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They were preparing to get back on their bikes when Shan got a mischievous look in her eye. 

“Do you remember that old road behind the lodge?” 

“You mean the one near the trash dumpster?”  

“Yeah, that’s the one. Want to see where it goes?” 

“No way,” said Kim. “It probably just goes down the back side of the mountain. What’s the point?” 

But despite her curt dismissal of Shan’s proposal, Kim was intrigued. Ever since that train ride along the 
coast to the botanical park, Kim had become curious about the world. What was beyond the trees? 
What was on the other side of the mountain? Nothing? Perhaps, but even nothing was something. 

“C’mon, Beast up! No harm in taking a look!” 

“Oh, all right, but just a peek. No promises.” 

Here we go again. 

The pair wheeled their bikes behind the lodge and looked for the long-forgotten road, finding it, as 
expected, near the waste bins not far from the delivery door. It was blocked by a metal bar about two 
meters long, and they couldn’t see much, just the woods and a narrow track of deteriorating asphalt 
that went straight for a few meters before plunging steeply downhill, turning to the right, and 
disappearing from view.  

Kim then spotted a rusty old sign, barely legible: 

Park Boundary. Proceed at your own risk. 

Proceed at your own risk? What did that mean? The two youths looked at one another hesitantly. Here 
it was, the edge of the unknown. Crossing it wasn’t exactly forbidden, but it would be a departure from 
expected behavior, which was never wise. 

Shan rode around the gate before stopping to look back, beckoning.  

Kim stood alone, looking across the barrier, conflicted. She had seen that look many times. Once Shan 
had made up her mind there was no stopping her, and she was going to see where that road led 
whether Kim joined her or not. Following along seemed risky, but what was the worst that could 
happen? Ejection? A temporary ban, perhaps? At worst, a few demerits to her social cohesion rating. 
Was it worth the risk? No, not really, but the mystery of what lay beyond the trees continued to nag at 
her, and this was a chance to find out. No harm in taking a peek.  

*** 
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Curiosity overcame caution, and soon they were riding down the mysterious road. The pavement was 
rough and sometimes broken, with frequent potholes, but there were no tree limbs or other 
obstructions blocking their path, so it remained easily passable on their sturdy mountain bikes. What 
would they find? Kim had no idea. Down and down they went, cautiously checking their speed so as not 
to court a dangerous tumble should they encounter an unexpected obstacle. Kim expected her mobile 
to buzz at any moment with some sort of warning or penalty, but it remained silent, so perhaps they 
were okay. The AIs certainly knew they were there and would doubtless let them know should they 
stray into forbidden territory. 

For the most part their view was limited to the mountainside, with the valley down below just visible 
through the canopy of trees. Occasionally, however, there would be a gap where the road went around 
a sharp curve or along the top of a cliff, revealing a landscape of rolling hills and fields laid out in neat 
squares and rectangles, punctuated by highways and a small brown river that meandered lazily across 
the countryside. No apartment blocks were visible, but they could see plenty of sheds, industrial 
structures, and some small, nondescript settlements.  

After descending steeply for a few kilometers, the road leveled out and emerged into a grassy meadow 
teeming with birds and butterflies, bordered with trees, and adorned by patches of wildflowers waving 
in the wind. They stopped for just a few moments to enjoy the view, then pedaled on for another half 
kilometer, arriving at another yellow metal gate like the one they had encountered up above. Kim 
wondered if the wiser course would be to ride back up the mountain. As they went around the gate, she 
glanced back and saw an ominous sign, quite clear in its meaning and not a little bit rusty:  

KEEP OUT. Entrance Strictly Forbidden. 

Damn. Evidently, they’d ridden through some sort of exclusion zone. But why hadn’t the AIs stopped 
them?  

“Now what do we do?” asked Shan. 

“Uh …” replied Kim. “Maybe we should just go back?” 

They turned around to retrace their route, but the moment they approached the gate both mobiles 
buzzed angrily: 

WARNING from The Farm Company 

The area you are entering is strictly off limits. Violators are subject to arrest on charges 
of criminal trespass. This offense is punishable by a fine of 200,000 cryptos and six 
months in jail. 

200,000 cryptos? Six months in jail? Kim was now visibly shaking, with no idea what to do. They couldn’t 
stay here, they couldn’t go back, so they had to go on. But to where? 
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Kim took a deep breath and tried to compose herself. “Check your mobile. Maybe you can find a road 
map or something like that.” 

“Right,” said Shan. “I’ve got a mapping application from work. Maybe it’s got some data.” 

She pulled out her mobile and poked at it for a couple of minutes. “There’s a settlement just a little 
down the road. There isn’t any information on it, but maybe they have a bus station.” 

“It’s worth a shot,” said Kim, unable to think of anything better. 

The road ahead looked deserted, maybe even a little spooky, with the faintest rustle of wind blowing 
through the brownish-green weeds that sprang up along its unkempt margin. The pavement itself 
looked to be well-maintained, approximately five meters broad with very few cracks, flanked on both 
sides by a gravel shoulder. 

“At least the road is good,” said Kim, optimistically. “We’re in this now, might as well get going and hope 
for the best.” 

Lacking any alternative, they began their ride toward the hoped-for bus station. The road immediately 
entered a dense thicket of trees and twisted brambles growing amidst the foundations of some long-
abandoned ruins. These looked interesting, but there was no time to explore so they continued onward, 
turning sharply to the left as they entered the rolling hills and farms they had seen from up on the 
mountain. From here, the road was absolutely straight, hemmed in on both sides by tall fences topped 
with razor wire and bearing the increasingly familiar notice:  

KEEP OUT. Entrance Strictly Forbidden. 

They continued down the highway, past the cordoned-off agricultural fields on either side. Some were 
bright green with newly planted crops, others dark green and perhaps ready for harvest. Many were 
covered with rows of amber grain, while a few showed the dark brown of plowed fields, exuding the rich 
smell of recently turned earth. At one point they came across a field swarming with bots, gathering the 
early summer harvest and loading it into hoppers pulled by a stout vehicle with big, heavy-treaded 
wheels. They also came upon industrial structures set well off the road, doubtless housing the vehicles 
and the bots they had seen working the fields, perhaps also some human workers though none were 
visible at the time.  

There were no further warnings on the mobiles, but there could be little doubt that they weren’t 
supposed to be here. Kim was becoming more worried about the possible consequences of their little 
excursion, but it was now far too late to turn back. They pedaled along, kilometer after kilometer on the 
deserted road. 

Not quite deserted! The blare of a horn! A huge truck with dozens of wheels bore down on them at high 
speed, nearly running them off the road and onto the shoulder as it veered to the left and roared past 
with a tremendous rush of air. The pair was left to recover their wits as the truck sped off leaving only 
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the sound of tires on pavement and the hum of electric motors. What had they been thinking when they 
set off on this expedition? Adventure? Excitement? Mission accomplished. Can we go home now? 

It was one thing to fantasize about exploration and adventure, something else entirely to be riding 
through this alien landscape, simultaneously lush and barren, with no idea of what they might find or 
how they would get home other than a vague hope to somehow catch a bus. Was this a good idea? 
Definitely not. Was it fun? Not at this point. But it was novel and different, a break from the monotony 
of daily life. Looking backward over her shoulder, Kim saw Shan just behind, pedaling away, sometimes 
looking left or right, but mostly focusing on the road and the ride. She smiled and began to relax, 
enjoying the day and the company of Shan, living in the moment, savoring that-which-is, rather than 
fretting over that-which-soon-might-be.  

Shortly after their encounter with the truck, they crossed the muddy river they had spotted from up on 
the mountain. A few kilometers more, and they came to a quarry, where they stopped for a couple of 
minutes to check their route and watch the operation, as one massive machine fed heaps of rock into a 
crusher while another loaded the resulting gravel into one of the large vehicles that had so frightened 
them a few minutes ago; perhaps even the same one.  

Just past the quarry, they came to the settlement they had hoped to find—a tiny hamlet designated F-
6.1.6.238. There wasn’t much to it other than a perimeter fence, a gate guarded by a copbot, a paved 
courtyard with a dining hall, and a cluster of three-story apartment buildings. Within the settlement 
there were a few workers clad in drab utilitarian overalls, some walking about, some waiting for a bus. 

A bus stop! They were saved! 

They rode up to the gate and attempted to get the copbot’s attention, yelling at it and asking to be let 
in. It paid them no heed. They waved frantically, eventually getting the attention of one of the workers, 
who came up to the fence to speak with them. 

“What the heck are you two doing out there?” 

“We need to catch a bus back home, but the copbot won’t let us in.” 

She laughed and shook her head with disbelief. “You want to get into a labor camp? Good luck with 
that.” 

“Are you sure we’re at the right place?” asked Kim as they walked away from the gate. 

Shan punched some buttons on her mobile, squinting at the tiny display, and confirmed that they were 
exactly where they’d intended to be. 

“Strange,” she said. “The map shows a settlement, not a labor camp. What’s up with that?” 

There was no other choice but to continue onward into the unknown. They rode through the 
countryside, passing more farms, then came to another work camp, similar to the first. There was no 
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point in stopping, and Kim became more worried with every passing moment. The map had shown 
numerous settlements and she’d been certain they could catch a bus at any of them. They couldn’t all 
be prisons, could they? 

After a few more kilometers the pavement abruptly ended, giving way to a treacherous surface of 
crushed gravel as the road continued up a steep, wooded hillside. They were forced to stop for a 
moment and consider their options. 

“What now?” asked Kim. “Maybe we should double back and try another road.” 

Shan shrugged. “Sheesh! Beast up, we’ve ridden on worse.” 

Shan’s blithe indifference to the seriousness of their situation was starting to wear on Kim. This was the 
same reckless attitude which had ended Shan’s career before it began and nearly Kim’s too, and she had 
known from the moment that Shan had come back east that trouble was likely to follow in her wake. Oh 
well, clip in, pedal on, hope for the best, and don’t let anything spoil the day. Nobody had made Kim go 
through that gate, and whatever the consequences of that decision, it had been hers to make. 

After a short, steep climb they reached the crest of the hill and came upon a strange landscape that 
looked vaguely like something from a Happy Farmer video, except that it was real and everything was 
beat up. On either side of the gravel roadway were rickety rail fences bounding pastures, muddy in 
places, some with horses and some with cattle. A little farther on, they came upon a ramshackle white 
farmhouse, shaded by broad, leafy trees, next to which was a sturdily built wooden barn and pens for 
chickens and pigs. The road proceeded through the countryside, now shaded by trees and flanked by 
dry-laid stone walls. They passed a few more dilapidated farmhouses and some small muddy ponds, as 
well as what looked to be an orchard. Everything was unfamiliar, but it didn’t seem menacing—just 
strange. 

*** 

After riding through the odd farmlands for few more kilometers, they arrived at a small settlement 
where the map had shown only the junction of two roads. To their left was a ramshackle old house 
covered with peeling white paint and, just past it, a large building of uncertain function standing at the 
corner, also painted white though in much better repair. To their right they saw a red brick building 
which seemed to serve some official purpose, but they were not sure exactly what it might be. A school, 
perhaps? Just beyond the crossroads they could see a well-shaded grassy area with a couple of benches 
next to a cluster of squat utilitarian buildings with signs reading General Store, Town Hall, and Laundry. 
Here and there, horses were tied to posts, and several four-wheeled vehicles that looked vaguely 
reminiscent of pedicabs were parked in front of the store. Horse carts, perhaps? Whatever this place 
was, there wasn’t much to it. 
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Needing a rest and charmed by the quaintness of this strange little town, they dropped their bikes onto 
the grass and sat beneath an oak tree that provided a respite from the relentless afternoon sun. They 
were hot and thirsty, desperately in need of a little energy-boost and a cold beer, if that was possible. 

No signage gave the slightest clue as to what this place might be called, either by name or by 
designation, so Kim grabbed her mobile and tried to figure out where they were and what this 
settlement might be called. She pulled up the map and verified that it showed nothing, even at the 
maximum magnification, so she opened up the settings panel and ticked the magic ‘show everything’ 
checkbox. Still nothing. Undaunted, she went looking for data on the neighboring communities, thinking 
that perhaps there might be mention of the crossroads in the local news or Chit-Chat. That got her 
nowhere, but she was able to establish that all the settlements in the vicinity were work camps such as 
those they had passed less than an hour ago, with no further information available. Unwilling to give up, 
she did a geo-search for any data pertaining to this location, but all she got was a warning that she did 
not have access permission for that database. Whatever this place might be, it didn’t seem to exist, and 
all information about this entire area was locked down tight. Nevertheless, she kept looking, hoping to 
find something if only by chance. 

“Wow!” she heard Shan say in a tone of utter amazement. “A dog!”  

Kim was nonplussed, nose still buried in the mobile. “So what? Haven’t you ever seen a dog before?” 

“Get your face out of that thing!” insisted Shan. “Not a dogbot! A real, freaking, dog!” 

Kim nearly dropped her mobile on the grass. Impossible! Those were outlawed ages ago! But there it 
was—a real, breathing, in-the-flesh dog.  

The animal ambled over, tail wagging, and began sniffing as Shan reached out and stroked it on the head 
behind the ears. The creature seemed to enjoy this as much as the bots pretended to.  

“It sure acts like a dog!” said Shan, smiling. “It’s friendly, in any event.” 

“Careful,” said Kim. “The real ones bite, or so they say.” Nevertheless, she felt compelled to reach out 
and join Shan in greeting their newfound friend, which sniffed Kim’s hand and rubbed its muzzle against 
her leg as they continued to scratch it behind the ears and stroke the coarse brown and white hair on its 
back. 

“It’s okay” said Shan. “It doesn’t look like it’s going to bite us.”  

The dog then turned its attention to the pocket of Kim’s jersey, sniffing with great interest as its ears 
perked up. 

“Aha! Now we see the truth!” said Kim with a laugh before unwrapping an energy bar and tossing it 
onto the ground. The dog devoured it in a single gulp and looked up plaintively. The tail never stopped 
wagging! 
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Kim heard a sharp whistle followed by a shout. “[English] Rex! Sit! Don’t bother those people!” A black-
clad youth, perhaps twelve years old, approached at a trot. Her skin was naturally toned, a pleasant 
chocolate brown, and her mane—of actual hair—was jet-black and very curly. How odd! And why was 
she shouting out to her dog in English? 

“Sorry about the dog,” she said in heavily accented Panglobal. “She’s not bothering you, is she?”  

“No, not at all,” said Kim politely. “She mooched an energy bar, but it’s all good. We’ve never seen a real 
dog before. Pretty cool!” 

The youth smiled. “I’m Edgar, this is my dog Rex. You must be from the city. We don’t get many of you 
Pretties out here.” She looked across the park toward the laundry building and shouted, “[English] Hey! 
Mom! Over here, we’ve got visitors!” 

A tall figure with prominent mams pushed a baby carriage toward them with five other children of 
various ages in tow, ranging in age from near adulthood to toddlers, walking obediently behind her. All 
were clad in garments of stark black and while, in the manner of the Abrahamics. Like Edgar, their skin 
was a striking chocolate brown, and their manes were also of natural, curly black hair. Things started to 
make a bit more sense: this was some sort of religious enclave, and it must have been here for ages, 
perhaps since before the unification, judging by the distinctive appearance of its residents and the fact 
that they still spoke English. 

She looked disapprovingly at Edgar. “[English] I told you to mind that dog,” she scolded. 

“[English] Awww, sorry Mom. Rex didn’t mean any harm, she just wanted to play.”  

“My name is Sarah,” said the dour figure, speaking in perfect Panglobal with only a very slight accent. 
“What brings you Pretties here?” 

Kim responded cautiously, sensing the awkwardness of the situation. “We’re kind of lost, and we’re 
trying to find a bus or a train station so we can get home. Kim and Shan, by the way.” 

“It’s the truth,” added Shan. “We have no idea where we are. This place doesn’t seem to exist, at least 
not officially. Is there anyone here who can help us figure out how to get back to the city? And it’d be 
great if we could grab a snack and a cold drink.” 

Sarah regarded the two for a moment, considering her words as her features became less harsh. “We’re 
simple folk. We keep to ourselves and don’t bother anyone. But never let it be said that we were 
inhospitable to strangers. You’re perfectly welcome here, as long as you respect our ways. You’ll find 
what you want in the general store. I’m sure Hamish will help you.” 

*** 

Kim and Shan thanked Sarah, gave Rex one last scritch behind the ears, and found their way into the 
general store. It was small but amazingly well stocked, with fruits, vegetables, dairy products, and baked 
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goods in abundance, and everything looked to be of excellent quality. A bank of refrigerators in the back 
was amply stocked with drinks and sandwiches. Perfect! They even had chocolate. 

Having no idea how things worked here, the two walked to the front of the store and found the 
shopkeeper standing in front of a battered old information terminal. She was plump about the belly, her 
skin untoned and very pale beige; she sported a wild, unkempt reddish-yellow mane and considerable 
facial hair of the same odd color. 

Do they allow that here? Ugh!  

It must be Hamish. 

“Uh, hello?” asked Kim, shyly. 

“Well, well, well!” responded Hamish, with an accent so thick as to be almost unintelligible. “A couple of 
Pretties wandered in off the road. What can Hamish do for you?” 

“We’re on a bicycle trip, we’re lost, and we’re trying to find a bus or a train that will take us back home,” 
explained Kim. 

“And those sandwiches look really good,” added Shan, for good measure. 

“Your best bet is the old city down the road, DX-6.1.6.28 they call it these days. They have a train 
station, but it’s a long way, and you’d best hurry if you want to get there before it gets dark or a storm 
blows in. Go ahead and grab yourself some sandwiches and drinks, but how were you planning to pay?” 

An odd question, thought Kim, holding up her wrist. “Uh … Where’s the …”   

Hamish shook her head from side to side. “Ah, of course, you’re from the city. Nobody uses those here.” 

Another blank stare from Kim.  

“Sheesh, you Pretties. But never mind, Hamish will help you out. You’ll thank me some day, mark my 
words.”  

The odd little shopkeeper reached into a drawer, pulled out a pad of paper and a pen, wrote down an 
account number, and handed it to Kim. 

“Transfer 250 Cryptos to this account, with the memo ‘Purchase antique collectables.’” 

The amount of money wasn’t terribly significant and Hamish seemed to be on the up-and-up, so Kim 
grabbed her mobile, keyed in the account number, and made the transfer as instructed. 

About ten seconds later, Hamish held up small pouch with some objects inside, and said, “Here are your 
antique collectables. Smile for the camera.”  
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They both looked into the terminal’s lens, stood still for a moment as Hamish handed Kim the pouch, 
then went back to their normal postures. 

“There!” said Hamish. “Got you some money.” 

Kim opened the cloth bag and out spilled two dozen metallic disks of varying sizes. She recognized them 
from a museum. “These are coins, right?”  

“Yep,” said Hamish. “Money.” 

“But why?” asked Kim, puzzled. 

Hamish held up a coin, grinned, and said, “We have our own terms of service around here. Cash up 
front, no questions asked, no tales told.” 

While Shan completed a parallel transaction, Kim inspected the contents of the pouch. The coins were 
of various sizes, weights, and colors, each with writing that seemed to indicate its value. The larger, 
more impressive ones bore the legends 2 Fr., 1 Fr., and ½ Fr. The smaller (less valuable?) ones simply 
had the numbers 20, 10, 5, or 1. It was entirely unclear what the relationship between the two sorts of 
coins might be. 

Noticing Kim’s bafflement, one of the other customers walked over to offer some assistance.  

“The bigger ones are in Francs and half Francs,” she said, “and the smaller ones are centimes, 
hundredths of a Franc. The price is just a decimal number, so 2.40 would be two Francs and forty 
centimes.” 

Kim nodded and thanked her for the help, then went to the back of the store and looked at the glass-
fronted refrigerators. There was no camera or microphone, no AI. Apparently, you just opened the door 
and took what you wanted. Kim couldn’t help smirking as she reached in and grabbed a ham and cheese 
sandwich and a bottle of ice-cold beer. She then made a beeline for the sweets, grabbing three huge 
bars of dark chocolate and two beautifully made truffles. She and Shan paid for their food and left, 
cheerfully bemused. 

“Wow!” said Kim at last. “Just wow.”  

“Yeah, wow!” replied Shan, likewise too stunned to say much more. “And we’ve got a good bit of money 
left over. Might as well hold onto it. Who knows, we might be back here someday!” 

They both burst out laughing, rolled their eyes, and tossed a couple of the now-unneeded energy bars 
onto the ground, where they were eagerly accepted by Rex. The sandwiches, the beer, and one truffle 
each disappeared in short order as they sat on the bench, consulting the map. 

“There it is,” said Shan. “DX-6.1.6.28. It’s less than sixty kilometers. They seem to have a train station, 
but I can’t get any other information on it. Easy enough, assuming nothing else goes wrong.” 
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Without further discussion, they headed off toward the city with its hoped-for train station. Luck was 
with them, and after a few kilometers they came to an intersection beyond which the pavement 
returned, allowing them to pick up their pace as the road resumed its course through the rolling hills 
and industrialized farmland. If one could ignore the circumstances and the strange surroundings, it was 
a pleasant day for a ride, and so far they hadn’t been hit with any penalties. Perhaps everything would 
be okay after all. 

*** 

Kim was now riding just behind Shan, unsure what to make of the cultists’ settlement. The inhabitants 
looked to be Abrahamics of some sort, but they seemed harmless enough, even friendly—in sharp 
contrast to their reputation for wide-eyed fanaticism. And what was she to make of Sarah? Was she a 
mentor or something like that? If Kim had counted correctly, there were seven youngsters of varying 
ages in her care. They couldn’t all be hers, could they? But Edgar had referred to her as ‘[English] Mom,’ 
and they looked strikingly similar, so perhaps they were. If so, they were operating further outside of the 
normal rules and assumptions of society than Kim had ever imagined possible. And, to top it all off, they 
spoke English. How’s that for weird. Most perplexing of all, why was the settlement even allowed to 
exist? They had opted completely out of the normal structures of society, with neither UCE nor the 
corporations anywhere in sight. All it would take to clean the place out would be a handful of copbots or 
a pack of angry zealots. Why hadn’t that happened? It made no sense. 

Kim was jolted out of her musings by something unexpected off on the left side of the road: two metal 
gates bearing the numerals 32, topped with razor wire and guarded by a quartet of copbots and two 
human sentries. Beyond the entrance, she could see a long, broad avenue flanked by shade trees, 
leading to a small cluster of buildings at the end of the lane.  

Crap!  

Even this furtive glance had drawn the scrutiny of the sentries, who fixed their gaze on her and gestured 
almost imperceptibly with their stunners as if to say, move along, you didn’t see this. Kim focused on the 
road ahead and picked up the pace, passing Shan in a blur as she raced ahead, eager to be away from 
whatever lay beyond those gates. What was in those buildings? Why were they guarded so heavily? 
Everything about it gave her the willies. 

 

 


