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The year is 2030. The country of Virelia is a glittering empire of steel and algorithms. A place where drones hum prayers and neon replaces sunlight. Progress is mandatory and humanity is optional. An electrified wall cuts the country in two. On one side, the city ascends. On the other, The Shanty. A dumping ground for the slow, the sick, the too stubborn to upgrade. You’re useful, or you are nothing. That’s where I am now. 
Boom!
Neon stutters across the dilapidated warehouse, glitching over cracked screens and busted gaming rigs.  
Yaroslav yanks my ponytail, shoving a 9 millimeter down my gagging throat! 
He exhales Albino Cobra. Green mist coils around us. His pupils ripple like liquid mercury. His  face twists, boy, man, ancient sage, all in a heartbeat. 
“I told you! I want the pure experience! Not the generic formula!” 
He shoves me on a tattered couch. Gun fires. Whiz! Bullet misses my scalp by inches.
He dumps beside me, swiping a tear with the tie from my school uniform. 
“Americans, always difficult. Trust is everything, young lady.” 
“Science doesn’t obey you, Yaroslav. Waiting is part of the cost.”
I slide the green vial of Albino Cobra into my weathered satchel.
I’m Sin. Eighteen in flesh. Sixty-three in memory. This is my story. 

      ***
The second I hit the street outside the warehouse, the night swallows me whole. Moon hanging low. Mean. Judging. 
I pedal my BMX bike hard through The Shanty. This stitched together graveyard of tents and scavenged metal. Fabric flaps like torn skin in the wind. Something hisses from inside a tarp. I don’t look. 
A narrow alley opens. Flames belch from rusted barrels. Graffiti pulses like infected veins across the walls. I’m thinking, Don’t stop! Don’t breathe! Don’t die!
“Watch out!” 
I slam into a DreadStalker. A fentanyl lost soul, bones sharp under his skin.   
He groans something that might’ve once been language. I kick off and tear past broken swings and vine-eaten cars. Everything here rots fast. Even hope. 
My legs burn. My mind doesn’t. 
“Hang on, Winston. I’m coming.”
Through the fog, the old hospital rises like a ragged god. Bars claw the cracked windows. Curtains hang like peeled flesh. Flickering lights twitch behind them, like something inside is breathing. A rust-shredded sign dangles overhead. Rest Haven.  
The elites’ pretty little lie. A sugar-coated name slapped over a slaughterhouse. Fuckers. 
I skirt along the hospital’s edge, heart tap-dancing in my ribs. I press my NexiPass, a polymer security scrambler against the keypad. A click! I ease open the dusty window. 
I climb inside. 
Okay Sin, you’re in. Don’t fuck this up. 
Rows of Snoozers lie in perfect stillness. Hundreds of them. Bathed in soft, artificial glow. Feeding tubes whisper. Monitors blink slow, hypnotic. Not alive. Not dead. Just… paused. 
I slip between the beds, chest tightening.
Please be here. Please still be you. 
I halt at bed eighty-eight. I lift the blanket and crawl in beside him. Winston. My Winston. Sixty-two years of laugh lines and stubborn hope. My whole damn universe. I press my cheek to his warm, weathered face. His beard scratches my skin. I kiss his cracked lips. 
“I’m here, sweetie. I made it.”  
I pull the old string necklace over my head. Two faded plastic rings dangle like relics from another lifetime.
“Remember these?” I force a smile. 
“Tía’s restaurant. You kneeling there, all serious and romantic and me spotting that toy machine like a lunatic. I shoved in two quarters and bam, these popped out. You put one on me. I put one on you and suddenly we were married in the coolest way possible.”      
I hold his limp hand. 
“God, we were so young. So broke. So madly in love.” 
Memories wash over me. Beach wind in our hair, fingers tangled, sunset kisses, that ridiculous slow dance at our wedding where we stepped on each other’s feet and didn’t care. 
A hum cuts through it.
“Robots! Fuck!” 
Two surgical bots glide to bed 77 like silent angels of death.  A laser splits the patient’s chest. The breastbone peels open like paper. Mechanical arms move with awful tenderness, slicing through tissue, removing the heart, kidneys and the liver. Each piece sealed in sterile pouches like groceries. A floor hatch opens. The body slides down.  Fire roars. Smoke. Gone. The bots drift away as if they didn’t just erase a human being.  
I grab Winston’s hand, squeezing like I can anchor his soul.
 “Baby… listen. I’m getting you out of here. I swear it. This place is not where you end. Not on my watch. I will burn the world down before I lose you.” 
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As the sun peeks over the edge of The Shanty, I maneuver my bike around a graveyard of robots, electronic vehicles, artificial hearts and circuitry entwined with decaying wires dangling from the hulking frames of obsolete robots toward the colossal retaining wall that separates The Shanty from the gleaming metropolis of Virelia. 
Suddenly, a colossal worker drone clutching artificial limbs, obsolete dented robots and battered electric debris in its carbon fiber jaws, glides over head.
“Oh fuck no!”
The drone drops its load, debris hurtling through the air, landing around me, sending me careening off my bike, landing hard on the ground. 
A fractured, glitching robot convulses towards me; its limbs scraping the earth as it seizes my ankle in a vice-like grip. I unleash a barrage of kicks upon its steely skull.
Electricity pops! The machine screams! Its head snaps off, smacks the mud, and spills broken holograms of terrified faces across the gloom.
Limping, blood trickling from a wound on my knee, I hustle my bike toward a rusty sunken door just below the wall! I jam my NexiPass into a slot in the door. The door’s mechanical components ratchet open, granting me passage into the Virelia. 

      ***
I pedal my bike past skyscrapers clawing at the heavens, their mirrored faces catching neon and firing it back at the streets. Autonomous cars ghost by. Drones slice the morning haze, dropping packages like metal pigeons. 
Tech bleeds into everything, air, pavement and people. Holographic billboards explode across the smart sidewalks, ads rippling under my tires as I weave through the chaos.  Vendors in tech-metal jackets bark over kiosks stacked with neural links and holo-comms. 
Artificial scents pump through the streets, trying to mask the rot underneath. Drones hover overhead, recording every breath as the city flexes its two favorite muscles, innovation and oppression. 
A fucking corporate paradise. An elite prison for the people.
I cut down a freshly paved road a neon sign:

Welcome to Oasis: Discover Your Dream in the new Virelia Pod Living. 



I roll my bike into the newest “future-living” district. Rows of pristine pod homes. Ultra-thin solar skins shimmer on every wall, sucking up sunlight like desperate addicts. Fresh lawns. Fresh paint. Fresh lies. 
Robotic builders skitter in the distance, nanotech arms stitching the city together with quantum-perfect precision. For Sale signs are everywhere. The elites love their prefab utopia. Zero guilt, no soul and maximum markup. Assholes. 
I dismount my bike at pod 119. The only one without a sign. 
 Trust me, I know. I’m the queen of hypocrisy. I hate myself for signing the damn contract. But, fitting in is a survival skill now.
I lean into a biometric retina eye scanner. It scans my pupil and the door glides open. I lean my bike against the wall and set my backpack on the ground and enter the lavish pod as motion-activated LED lights simulate natural sunlight, casting a soothing presents illuminating sleek, minimalist furniture embedded with smart technology. 
I snatch a NanoRejuv device and spray my scraped knee. Nanotechnology bots swiftly react, healing the tissue at the cellular level. 
A door glides open, and I step into a hydroponic garden glowing with divine light, coaxing rows of lush produce to life. I let my anxiety drain as my fingers sift through nutrient-rich soil with nano-particles, self-replicating worms curling gently around my hands. I pluck a bright orange from a hanging branch, its juice sharp and alive on my tongue. 
I hear sexual moaning coming from the adjacent room.
Fuck. I explicitly told her to stop.
I meander past luminescent orbs of bioluminescent fruit and lean my ear against the mirrored door, sexually touching my erect nipples as my ecstasy fogs up the glass. 
Fuck this adolescent hormonal driven body.
The door glides open and a woman in her fifties garbed professionally in a snug business suit bumps into me, scowling. She leaves the pod. 
I enter the bedroom with its curved, translucent walls shifting panoramic views of scenic beaches. A circular bed is scattered with sexy lingerie and sexual toys.
Running water catches my attention. I move cautiously toward the bathroom. The mirrored door glides open as the water shuts off and Elara, braided hair, wearing a school uniform saunters from the misty air with a sexual simper. 
“I told you no more friends here, Elara.” 
Elara slings her satchel over her shoulder, kisses me on the cheek. 
“See ya at school, lover.”
She exits the pod.
I hustle back to the living room, snatching my backpack and lifting up a throw rug, and unlock a trap door. I climb down the steely ladder as a light clicks on to my lab.  
A  human-sized 3D printer hums in the corner. Blood analyzers spin vials of misty liquid, holographic data flickering above them. Handheld mist transmuters line a carbon-fiber table. A nano-particle machine buzzes above two cover cages. 
I pull the box of vials from my backpack, drop it on the counter. I swing open the glass door of the AgeForge machine. A cylindrical chamber of polished steel and glass and slot the vials inside. Door clicks shut. I type the owner-only blockchain code. It verifies my identity, blocks unauthorized access, and activates the machine.  
The machine roars, sucking the mist from the vials, recalibrating, filtering, restructuring nanoparticles at the molecular level. 
I lift a blanket from one cage. A Proboscis monkey reaches for me, delicate fingers trembling, a tear streaking its cheek. 
“I’m so sorry. The algorithm glitched. I can fix this. Trust me.” 
It yanks my arm, slamming my head against the bars.
“Ouch, Fuck!” I stumble back. 
I kick the cage and toss a blanket over it.
A low, guttural growl rises from the second cage. My breath hitches. I lift the tarp. Bang! A shriveled face slams the bars. Skin sagging, eyes milky, lips cracked. Rot curls into my nose. I slam the cover down.
 “What do you want from me? I’m doing everything I can. Jesus.”  
“Ribbit. Ribbit. Ribbit. Ribbit.”
  “Stop doing that, Zeno! Show yourself.” 
  Zeno, a red-eyed tree frog leaps from my DataSphere wristband, landing on the table in an AI hologram form. 
 “This isn’t just boundary blur, Cynthia. It’s your choices lately? They’re screaming psychological free fall.” 
“Shut yourself down, now!”
 “Meany! 
 Zeno leaps back into my DataSphere. 







