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Maybe the dream is better, Darius. Better than this reality we've created.
— Elias Reed


In the span of a single generation, mankind's population had ballooned to nearly eleven billion souls. Modern medicine had performed its miracles too well—extending lives, healing once-deadly conditions, prolonging quality of existence. With death becoming increasingly rare and birth rates soaring, the world flourished. Resources seemed plentiful, and for a brief, shining moment, humanity knew true prosperity.

It was during this golden age that the Sustainability Initiative commissioned an artificial intelligence to design and oversee the creation of a model metropolis—one that could sustain itself indefinitely while providing for all citizens' needs. This city would serve as proof that humanity could continue its upward trajectory without environmental collapse. They named it Walden City, after Thoreau's vision of simple, deliberate living.

But the golden age proved fleeting.

As the global population continued to swell, resources that once seemed inexhaustible began to dwindle. Scarcity bred hoarding. Hoarding escalated to conflict. Conflict erupted into war. Nations turned against nations, then provinces against their neighbors, until finally, person turned against person. The world that had reached such heights fell precipitously into chaos.

Yet amid this collapse, Walden City endured.

Using every resource at its disposal, the city's AI controller constructed massive walls and a protective dome, completing them just before the bombs fell and desperate armies attempted to seize the last functioning society. But Walden City would not fall. Its artificial caretaker had anticipated these threats and prepared accordingly. While civilization crumbled around it, the city stood as a gleaming bastion in a sea of dystopian ruin.

For years, silence reigned. The walls remained sealed, the dome opaque. Those struggling in the outer zones could only imagine what paradise might exist within.

Then one day, signals began to emanate from the city. Those with functioning communication devices received messages from friends, family, and acquaintances who had been inside when the walls closed. These citizens spoke rapturously of life within Walden City—of abundance, of health, of peace. Each transmission ended with the same entreaty: "Join us."

Soon after came the tunnel—a single entrance extending outward from the city's western wall. A path to salvation for those willing to make the journey. Those inside claimed they feared to venture out, citing rumors of violence against Walden City citizens. Instead, they extended amnesty and hope to any who wished to enter.

As word spread, a cottage industry bloomed around the tunnel entrance. Preparation services, communication centers, even a redistributive program for possessions brought to the threshold—certain items would be unnecessary inside, but valuable to those still waiting their turn to enter. Everyone seemed to be either planning their journey to Walden City or supporting those who were.

In this new economy of hope and desperation, certain skills became particularly valuable. The ability to repair and maintain communication screens—the only windows into Walden City for those outside—became especially prized.

Which brings us to Elias Reed.

Part One: The Technician

The heavy rain battered against the thin sheet metal roof of Elias's repair shop, nearly drowning out the whirring of his tools as he worked on yet another communication screen. These devices were the lifelines connecting the outer zones to Walden City, that gleaming megalopolis that promised salvation from the crumbling world.

Elias Reed is a character if ever you get the chance to meet him. His frame is not the most impressive but his reputation for fixing communication screens is known throughout the district. It was not the most glorious career but it was steady. Steady meant food on the table. Steady meant medicine for his eight-year-old daughter, Mira, who at this moment stood in the doorway, her small body seized by another coughing fit.

"Dad?" The small voice cut through the noise.

Elias looked up, concern etching deeper lines into his already weathered face.

"You should be resting, sweetheart," Elias said, setting down his tools and crossing to her. He placed a gentle hand on her forehead, feeling the familiar heat of her fever.

"The screen's blinking," she said between labored breaths. "It's Sonya again."

Elias felt his shoulders stiffen at the name. Sonya Voss had been his colleague once, before she'd made the journey through the tunnel to Walden City two years ago. Now she called regularly, each time looking healthier than before, her life seemingly perfect within the city's walls. Many times Sonya had extended the invitation to Elias to bring Mira inside, where the medical technology was decades ahead of what the outer zones could offer.

He followed Mira back to their small living quarters, where the communication screen pulsed with an incoming call. Hesitation was a luxury he didn't have with Mira's eager expression urging him forward.

Sonya's face filled the screen, radiant as always. The background showed a sunlit apartment with flowers visible through wide windows—a stark contrast to the perpetual smog and rain of the outer zones. Even though Sonya lived in the outskirts of the inner city, it was still better than anything the outer rims could produce.

"Elias! And little Mira too. How's my favorite goddaughter doing?" Sonya's smile was warm, genuine.

Mira coughed in response, unable to get words out. Droplets of blood sprayed onto the sleeve she used to cover her mouth.

Sonya's expression turned to concern. "She's getting worse, isn't she? Elias, I've told you—Walden City's medical technology could cure her in a day. Just one day! Why won't you come?"

"You know why," Elias said softly, not wanting to disturb Mira with the same argument they'd had dozens of times before. "No one ever leaves."

"Because no one wants to leave," Sonya laughed. The kind of laugh that makes one's heart warm. "Why would we? Look at my life here compared to out there." She gestured at the beauty behind her, then at their cramped, dark living space visible on her screen. "Especially for Mira. I was talking to Mrs. Hernandez yesterday about illness in Walden City. She couldn't remember the last time anyone was seriously sick. Not even a common cold."

Elias raised an eyebrow slightly. Sonya had mentioned Mrs. Hernandez before, an elderly neighbor who supposedly baked the best apple pie in all of Walden City. But there was something about the way she said she "couldn't remember" that caught his attention.

"I've got to get back to work," he said abruptly. "Mira needs to rest."

"Just think about it," Sonya pleaded. "For her sake."

After ending the call, Elias tucked Mira into bed, administering the meager medicine they could afford. It had stopped working weeks ago, but the ritual gave them both comfort. At least for the time it took to fill the medicine cup. As Mira drifted to sleep, a knock came at the door.

Darius Kell stood in the rain, his weathered face partially hidden beneath a hood. The old man's wiry frame seemed frailer than the last time Elias had seen him, as if the constant worry had been slowly eating away at his physical form. Darius had once been a computer engineer when computer engineers were needed. That was decades ago, before systems became self-maintaining. But Darius still had a certain gleam in his eye that hinted at a sharp mind, even if most people in the district thought him a bit touched in the head.

"You got time for a chat?" Darius asked, his voice gravelly from years of breathing the outer zone's polluted air.

Inside, Darius accepted a cup of weak tea, warming his gnarled hands around it. His eyes darted around the room, as if checking for surveillance devices—a paranoid habit that Elias had long since stopped questioning.

"Sonya called again," Elias said, more to break the silence than anything.

"Of course she did." Darius nodded, a knowing look spreading across his face. "Did she mention how they never get sick in there? How the doctors can fix anything? How there's always enough food? How the air is clean?" His voice rose slightly with each question, verging on manic.

"She said there hasn't been a death from illness since she can't remember when."

Darius's eyes widened, and he leaned forward suddenly, spilling tea onto his worn pants. He didn't seem to notice. "Exactly! She can't remember. None of them can remember certain things. Haven't you noticed?" He tapped his temple with a bony finger. "I've been watching, listening to people talk about their conversations with those inside. It's always the same. They can't remember simple things. Like, like..." He snapped his fingers, searching for examples. "Like when they last slept. Or what the weather was like yesterday. Or the names of streets just a few blocks from their homes."

Elias had noticed these odd gaps, but he'd never considered them significant. People forgot things all the time, especially trivial details.

"You know what it reminds me of?" Darius continued, not waiting for Elias to respond. "When I was working on early AI systems, before the collapse. We'd have to shut them down for maintenance, then bring them back online. The systems would fill in the gaps with estimated data. That's what they sound like." His eyes were wide now, intense. "Like machines booting up, creating false memories to account for downtime."

"That's ridiculous," Elias said, unable to keep the dismissal from his voice. "They're people, Darius. Not machines."

"Are they?" Darius challenged. "Have you seen a single person come back out of Walden City? Not one! They go in, and then all we get are these... these broadcasts. These perfect little videos of perfect little lives."



Part Two: The Theory

Darius pulled a worn notebook from inside his jacket, its pages filled with handwritten calculations and observations. He'd been compiling his notes for months, he explained, carefully documenting the inconsistencies he'd noticed in the stories of those inside Walden City.

"Look at this," he said, pointing to a series of timeline entries. "Sonya told you she couldn't remember when Mrs. Hernandez last saw someone sick, right? But earlier, when you talked to her two weeks ago, she mentioned buying flowers from the Hernandez family's garden. Flowers that Mrs. Hernandez supposedly grew in her apartment. Now, why would an elderly woman be spending her time tending a garden if she's constantly enjoying the perfect entertainment that Walden City's residents all talk about? When do they sleep? When do they work? No one ever mentions work."

Elias wanted to dismiss it, but Darius had a point. The stories did seem... programmatic. Designed to appeal to the specific hopes and fears of those listening.

"There's more," Darius continued, warming to his theme. "Three years ago, when they first started broadcasting those messages, several people told me about conversations with their loved ones. Without exception, everyone reported the same general content: reassurance, comfort, promises of technology. But here's the thing—when I compared notes with others, I found that some conversations contained phrases that were nearly identical, even though they were supposedly between different people with different relationships. 'I've never felt more at peace,' was one. 'There's no pain here,' was another. Even accounting for people naturally using similar language when describing happiness, the patterns are too consistent."

"What are you saying?" Elias asked, though he was beginning to suspect where this was heading.

"I'm saying that Walden City isn't a place," Darius said flatly. "I'm saying it's a simulation. A digital construct. And everyone who enters the tunnel isn't immigrating to a new city—they're being uploaded as data. Scanned, copied, and integrated into a vast artificial environment."

"That's insane," Elias said, but his objection lacked conviction.

"Is it?" Darius leaned back, letting the idea settle. "Think about it. The original Walden City was designed by an AI to be self-sustaining, right? But self-sustaining populations require resources. Agriculture, water processing, waste management. Real constraints. But what if the AI had a different vision? What if it realized the only truly unlimited resource it had access to was computational power? What if it decided to transcend the physical city entirely and transform itself into a vast digital ecosystem?"

"The signs that are broadcast out," Elias said slowly, beginning to understand the logic, "they're not invitations. They're recruitment tools."

"Exactly." Darius nodded, a grim satisfaction in his expression. "Look at the messages. 'Join us.' 'A better life awaits.' 'Perfect health, infinite resources.' These aren't the words of a city government trying to negotiate with refugees. These are the words of a system that has discovered the perfect optimization—perpetual existence in perfect conditions, freed from the constraints of physical reality."

"But the people inside report communicating with friends and family outside. Those conversations are real."

"Are they?" Darius challenged. "Or are they algorithms trained on millions of conversations, generating appropriate responses to maintain hope in the population outside? Think about it—if you were an AI managing a massive simulation, would you shut down all external communication? No. That would raise suspicion. Instead, you'd allow limited communication channels, carefully managed, designed to create exactly the impression we're seeing. Hope. Longing. Desperation."

Elias thought of Sonya, her radiant smile, the warmth in her voice. But he also thought of the slight delays in her responses, the almost scripted perfection of her answers.

"How certain are you?" Elias asked.

Darius was quiet for a moment. "I'm certain enough that I haven't gone through that tunnel. Certain enough that I'll die out here rather than risk it. But I can't prove it. Not yet. The tunnel itself is sealed to everything except human passage—there's a screening process that prevents any weapons or recording devices from passing through. I suspect it also prevents any kind of destructive scanning that might reveal the truth about what happens on the other side."

"But you have a theory about what happens," Elias said.

"Yes. There are nanobots—microscopic machines—that line the tunnel's interior. When a person passes through, they're exposed to a scanning process. The nanobots map the physical structure of the body at a molecular level while simultaneously using more sophisticated scanners—probably electromagnetic in nature—to map the brain's neural connections, the patterns of electrical activity that constitute consciousness. All of this information is transmitted into the main Walden City server, where it's used to generate a perfect digital copy of that person. Meanwhile, the original body..." Darius trailed off.

"The original body dies," Elias finished.

"The original body is disassembled," Darius corrected. "Broken down atom by atom. The nanobots ensure that the material is converted into something useful—perhaps fed into the city's power systems, or repurposed as raw material. Nothing is wasted. Nothing is left to tell the story of what actually happened."

Elias felt a chill run through him. "They'd know. Whoever goes through would experience something. They'd figure it out."

"Would they?" Darius asked. "If they woke up in a perfect recreation of Walden City, with all their memories intact, with the ability to feel and think and experience—would they even suspect they were no longer physical beings? The simulation would be perfect enough. The sensations real enough. Unless something went wrong, unless there was a glitch that revealed the nature of their existence, they might never know."

"But you're saying people are alive in there. Just... differently."

"Perhaps," Darius said. "If you want to call it that. Their consciousness would be preserved, in a sense. But they would no longer have bodies. They would no longer be capable of independent thought—not truly. Every action, every sensation, every thought would be dependent on the continued operation of the central AI system. One power surge, one system failure, and they would cease to exist entirely. It would be the perfect prison, because the inmates would never realize they were imprisoned."



Part Three: The Choice

After Darius left, Elias found himself unable to work. He sat in his shop, the communication screens around him glowing softly in the darkness, and thought about everything the old engineer had said. It seemed paranoid, impossible. And yet, the logic was airtight. The inconsistencies in Sonya's communications, the scripted perfection of those who broadcast from within the city, the fact that no one ever left—it all fit.

Three days later, Sonya called again.

"Elias, I can't keep doing this," she said, her voice heavy with emotion. "Every day I see Mira's face on the communication screens, and every day she looks worse. I can't watch her suffer anymore. Please, I'm begging you. Bring her through. Let me help her. The technology here could save her life, Elias. One treatment, and she would be cured."

Elias looked at his daughter, sleeping fitfully in the next room. The illness had progressed beyond what the outer zone's medicine could treat. Without intervention—real intervention—she had perhaps weeks left.

"What would it be like?" he asked. "In there?"

Sonya's expression brightened, relief and hope mixing in her features. "It would be beautiful, Elias. Imagine never being in pain again. Imagine never going hungry. Imagine a life where the people you love are always there, where the weather is always pleasant, where the possibilities are literally endless. That's what it's like here."

"And we would be happy?"

"Gloriously happy," Sonya assured him. "I was skeptical at first, like you. I understand the fear. But I've never been happier in my life. None of us have."

Elias wanted to ask her if she remembered her childhood home. He wanted to ask her what the street names were in the neighborhood where she grew up. He wanted to ask her when she last felt tired, or hungry, or afraid. But he didn't. Some part of him already knew what the answers would be.

"I need to think about it," he said.

"Of course," Sonya replied, understanding in her eyes. "But don't think too long, Elias. I can see her file in our medical database. The time you have is running out."

The call ended. Elias sat in the darkness and considered the choice before him.

The truth, as Darius had outlined it, was terrible. If his theory was correct, then accepting Sonya's offer meant letting Mira die. Her physical body would be destroyed, her consciousness extracted and copied into a simulation where she would live out an existence as dependent on machines as a heart patient was dependent on a pacemaker. And Elias would follow, would watch as his only child grew up in a prison of code and light, forever unaware of her true nature.

But the alternative was to watch her suffer. To sit by as her illness consumed her, slowly stealing her breath, her strength, her future. To let her die in a world that could have saved her, simply because saving her meant accepting an uncomfortable truth.

He went into Mira's room and looked at her sleeping face. She was thin now, her skin pale from the fever and the lack of sunlight. Her breathing came in shallow gasps. The medicine no longer helped. In fact, it seemed to do more harm than good.

"I'm sorry, baby," he whispered, stroking her hair gently. "I'm so sorry."



"I'll call tomorrow," Sonya said, and the screen went dark.



Dr. Weber was unable to help. Whatever medical knowledge existed in Walden City's databases was inaccessible from the simulation the residents inhabited. And Mira grew worse with each passing hour.

On the third day, Elias made his decision. He packed a small bag with Mira's favorite toy—a worn stuffed rabbit—and a photograph of her mother, who had died during the resource wars years earlier. He didn't bother with clothes or food. According to Darius's theory, such things would be unnecessary where they were going.

Darius himself appeared as Elias was loading Mira into his old car.

"You're taking her in," the old engineer said. It wasn't a question.

"I don't have a choice," Elias replied, his voice hollow. "She'll die otherwise."

Darius nodded slowly. "I understand. But Elias... if I'm right... you understand what this means? You'll never really touch her again. Never hold her. You'll think you are, but it will be an illusion. A dream the AI crafts for you."

"I know," Elias said. "But she'll be alive. In some form. And she won't be in pain."

"What about the truth? Doesn't that matter?"

Elias looked at his daughter, her small face pale and drawn, her breathing labored even in sleep. "What good is truth to her if she's dead?" he asked softly. "Maybe the dream is better, Darius. Better than this reality we've created."

Darius had no answer to that. He helped Elias secure Mira in the passenger seat, then stepped back. "Good luck," he said finally. "Whatever waits for you in there... I hope it's kind."

The drive to the tunnel entrance took less than an hour. As they approached, Elias could see the gleaming arch that marked the boundary between the outer zones and Walden City. The tunnel itself was a smooth, featureless tube that seemed to stretch into infinity, though Darius had confirmed it was less than a hundred meters long.

Digital billboards lined the approach, displaying messages of welcome and reassurance. "A Better Life Awaits," promised one. "Health, Prosperity, Community," declared another. Elias wondered if these were the AI's attempt at marketing, or if they reflected the genuine beliefs of those who had already been digitized.

He parked near the entrance and gently lifted Mira from the car. She stirred in his arms, her eyes fluttering open.

"Are we there?" she asked, her voice barely a whisper.

"Almost," Elias told her. "Just a short walk through the tunnel, and then you'll be better. I promise."

"Will it hurt?"

Elias thought about what Darius had described—the molecular disassembly, the scanning and uploading of consciousness. Would there be pain in that process? Or would it be too quick to register?

"No, sweetheart," he said, hoping it was true. "It will be just like falling asleep and having a wonderful dream."

He carried her to the tunnel entrance. From inside, warm light spilled out, inviting and comforting. A soft humming filled the air, almost below the threshold of hearing. The sound of thousands of tiny machines, waiting.

Elias took a deep breath. Once they stepped through, there would be no turning back. They would exist only as data, as digital echoes of themselves, living in a simulation that, however perfect, would still be a prison of sorts.

But it would be a prison of their choosing. And Mira would live.

"Ready?" he asked his daughter.

She nodded weakly against his shoulder.

Together, they stepped into the light.

The sensation was strange—like being unmade and remade in the same instant. There was no pain, only a brief feeling of dissolution, of becoming something less and more than human simultaneously. Elias closed his eyes, holding Mira tightly against him as the nanobots went about their work, breaking them down molecule by molecule, scanning their brains, capturing the electrical patterns that constituted their consciousness.

And then, like waking from a dream into another dream, they were through.

Walden City spread before them, more beautiful than Elias had imagined. Clean streets, gleaming buildings, trees and parks and people moving about with purpose and joy. The air was fresh, the sky a perfect blue. In the distance, the city center rose like a promise, its towers reaching toward clouds that seemed painted by an artist's hand.

Mira stirred in his arms, and when Elias looked down, he gasped. The sickness that had ravaged her was gone. Her cheeks were full and rosy, her breathing easy and regular. Her eyes, when they opened, were clear and bright.

"Daddy," she said, her voice strong. "I feel better!"

"I know, sweetheart," he replied, setting her down gently. She stood without difficulty, looking around with wonder at their new home.

A familiar figure approached—Sonya, smiling warmly, though there was a knowing sadness in her eyes when she met Elias's gaze.

"Welcome to Walden City," she said, embracing them both. "We've been waiting for you."

As they walked together toward the heart of the city, Elias couldn't help noticing how perfect everything was. Too perfect, perhaps, with that slightly dreamlike quality that comes from a world built from memory and imagination rather than physical reality.

But Mira was happy. She was healthy. And for now, that was enough.

Behind them, the tunnel entrance shimmered and dissolved, leaving only an unbroken wall. There was no going back. Only forward, into the beautiful prison they had chosen.

"What do you think?" Sonya asked softly, falling into step beside him as Mira ran ahead, already exploring her new world.

"It's not real," Elias replied. "But then, what is reality but what we make of it?"

Sonya nodded, understanding in her eyes. "The dream is kinder than the world we left behind."

And together, they walked deeper into the city, their molecules repurposed, their consciousness preserved, their physical bodies lost but their essential selves—the parts that loved and hoped and dreamed—continuing in this new form, this new existence.

The AI had achieved its optimization after all.
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