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Chapter One
Kari lay flat on her bed, her head pointed up at the dull domed ceiling of her bedroom while her mind tried to take in the beauty of the expansive red rocks. The sun in her simulation was so bright it made her eyes water and her skin sweat. It was hard to keep her body from reacting to conditions when the simulation was so lifelike and she was overriding her senses to be immersed in a digital environment of her own creation.

Jagged rock formations protruded from the earth in seemingly unnatural ways in front of Kari. It was bizarre, but she knew this place was real. At least, it was real somewhere on the planet—her simulation was designed to pick beautiful and exotic locations for her to explore. It fueled her creativity—something she craved after having to deal with her last client.
Some people just don’t have a grasp on reality. It’s sad I’m saying that, when I’m the one who can’t even legally own a credit card yet.
Kari let the thought go. She spent time in simulations to escape from the real world for a little while, not to spend more time complaining about life.

As Kari continued to take an accounting of her simulated surroundings, she realized, with a small jump, that she was standing on the edge of a terrifyingly tall red cliff. Beneath her, an expansive desert, unlike any she’d seen before, stretched off into the early morning distance.
Not great.
She stepped away from the cliff nervously, knowing she was about to become well acquainted with it. She had spent a lot of time programming her simulations to force her to think creatively by instinct. She had tried a number of different theories but had found that her current strategy of aggressive problem solving was far and away the most successful in helping her think outside the box.

The roar of a sudden explosion shook Kari’s body and made her ears ring sharply. She covered her face as dusty pieces of red-rock shrapnel rained down on her digital projection. If this were happening in real life, she would be covered in cuts and terrified for her life. But here in her simulation, she felt little more than a slight mental itch as the burning pieces of rock collided with her digital body.

On cue, as always.

A ball of dust, fire, and smoke floated slowly into the air from within one of the nearby rock formations. As the cloud dissipated, an aged, military-grade mech came into focus behind the ancient rock it had blasted out of the way. The mech was at least twenty feet tall, but it was dwarfed by the massive rock formations surrounding it. The debris from the explosion it had just caused further dirtied the mech’s previously shiny, metal exterior. The mech slowly turned its long arm cannon on Kari’s position. Smoke was still billowing from the dark opening at its end, where the last energy blast had escaped.

The vertical drop off the edge of the cliff was just as intimidating than it had been a moment ago, but Kari had no time to consider it now. With nothing more than a thought, she put her hands in the air and ordered a hang glider to drop into the simulation. A split second later, a large, green glider appeared above her, materializing out of thin air. The frame looked to be made of graphium, the featherweight supermetal that was almost as smooth as it was perfectly black. Between the graphium bars of the glider’s frame was a bright-green fabric, which, although pretty, was sure to stand out in the desert sky.
Just
like a freshman on their first day of high school,
Kari
thought.

I could just start a different simulation . . .

The mech behind her started to make a low humming noise, which meant Kari was only seconds away from being burned to a simulated crisp by an energy blast that was capable of leveling an entire building. Kari took a deep breath and jumped off the cliff, clinging to the handlebar beneath the glider.

Kari screamed in the simulation—and nearly in real life—as she fell off the face of the cliff. The glider caught the wind a second later, and Kari’s descent quickly took a much-preferred angle. The heat of an energy blast briefly warmed her skin before it soared past her glider harmlessly.
That wasn’t so bad.
Kari started to look down before deciding she’d much rather think about what she could do to modify the glider instead. She sent orders to the simulation to change the color of the cloth to match that of the desert below her. With another thought, she made the glider bigger, causing its wings to double in size. A third command reshaped the glider to have a seat she could sit on so she wouldn’t have to hang on for dear life from the handlebar, which was becoming an inconvenience.

She relaxed her arms and let her weight rest on her new seat the instant it appeared. Now, slightly more comfortable, she let herself appreciate the fact that hacking was such a smooth experience. Once, she had spent a few days writing code manually like developers used to do before the invention of mind chips and truly integrated development environments. There had been something fulfilling about the experience, but it had also been among the least productive days of her life. Now all she had to do was think about how she wanted things to look or behave, and most of the work was done for her. It wasn’t that easy for the complicated projects that her clients paid her to make; however, for these simple simulations, coding was as careless and natural as breathing.

Now if only I could change things in real life so easily, I wouldn’t have to go to that horrible institution tomorrow.

Kari pushed the thought of school from her mind as well—a thought that was even worse than thinking about her last client. This was her sanctuary, where she came to relax and be free, and she refused to ruin that by thinking about unpleasantries such as standardized education or the Middle States’ secession.

She was jerked loose from her chair as small energy blasts ripped holes in her customized glider. Frantic, she managed to use one hand to grab the bottom of the seat below the glider, leaving her dangling above the desert sands.

There’s no way that mech hit me from back up there!

Kari looked back to see a gunship closing in on her glider. It looked like a hawk swooping down on its defenseless prey as it rapidly fired small energy blasts in her direction. Each ball of molten energy melted a glowing hole in the glider, sending shudders throughout the glider’s frame, threatening to knock Kari into the thin air below. Gunships were a particularly nasty military weapon, fully automated and packed to the brim with energy cannons and missiles. Kari wasn’t interested in the military or anything it tried to accomplish, but she was interested in amazing technology, and that gunship was impressive.

Kari’s glider shook violently in the air as it struggled to hold itself together. It wasn’t going to last much longer under fire from a gunship—not that it mattered much, for Kari knew she couldn’t hold herself up for more than a few seconds with a single hand. She closed her eyes, reluctantly let go of the glider, and plummeted toward the desert floor.

Maybe my parents are right . . .

Kari ordered a parachute to wrap around her body, which she immediately deployed when it materialized. The parachute instantly filled with air and immediately halted her deadly free fall.

If this is how I relax, maybe I should try harder to make friends.

The gunship made quick work of what was left of her glider, leaving nothing but a burning mass of metal shards and melted fabric to fall to the sandy desert below. When Kari saw that the ground was still several hundred feet beneath her, she started to panic.
The gunship had begun to turn around, and she knew right away that she would be a sitting duck waiting to get blown out of the sky if she didn’t do something quickly. She’d have to think of something else, and she’d have to do it fast.

Thinking rapidly, Kari began to design a giant air-bag device that would deploy right before she hit the ground. Her brain worked furiously to construct her new idea. Kari hoped the device could fill with air in a split second and lock her into place long enough to survive the impact. It was actually pretty close in concept to how she had won the egg-drop competition back in elementary school science class, except now she was the egg and no longer cared to excel at school. The gunship was bearing down on her now and had already unleashed a stream of deadly energy blasts in her direction. Kari deleted her parachute from the simulation.

She dropped toward the ground, nearly unaware of its impending greeting as the fiery bolts from the gunship rocketed past where she had just been. She tried desperately to finish her device as best as she could, but she was forced to load it into the simulation before she was confident it would work. Her new device materialized around her just before she collided with the ground.

When Kari opened her eyes, she was standing in front of some rather strange-looking rock formations.
Well, I guess that didn’t work.
The simulation simply restarted every time she failed to complete it, leaving her exactly where she had started. She hadn’t had enough time to finish her air-bag device, but that’s what she liked about these simulations; they forced her to create without giving her enough time to doubt herself. Unfortunately, the only way she had been successful in producing the environment of forced creation was by running for her life or trying to save someone else’s. She had tried nature walks, romantic balls, exotic times in history, and various other less insane ways of finding her creative groove, but she had inevitably found they lacked a certain sense of urgency.

Kari quickly reviewed what had happened with her device upon impact and made several significant modifications. The faint sound of her mom arriving home from work distracted her for a brief second. Kari made sure that she could hear anything happening in the real world when she was in her simulations; it was impolite to override all of one’s senses completely, not to mention dangerous. More than a few people had made the mistake of blocking out the real world entirely and had not noticed that their house was on fire until much too late. Kari brought up a small window of reality that showed the ceiling of her room. Not overriding all her vision made the simulation less immersive, but she didn’t want her mom sneaking up on her.
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