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1
            Chapter One

            Augmentation Day Hyde Park Biodome, London

         

         Channel 6289X: ‘What the hell is happening? How is she doing that?’

         Channel 5168X: ‘I don’t know, but we have to stop her or there’ll be nothing left to save.’

         Channel 6289X: ‘How exactly do we do that?’

         Channel 5168X: ‘We have to break the sync.’

         Channel 6289X: ‘No, it’s too soon, it could kill her.’

         Channel 5168X: ‘Would you rather she brings it all down? We have to try.’

         Channel 5168X: ‘Are you still there?’

         Channel 6289X: ‘I’m thinking.’

         Channel 5168X: ‘While you take your time doing that, I’ll go ahead and start programming the disconnection.’

         Channel 6289X: ‘Wait!’

         Channel 5168X: ‘We don’t have time for this.’

         Channel 6289X: ‘Okay, fine! Do it. Just promise me one thing.’

         Channel 5168X: ‘What?’

         Channel 6289X: ‘If she has to die, make it quick.’

      

   


   
      
         
2
            Chapter Two

            
        133 days to Augmentation Day
      

         

         ‘How long have you been with us now, Akaego?’

         
      Three weeks, two days, eleven hours, and if I didn’t think you’d frown on me checking the seconds, I’d tell you exactly how long.
    

         ‘Three weeks, Mrs Miguel?’ I wasn’t sure why this came out as a question.

         ‘I told you to call me Elaine.’

         ‘Sorry, Mrs Miguel, I mean, Elaine.’

         Shifting against the hard back of the chair, I kept my focus on a lopsided stain on the wall to her right.

         ‘We knew the adjustment wasn’t going to be easy so late into the academic year.’ Mrs Miguel sighed. ‘Nevertheless, we expected more from you to move the transition along.’

         Her pause was so long, it could only be for effect. And it worked. I wriggled again, biting back the apology on the tip of my tongue.

         ‘You understand why your transfer was necessary? You get what this means. Not just for our academy but for the city. For your family.’ 3

         ‘Yes.’

         ‘So you’ll try harder?’

         ‘Yes, Elaine,’ I replied, mentally patting myself on the back for remembering.

         I kept my eyes on the stain to hide my nerves. There was no telling what information the data-streaming monocle sitting over her left eye was feeding back to her about my body language.

         ‘The good of one …’ Mrs Miguel’s voice trailed off.

         ‘Is the good of all,’ I finished the mantra.

         ‘I won’t keep you from class any longer. Hopefully, our conversation won’t be along the same lines when we review things in two weeks.’

         I only realised I had been holding my breath when her office door shut and I felt the air gush out of me.

         ‘You just have to do better,’ I whispered, joining the sea of noisy students flowing through the wide corridor, hoping her words would fire up the sparks I’d been trying to get going.

         Because I really wanted this to work. To prove to myself that coming here was the right decision. So Dad would see I wasn’t wasting everyone’s time making this huge change so close to Augmentation Day.

         ‘Hey, Engineering.’

         My feet stopped before my brain could scream at them to do the opposite. Even if I hadn’t recognised the voice, a waft of mint and bergamot announced its owner. Sighing, I turned around.

         Joon’s pearly whites flashed at me. As usual, that 4wasn’t the only thing about him that was blinging. I was still struggling to adjust to the Academy of Music’s no-uniform policy after having to wear a collared blouse and pressed trousers for the last three years. Joon’s bejewelled face and colourfully streaked hair always reminded me I owned far too many greys in my wardrobe and didn’t have enough piercings.

         Definitely nowhere near enough piercings. Was that a new hole in his brow?

         ‘Why don’t you try using my name? Just once.’ I thought he’d given me the nickname because he was too lazy to remember my actual name, but after a couple of weeks, it sort of felt like he was trying to remind me I didn’t belong there.

         ‘Why? No one else answers to Engineering. It’s perfect.’ A hand that should have been weighed down by the metal hugging its fingers waved me off.

         I had to give him a pretty big F for originality with that one. I was still trying to work out if this was some sort of caveman attempt at flirting. It wasn’t like Joon Bernard-Jeong was any less of a mouthful to say than Akaego Eke.

         ‘There’s no other Akaego either. I checked.’

         He closed the almost non-existent distance between us. I crossed my arms, hoping the motion would mask the annoying weakness in my knees. It was difficult not to be affected by chiselled-jaw boys who had lashes longer than mine, even when this one was confusing the hell out of me. 5

         ‘Someone could turn up next week.’

         He said this like there was a real chance anyone else would show up as a mid-year intake when we both knew I was the first in nearly a decade.

         ‘Joon, what do you want?’ I asked, trying not to sound impatient.

         He reached into his embroidered black and amber jacket, reminding me once again I really had to go shopping soon.

         ‘You left this at your last class. Mr Peterson said you’d need it.’

         ‘Oh. Thanks.’

         The thin black box he extended had a silver treble clef debossed on its lid with the letters A and M below it. It was the same insignia on the black metal tags strapped to my wrist and Joon’s – the academy’s only mandatory item of clothing.

         I must have dropped the box in my rush to meet Mrs Miguel. It still didn’t make up for Joon not calling me by my name.

         ‘I would have gone back for it if—’

         Joon’s exaggerated tutting cut me off. ‘I have no idea how things were at your old school, but here, we stop after saying thanks. We have to find a way to loosen you up.’

         ‘Thank you,’ I repeated more firmly, before taking a step away from him.

         ‘Hey, wait.’

         It was the sharp note in his voice that stopped me. 6I didn’t need to check my slider to know I was pushing my luck with time.

         ‘Listen, Elaine chewed my ear off earlier about how I’ve not done such a great job as your integration buddy. Apparently, you should be best mates with half the year by now.’ He rolled his eyes. ‘Help me make things right. Will you join me and the others at Rush—’

         ‘I have catch-up classes—’

         ‘I know your after-school schedule is packed, so I was thinking Friday night? My band is playing. It’s a small gig, but the crowd is always fun.’

         He must have mistaken my non-committal shrug for a yes because his smile wattage went up a notch. Why did everything about him always look so easy and perfect?

         ‘Great! I’ll send you the deets. Bring a friend.’

         I would have asked a ton of questions on any other day, but I could do that via text, so I turned and dashed down the corridor. I kept my head down, occasionally bumping into people heading in the opposite direction. Some smiled when I yelled out an apology, even though I doubted they knew who I was. Yet another thing I had to remember to do more of if I wanted to give the impression I was settling in.

         ‘On time today, Miss Eke? Well done.’

         Ignoring Mr Ericsson’s tone, I scurried to the space he had set up. At our first session, I had thought one good thing about having nobody else present was 7that I could choose where I sat. The kit my stone-faced tutor positioned right at the front of the room sank that hope.

         I unwound a scrunchie from my wrist and piled my box braids on the top of my head. Mr Ericsson loved turning the thermostat up, and my neck had been covered in rashes from the intensity of the heat after our last session. I figured he couldn’t tell my skin was flushed by the end of the class. He probably just assumed my cheeks were always that dark.

         ‘Did you open it?’

         I nodded and pulled out the black box, silently thanking Joon.

         ‘Are these really organic?’ I asked, lifting the lid and placing the box between us.

         It was his turn to nod as he picked out one of the contents with a pair of forceps. Raising the slightly wonky oval object, he pointed out the grooves on its light green coat, his watery eyes squinting from behind his glasses.

         ‘Anything genetically modified is never as easily affected during growth,’ he explained, returning it to the box and shutting the lid. ‘These came from a vault at Kew. Only the Ministry of Agriculture has access to them. In my thirty years of teaching, we’ve only had the honour of six students receiving ten seeds for practice. Everyone else gets five at best.’

         I hadn’t known that. If these were the real deal, the academy was not playing. And I had left the box lying 8around like it meant nothing. I hoped that little fun fact would never get back to Mr Ericsson. Or Mrs Miguel, for that matter.

         ‘They must value your potential. Let’s hope they’re not mistaken.’

         Before there was time for the queasy feeling in my belly to take hold, he swiped a flat screen on the table between us, tilting it to himself.

         ‘Can you tell me where we stopped last time?’

         ‘Mechanoreceptors?’

         It was a word I’d never heard until recently.

         ‘Is that a question or an answer?’

         I resisted the urge to make a face.

         ‘We studied how sensory receptors for plant cells differ from other organisms.’

         ‘And did you do the extra reading?’

         The next few minutes were filled with me rattling off facts about the effects of external mechanical forces on plants at molecular, cellular and organ levels.

         After spending years immersed in a world of codes, I had plenty of horticultural knowledge to catch up on before Augmentation Day if I wanted to help society grow more plants quickly.

         ‘You’re fed up of all this, aren’t you?’ Mr Ericsson must have sensed I was waning.

         I took a second to consider if admitting it would result in some form of penalty.

         ‘I was hoping the seeds meant we were moving on.’ 9

         ‘I get it. We’ve pushed you hard, but I really want you to graduate with the rest of your year in top form.’

         Knowing he was right didn’t make his words any more comforting.

         ‘But if you promise not to tell anyone, we can do things a little differently.’ Mr Ericsson’s voice dipped conspiratorially. ‘Just for today.’

         Hang on, what now? I sat up straight.

         Switching off his screen, he reached under the counter and brought out a clay pot filled with earth. There was no way the seedling sprouting out of it could have survived there with no light, so he must have been planning this all along. I was actually more intrigued by the enormous smile on his face than the plant. He was usually so short with me.

         ‘Why did the debate about plant life’s ability to detect sound waves go on for so long?’ he asked when he pulled out a UV lamp and switched it on over the pot.

         ‘Because the exact frequencies that cause the reactions had not been isolated.’

         ‘Until Dr Mwangi’s fortunate discovery. And since we no longer had forty to sixty years to develop the new forests we so desperately needed, it couldn’t have come at a better time.’

         His smile now a full grin, he pressed his thumb to the left side of his neck, just below his jaw. After a few seconds, he repeated the action. There was no indication anything had happened, but the action was one I was familiar with. All enhanced adults did it 10regularly, though the contact could be anywhere on their body.

         ‘You’ve seen footage, but it’s time to show you the process in real life.’

         I leaned in.

         ‘Bear in mind, this plant is not organic. If we used one of those—’

         My slider chose that moment to vibrate loudly in my pocket. There was only one person who would try to reach me at that hour even though he was aware of my after-school schedule. Whatever Jaden had to say, it could wait.

         ‘Sorry.’

         Mr Ericsson didn’t even raise a brow, already too into the moment. The first note that left his lips was barely audible, almost like he didn’t want to let it out at all.

         ‘Keep your focus on the plant, Miss Eke, not my mouth.’

         ‘Sorry.’

         Just before he let out the second sound, my tutor tapped his neck once more. This time, the surface of his skin hardened into a thumb-shaped bulge and flashed neon blue. I felt the hair on my arms rise with the release of the deep, rumbling note.

         From the videos I’d been shown after the ‘incident’ at my old school, I knew what would follow, yet I couldn’t hold in a gasp when the tiny seedling writhed.

         ‘Bloody he—’ 11

         My body leaned forward even more, but I didn’t get the rest of the words out because the plant stopped, as if deciding on its next move, before making up its mind and shooting towards the hollow sound of Mr Ericsson’s voice.
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            Chapter Three

            
        133 days to Augmentation Day
      

         

         
            Jaden: Operation Readmission.

            Jaden: Proposal 27.

            Jaden: Start saying your goodbyes, because I’ve nailed it this time.

         

         A lump lodged in my throat at the messages flashing on my slider when I finally checked it on the Tube journey home. The memory of the day Jaden instigated my escape plan came flooding back.

         ‘Are you having a laugh?’ was my best friend’s response when he found out about my transfer from Hendon to the music school in Marylebone.

         My reaction would have been the same if I hadn’t been stunned into silence after our head teacher, Mr Kareem, called my parents into his office to share the news that turned my life around.

         All because of the footage from the skills lab.

         ‘Mate, believe me, I wish I was,’ I had sighed, twisting one of my braids around my finger as I bit into a flaky crust. Jaden always shared his mum’s veggie 13patties with me. I was probably going to miss them almost as much as I’d miss him.

         ‘You can barely carry a tune. You don’t even sing when I’m blasting Broxxie, and nobody can resist coming in at his riffs. Nobody!’

         To prove his point, he hummed the grime artist’s most popular tune, bobbing his head along.

         I scanned the buzzing cafeteria. Jaden’s voice was more elevated than I would have liked in our not-so-remote corner, but nobody seemed to be paying attention to us. Same as always.

         ‘It’s not about my singing voice,’ I whispered, trying to explain a concept I was still unsure of. ‘It’s not really about music at all. Something to do with sound wave vibration frequencies Mechanosimulators produce to make plants grow faster.’

         ‘Don’t get me started on that mouthful of a name,’ he said, pointing an accusatory finger at me as if I had invented the word.

         Back then, I hadn’t sat through multiple lessons on mechanoreceptors, so I just shrugged.

         ‘At least someone had the bright idea to shorten it to Mechsims,’ I offered. ‘Although it sort of makes us sound like androids.’

         ‘You sound like you need as much convincing as I do.’

         I looked away. I was actually excited about training to become a fully fledged Mechsim but not sure how to say that without making it seem like I was eager to 14leave him at the engineering academy. There were lots of memories there I was more than happy not to relive. Memories of things that made our friendship stronger but which nearly broke me.

         ‘You said it yourself, music has never been my thing.’

         Mr Kareem had assured us that accidental discoveries weren’t unusual for Mechsims, but I knew most of the kids who were found this way actually cared about music. They wouldn’t all have been aspiring artists, but music had some value in their lives. It didn’t have any in mine.

         Ever.

         Dad had made sure of that.

         ‘Your dad must be gutted,’ Jaden continued in a more sombre tone, sensing my thoughts. ‘He was really chuffed when you won that coding prize last year. It’s hard to believe they want you to work on enhancing a new ability so close to Augmentation Day.’

         That was what swayed me the most. Kids who turned sixteen had certain abilities surgically enhanced to ensure the survival of society. It was a huge deal, yet everyone seemed willing to let me leave the engineering academy even though I’d been top of my classes. Miss Tyler had been so certain of my future, she’d shown me the location where my targeted core function enhancer would be fitted a whole term ago: on the top-left side of my skull, the same place as hers.

         But now more than ever, the possibility of accelerated 15plant growth trumped anything I could offer with my coding skills. If there was even the slightest chance I was a Mechsim, no one was going to waste a full academic year wondering if the incident at the skills labs had been a fluke.

         Jaden came to sit beside me, engulfing my body in his long arms. I inhaled sharply. All the time he was spending with his dumbbells was beginning to show on his biceps. If I didn’t need to breathe so badly, I would have slipped in a compliment.

         ‘Don’t worry, your boy is one hundred per cent not letting you get hauled out of here,’ he said when I finally twisted my way out of his grasp.

         I clasped his hands, widening my eyes dramatically to indulge him.

         ‘What’s our plan? Stash me away in a bunker until after Augmentation Day? Hack my chip so they don’t realise it’s me coming to school here?’

         ‘Whoa, slow down. Both solid ideas, but I’ll have to think. All I know is you’re not leaving without a fight.’

         He hugged me again, only letting go when I pretended to ruffle his overly shiny afro. It was hard to believe he towered over me. We’d come a long way from the days when, at the age of ten, I’d suddenly shot up a foot taller than everyone in our year. After an entire term of being called Ladder Legs and Stilts, and getting tripped over so I could be the right height, a skinny boy I’d never spoken to decided to grow a 16spine on my behalf and came to my rescue with his feistier gob.

         Jaden.

         Now, as the train sped silently towards my destination, I scrolled to the last three messages, gulping to dislodge the lump in my throat. I’d known I would miss seeing his face every school day, but after six years of being friends with only him, the adjustment was more difficult than I’d imagined.

         
            Jaden: How about smuggling you to a Freestakers zone?

            Jaden: By the time they locate you, it’ll be too late to find your frequency.

            Jaden: They’ll have to let you get Augmented with us instead.

         

         He hadn’t stopped sending me suggestions in the three weeks since I’d left the engineering academy. None of them were vaguely plausible, but at least they were entertaining.

         
            Akaego: Eh, someone isn’t taking this seriously.

            Akaego: You suggested something similar last week.

         

         An image of a melting brain flashed on my slider and I chuckled. 17

         
            Akaego: Want to go out on Friday?

            Akaego: Kids at my school are playing at Rush.

         

         Joon hadn’t sent any details yet, but I had no doubt he would. He struck me as the sort of person who would pester me for days if I didn’t show up. There was no way I’d visit somewhere so out of my comfort zone without backup.

         
            Jaden: Noooooo!

            Jaden: Who is this and what have you done with Akaego?

            Akaego: I’m just trying to blend in. I’ll explain later.

            Jaden: Don’t worry, I’ve got your back.

            Jaden: Always.

         

         My slider pinged, two sets of numbers flashing on the screen.

         Three minutes to my stop. Fifty-four degrees Celsius at destination.

         I needed to set up my hydration suit. The extra hour at school had given the temperature time to dip, but not nearly enough. I pulled my visor over my face and clicked one of the buttons on my wrist, shivering slightly as a cool mist hit my skin. By the time I arrived at my stop, the suit’s internal temperature was where it needed to be.

         My slider pinged again when I stepped out at West 18Finchley, but I didn’t look at it. I had eight minutes to get from the Underground station to my front door. To any front door, actually. Any longer and a Grade Three suit was required, and those were reserved for outdoor workers.

         I power-walked home past fenced-off, parched earth, where there used to be front gardens. I would have been lucky to spot the odd bird desperately trying to find shade amongst leafless, dried-out trees. There were only a handful of suited-up people walking just as fast as I was. This was more than in winter, when temperatures dropped so low that we were forced to stay home most days.

         Standing in our front porch airlock, waiting for the temperature regulator to let me in, I noticed the light on our delivery receptacle blinking green. Nothing had been scheduled for the day when I checked earlier, so I pulled out my slider.

         Still nothing.

         Frowning, I reached into the slot and retrieved a small blue metal case. My frown deepened when I read the label. It was for me. I wasn’t expecting anything.

         ‘Mum, is the delivery log broken?’ I yelled when the airlock let me push the door open. ‘This isn’t listed on it.’

         I inhaled deeply, a smile curling my lips. There was nothing more welcoming than the aroma of fried plantain and spicy tomato stew after a long day at school. Ever since my transfer, Mum insisted on preparing 19meals from a selection of my favourite dishes. She’d had no complaints from me, although plantains were becoming trickier to find. There could come a day when they would be too expensive to grow, but I preferred living in denial until then.

         I peeled off my suit, hanging it in the hallway as Clifford came up to me, gazing at the door and purring.

         ‘Not today, Clifford,’ I whispered in apology, bending to stroke him.

         Dad always joked that Clifford would have been happier as a street cat back when having outdoor pets wasn’t equivalent to pet murder. I was pretty certain we would all have been happier outside too.

         ‘Not that I’m aware of.’ Mum’s answer came from her study. She always kept the door open to hear me. ‘And good afternoon to you.’

         I cringed slightly. ‘Sorry, Mum.’

         As I approached her study to greet her, I caught the tail end of a news broadcast. The wildfire raging outside Milton Keynes was finally under control, but people were being urged to remain cautious. I once asked Mum why she had the news on in the background when it was never good, and she’d shrugged, saying something about old habits dying hard.

         ‘How was it today?’ she asked, smiling, when I gave her a hug. She slipped off her monocle, shutting off the secure data she’d been working with to give me her full attention.

         I plonked myself on to her desk, ignoring her 20disapproving scowl. For the first time in weeks, watching the seedling move towards Mr Ericsson’s voice, I’d felt a tug of hope that maybe, just maybe, I was capable of something so breathtakingly incredible.

         ‘I got my practice seeds.’

         If Mr Ericsson hadn’t locked them away at school, I would have begged him to take them after my earlier forgetfulness.

         ‘That’s good. They must think you’re making progress.’

         I didn’t have the heart to tell her it was standard procedure; I nodded instead.

         ‘O ga adi mma.’

         Twenty-two years of living in England hadn’t robbed my mother of her slightly sing-song Nigerian accent, which became even more melodic when she switched to Igbo. Dad said he was grateful she’d been let into the country just before the government stopped granting work visas to outsiders, otherwise he would never have met her.

         Speaking of which …

         ‘Is Dad home?’

         She shook her head, leaning back to stretch her limbs.

         ‘They extended his time in the biodome.’

         ‘Again?’

         ‘It could mean they are close to a breakthrough.’

         I was never sure exactly what Dad was working on, but I hoped she was right. 21

         ‘Do you think he’ll finally tell me why he’s so upset?’ My voice dropped.

         The last time my father had spoken to me properly was weeks ago. Outside Mr Kareem’s office, to be precise.

         ‘He’s not angry with you, Akaego. Give him time.’

         ‘He knows I didn’t ask for this. What else can I do?’

         Mum rubbed the side of my arm. But I wasn’t prepared to let it go this time. I was tired of feeling like I was being punished for a situation I had no control over. Dad had wanted me to work as a coder at the clinical research centre with him someday, but with climate conditions far from improving, he surely knew how important it was for me to switch my enhancement speciality.

         ‘You believe me, don’t you? I may have been humming or making some other sound without thinking, but I did not sing.’ Despite my conviction I was doing the right thing, I didn’t want Dad to think I’d deliberately gone out of my way to get noticed.

         ‘I believe you, but the footage says otherwise.’

         ‘There was no audio.’ My arms flailed in frustration.

         ‘Yes, but there was one constant in all of them.’

         Me.

         The experts hadn’t drawn their conclusion from one incident. Or two. We had been shown five videos. Videos where nothing seemed to happen as I worked alone on Miss Tyler’s extra credit project in the skills lab. It was only when the footage was sped up that things became interesting. 22

         Only then did I notice the potted plants lining the windowsills.

         ‘Just do your best, ada m,’ Mum went on. ‘That’s all anyone is asking.’

         Hanging my head, I bit back another protest. How could I tell her I wasn’t sure my best would ever be good enough? She seemed so hopeful I could tap into the frequency they claimed I unknowingly projected to grow all those plants.

         ‘Is it okay if I go to Rush on Friday with kids from school?’ I asked, changing the subject.

         ‘Of course.’ The gleam in Mum’s eyes was almost blinding. ‘You’re finally making friends?’

         ‘Well, Jaden is coming along.’

         ‘Always Jaden,’ Mum clucked. ‘Don’t you know any girls?’

         That settled it. I was not telling her who invited me out in the first place.

         ‘Come on, Mum. His dad is in your prayer group. You were happy when we first started talking.’

         ‘You were ten then, not sixteen. Have you seen how big that boy is now?’

         I held in a sigh. Even if I told her Jaden was as interested in me as he was in a box of crackers, she was convinced every teenage boy had an agenda. Jaden was good-looking and intelligent and protective of me, but I had never seen him that way. I knew he felt the same, after a girl he fancied mistook us for a couple and he’d corrected her about our pseudo-sibling relationship. 23

         Looking for something else to latch on to, I remembered the case in my pocket and pulled it out, shaking it by my ear.

         ‘Looks like there’s a fault with the delivery log.’

         There had to be, since all drone deliveries were strictly scheduled to prevent airspace clutter. This case didn’t even have a code scanner on its body.

         I lifted the lid.

         ‘Is this—’

         ‘Don’t touch it!’ Mum shrieked, swatting my hand before I could reach the folded paper inside.

         ‘Ow!’ I dropped the box on the desk, rubbing the back of my hand. ‘How am I supposed to read what it says?’

         ‘You’ll get your fingerprints on it.’

         She had every right to be concerned. I was so surprised to see the sheet that I forgot to be cautious. The sender had bypassed our security system and gone out of their way to include a message on an untrackable item. The last time I had seen paper outside of the archive collection at the school library was at the history museum a few years ago.

         A knot tightened in my belly, but I couldn’t tell if it was from excitement or dread.

         ‘Do you think whoever sent something as rare as paper wouldn’t wipe their prints?’

         Mum didn’t look convinced, so I let her grab two cooking tongs from the kitchen and watched with a mix of amusement and fascination as she used one to hold the paper in place while she lifted the fold with the other. 24

         ‘What does it say?’ I squinted to read the barely legible text scrawled on it.

         ‘Whatever happens,’ Mum read slowly, pausing to look at me, terror in her eyes, ‘don’t get Augmented.’
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            Chapter Four

            
        129 days to Augmentation Day
      

         

         ‘You’re the new Mechsim Joon keeps going on about,’ a neon-pink-lipped girl yelled over the bass pounding out of the speakers above us.

         It was unsettling having this new attention on me. Though, with only two other Mechsims in an academy of a thousand students, my ability wasn’t exactly a secret. It didn’t help that neither of them was in our current Augmentation year.

         ‘Um, yeah,’ I replied, bopping my head to the music, hoping it made me look as laid-back as everyone else at Rush. I prayed it was working, because relaxed was nowhere near how I felt after receiving that note.

         ‘Does that mean you’ve found your frequency?’ she continued.

         ‘It’s not that straightforward.’ I frowned.

         The skills lab footage convinced the admissions committee to take me in, but my first proper evaluation was in a month. Mr Ericsson and I had to identify my frequency first, and then I would need time to master projecting it. Most Mechsims were tested at a 26younger age when they were discovered in their music programmes.

         Although I told Jaden it didn’t matter if I was musically gifted, I was totally freaked out about having zero experience with singing. What if I was deluding myself that I could get to the level I needed to be at before my evaluation?

         ‘That’s cutting it close with Augmentation Day, what, three months away?’ Neon-pink-lipped girl clearly thought the same.

         ‘Four, actually,’ Jaden cut in with a lot more grit than my voice held. ‘Don’t worry, she’s well aware.’

         I squeezed his hand under the table. Getting off on the wrong foot with Joon’s friends wasn’t my intention, but I was glad Jaden was there for me. I was still too distracted by other recent events to engage in whatever this was with the girl. I hadn’t paid too much attention to names when they were exchanged around the table.

         ‘Are you okay?’ Jaden leaned in so the others couldn’t hear him. ‘You seem more tense than usual.’

         I hadn’t told him about the note. It wasn’t signed, but that didn’t matter. I knew who it was from.

         Freestakers.

         The rebel group who made it their mission to stop pre-Augmentation Level Two kids from joining the workforce at a higher contribution status than non-specialist Level One kids. A group who believed the government’s control on our lives was too restrictive.

         Only a few weeks ago, we’d heard of four kids who 27had been kidnapped and threatened by a faction in Liverpool. The thought sent a shudder through me. There hadn’t been an explicit threat on the piece of paper, but it was worrying they knew where I lived.

         Mum decided it was best not to let anyone know until we spoke to Dad.

         I nodded at Jaden, throwing in a small smile to look convincing. ‘I’m just a little nervous. I didn’t realise it’d be this packed.’

         Even with cool air pouring in through the overhead vents, a bead of sweat had formed above my upper lip. My eyes hadn’t stopped darting around since we arrived at the converted warehouse in Hackney. The truth was, I’d been scanning every room I’d been in over the last few days.

         Because anyone could have sent that warning.

         Literally anyone.

         Okay, that wasn’t entirely true. Fresh paper wasn’t easy to get, but with determination and the right resources, it was possible. Though I had to admit, Rush was filled with kids more likely to spend their credit on the syrupy drinks served at the bar.

         I needed to relax. It was probably nothing more than a cruel prank. A cruel, expensive joke by someone bored out of their mind.

         ‘She’ll be fine with four months,’ said a reassuring voice. It was the lanky blonde boy with horn-rimmed glasses sitting opposite me. We’d never spoken, but he always smiled when our eyes met during English 28classes. ‘My cousin knows Mel Towne, the Mechsim in the year below. It only took her a few weeks to find her frequency.’

         ‘And if she doesn’t find it, she can always repeat the year, right?’ the brunette beside Jaden said.

         I tried not to grimace. They hadn’t seen the eagerness in every adult’s eyes when they heard I was potentially capable of growing a cluster of air-purifying trees in half the time it took for them to mature naturally. The unspoken expectation that failing was not an option.

         Which made it even more baffling that the only person who seemed to want me to fail was Dad. He always pushed me to be the best at anything I tried my hand at. I couldn’t understand what I was missing.

         ‘I’m jealous you got to swap,’ the brunette, Abigail, sighed. For some reason, hers was the only name I remembered. ‘I wish I hadn’t picked the piano when I decided between instruments in Year Six. I can’t believe that’s what I’ll be stuck with after Augmentation.’

         Nods were exchanged around the table.

         ‘It would make sense if we could have two abilities enhanced,’ the blonde boy agreed. ‘My piano skills are almost as good as my clarinet, so why not have a little give?’

         ‘I don’t really mind having only one enhancement,’ Abigail clarified. ‘I just wish it didn’t mean I’d be tied to that as a career path for the rest of my life.’

         ‘I like their thinking,’ Jaden whispered, turning to 29me again. ‘We could campaign to get you enhanced as a coder and a Mechsim. Proposal Twenty-Eight?’

         With his brow scrunched up, he looked like he was seriously considering the possibility.

         ‘But that defeats the aim of balance in the system.’ The neon-pink-lipped girl shook her head. ‘We each have to stick to one path.’

         Abigail rolled her eyes before sipping thick blue liquid from her glass. ‘Sure, Luna, I just don’t see why the rest of us have to suffer because of other people’s . . . inadequacies.’

         ‘Are you serious?’ Luna crossed her arms. ‘You really want things to go back to how they were? When there was so much and yet never enough for everyone? When those only capable of being good at one thing were left jobless because others had multiple careers?’

         The crooning of the jazz singer onstage couldn’t compete with the silence that descended on our table. None of us had been born when the decision to enhance abilities was voted into law, but we had read about the skills inequality that nearly wrecked society after the climate crisis tipped over.

         ‘Like that was the only problem with the world.’

         Abigail said this so quietly it was possible only Jaden and I heard. And good thing as well, because Luna looked ready to have it out with anyone who challenged her.

         Different schools of thought on how we came to be in our current societal state still got a lot of people 30riled up. It grew more heated if anyone brought up the mess we’d made of the climate. But one thing most of us accepted was that Augmentations ensured our survival. With limited resources, if people didn’t contribute to the system in a quantifiable way, why should they expect to reap the benefits of society?

         ‘How about you?’ The blonde boy turned to Jaden, probably hoping to move things along. ‘You’re at the engineering academy, right? What have you decided on?’

         ‘Software programming, like Akaego.’

         Jaden’s expression dared him to say I was studying anything other than that. I nudged his knee under the table. As much as I wanted to smile, these were the kids to be in with at school. It felt good to be able to hang with them.

         Abigail suddenly jumped to her feet, her eyes lighting up.

         ‘They’re on!’ she screeched, applauding with her hands raised above her head.

         We’d arrived early to bag seats with a decent view of the stage, but I’d chosen the only one backing it. I turned to find the jazz singer swapping places with the next band, all dressed in identical shiny shell suits. A lead singer I vaguely recognised, a guitarist I only knew from the poster Joon sent, and Joon, who was settling down behind a drum kit. He trailed his fingers along a string of green beads around his neck before waving at us.

         ‘Come on, Sky Sailors!’ Abigail yelled. 31

         ‘Someone’s a fan,’ Jaden chuckled, voicing my thoughts.

         ‘Trust me, you’ll be screaming along after you hear them play,’ Abigail insisted.

         Only a minute in, I could tell she wasn’t wrong. They were incredible, and this was coming from someone who didn’t have a single music-streaming app on her slider. I could see where Joon’s annoying confidence came from if this was him playing for fun.

         ‘Bloody hell,’ Jaden said after their third electrifying pop-rock song came to an end and the entire room went wild again. ‘How is that sound coming out of such a tiny body? I think I’m in love.’

         I knew he was referring to the lead singer. I was glad he was enjoying himself.

         ‘Join the queue,’ Abigail laughed when the blonde boy shot a hooded glance Jaden’s way. ‘Matt doesn’t look like the sort, but he’ll cut anyone who steps in on his girl.’

         Jaden looked genuinely gutted, even though I doubted Matt would hurt anyone. I was relieved to finally know his name without asking him to repeat it. I was also surprised to find that, despite all my doubts, I was enjoying myself.

         But my head shot up when a deep voice came over the speakers.

         ‘This is our last one for the night. It’s a little different because it’s dedicated to someone.’ Joon spoke into a mic positioned over his drums. ‘It’s her first time 32here, and honestly, I wasn’t sure she’d show up. Thank you for joining us, Engineering.’

         He sent a wink our way, and the rest of the group cheered, aware of who he was referring to.

         ‘Engineering?’

         Jaden shared my confused expression. I hadn’t told him of Joon’s nickname for me, but it didn’t take a genius to figure it out. After the whole Ladder Legs nightmare in primary school, he was clearly wondering why we’d come to hang out with someone who called me anything other than my name. It didn’t seem like a good time to explain, so I shrugged and turned to glare at Joon, who was pulling his mic closer.

         Wait, was he actually going to—

         ‘He sings too?’

         Jaden’s raised brow matched mine when a baritone velvety voice poured over us in the form of a ballad. I shouldn’t have been so stunned Joon could sing since most kids at the academy seemed to possess multiple talents. And since he wasn’t enhanced yet, singing and drumming at the same time for a gig wasn’t breaking any rules.

         ‘Is there something you’re not telling me?’ Jaden didn’t bother hiding his annoyance at being in the dark. ‘Sounds like Drummer Boy is putting moves on you.’

         ‘It’s nothing like that.’ I forced a laugh. ‘He’s winding me up.’

         Or he was taking his integration buddy role too far. Although a song dedication wasn’t the sort of thing you 33did for an integration buddy. It was the silly sort of thing people did when they—

         Nah, that couldn’t be it. Joon couldn’t be flirting when he couldn’t even be bothered to say my name right. Still … Jaden had turned into a completely different person last year when he tried to get Samantha Klein to notice him and decided rapping Broxxie lyrics to her in the cafeteria was a brilliant idea.

         My slider vibrated. I checked the screen, grateful for the interruption.

         
            Mum: Your father will be home tomorrow.

         

         A sigh escaped my lips, and I shut my eyes. We could finally make a decision about the note. Reporting it to the authorities seemed like the next logical step, but doing that hadn’t stopped the Liverpool kids from being taken.

         ‘I know he’s good, but it’s not eye-shutting good,’ Jaden hissed in my ear, snapping me back to the performance.

         He didn’t like feeling left out, but he was overreacting. Couldn’t he see I was as blindsided by this as he was? I ignored him and focused on the stage until the last note left Joon’s lips and the audience applauded. Jaden was still scowling when the band finished backstage and joined us.

         ‘How was it?’ the lead singer, Estrella, squealed before jumping into Matt’s arms. Their outfits were identical, down to their horn-rimmed glasses. Definitely a couple. 34

         Jaden’s frown deepened. It was a struggle not to snap my fingers in his face to get him to lighten up. Maybe I should have given him a heads-up about the Engineering thing. I just didn’t want to make it a big deal, knowing how protective of me he was.

         ‘You smashed it, as always,’ Abigail answered, since Matt’s mouth was otherwise occupied. ‘That last song was so good. It’s new, right?’

         ‘Yeah,’ Joon replied, grinning like she’d just said he discovered oxygen. ‘I’m glad it went down well, but I’m not sure it fits with the band’s style.’

         ‘So why did you sing it?’ I heard Jaden mutter under his breath.

         If Joon heard him, he didn’t react. All he did was raise his hands and shoot a question to the group in his usual cheery tone. ‘What does everyone want? Next round is on me.’

         He was barely done speaking before the others began yelling their orders.

         ‘Oi, let’s pretend to be civilised,’ Joon laughed. ‘Any request not sent to my slider in ten seconds will be ignored. Ten, nine …’

         Heads dropped as everyone obeyed. Jaden and I exchanged glances but didn’t join in because we had no idea how he could afford to make that offer. Unless he had been given ration-waiving rights by the venue for performing.

         ‘Want to give me a hand?’ Joon turned to me.

         Seeing this as my opportunity to ask about the song 35without everyone listening in, I nodded. I felt Jaden’s eyes boring into our backs as we began to squeeze our way towards the bar.

         ‘I like your look tonight,’ Joon said, leaning towards me as we positioned ourselves behind a row of people waiting by the bar.

         I looked down at my outfit, wondering why I cared that he noticed I’d made an effort. My white T-shirt and black bottoms weren’t particularly fancy, but fist-sized hoops dangled from my ears, and my braids were held up in one of Mum’s blue-and-yellow-patterned adire wraps. There were weight restrictions on flights to reduce carbon emissions, but traditional prints were one of the few luxuries she had allowed herself when she left Nigeria.

         ‘Thanks.’ I returned his smile. ‘Is it weird if I compliment you back? Because I really like this.’

         Joon’s fingers rose to his neck and touched the pale green beaded necklace. A single black stone sat in the middle of the loop, settling just above his collarbone. It was a simple piece, which was probably why it stood out against his other shiny jewellery.

         ‘Well, if you’re only saying it to be polite, then, yeah, it is a little weird.’

         ‘No, I really was—’

         ‘I’m just messing with you.’ He chuckled. ‘My halmeoni sent it to me when I was little. I used to get very sick, and jade stones are meant to ward off illness in Korean culture. It must have worked because I’m pretty 36solid these days. I only wear it for luck now.’

         ‘That’s where your name is from?’

         He nodded. ‘South Korean on my dad’s side. And your name is Igbo, right?’

         I wasn’t sure why I was impressed he knew this.

         ‘Yes, although my grandmother is half Welsh. On my dad’s side. We almost never get to visit her with, you know …’

         ‘I guess we have that in common. Wales feels about as far away as Korea right now.’

         This was the longest conversation we’d had outside of him dutifully checking in on me between classes. For some reason, I found myself not wanting the queue to move along.

         ‘So are you glad you came?’ Joon asked, his voice lifting a little.

         ‘Actually, I am,’ I admitted. ‘I’m not really into music, so I wasn’t sure what to expect. Definitely not a song dedication. What was that about?’ I laughed.

         ‘Wait, back up. A Mechsim who isn’t into music?’ Joon looked surprised. ‘There has to be a story there.’

         I mentally kicked myself for forgetting that detail wasn’t to be shared. Someone who clearly loved music as much as he did couldn’t possibly understand.

         ‘You have an amazing voice,’ I deflected.

         And now I sounded like a gushing fan. It was still better than telling the truth though. It was clear from his frown that he’d sussed what I was doing, but he was polite enough not to push. 37

         ‘Thanks, but my future is in these babies.’ He wriggled his fingers. ‘They’ll take me all the way to sold-out shows at Hyde Park Biodome.’

         I couldn’t see how he thought his drumming was better than his singing. There was definitely a story behind that decision too, but there was no way I could pry after my own dodge.

         ‘Don’t you ever wish you could do both?’ I asked instead, recalling the group’s conversation.

         He shook his head. ‘We need the Estrellas of the world to shine in what they’re good at. And I really love what I do.’

         We had reached the front of the queue, and he scanned his slider on the counter, lighting up its screen with the list of mocktails the group had chosen. It was impossible to miss the orange circle that flashed beside the credit approval.

         I wasn’t sure how I managed to keep my jaw from slacking. The club’s strobe lighting must have affected my eyes because, as far as I was aware, everyone living in the London bio-boroughs was assigned Level One or Two status. As children of parents in either pay grade, our spending credits reflected this: a blue square for Level One or a yellow triangle for Level Two.

         There were only two other pay grades. But why would Joon have higher clearance than the rest of us? Unless the orange circle was an indication that he’d received extra credit from the venue like I thought— 38

         A crackling sound filled the air, followed closely by loud hissing, forcing a multitude of hands to spring up to cover ears.

         ‘Flash bomb!’ a high-pitched voice yelled from our left.

         And then it was too late to do anything except watch a small, rotating silver disc rise quickly above the stage before exploding into a million flickers of bright light.
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            Chapter Five

            
        129 days to Augmentation Day
      

         

         It’s only a flash bomb.

         It’s only a flash—

         ‘Are you okay?’ Joon’s voice slammed into me through the myriad screams surrounding us.

         Fear-filled. Panicked.

         Just like I felt.

         I had witnessed an attack like this only once, and it had been at a Tube station with plenty of Level Two Augmented adults around. The sort of targets the enhancement frequency disrupting device was meant to affect. Not a club full of kids. My heart pounded against my chest, all my senses waiting for a crackle of static in the air to follow.

         But it didn’t come.

         ‘A Class Twelve Incident has occurred,’ an automated recording boomed over the speakers, confirming what we knew. ‘Remain calm and in your positions until further notice.’

         ‘It’s only a flash bomb.’

         ‘Yes, it was, thank goodness. But are you okay?’ 40

         I didn’t realise I had said the words out loud until I heard Joon’s reply.

         Forcing my eyes open, I blinked at the contrast from the earlier blinding brightness. It took a second for my brain to register I’d dropped to the floor along with everyone around us.

         ‘I’m fine,’ I lied. My ears were still ringing, but I was distracted by the fact that my face was cradled in his palms. His hands dropped quickly when I glanced at them with a frown.

         ‘No, you’re not.’

         We both looked up to find Jaden towering over us, his chest heaving, the dazed look on his face revealing just how terrified he was. He must have jumped over a few people to get to the bar so quickly.

         The first twinge of pain only came when I followed his pointing finger to a bloody gash near my wrist. I must have scraped it against the bar edge when I hit the floor.

         I winced when Joon reached into his pocket and pressed a soft cloth to my skin.

         ‘Thanks.’

         ‘Is that even clean?’ Jaden crouched between us, forcing Joon to shuffle away from me.

         ‘Would you rather she bleeds out?’

         Jaden huffed. We’d joked about how I couldn’t trust any of the new kids until he’d personally vetted them, but this was not the time for illogical suspicions. Joon was clearly trying to help. 41

         ‘Guys, seriously, I’m fine. It’s not that deep.’ I raised the cloth to show them the bleeding was already stopping, even though it now stung like hell. ‘I’ll get it cleaned properly once they let us move.’

         We couldn’t rush outside without hydration suits, so the evacuation protocol in a venue like this was to stay low until a marshal confirmed there was no imminent danger. If it really was only a flash bomb, it wouldn’t be long until we were released. We had been body scanned when we came in, which meant the bomb had most likely been set up under the stage before we arrived.

         When Jaden gave my shoulder a gentle squeeze, there was a slight tremble to his touch. I gave him a reassuring smile. He hadn’t been caught up in anything like this before, and he was probably wondering when the buzzing in his ears would stop. I knew the shock would hit him even more later.

         ‘This is ridiculous,’ Joon said, shaking his head. ‘Why would Freestakers set off a flash bomb in a place like this? There are hardly any enhanced people here.’

         He wasn’t alone in thinking this. Rush didn’t seem like the kind of place the limelight-seeking anti-enhancement group targeted with their signature move. The purpose of the bombs wasn’t to create panic, even though they did a great job of it. They set off an electromagnetic signal which temporarily shorted all enhancements in a fifty-metre radius.

         ‘Maybe this wasn’t about enhancements,’ Jaden reasoned. 42

         ‘Wait, you mean our sliders?’

         No one was surprised to see red bars flashing across our screens. The other side effect of flash bombs was scrambling signals to electronic devices. Never for more than a few minutes; only enough time to make sure codes used to activate bombs were destroyed before they could be traced by the authorities.

         ‘How are the others?’ Joon asked, suddenly remembering his friends.

         Jaden’s cringe was one of someone who hadn’t bothered to check on anyone before he dashed our way.

         ‘I think they’re fine,’ he muttered unconvincingly.

         He was probably right, unless someone had also bashed a limb against a table and needed Joon’s hanky.

         ‘Class Twelve Incident clearance confirmed,’ another recorded message came through the speakers. ‘Please approach the airlock in an orderly manner.’

         On cue, Joon’s slider buzzed.

         ‘Signal’s back.’ He smiled with relief, swiping his screen. ‘Hey, Matt, you okay?’

         He hung up after confirming the others were fine. The band had already started packing up, and the bar lights were off to indicate service was over. It was unlikely there would be another attack, but most places shut down as a precaution after a security breach.
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