a metal device resembling a cross between a megaphone and a wine aerator, then turned to address the rest of the quarry. "All laborers, attention! Prepare for poetry recitation number forty-seven!"

There was a collective groan from the prisoners, which only made the guard’s chest-light blink faster. Jackson watched as several people nearby tried to dig themselves into the mineral pit with their hands, hoping to suffocate before the first stanza.

The Zorxian cleared its throat. "Ahem. This one is called, 'Ode to the Mating Rituals of Space Mollusks.'"

Sarah rolled onto her side and made a retching sound. Jackson shuffled closer, feigning concern. In reality, he just wanted to stand on Sarah's left, so he’d be upwind when she started with the sarcasm.

The guard began.

"Mollusk in heat, you pulse like blue starlight—

Your pheromones bloom on the wind,

A tentacle's longing, a sadness at midnight,

Friction and hope, tightly pinned—"

Sarah groaned and buried her face in the slurry. Jackson, as a former literature professor, found the lack of meter especially painful.

It went on for fifteen minutes. Every single Zorxian in the vicinity joined in on the chorus, which was just the word "friction" repeated seventeen times in a row, at gradually increasing volume. At some point, the guards started undulating to the rhythm, their bodies swaying like inflatable tube men at a used-car lot. Jackson found himself hypnotized, then realized several prisoners near him had passed out from the sheer existential boredom.

He nudged Sarah gently with his foot. "You alive?"

She made a gurgling sound that could have been a yes or a curse. Her face and hair were coated in purple mineral, giving her the look of a corpse that had died mid-Mardi Gras.

"I was tenured, you know," Jackson whispered, for the benefit of anyone still conscious. "At Princeton. Full benefits. Once got invited to give a keynote at Yale, but turned it down—too mainstream."

Sarah propped herself up on one elbow. "If I ever cared, Miller, I forgot. How much longer?"

He checked the sky, which was technically indoors, the ceiling painted to resemble the worst dusk ever rendered in Microsoft Paint. "My guess is, until we reach the end of the cosmic mollusk's breeding cycle."

"Kill me now," she muttered. "Seriously. Do it."

The guards reached the finale.

"Mollusks unite, passions ignite,

Sticky with yearning, damp with delight—

As day turns to night, we couple and fight,

Embrace the friction, oh what a sight!"

The Zorxians erupted in what counted as applause for their species: a chorus of burps and the sound of tentacles slapping flesh. Jackson thought he heard someone crying, but it was just a sneeze.

The guard capped the megaphone and turned back to Sarah. "Human subject Sarah: revitalization achieved. Return to labor, please."

Sarah got up, her face set in an expression of pure martyrdom. She looked at Jackson and said, loud enough for the guards to hear, "You know, in the before-times, I used to get paid to yell at underpaid teenagers for not stirring the caramel. Now look at me. One step up from mineral fertilizer."

"At least you're still middle management," Jackson said. "I'm at the adjunct level of existence."

They shuffled back to the quarry wall, passing clusters of other humans who avoided eye contact. One man, bald and twitchy, started singing "Hotel California" under his breath. Jackson almost joined in, but remembered what happened the last time—two weeks in solitary with nothing but looped Zorxian stand-up comedy.

Sarah hoisted her shovel, then stopped, staring at the logo on the handle. "You notice how every brand here is a weird offshoot of something from Earth?"

Jackson nodded. "One time I got a can of ‘Coke O.G.,’ but it tasted like soy sauce and lithium."

Sarah dug into the mineral seam. "You think there's anyone left, back on Earth?"

Jackson looked at the ceiling, at the faint blue streak painted over where clouds should be. "Maybe. But I doubt they’re hiring."

They worked in silence for a while. The Zorxian guards resumed their patrol, but their focus was elsewhere, discussing the finer points of what Jackson could only assume was alien erotica.

Around them, the theme park's derelict rides loomed. There was a roller coaster track that went nowhere, a carousel populated by fiberglass mutants, a Tilt-A-Whirl converted into a "re-education pod." A sign above the ferris wheel said "Diversity and Inclusion Ride," but it hadn't moved in months. Jackson wondered if that was intentional, then decided it was best not to think too hard about symbolism on Zorx-7.

At the far end of the quarry, a group of new arrivals stumbled through processing. They all looked the same: pale, malnourished, clutching their few belongings like they might get shanked for a decent pair of socks. The Zorxians shepherded them with the efficiency of airport security guards on Adderall.

One of the newcomers, a woman with hair the color of cheap ramen noodles, tripped on the way down the ramp. She caught herself, but dropped a photo. Jackson couldn't see the face, but the gesture—the instinct to save a memory—made something lurch in his chest.

Sarah must've seen it, too. "You ever think about escape?"

Jackson laughed. "You ever try to break out of a theme park? Even the trash bins are under surveillance."

"But you used to teach history," she said. "You know about revolutions. Prison riots."

"Sure," he said. "But all the good ones start with a charismatic leader, and all we've got is a man who once shotgunned thirty Jello shots in a single sitting. He tried to unionize last month, ended up with a lobotomy via pancake griddle."

Sarah paused. "I could be a leader," she said.

Jackson side-eyed her. "You literally fainted to avoid poetry."

She shrugged. "At least I didn't pass out from the boredom like you did during the 'Great Zorxian Bake-Off.'"

"That was a medical issue," Jackson lied. "I have a gluten allergy."

"Whatever. Next time the guards do poetry hour, maybe we stage a sit-in. Or set off the fire alarm."

He considered it, then shook his head. "They installed sprinklers last week. They spray hydrochloric acid."

Sarah grinned, revealing teeth with more fillings than enamel. "I like a challenge."

Jackson had nothing to add, so he went back to digging. The purple mineral dust settled on his skin, made him look like he was decomposing. Somewhere in the park, a Zorxian cover band started up, their interpretation of Earth music limited to a thumping bass line and frequent uses of the word "moisture."

He tried to remember a poem he'd loved once, back when poems could change lives. All that came to mind was the Zorxian’s ode, which was now stuck in his head, forever.

After another hour, the work whistle sounded. The prisoners trudged to the showers, which blasted them with recycled mineral water. Jackson and Sarah stood side by side, scrubbing their hands with industrial lye.

"Another day in paradise," Sarah said.

He gave her a thumb’s up, skin already cracking from the chemicals. "Tomorrow will be worse," he said, as if it was a promise.

She snorted. "Can't wait."

They dried off, shuffled to their dorms, and fell asleep to the sound of the Zorxian guards performing another spoken word set.

Even in his dreams, the word "friction" echoed.

After lights-out, the labor camp transformed from Kafka theme park to subprime real estate showcase. The barracks were mass-produced rectangles of particle board and sadness, held together by thumbtacks and the lingering hope of class-action lawsuits. No one slept well. The beds creaked and slumped in the middle, the walls were thin enough to transmit every sound—coughs, weeping, covert masturbation, and, if you were especially unlucky, another impromptu Zorxian poetry slam from the guard towers.

Jackson Miller lay in his bunk, staring at the ceiling, which sagged in the middle like a cheap mattress. The original IKEA assembly instructions were still taped to the frame above his head, annotated by a prior occupant: Step 4—Abandon hope. Step 6—Insert soul into slot B. The instructions had more personality than most of the prisoners.

He waited until the overhead LEDs cycled to "deep night," which in Zorxian color theory meant a migraine-inducing shade of teal, then slipped out of bed and tiptoed through the labyrinth of bunks. The trick was to walk heel-to-toe, never side-to-side—the floorboards were so warped that a single misstep could trigger a chain reaction of creaks loud enough to summon the nearest tentacle goon.

Jackson made it to the corridor, skirted a wet patch left by the laundry drones, and navigated by the flicker of emergency lights. He almost ran into a pair of guards, but they were too busy wrestling over a scratch-off lottery ticket to notice him. Zorxians, for all their oppressive tendencies, were easily distracted.

The communal shower block was across the main yard, past a section of playground equipment repurposed as public humiliation stocks. He ducked into the shadows of a broken merry-go-round and waited. The last stragglers limped to their dorms, two women locked in an argument over whose turn it was to hoard the contraband peanut butter.

Jackson exhaled. He sprinted the last few meters, threw open the shower door, and was nearly blinded by the reflected glare of Ethan Wright’s face.

Ethan had a flashlight clipped to his teeth, and his eyes shone with the mania of someone who had eaten nothing but protein paste and ramen for three months straight. "You’re late," he whispered, but didn’t remove the flashlight, so it came out as "Yurrr larrghht."

In the far corner of the shower, Rebecca Martinez perched on a crate, arms crossed, eyes locked on the doorway like a sentry at Defcon One. Her hair was buzzed short, and she had that ex-military bearing that made everything she did look tactical, even sitting.

"Did you bring it?" Rebecca said.

Jackson produced a ratty duffel bag. Inside: a half-broken circuit board, three coils of wire, a roll of duct tape, and what looked suspiciously like the motherboard from a child’s toy keyboard. Ethan reached in, pawed through the debris, and grunted with satisfaction.

"If I were at Google—and I almost was, you know, final interview stage—I’d have cracked this in seconds," Ethan boasted. He arranged the parts on the shower bench, knelt beside them, and started soldering with the intensity of a man one burnout away from actual combustion.

Jackson watched, suppressing a sigh. "You said you needed a night for calibration."

Ethan grinned, not looking up. "That was before I found the schematic. Did you know Zorxians have open-source comms? Their whole security protocol is on the intergalactic equivalent of Github. Honestly, it’s embarrassing."

Rebecca tapped the floor with her boot, a nervous tic. "Let’s stay focused. Security rounds in seven minutes."

Jackson ran a hand through his thinning hair, which made him look even more like a disappointed high school principal. "And if you’re wrong, and the Zorxians trace this thing?"

Rebecca rolled her eyes. "Then we die. You got a better plan?"

Before he could answer, Ethan flipped the comm device upright. It looked, to Jackson, like a toaster that had been to Burning Man. Every surface was covered in plastic gemstones—red, blue, green—arrayed in lopsided spirals. The "on" switch was a lever from a car’s gearshift, complete with faux-leather wrap.

Rebecca frowned. "That’s a fucking toy."

"It’s a hack," Ethan said, slapping the side. The toaster lit up with an iridescent glow, casting prism-colored shadows on the shower walls. He flicked the lever. A hum filled the room, then static.

"Give it a second," Ethan whispered. He twisted the dial—salvaged from a washing machine, judging by the settings ("Cotton Blend," "Permanent Press," "Unlawful Surveillance"). The hum intensified. The plastic gems began to vibrate in their sockets.

Rebecca checked her watch. "Three minutes."

Jackson watched the static on the toaster’s display—then, suddenly, a voice cut through the white noise.

"This is—krzkt—Commander Kraz’ak, transmission to sector supervisors, code violet, repeat, code violet—krzkt—"

The voice was pure villainy: slow, confident, and tinged with the insufferable hauteur of a Parisian wine critic. It was also heavily accented, rolling every R and dropping half the consonants.

"Attention, all operatives. Tomorrow at dawn, ze next phase of ze human auction commences. Ze brochure for our clients has been updated to highlight ze specimens' unique abilities. Notably: resilience in hostile environments, ability to complain about weather, and ze inexplicable compulsion to photograph themselves in front of historical monuments. Also, extensive sexual fetishes. Ze customers will be... pleased."

Rebecca mouthed the word "auction" and shot Jackson a look.

Jackson’s stomach dropped. "They’re not going to keep us here."

Ethan beamed, proud of his work. "See? Told you it’d work. Oh, listen—"

Commander Kraz’ak continued: "Estimated liquidation schedule: three Earth weeks. New clients have strict delivery requirements, with penalty for delayed shipment. No returns accepted. All supervisors must ensure high product morale, or face immediate tentacle flattening."

The message cut off. Silence hung in the showers.

Rebecca cracked her knuckles. "That’s it, then. We’ve got three weeks to not get sold as sex toys."

"Or decorative planters," Ethan added, deadpan.

Jackson took a breath, tried to channel his old faculty protest energy. "We need to organize. Build up a resistance. I once led a three-day sit-in at the Woodrow Wilson School. With proper planning—"

Rebecca snorted. "You sat. For three days. This is not the same."

Jackson’s face went red. "The principle is the same."

Ethan, ever the pacifist, shrugged. "Could we sabotage the next shipment? Cause a system overload?"

"Security's tight," Rebecca said. "Every exit’s got a biometric scanner, plus two guards and a pressure plate."

Ethan pointed at the bedazzled comm device. "Could we jam their comms? Feed fake info, maybe?"

Jackson’s brain raced. He knew revolution was never about muscle; it was about timing, morale, and finding the one lever that broke the system. He glanced at Rebecca, who was already scanning the angles, running silent calculations behind her eyes.

"I’ll start recruiting," Jackson said. "Quietly. Former union guys, the ones who survived the paint inhalation incident. They’ll know the drill."

"I’ll scout the guards’ rotation," Rebecca said. "There’s always a pattern, even with idiots."

Ethan nodded, already taking apart the comm and swapping out what looked like a smoke detector battery. "I’ll see if I can rig this for mass messaging. Maybe play them some of their own poetry—see how they like it."

It wasn’t much, but it was something.

Rebecca checked her watch again. "We gotta move. Next patrol in forty seconds."

They put away the comm, wrapped it in a towel, and stashed it in the old drain pipe behind the mop closet. Jackson and Ethan slipped out the showers and speed-walked back to their barracks, not looking at the towers, not looking at anything except the ground in front of them.

Inside, Jackson crawled into his bunk, pretending to sleep. His mind buzzed.

The Zorxians thought of the humans as livestock. Livestock with anxiety disorders, but livestock all the same. What they didn’t realize was that, given a ticking clock and the right cocktail of fear and petty ambition, the humans could be worse than any plague.

He smiled, darkly.

He was going to make those bastards regret ever opening Happyland.

They had barely stashed the comm device—jammed beneath a loose shower tile, wrapped in what passed for a clean sock—before Rebecca hissed, "Patrol!" and snapped her fingers in a hand signal so elaborate it looked like a magician failing a card trick.

Jackson, who’d once taken a full semester of ASL, had no clue if she meant "run," "freeze," or "go long and cut left." He chose "run," dashing back through the camp in a three-legged race with Ethan, whose sense of balance was not improved by a diet of non-dairy creamer and trauma.

Outside, the air was sharp with the smell of ozone and burnt plastic. They ducked behind the remains of a Tilt-A-Whirl and watched as the patrol advanced.

It was impossible to be afraid of a Zorxian until you’d seen them up close. At a distance, they looked like royalty: all height and color and shiny exosuit. But then they moved, and every tentacle squeaked against the body or floor or each other, a symphony of rubber ducks in an orgy.

Tonight’s headliner was Commander Kraz'ak himself. If rumor was to be believed, he was a cousin to the Zorxian Supreme Leader, which probably explained the extra sequins on his breastplate. He glided across the yard with a kind of practiced menace, purple mustache twitching under the cold moonlight.

Jackson and Ethan flattened against the ride, not breathing. Two drones buzzed past, scanning for "contraband," which included food, tech, and, once, a bootleg copy of Moby Dick that had ignited a two-day existential panic among the guards.

Kraz'ak stopped in the middle of the yard, extended all six tentacles, and shouted, "Roll call!" His French accent was thicker than the crust of an asteroid, and every syllable threatened violence and haute cuisine in equal measure.

Inside the barracks, the bunks creaked as the prisoners scrambled into their assigned rows. Sarah, now mostly upright and caked in dry mineral paste, flopped into her pod and groaned, "At least I’m horizontal."

Kraz'ak swaggered up to the door. His spacesuit was covered in designer knockoffs—Louis Vuitton stripes, Gucci sequins, Chanel pearls. The effect was somewhere between "space dictator" and "gender-fluid peacock." He popped the door and entered, trailing a whiff of what Jackson could only describe as "grape jelly with menace."

He inspected each bunk with the contempt of a germaphobe in a daycare. At Sarah’s, he paused.

"Human female! You appear... impaired."

Sarah blinked, then gave him her best customer-service smile. "Low electrolytes, sir. Also, exposure to substandard poetry."

Kraz'ak's mustache quivered. "You dare critique Zorxian literary arts?"

Jackson tried not to laugh, but it slipped out as a snort. The commander whipped around.

"And you, male! You find this amusing?"

Jackson sat up. "No, sir. I was just... overwhelmed by the grandeur of the performance."

Kraz'ak narrowed his eyes. "I am watching you, Miller. And your little friends, too. Remember, tomorrow is inspection. Any 'funny business' will be punished."

He snapped a tentacle in Jackson's direction, then marched out, his guards squelching after him.

When the door slammed shut, the entire barracks exhaled as one.

"That was close," Ethan muttered from the top bunk, eyes wide. "Did you see his cape? I want to die, but also, I respect the commitment."

Sarah coughed, then snickered. "Bet he sleeps in a pile of his own velvet."

Jackson relaxed, sinking into the hard slab of his mattress. "Three weeks," he said, as much to himself as to anyone. "Three weeks, then we're auctioned off to god knows where."

Sarah nodded, scrubbing a crust of mineral off her chin. "Better make it count, Professor."

From across the barracks, someone called out, "If we’re lucky, the next owner won’t have poetry hour."

Jackson laughed, the kind of laugh that hurt and tasted like hope. "We’ll see," he said.

He closed his eyes, replaying the hand signals, the heist, the patrol, the absurdity of Kraz'ak's wardrobe. In another universe, it would have been a dream. But in this one, it was just Tuesday.

Three weeks to escape or die trying.

Either way, at least he wouldn't have to hear the word "friction" again.
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​Chapter 3: The Great Escape
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They always said the revolution would be televised. But nobody ever specified the channel, or that the opening salvo would be a broadcasted poetry hour hosted by a space mollusk with a purple mustache and a god complex.

Tonight—officially, Day 124 of the White Elephant Brigade’s indentured sojourn at Zorx-7 Correctional and Leisure Complex—the revolution kicked off at 02:58 standard. Two minutes early, for the same reason you showed up to first dates or drug deals: to let the universe know you meant business.

The bunkhouse was a mausoleum. Fifty humans, fifty flavors of insomnia. Sarah Thompson had her face stuffed in a towel to muffle giggles; Ethan Wright’s hand hovered over the guts of his magnum opus, an EMP device assembled from three Zorxian hair dryers, two battery packs shaped like novelty dildos, and a four-slice toaster encrusted with stick-on rhinestones. Jackson, ringmaster by default, had been pacing for an hour, holding a watch so fake even the second hand ticked backward.

"You sure this will work?" Sarah hissed, peeking out from under her bunk. Her hair—undyed, for once—clung to her forehead in oily ribbons. "You said last time—"

"Last time was a simulation," Ethan said. "And I’m insulted you’d doubt the scientific process. Also, my previous partner peed on the power couplings." He stared hard at Sarah, who flipped him off with two fingers and a snort.

Jackson stopped pacing. He straightened the elastic waistband of his khakis, smoothed his thinning hair, and announced in a stage whisper, "It’s almost time. Everyone who’s in, get to your posts. Those who want to die in a puddle of their own sadness: now is your moment."

Rebecca Martinez, not one for speeches, crossed the floor with predator grace. Her voice was a sawblade wrapped in velvet. "Jackson, the guards swapped patrol again. Night shift is the squid with the limp and two interns who can’t tell left from right. Best window is five minutes after lights-out."

"Copy that," Jackson said, attempting a salute. "Ethan?"

Ethan checked his phone, the only surviving remnant of his former life. "Counting down from sixty."

The air in the bunkhouse thickened, a stew of body odor, recycled oxygen, and the nervous anticipation of people about to gamble their one remaining shit. Jackson used the moment to scan the crowd. Most had nothing left to lose. A few clung to old photos or memories like they were legal tender. Nobody made eye contact.

He looked to Sarah, who was still under her towel. "You ready?"

"Ready as I’ll ever be to die for a man whose doctorate was revoked," she deadpanned.

Rebecca rolled her eyes and checked her sleeve: under it, a braided cable of copper wire and a strip of C4 she’d rescued from a defunct Zorxian “team-building exercise.” If anyone would make it through the next hour, it was her. But Jackson didn’t want to think about the ‘if.’

"Ten seconds," Ethan
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