
        
            
                
            
        

    
[image: Image]

	 


This is a work of fiction. Any names or characters, locales, events or incidents, are fictitious or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

	 

	Text Copyright © 2013 C. Miller

	 

	First ebook Edition: February 2024

	Alternate Cover Edition: February 2025

	 

	Cover Art: GetCovers

	 

	Interior Font: Cloudsters designed by Sarid Ezra

	All rights reserved.

	No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording or by any information storage and retrieval system, without written permission from the author.

	NO AI TRAINING: No part of this publication may be used to “train” generative artificial intelligence (AI) technologies or for the development of machine learning models. The author reserves all rights to license uses of this work. 

	 


Content Advisory

	 

	This book contains: 

	
		Mature themes

		Sensitive topics

		Strong sexual themes, situations, and dialogue

		Strong cursing and language

		Themes and scenes of violence



	 

	If you’re concerned about the content of any of my books, there is more information available on my website.

	For more information about Regulators, you can head to the series page.

	 

	Website: www.cmillerauthor.com/my-books

	Regulators: www.cmillerauthor.com/regulators

	 


Chapter 01

	JCE-286

	 

	 

	I stared at myself in the mirror, watching my eyes change from brown, to blue, to green, and then back to brown.

	It got old eventually, but I couldn’t help worrying that one day I would wake up looking different and never be able to change back to myself. I wondered sometimes if what I looked like was actually what I looked like. I didn’t really know. I just knew that one appearance wasn’t a struggle to keep up and never had been. Any changes to it had been gradual and not unlike the majority changing, as far as I could tell. It was always a struggle otherwise, a pretty unpleasant one. It was what it was.

	Today . . . I was still me. I was still who I was almost completely positive was me.

	I threw on the standard white uniform that had to be worn outside our sleeping quarters under the Reg roof, laced up my black boots, and then threw my dark hair up into a bun that was neatly done enough to the point of being passable. Passable was mandatory here, with all things.

	I walked to the main door of my room and placed my hand on the scanner to the right of it. I watched the screen above it read the same thing it always did in the morning. At least the same thing it always read when I was wearing my own handprint and had taken my medicine, along with doing all other morning things that were required before leaving my room.

	JCE-286 ACCEPTED 

	The door opened, sliding from the middle and going into the wall in both directions like doors did. I walked out and it closed behind me, locking itself again. 

	I really didn’t understand why doors always had to be locked. There was no point in asking, though. It was what it was. All things just were what they were.

	Kelsey was waiting for me just on the other side of the door to my room, as excited as she always was about starting the day. She didn’t have to look excited to be excited. Learning was so much fun. A new day was an opportunity to potentially learn something new. For her.

	She fell into step beside me. “What were you doing in there? We’re almost late.”

	“We are not almost late,” I informed her, gesturing at everyone else walking in the same direction in their same white uniforms, the only variations being the sizes and ID’s. No one was rushing because we were not late. “I’m two minutes later than usual.”

	“One minute, thirty-seven seconds.” To her, that meant one thing. “Late.”

	“Later than usual doesn’t mean late.” I’d never been late. Almost late a few times, but that was beside the point.

	She had this weird thing about time and how it was spent. Math. She really liked math, and time was numbers, so she really liked time. I understood that well enough because I knew her, but I really didn’t get how or why it was such a big deal. Two minutes.

	I kept my eyes forward to ask, “And what did I tell you about bombarding me with numbers first thing in the morning?”

	“That it makes your head hurt.” She grinned at me apologetically for a second or two. It didn’t really make my head hurt. I just hated listening to it. “But you’re late, Jaycee.”

	I really wasn’t. If I could’ve gone back in time, I would’ve ensured I spent one minute and thirty-seven seconds less on what I’d been doing, to ensure I didn’t have to listen to this. Anything more and it would’ve been you’re early even with the same amount of people going the same direction. It was a lucky day when I got out of my room at what she considered the correct time.

	I wondered sometimes . . . if they had to make us all like we were, why they couldn’t have just made us all think the same. It would’ve saved me a lot of frustration, if I could’ve been as weird as my best friend. Or weird in the same ways at least, maybe to where we could’ve enjoyed the same things. Maybe not enjoy the same things but possibly not dislike. They could’ve at least had different rules about friendship than what they did.

	Rules were rules, though, just like a friend was a friend.
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	The morning was the exact same as every morning, and I was not even remotely close to being late for anything. I arrived everywhere somewhere in the middle of the pack just like with everything on every day, the only variances being the specific order of arrival, which had as much to do with other people as it did me. No one was late. No one was ever really late. I’d seen it happen maybe five times in my entire life.

	No one was ever really late, and everything was exactly the same.

	We did physical training—PT—in groups in our training space. We ate breakfast in groups in our eating space. We had classes in groups in our learning space. Gymnasium, Dining Hall, Classrooms. They were all just different spaces to do things. The same things every day, with only the slightest of variances that in no way changed it from being the same. Ultimately.

	They’d said something about it when we were younger, that stability was important. We’d been a little bit older when Kelsey finished that statement for me in private, or as close as we ever came to the word.

	Stability is important for control.

	Needless to say, they put a quick stop to that conversation and Kelsey never said anything like that to me again. Not exactly. Being friends with her had its pros and cons, more pros than cons to be sure. I didn’t care for the numbers. Her generally knowing more than I did could’ve potentially been not only helpful but amazing, but she never really had much of anything good to say where that knowledge was concerned. Some days, pros and cons changed and one could seem like or be the other. That was life, and it was what it was.

	They watched us that day, just like they always did every day. They watched us—the scientists in their coats along with our instructors in their black uniforms—and they jotted down notes into their little computer screens. They were always watching and taking notes. All the time. Sometimes even inside our rooms, but those were most always our own space.

	It was at some point during Modern Warfare and the Initial Downfall of Traditional Weaponry that my arm buzzed me.

	I startled in my seat of course, because it rarely ever happened during learning times, if at all. Once every few months and no more than, if you were lucky. Lucky meaning well-behaved in this particular instance. It wasn’t time, and I hadn’t done anything wrong. I looked down at the mostly metal band across my wrist—my com—and one word was written on the small screen in green letters. 

	OFFICE

	I sighed and stood, walking down my row and holding my wrist out to my instructor as I passed him. He nodded his head at me, not breaking in his speaking of things we already knew about. They clearly thought we were very stupid, to keep teaching us the same things and hardly ever anything new. I knew there was a lot more they could be teaching us. I didn’t get to take those classes, though. I didn’t understand how it was teaching when we already knew, but it was what it was, and asking wasn’t worth getting in trouble over. I’d seen it happen.

	I put my hand on the scanner at the door, it opened, and I walked out, hearing it close behind me. I started making my way to the office, as instructed. Another door down the hall opened as I was walking past it. I checked the stitching at the chest of the guy when his own door was closing behind him. 

	BRT-311

	“Office?” he asked.

	“Yeah,” I answered stiffly.

	One more opened in front and another behind. A female—PGE-258—stepped out from the former. 

	“Wait up,” the guy from behind said. GAR-164. We didn’t wait for him, but he caught up easily by jogging with us walking. We weren’t supposed to do more than walk in the halls. “Wonder what we did wrong.”

	“Apparently I was a minute and thirty-seven seconds late this morning,” I said under my breath. I decided not to mention him doing something wrong while jogging in the hall. 

	He had to already know.

	GAR-164 frowned. “Not one of you.”

	I just shook my head, not caring to respond to him. I knew what he meant.

	“She said apparently, you idiot,” PGE-258 stated. “Meaning someone else pointed it out to her.”

	“I’m sure she’s thinking the exact same thing about you,” BRT-311 said with a grin. “She’s clearly what you thought the other one was. You know how they feel about us.”

	Not one of you. Idiot.

	It was accurate, for people like Kelsey.

	The other guy mumbled something about brains that we all heard but chose not to respond to, and we all walked to the office in silence after. We weren’t supposed to be too friendly with people we weren’t friends with, and we’d clearly passed the point of conversing to gather information. There was no purpose in pushing past that. Besides, it was best not to bother. They must’ve agreed with me, to not say anything else.

	But of course they agreed with me, and of course they didn’t care.
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	There were four instructors, the headmaster, and one Gen in the office when I arrived there with the three other Regs. I’d only ever seen a few Gens in my life, outside pictures and videos. Our physical combative instructors were Gens, and I’d seen one or two walking around otherwise. No more than that, and only new ones when it was time for them to be replaced. That didn’t happen as often as it used to. It had happened quite a bit when we were younger.

	This Gen stood stiffly near the back of the room, close to the door. They always stood like that. I had to wonder if ways of standing had been altered for them on a genetic level somehow. The first thing I noticed about him was . . . 

	He wasn’t quite as large as the others I’d seen. That was strange. He was still much larger than everyone else in the room, both in height and build. Especially build, but he still had almost half a foot in height on the next male down, which was BRT-311.

	“At least they can walk together,” one of the instructors said under their breath to the one standing next to him. 

	They never seemed to realize that we could all hear them when they thought we couldn’t. I supposed it was easy to forget, when you were normal. Easier when we interacted with them personally as little as possible, meaning we didn’t respond or react to their remarks more often than not. Most of us, at least.

	You got used to them, but sometimes it was easier to tolerate than others.

	When we were all inside the room, we stood at attention, waiting to hear why we’d been called here. I’d never spoken to any of the other Regs here with me past what we’d done in the hall, so I didn’t have the vaguest clue why we’d been called together. It was very out of the ordinary, and things were always the same here. I’d never been called to the office or anywhere else without having some sort of idea as to why.

	The headmaster stood from behind his desk, walked, and then stopped when he was in front of us. I didn’t care much for him, but he wasn’t as bad as some of the instructors I’d had over the years. That was probably only because I rarely had to interact with him.

	He definitely wasn’t the most pleasant person.

	“As you all know . . .” he started slowly, “yours is the first group of Regulators we’ve had in all our trying. The first successful Generation.”

	First-Gen Regulators. We were more than aware.

	All the others had died, apart from a few here and there who were either extremely lucky or unlucky. Lucky or unlucky depended on your views about life and death and the side effects of what they did to us, especially when it was unsuccessful. 

	It all seemed extremely unlucky to me.

	“We’ve already sent one group of Regulators out on their first mission,” the headmaster went on. “It, also, was a success. Prepare yourselves. The four of you will be leaving in two hours.”

	I asked, “For what, Sir?”

	“Your first mission, of course.” The headmaster frowned, either at having to answer my question or because of the answer to it. “Get used to the faces next to you. You’ll be seeing a lot of them.”

	“What is the mission?” BRT-311 asked.

	“The Gen will fill you in upon arrival at your destination.”

	The Gen would be going with us? That was ridiculous. They couldn’t go anywhere without people knowing what they were.

	“The likelihood of being discovered if a Gen accompanies us is . . . well, too likely,” PGE-258 said. “Isn’t that the purpose of sending us out—so that we can go where they can’t?”

	“He can fit in.” The headmaster almost grinned. “Besides, you’ll need protection. A few things before you go?” He paused, though there was no need to. “We’ll be sending two months’ worth of medication with you. Ensure you’re diligent in taking it regardless of not being on your typical schedule. Become accustomed to using the names chosen by your peers. I’m sure you all know well enough not to call them by their identification while out. I’m sure you also know well enough not to speak a word of our wonderful facility while you’re out.”

	Obviously. It was also ridiculous how stupid they thought we were. So unfathomably ridiculous.

	“You’ll likely be very overwhelmed by the world when you get out in it,” he went on. “Don’t let it compromise your mission. Understand?”

	“Yes, Sir,” all four of us said.

	“One more thing. . . .” The headmaster raised an eyebrow. “If the life of your Gen is compromised or there’s something he can’t physically handle on his own, say the word and backup will be sent. Spend the next few minutes in the adjacent room getting to know one another. You’re to go to your rooms after and prepare yourselves. Do not tell anyone that you are leaving. Understand?”

	“Yes, Sir,” we all said again. I clenched my jaw afterward. 

	The headmaster walked to the door of the adjacent room and opened it. The four of us walked past the Gen to go where we’d been instructed to. It was only after we’d been shut inside that I realized he’d followed us in.

	“Names,” the Gen said immediately.

	“Brent,” BRT-311 said.

	“Paige.” PGE-258.

	“Garret.” GAR-164.

	“Jaycee,” I answered.

	Brent grinned again, like he’d done in the hall. “I like that.” 

	I didn’t pay any attention to the expression past noticing it was there.

	“Thank you.” I said that, though Kelsey had been the one to think of my name when we were little. It was the only polite way to respond. I looked up at the Gen, who really could likely pass for a very large youngish man. At least . . . I thought he might be able to pass. Possibly. I could only guess. “What’s yours? If we’re going to be together.”

	“SEB-16945276,” he answered automatically.

	“Seb.” I nodded, but I didn’t know . . . “Can I call you that, or do you have something else you go by?” Was it all right to potentially call him part of his ID?

	Seb stared at me for several long seconds with his green eyes, not saying a word until, “Yes, and no.”

	Strange, that no one called him anything else.

	“So you’re the brains.” Garret said that to Paige then looked at me to say, “Sorry for assuming.” It hadn’t been the first time someone had assumed as much due to me repeating something Kelsey had said. I sometimes spoke without thinking enough.

	“If that’s what you want to call it,” Paige responded humorlessly.

	“What can you do?” Brent asked. 

	When I looked up at him, he was staring at me.

	“Yeah, what can you do?” Garret asked.

	I shook my head, a bit unhappy that getting to know people was essentially nothing more than names and abilities. But it was what it was. 

	I looked to Paige. “May I see your hand?”

	She extended her hand between us without hesitation. She was likely too curious not to, if she were anything like Kelsey when it came to learning. 

	I took it. She was much smaller than just about everyone in the world, or smaller than just about everyone I’d seen in the world. I wasn’t sure how she might stack up against others. I couldn’t manage the height difference, but I could manage the cute, angular face and the light hair. Skin. I hated skin, but it was so much easier when I got bits of it on me.

	“Shapeshifter,” Brent said appreciatively. 

	I released Paige’s hand—she seemed to be both startled and thoughtful—and let myself slide back over the fake face of the female standing next to me. I didn’t like holding it longer than necessary. Truth be told, I didn’t like doing it at all. Eyes were the least bothersome thing to change, and even that was unpleasant enough.

	“Not quite,” I told him. “I can’t manage men or change my body very much in general.” Small adjustments with anything but faces were all I could ever really manage. I was decent with faces, depending on, but I didn’t necessarily feel that made me a shapeshifter when I couldn’t do much of anything to my actual shape.

	“Then what good are you?” Garret asked.

	“What can you do?” Brent asked him.

	“Climb walls,” Garret answered. “Things of that nature.”

	“So probably less good than someone who can change their appearance,” Brent stated.

	“What can you do?” Garret asked him shortly.

	Brent smiled. I was staring at his blond hair when it disappeared along with the rest of him, clothing included.

	“Infiltration mission, clearly,” Paige stated.

	“Clearly,” I agreed. Then I thought about it, and there was an important question that needed to be asked. “Are any of you decent at fighting?”

	“Not really.” Paige shrugged. “Passable.”

	“I’m pretty good,” Garret said, faking nonchalance. I already didn’t like him at all. He wasn’t making it easy, but that was probably best.

	“I’m all right,” Brent said. He still hadn’t reappeared yet.

	“What about you?” Paige asked me.

	“Passable,” I admitted. By our standards, at least.

	“Then the likelihood for survival if we’re to get into a difficult situation is . . .” Paige’s brow furrowed, “slim at best.”

	I looked up at the Gen—Seb—standing there with his arms crossed, watching us. 

	“She just said you’re screwed,” I informed him. I was used to Kelsey talking in likelihoods and statistics to usually know what was being said when it wasn’t being said, only Kelsey would’ve put numbers to all the things Paige hadn’t.

	“I gathered.” If the tone of his voice was any indication, he’d gathered and was not thrilled about it. He hadn’t looked at me to say that and was instead staring at Garret. “The two females can leave. Males remain here.”

	“Why?” Garret asked.

	“Squabbling,” Paige said. “He probably doesn’t want to deal with you squabbling. That’s only a guess, but I think it’s quite likely. I doubt wall-climbing or invisibility will help you very much with him, boys.” She looked around the space for a moment, likely trying to find the invisible boy. “And they can hear your heartbeat even when it’s beating normally. Remember that.”

	We all knew it, but sometimes boys really did need reminders of things. I knew that from being in classes with them over the years. Even we could hear heartbeats, but only when they were pumping quickly and we were close to a person, running beside them or something similar. Our hearing was good, but it wasn’t as good as any Gen. We weren’t quite as fast, or as strong, if our physical training instructors were any indication of how they all were. But we’d all taken classes on them.

	“The two females can leave,” Seb said again.

	The door opened from the other side. 

	Paige and I left, as we’d been told. 

	“Gather at the main door when you’re instructed to,” the headmaster said. “Ensure you eat first.”

	“Yes, Sir,” she and I both said. 

	An instructor opened the door for us and we hastily exited the office.

	“Who would’ve thought?” Paige asked. “I suppose now I know where the other six went.” 

	I hadn’t known we were missing anyone, but that wasn’t particularly surprising. There had never really been any point in paying attention to anyone else, or so I’d thought. Past noticing who I had classes with, at least. A few people regardless of classes.

	“I don’t get it,” I admitted. “I’m only passable at everything. There are people who can do what I do way better than I can do it.” Way better.

	“I don’t get it either.” She shook her head. “I’m only better at what I’d be expected for than, say, people like Garret. I’m passable at everything else.”

	“So . . . we’ve got a bunch of passables and a moron.” And a small Gen. I nodded. “I have so much faith in whatever it is we’re going to do.” I wouldn’t say it aloud, but I was inclined to believe they wanted us dead. They must’ve, pairing us all together. Also, if they were only sending four of us when the last group had six.

	Paige said, “I’ll second that, if you were using sarcasm like I believe you were.”

	I sighed heavily. “I was.”

	Whatever this mission was . . . I hoped it was over soon. Then I reminded myself of what the headmaster had said. Two months’ worth of medication. 

	Fantastic.

	I was pretty sure we were screwed. If the Gen and the brains both thought so as well, I believed it safe to assume I was more than likely correct.

	It really was just . . . fantastic.

	 


Chapter 02

	Real

	 

	 

	The headmaster hadn’t told us to return to class. Normally, I wouldn’t need to be told that directly to do as much, but they did always tell us things like that directly. Get back to class or some variant of it that meant the same thing was always the dismissal unless classes were over for the day. I’d actually had that said to me once before regardless. He’d actually told us this time to go to our rooms and prepare ourselves, whatever that meant, but he hadn’t specifically clarified whether we were supposed to do that immediately after or if we should return to our class, finish that, then go to our rooms. 

	I thought not returning to class would seem more suspicious to the ones who’d seen me leave, and they didn’t want anyone to know about this, so it would make sense to go back to class.

	I did as I’d been told. Not doing something you hadn’t been told to was better than doing something you hadn’t been told to.

	I went to my room and nowhere else. After arriving there, I spent some time thinking about preparation and wondering what, exactly, they expected me to do. I had no idea.

	When I looked at the clock on the wall, reading 9:42 in green numbers, I wished I would’ve returned to class to pass some time. I would’ve been doing the same thing there, which was wondering if I’d done the right thing and what I was supposed to do to prepare myself. I wouldn’t have had a clue in either place, but it would’ve passed the time.

	Ten-hundred was the earliest we could ever go to lunch. Kelsey liked eating early. She said it helped her brain function better or something. I didn’t care for early lunches because I was still usually decently full from breakfast, but she had more of a preference on it than I did so we always met up outside my room for it at precisely 10:08. 

	We would eat lunch together then return to our own rooms to do our classwork from the morning classes until going to our separate classes at noon. She’d stopped offering to help with mine a long time ago. I felt like it was cheating for her to tell me the answers to things. She insisted it was learning if I remembered the answers, and she couldn’t see how it was any different from what instructors did. I just didn’t think it was right to seem better than passable if I actually wasn’t, and it was different in my opinion because she wasn’t an instructor. She wasn’t even in the same classes. I didn’t think it was right. We’d argued about it more times than I could’ve counted. I didn’t care to count it, but I thought it was too many.

	I supposed I didn’t have to worry about work, at least for the time being. To be sure, I stepped over to my desk and held my hand on the screen of my computer. It said the same thing it always did when going from blankness to anything else.

	JCE-286 AUTHORIZED

	I opened up my assignments menu. What I found there was . . . different.

	No current assignments.

	“Lock,” I said.

	Immediately, the screen went blank. I sighed and stared around my room, not knowing how to keep myself occupied until lunch. I spent a little while staring at myself in the mirror again. I let Paige’s face slide over mine, watching my cheekbones become more prominent, my nose point a bit at the end, and my hair lighten. I shook my head and let the face fall, returning to normal in all of four seconds.

	After a bit of time staring at my real self, I changed my face to match Kelsey’s. Despite having bits of Paige’s skin still on me, Kelsey was easier. I’d done it so many times, mostly at her request. She’d thought it was fun when we were young, asking me to change my face to hers and sometimes other people. We would stare at nearly identical versions of her in the mirror. It had taken me years to get the nostrils exactly right. It had been more difficult when I was little by far, but the details were always hardest. Freckles were infuriating. It was sort of like trying to point out the precise location of your own freckles with your eyes closed, but it was much more difficult.

	Kelsey hadn’t realized how uncomfortable changing was for me until we were almost sixteen. I’d assumed she learned something about it in one of her classes because I hadn’t even been doing it when she asked what it was like for me. She shouted at me when I told her, asking why I’d never told her as much before. Useful information.

	She’d never asked, for one thing. They made me do it almost daily regardless, for another. It made her happy, for another. It had made her happy.

	That was the only time she’d ever directly told me I was stupid. She didn’t try talking to me for a week. Wouldn’t walk with me. Wouldn’t eat with me. I wouldn’t talk to her for two more after that.

	It was the only time she’d ever directly called me stupid, and it was one of the only times where I hadn’t actually felt stupid around her. She couldn’t seem to grasp that I’d rather do that with her to make her laugh than do it with the scientists and instructors staring at me, insisting I push farther than I actually could. I didn’t think it was stupid, trying to find a way to make it all not seem so bad, even if it still hurt a bit. It had been the only time I hadn’t hated how I was.

	I hadn’t talked to her until my com buzzed me to the office, where I’d found Kelsey with the headmaster. He’d insisted we work it out. Kelsey had apologized like crazy, saying she didn’t think I was stupid and should never have said that I was. That wasn’t and never had been the issue with me. 

	I was stupid, compared to her. 

	The issue with me was not knowing how people were supposed to be friends if they couldn’t understand one another at all.

	Still, we made up and never spoke of it again. She also never asked me to change my face again, which was why and how I always ended up doing it by choice on my own in my room. At least until I no longer had her asking and did it in the hopes that doing it alone could still somehow make it not seem so bad. 

	It never worked.

	In the present, I let Paige’s face slide over Kelsey’s. It wasn’t as large a change between the two of them, but it was still enough. It was always enough.

	I sighed, looking again to the clock.

	10:05

	I spent enough time with my memories to pass it, but I couldn’t step out before usual without getting asked questions and listening to another thing about not being precise. I stared at the clock until the appropriate time. Then I remembered that I needed to wash my hands. 

	I checked, before walking to the door, to ensure I had no trace of Paige left on me. I washed my hands thoroughly, to get rid of the non-visible remnants of her, but I’d done that accidentally a few times—walked out wearing a different face—and I always checked now. Being uncomfortable sometimes made me tempted to change, and I was pretty uncomfortable today. I’d been told it was a coping mechanism. I disagreed.

	The discomfort of altering my appearance was usually enough to make certain other things not seem so bad. I didn’t believe it was a coping mechanism. I believed it was my body reacting—and not knowing what to do with itself—when my mind didn’t know what to do with itself in certain situations. Fight or flight. My face changed when I needed to do one but could do neither.

	But what did I know about myself? Not as much as other people, apparently, so coping mechanism it was.

	Kelsey was standing on one side of my door when it opened, and Paige was directly across from her on the other. They were both not-so-discreetly stealing glances at each other. Kelsey likely hadn’t even asked her what she was doing there. She disliked confrontations of nearly any sort, unless they had to do with intelligence levels.

	We were generally only permitted one friend, though we could socialize enough with others during whichever spaces of time where socializing was acceptable. As long as it was temporary, they didn’t care. We typically avoided one another to prevent potentially doing something wrong, though. No one liked getting in trouble, and that particular thing could get you in quite a lot of it.

	Our one friend was not permitted to have the same ability set as us, as it promoted envy when one was better than the other at the same thing. When they were capable of different things and took different classes, there was no room for envy. Kelsey and Paige likely had hardly ever said a word to one another despite spending most their lives in the same classes.

	I’d liked a girl when I was little. We’d gotten in trouble for laughing during PT. We’d been separated and never had a class together since, past the one we had to. For a while, I’d thought I dreamt her up because I didn’t see her at all for such a long time. We occasionally nodded at one another in passing now, but we distinctly avoided one another in class. 

	CMT-049. 

	She was really good at shifting. I wasn’t envious of her for it. She still screamed sometimes, when they made her push it too far. Sometimes I wondered if telling her she was really good would help her in some way.

	I’d never laughed as hard since that one day when we’d been little, and I didn’t know whether that funny person still existed or had been killed somewhere along the way of life. Screamed out to non-existence. I did like to think the nods from her said she still existed and also that she’d liked me too.

	I spent a moment staring at the stitching over the right side of Kelsey’s chest. KSY-262.  

	We’d become friends fast enough when we were younger. It started on the day we chose our names when we were all seven years old and all in the same room during one of the only times we had been. We’d been given a list of normal names on a computer to choose from. Kelsey had marched right up to me and said, ‘I like Jaycee for you.’

	When I’d told her it wasn’t on the list, she said, ‘I know. I studied the list already. I like that better.’

	And I’d liked it too, because it hadn’t been on the list. I hadn’t been able to think of one for her off the top of my head, so I went to the K’s and read through them until I found Kelsey. I’d liked it, and she had too. That was how it happened. 

	“We’re late for lunch,” Kelsey said awkwardly today. 

	“We’re not anywhere near late,” Paige said. Considering how thoroughly I’d washed my hands, I’d stepped out of my room at 10:09.

	 “What are you even doing here?” Kelsey shot at her, which was very unlike her. Kelsey was usually nothing but excitable and happy, though there were the rare occasions where she was neither. Those rare occasions were typically extremely unpleasant.

	I supposed Paige standing there was fine, but speaking wasn’t. And it made sense enough because Kelsey didn’t like anyone implying she was wrong. I knew better than to contradict her with anything to do with actual knowledge. She was much smarter than me. I’d never really had a problem with it. It was what it was. When I contradicted her with time, that was me stating my opinion. If Paige did it, Kelsey would take it as a contradiction of fact. That was unacceptable, and it drew out the small but harsh confrontational side. Or maybe she knew her enough from any classes to not like her.

	Paige shrugged. “I have to be.” 

	At that, I started walking to the dining hall. Questioning was inescapable with the oddness of Paige’s presence, but moving would make it all not as bad as it could be. But that was how Kelsey and I worked. She prodded until I moved, then she followed. I didn’t want to get uncomfortable enough that my face started changing, though.

	Kelsey did fall into step beside me, asking, “Why?”

	Kelsey generally knew when I was lying. It had something to do with the way my body behaved, even when I could keep my face under control, which I almost always could when being analyzed. Almost. So I said, “We just have to get to know each other. Don’t ask me why. I couldn’t tell you.” I shrugged like it was no big deal. “Headmaster’s orders, Kels.”

	“But—”

	Paige interrupted her with, “Let’s just go eat lunch and get this over with.”

	I would thank her later for either pretending like she had no interest in it or genuinely having none, if I remembered and got the opportunity. I supposed that if I would be with Paige for the next two months . . . I’d have a lot of opportunities. 

	Kelsey didn’t say anything more, and the three of us walked to the dining hall together. 

	Nobody ever walked in groups of threes here. Not ever. I tried very hard to ignore the looks we got along the way clearly wondering why we were together. Not because they knew us to know who should and shouldn’t be together. Looks at us because it wasn’t normal. Glances to check for sentries because it wasn’t all right. Getting in trouble had been one matter when we were younger. Now?

	Getting in trouble was a lot different. Like getting stronger as one grew, it was just . . . more.
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	Lunch was awkward, or some similar word that was worse than. Much worse than. We all ate in silence, apart from Paige’s friend BTY-314 when she came over, which made us look no different from anyone else due to having an even number if not being on our own. She talked quite a bit. Not to Kelsey and me and not about anything even remotely interesting. She seemed to be giving Paige a rundown of her entire day thus far. I didn’t know if she did that all the time or if she was rambling due to discomfort, sort of like my face being tempted to change. I supposed it didn’t matter. I wasn’t supposed to have anything to do with her, after all.

	As soon as we were done eating and we’d all stood, I looked at Paige and said, “I’ll meet up with you in a bit.”

	She just nodded in response. She and her friend walked away before Kelsey and me. They were close enough that I could watch them as we went, talking to each other. BTY-314 was more than likely asking what was going on, now that they were alone.

	That was pretty much confirmed when Kelsey asked, “Jaycee, what’s going on?” 

	I glanced at her, briefly, before staring forward again. I watched Paige and her friend disappear in the crowd of Reg bodies moving smoothly as they went on their ways in organized lines. To and from lunch. To and from the gym. Everyone moved on their own or in pairs. 

	I tried to think of what to say. I couldn’t think of anything.

	Kelsey then said, “Don’t tell me it’s nothing, because you know just as well as I do that things like this don’t happen.”

	“I don’t know what to tell you,” I admitted. And I didn’t. Kelsey was so much more intelligent than I was. If the roles were reversed, I was sure she could’ve thought of something. Either something truthful enough or a lie she could probably get away with. I was sure Paige had been able to think of something fantastic to tell her own friend. I wouldn’t lie about it to Kelsey, but I also couldn’t tell her. Saying it’s nothing would be a lie. “I’m just doing what I was told.”

	“Do they not like us being friends anymore?” 

	“I doubt they care,” I told her. They would’ve already put a stop to it if they did, but Kelsey and I had been good enough for several years now. We hadn’t gotten into trouble together in a long while. That instance of not talking for a few weeks had been the last time we were in the office together, and we hadn’t been in trouble then. “And you’ll always be my friend. No amount of time getting to know anybody else will change that.” They could stop us from seeing each other, but they couldn’t eliminate the feeling of friendship she and I had. I didn’t say that part.

	I smiled at her, and she smiled back at me, seeming to be satisfied by my words. We walked in silence the rest of the way to my room. It wasn’t that unusual. I never had much of anything to say. She never had much of anything to say now that I could understand, so she didn’t talk as much as she used to. We made our way in our way. She would stop by her own room—which was farther down the hall—to do her work before going to more classes, the same as she did at this time every day.

	“See you later,” she said normally.

	I watched her walking away for a few seconds before I said, “Kels.”

	I should’ve just let her go. I knew I should have. But there was the possibility I wouldn’t come back from this, and I just had to tell her regardless of however many warning bells would sound off in her head because of it.

	I walked over to where she’d stopped and put my right hand on her left shoulder. She smiled awkwardly at me and did the same, putting her hand on my shoulder. 

	“You’re meaningful to me,” I told her. “I just wanted to let you know.”

	She was clearly uncomfortable when she said, “You’re meaningful to me too, Jaycee.” 

	I nodded and we both removed our hands. I walked away before she could stop me or ask me why I’d done what I had.

	I did glance back at her, after opening my door and before stepping inside. She was just staring at me, clearly knowing something was wrong. I could see that on her face. But there was also the possibility that I was just showing her affection and telling her what I had to reinforce what she was to me after the concern she’d displayed over Paige. The latter was most likely along the lines of what she was thinking, I assumed, because she smiled at me a little before I stepped inside my room.

	I sat on my bed, not knowing what else to do after checking my computer again and still finding no assignments. 

	I let the time pass until my wrist buzzed me. I looked down, finding two letters there.

	GO

	I stood from the bed, walked to the door, opened it, and left my room without looking back. There was no reason to look back, and it was finally time to do what they’d been preparing me for my entire life. I just didn’t know what, exactly, that would entail. Still, I knew . . . they should’ve been sending someone else. Passable was enough to get by in here. I didn’t know if it would be enough anywhere else. In that sense, I knew precisely why they’d chosen us.

	Losing us wouldn’t be anywhere near as much of a loss as losing the ones who were better. They were sending us out to see how to keep the better ones alive when we more than likely failed. The failures to learn from before there could be success.
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	It was strange walking around the clean, white hallways when no one else was with or near me. Even if I was only doing it for a little while, it was extremely weird. It always was. Even going to the office was strange when you were expecting it, knowing you’d done something wrong. I hadn’t done anything wrong in a while, but I remembered what it was like. Vividly.

	I wondered if they somehow knew how strange and uncomfortable this was and used that as an extra form of punishment on top of whatever else. They likely knew, because I’d never once been called in when already making my way somewhere. It was the worst when you were called in during class, with everyone watching you go and wondering what you’d done for the split second before they carried on with their lives and disregarded your existence entirely. That added onto walking alone in the halls was something like being tortured. They taught us a pretty great deal on torturing due to its relevance and correlation with the rest of our curriculum. I was pretty sure the walking alone in the hall was some odd form of mental torture.

	They’d timed the exit perfectly, though. My room was first. As soon as I was passing by Paige’s room, her door opened and she stepped out with me. We walked and—when passing by another room along the way—a door opened, revealing Brent. Garret was last, and our group of four was complete.

	“Is this really happening?” Paige whispered under her breath.

	“Yeah,” I said at normal volume. There was no reason to change the volume. “Yeah, I think so.” No matter how many times we’d heard about our purposes, we’d been waiting such a long time for this. It was so hard to believe it was actually happening, that I wasn’t dreaming. I kept expecting my wrist to buzz, to be ordered to carry on with life as usual.

	Just joking. 

	Not that coms ever said anything like that. I’d had more than a few dreams where they had.

	We didn’t say another word until we found ourselves standing in front of the Gen from before, alone at the main entrance.

	Rather than leading us through it, the Gen blankly said, “Follow me.”

	I didn’t understand, and I was also disappointed. I had no idea what was past that door. There were no windows cut into the metal of it and I’d never seen it opened.

	We did as instructed—following him as he made several different turns before stopping in front of an elevator that we were never allowed to go inside. I’d tried, many times, when I was little. 

	JCE-286 DENIED

	When I was a little older, I’d tried with one of my instructor’s handprints after accidentally bumping into them. They’d used their hand to steady me by grabbing my arm. Changing mine to hers had almost been as simple as putting on a shirt. Almost. That had worked, but I hadn’t got the eyes quite right and had failed the eye scanner. After the next attempt, I’d passed the eye scan but not the blood sample. I couldn’t do anything for that. I couldn’t change my blood. It was kind of embarrassing how many times I’d tried. Appearances weren’t the same as what was beneath, that was for sure.

	When I’d reached the point of contemplating some sort of way to get enough of an instructor’s blood, potentially punching one until their blood was on my hand, which would only be once . . . I stopped going anywhere near the elevator.

	The Gen clearly had permission to pass, as he passed all three of those tests. But when he positioned his body in front of the screen, I realized I never would’ve been able to have made it through anyhow. There was a twenty-digit passcode. I counted how many times his finger touched the screen, by the very quiet sound made. Maybe . . . if I’d tried more recently, Kelsey could’ve helped me with that. But she’d lost interest in doors they wouldn’t let us go through a long time ago. She really didn’t like getting in trouble. I didn’t enjoy it, but I never did anything too serious, past thinking about it.

	‘When doors are locked, they’re locked for a reason,’ Kelsey had told me at age fourteen. That was also around the age when the brains started having classes about how people used to be, or how they still were, and how we differed from them. Kelsey had told me a few things, but she’d stopped shortly after and refused to tell me any more because it had upset me. As far as I knew, brains were the only ones who had classes like that, about the rest of the world past war and similar subjects. Apparently the rest of us only got the basics.

	The five of us stepped into the elevator together after the Gen finished the passcode and the doors opened. I felt my heart racing in excitement and anticipation when I stepped in first. There was also a bit of anxiety and apprehension. Finally, I would get to see at least one place this elevator could take you. It had made me feel sort of unstable, for a while there. Also . . . I’d never been in any elevator before. I just knew they carried people up and down.

	It was something new, something different. It was something no one else here knew about—wherever this elevator went or being inside one in general. At least no one here like me.

	I didn’t even think about slowing my heart rate—as my head was feeling very light and there was a pounding in my ears—until Garret laughed and asked, “You afraid, little shifter girl?”

	“Excited,” the Gen said to the space in front of him as the doors closed in front of us. “You’re more afraid than she is.” He tapped on his left ear a few times, which was the closest ear to all of us, to point out that he could tell the difference between the heartbeats. “Also, she’s not little for a standard-sized female. Slightly taller than.”

	“How can you be excited?” Paige essentially gaped at me.

	I’d already managed to slow my own heartbeat, but I could hear three others around me clearly beating in fear or possibly other things. I just shook my head, not wanting to answer her. Then the elevator started moving.

	I froze in place, realizing my efforts to calm myself had been futile. Paige and Garret sort of threw themselves against the back of the space. Brent had both his hands out, like he was trying to steady himself. 

	One of the boys had let out a shaky, “Whoa.” I didn’t know which.

	When seeing the looks of downright terror on their faces, I pursed my lips, trying not to smile. The movement made my stomach feel funny in a way that wasn’t entirely unpleasant. I looked to my right, up at the Gen, who was staring down at the three of them with narrowed eyes.

	The elevator slowed and the Gen looked directly at me. “Prepare to be disappointed.” There was a pause before he said, “Jaycee,” which reminded me that I needed to think of him as Seb, and not as the Gen. He’d said my name like he was reminding himself, getting accustomed.

	The door opened, revealing lots of . . . metal. Metal and concrete.

	“A garage?” I asked in disbelief. “They had the elevator locked to that extent so we wouldn’t get in a freaking garage? I couldn’t get past that door . . . for this?” For vehicles? What did they think we would do with them?

	Seb began walking out without looking back, clearly expecting us to follow. He didn’t respond to my questioning.

	I was the first out behind Seb, my mouth hanging open and my eyes wide at the realization of what I’d been trying to see all that time, but I could clearly hear Garret say, “Well, now we know the shifter has a thing for locked doors.”

	Seb stopped suddenly in front of me and I bumped into his side as he was turning. One of his hands shot out, preventing me from falling over from bouncing off the wall that he was, but he was looking over my head at Garret. Or presumably at Garret. 

	He really had felt like a wall. It probably would’ve hurt badly if I’d been running. 

	It probably would’ve done some damage to my person if I’d been running.

	“I’m not warning you again,” Seb told him. His hand had already been taken back to himself when he looked down at me. “Watch where you’re going.”

	“Sorry,” I said under my breath. It had been his fault for stopping suddenly. I wasn’t used to that; I was used to even flows of movement to get from one place to another. Or maybe it had been my fault for following so closely behind him. But he was our protection with this, and I didn’t know what was going to happen. I’d never been off my floor before. Shouldn’t we stay close to our protection? 

	It made sense to me.

	Seb turned and began walking again.

	“This is so awesome,” Brent said as we walked.

	“They’re just vehicles,” Paige said shortly, clearly telling him she thought he was stupid. I wondered if she thought we were all stupid. 

	Probably. It would be impossible for her to not. Kelsey thought essentially everyone was stupid. She said I wasn’t quite often, but I’d also heard her say things about people. Some of those people had classes with me. Some of those people she’d talked about who had classes with me . . .

	Well, they were smarter than I was. And no matter how many times she’d said otherwise, that one instance of saying I was stupid had seemed way more honest, like she’d been holding it back for a very long time.

	It was difficult sometimes—having friends.

	“I know they’re just vehicles, but I’ve never seen any in real life,” Brent said. “Only pictures.” 

	None of us had, to my knowledge.

	I watched Seb shake his head minutely in front of me.

	“I’ll give you that,” Garret said. “There’s just something about seeing one in front of you. I like the lines. Especially that one. Wait.” 

	I kept walking, not waiting.

	There was only a short pause from Garret before, “Are we . . . riding in one?”

	“Yes,” Seb answered.

	“You can drive?” Garret asked him in disbelief.

	Seb shook his head again, but Paige said, “Of course he can drive. People still drive.”

	“Do they really?” Brent asked, also in disbelief. 

	Even I knew that much, but I still couldn’t understand why they wouldn’t let us see this. It wasn’t like we could drive.

	“You know, Sebastian, the likelihood that at least one of us will get motion sickness is very high,” Paige said. “I’d imagine this will be much worse than the elevator.”

	My brow furrowed as I looked over my shoulder at her. “What did you call him?” I was confused enough by that to not even contemplate remarking on the elevator. I still didn’t know that it would be a great idea to let them know that . . .

	I’d kind of enjoyed the elevator.

	“Sebastian,” she replied. “Seb is a nickname for Sebastian. If we’re going to have names, it would make more sense if his name was Sebastian. In case it comes up, you know.” She pointed.

	I’d only just turned my head around in time—to see what she was pointing at—to run into him again. I ran into his front rather than his side that time.

	Garret asked me, “Geez, Jaycee, are you going to be up his ass the entire time we’re gone?” 

	Seb had hold of my arm, steadying me. It really didn’t feel so exceptional—bumping into him.

	“What did I tell you?” he asked, looking down at me again. He seemed to be ignoring Garret this time. He released my arm.

	I took a step back, muttering the word, “Sorry,” again.

	Seb walked away, toward the front of the vehicle. A few moments later, the back of it began opening. He returned, grabbing a bag from the back and throwing it at Garret, who didn’t catch it. It bounced off his front and landed on the ground at his feet, and he bent over to pick it up.

	Seb instructed, “Change into the clothing and put what you’re wearing now inside of it when you’re done.” 

	The next bag was thrown at Brent. He caught it. I wondered if Seb had thrown the first at Garret hoping he wouldn’t be expecting it and that precisely what had happened would happen, with it hitting him. There was no way to know past asking, and I didn’t think I should.

	Paige asked, “Change into this new clothing . . . where?” 

	“Here,” Seb replied, extending a bag to her, which she took warily. “Go behind another vehicle if you’re uncomfortable. You know it doesn’t matter.”

	I had only enough time to begin wondering what he meant by the latter of his statements before a bag was in front of me. By the time I took it, Paige had started walking away. She went two vehicles down. I couldn’t see her, but her footsteps had stopped.

	There was unzipping all around while I was unzipping my own bag. 

	“What . . . is this?” I asked in downright confusion, pulling out a small bit of denim and a very small piece of light fabric. I knew what denim was. They’d taught us that in Basic Information, just like with vehicles and garages. They’d even brought in a bit of denim, for us to see.

	“Clothes.” Seb pulled his shirt above his head. 

	I was kneeled down on the ground by my bag, looking up at him in disbelief, both due to the word clothes being associated with what I held in my hands and the view of him shirtless.

	Like vehicles, I’d only ever seen pictures of what men looked like without their clothing during a health class just this year. They couldn’t even really be classified as pictures, given that they were computer renderings. Those renderings hadn’t been covered in scars like Seb was, that was for sure. 

	I glanced over at the other two boys, who were both in varying states of undress and redress. It was interesting, the differences and similarities.

	“I suggest you stop staring and start doing what you’re supposed to,” I heard above my head. 

	I looked and found Seb standing in his underwear, pulling denim—much more than what I had of it—over his lower half. 

	Interesting. Very interesting.

	“Unless you want the two of them to stand there staring at you during.”

	“I don’t care if they do,” I admitted. 

	“I do.” Seb buttoned then zipped the denim. “Get dressed. It was different when I thought you’d all be doing it at once.”

	There was something very interesting about all this, but I looked back down at the bag I’d been given and starting doing as I’d been told.

	 


Chapter 03

	Normal

	 

	 

	I hadn’t even gotten the new top over my head by the time Seb was dragging the two boys by their new and different shirts to the other side of the vehicle. Once being entirely clothed themselves, they’d done what I had with them, which was watch. 

	I couldn’t blame them. We looked very different, and it was interesting. Even Brent and Garret looked different enough from each other to make looking between the two interesting. Admittedly, Seb had drawn more of my attention due to his differences. Regardless, I didn’t understand what the problem was, but there clearly was one. It hadn’t seemed like as much or the same sort of problem when I’d done it.

	The new top was very strange and awkward. But it was over my head and presumably in place when I heard Paige say, “No, no, no,” many times very fast.

	“What?” I didn’t see how I could’ve done anything differently with it, but it on its own was confusing enough.

	She bent over, getting into the bag. “You have it on backwards, and you didn’t change into the other parts.” 

	I was preoccupied by the strangeness of what she was wearing—a relatively long piece of fabric that went from her collarbone to near her knees and had thin straps at the top. It was covered in some sort of . . . pictures of flowers or something. 

	It was very strange.

	“What other parts?” I asked once I was able to, when recovered enough from the strangeness of her clothing to manage. “I looked, and there’s nothing else to cover myself with. And what in the world are you wearing?”

	“A dress,” she answered. “A sundress, if you want to be technical about it.”

	“It doesn’t look like a sun,” I stated. Sun was the only word I knew in what she’d called it. As far as I could tell, it had nothing to do with one.

	“You wear it in the sun, when the weather is nice,” she said patiently. “To enjoy it and whatnot.”

	“I’m sorry,” I said quietly, shaking my head. “I don’t understand.”

	“People go outside.” Seb walked back toward us alone. “They do things. Go swimming, sit on the beach, run. The list goes on.”

	“Why?” I asked, drawing the word out far longer than I meant to.

	“For fun,” Paige replied, almost apologetically.

	The weather was always perfect in our facility. It was the ideal temperature and had the ideal amount of lighting. 

	“I don’t understand,” I admitted. 

	“I don’t really either,” she said. “I’ve just seen about it.” She pulled out a bra that looked quite a lot different than what I had on. At least . . . I thought that was what it was. There seemed to be no other option. She extended it to me. “Here.”

	I took it. “What’s the point of this?” 

	“We’ll say . . .” Her eyes narrowed, and her face scrunched a bit. She was clearly thinking very hard. What she ended up going with was, “Accentuating attributes.” 

	I looked down at my chest and shook my head again, not gathering what she meant and thinking she surely could’ve come up with something that made sense. 

	“I guess this is what it will be like to be normal.” 

	I was still shaking my head when I began grabbing the bottom of my shirt. 

	She stopped me then looked to Seb. “I’ve got it.”

	He walked away, presumably rejoining the two boys. Or he could’ve been doing something else that was more important. He was most likely doing something else, to avoid direct interaction where and when he could.

	“Go on,” she told me. 

	I did as instructed, listening to her speaking. 

	“We spent a bit of time going over fashion and the like, just to understand it. Clothing and things of that nature, if you don’t know what fashion means. So I know what all this stuff is, even if I’ve never really seen some of it in person.” She gestured to my chest as soon as I’d gotten the new, extremely uncomfortable bra in place after much confusion over the strange little hooks on it, and she said, “That’s a push-up bra.”

	“We don’t do pushups in these,” I stated. We only had one type of bra here, one that covered us completely, squishing every bit of our top part down.

	“No.” She chuckled then whispered, “It pushes up.”

	I looked down at my chest again and the only thing I could say was, “Holy sh—” I couldn’t even finish it.

	She shook her head. “It’s amazing that those words get out and push-up bra doesn’t.” 

	My eyes were wide as I looked at her, trying to find something appropriate to say about the current state of my chest. Too many things were going through my head at once and, no matter how hard I tried to grab hold of one to get it out, I couldn’t manage.

	“I know. You don’t even have to say it. I’m looking, and I get it.” She grabbed the discarded shirt and held it up the way I’d had it on. “This is the back.”

	“But that—” It made no sense. “But that’s . . .” The back covered more than the front. It made absolutely no sense. At least it had distracted me from my chest. Being glad for that brought me right back to it.

	“Accentuating attributes,” she said, again almost apologetically. “I suppose that’s what normal eighteen-year-old girls do.”

	I put it on the supposed correct way, trying to pull it up over my chest as I wondered how it had anything to do with attributes. Maybe I was misunderstanding. That was possible. It seemed the only explanation where the shirt and it being the supposed correct way was concerned. In regards to my chest, I could only come to one conclusion. That conclusion was . . .

	“I’m going to fall out of this.”

	“No, you won’t,” she said assuredly. She then handed me some . . . Was it lace? Some tiny bit of lacy fabric? I knew fabric well enough, but not clothes.

	She pointed to my bottom half which made me exclaim, “You’re not serious!”

	“Dead.” She frowned. “I can tell you right now, it’s probably the most uncomfortable thing I’ve ever felt in my life. Physically, at least.” She pulled at something on her butt, presumably a similar pair of her own underwear, frowning even deeper.

	“Hurry up,” Garret said in exasperation from the other side of the vehicle.

	I muttered all the curses I knew under my breath while I shrugged out of the lower half of my uniform, put on the ridiculous underwear, and then covered them with the denim. Both those things were more uncomfortable than I knew how to describe, and both of them together was probably so much worse than either would’ve been alone. 

	I would’ve rather been unclothed than wearing what I had on. It was as good as, I thought—close enough to being unclothed. What was the point? I could not understand how it was acceptable to wear so little. I very much wanted to dig in the bag and hope I’d somehow missed a substantial amount of fabric somewhere in there.

	“Shorts,” she said. “Shorts on your bottom half, and a tank top on the top. These,” she pulled out a pair of . . . I didn’t know what they were, “are flip flops. They’re shoes, like our boots.”

	“How . . .” I trailed off for a moment, my mouth hanging open, staring at them. “How am I supposed to walk in those?” I couldn’t believe . . . “Are you sure about this?”

	“Yes, and I just have to hope we’ll get used to them,” she said, moving one of her feet around and flopping the shoe thing against her heel. I supposed that was why they were called what they were. She seemed quite . . . 

	Stunned. 

	Yes, I supposed that was the appropriate word for it. At least something made sense. At least I wasn’t the only one, but . . . 

	She was way more covered than me.

	“Uniform in the bag,” Seb said, walking around again while I was putting the shoes on my feet. 

	Paige was already throwing all my other clothes in it for me. He reached into the back again, pulling out two small things that he extended to the boys, who’d followed him. He then put one of the same things into his back pocket.

	“Wallets,” he told them. “They hold your identification, money, things like that. Do not lose them.” Seb then reached into the back once more and pulled out two . . . bag things. A black one that he extended to Paige and a white one that he extended to me. 

	Paige laughed. “Purses.”

	It sounded like she was for some reason happy about it.

	“Same goes for these,” Seb said, mostly to me it seemed. “ID, money, lots of things. Don’t misplace it, don’t lose anything out of it, and don’t let anyone mess with it.”

	I just held it in my hands until Paige came over, took it from me—after talk of not letting anyone mess with it, no less—and needled my arm through some straps on it. Was I not supposed to let her mess with it? I didn’t see why it mattered, her doing it. . . .

	“Time to go.” Seb gestured to everyone but me. “The three of you are in the back. Jaycee, you’re right here.” He tapped on the front door.

	“Why does she get to sit by herself?” Garret demanded.

	“Because she’s the least afraid out of all of you,” Seb said impatiently. “I’d rather have the noise of it behind my head than right in my ear. And I swear, if any of you give me reason to stop the vehicle before I’m ready . . . you’re not going to like it. That means leave Paige and each other alone.”

	“But—”

	“This isn’t a debate.” Seb’s voice was unyielding as he stared at Garret. “Get in the car.”

	“Technically, it’s an SUV,” Paige whispered.

	Seb just redirected his staring to her, saying nothing. 

	Her voice sounded very small when she said, “Technically,” again.

	Seb pointed beside him. “Get in the car.”

	I was going to move immediately at that, but I had to know. . . . “Seb?”

	When he redirected his stare—more like glare—at me, I found myself not wanting to bother him. Several seconds passed before he asked, “What?”

	I could’ve said it was nothing, but he would probably know for sure . . . “Is my shirt on the correct way?”

	Paige sighed.

	Seb didn’t look down at me more than he already was to say, “Yes, it is.”

	I nodded at that. If he and Paige both said so, I had to believe they were right, as difficult as it was to believe. I just wouldn’t think about it anymore. Or at least not right now.

	I was the first to move despite holding us up for a bit longer, opening the door he’d instructed me to go through on the first try. I was almost proud of myself. 

	I stared inside the space—thinking it looked like some sort of strange, closed-off world—before climbing up into the seat. I wiggled around a little, finding it decently comfortable. It was certainly more desirable than our desks in class, where I would’ve otherwise been. That was nice.

	Brent was the first to climb into the back, and I watched them all filing in. Brent, then Paige, then Garret.

	“There are two doors in the front and two doors in the back,” I heard Seb say from the outside. “All of them work. I promise.”

	I didn’t understand why he was implying they should’ve gotten in from the other side. That would’ve been a pointless waste of time—walking around when they’d all been right there—and it made no sense. 

	Maybe I’d misunderstood his point in saying what he had.

	I watched Seb then through the glass in front of me as he walked around the front of the vehicle to get into his own seat. I couldn’t hear him after the door closed behind me, but I could see his mouth moving, likely muttering his own curses about our stupidity. Well, me and the two boys at least.

	He climbed in much easier than any of us had, and when he got situated—which was almost immediately—I noticed that the top of his head was about half an inch from the roof of the vehicle. I wondered if that was uncomfortable. I supposed he could be used to it, if he’d done enough fitting into the normal world to be capable of actually fitting into it. But he was a small Gen, so maybe he wasn’t used to being so big in comparison to his surroundings. They had their own bases and whatnot, and I was sure things were more their size there.

	I could’ve asked, but he seemed decently frustrated and I’d already bothered him about my shirt. I didn’t mind not being the smartest person in any given room or situation, but I didn’t want to be or seem like the dumbest.

	I didn’t say anything.

	Seb reached his hand over onto my side of the vehicle and opened something in front of my legs. There were two things in his hand when it came back out of the space, which he promptly closed. He threw them through a gap between my seat and his, into the laps of the two boys.

	“Sunglasses,” Paige said.

	“Put them on right now,” Seb told them. “It’s going to take your eyes an extremely long time to adjust to the sun. Whether you’ve been messed with or not . . . it’s going to hurt like hell, even with the glasses.” He paused. “There are bottles of water in refrigerators under your seats, if you get thirsty.”

	“So we . . . put them over our eyes?” Brent asked. “That’s what it looks like.”

	I watched Seb close his eyes for a moment. 

	“Here,” Paige said, “like this.”

	She put Brent’s glasses on his face. Garret watched her do it and then put his own on in the same way, without her assistance. I didn’t know why they looked so different despite being the same things. They were clearly the same objects, but they were shaped differently from each other which meant they were not the same. We were always supposed to have the same things as each other. All the clothes we’d been given were different. Why? The sunglasses too? Why would objects that served the same purpose look so different? And why did people do things in the sun if they had to cover their eyes? Just . . . sit around? 

	Why?

	Garret said, “I can’t see anything.”

	How were we supposed to do things in the sun if we had to cover our eyes with things that made us unable to see? Were the sunglasses temporary?

	“Paige, yours are in your purse,” Seb told her, ignoring Garret again, or at least trying to.

	She dug around in the bag for a little while before bringing her own pair out. After putting them on, she looked at me. Or at least in my direction. “Do these look ridiculous on my face?”

	“Strange,” I answered honestly.

	“I thought so.” She nodded. “With my facial str—”

	“You have a pair too,” Seb said to me, interrupting her. “Put them on, and all of you figure out some way to buckle into your seatbelts.”

	“What’s a seatbelt?” Brent whispered.

	“Oh my god,” Seb said under his breath. He’d also put another word in there that sounded like ducking but wasn’t. I’d never heard it before.

	“What does that word mean?” Garret asked him. “Fucking. What does it mean?”

	“I’ll tell you later,” Seb responded. I watched him move his right arm across himself and come back with some sort of strap over him. I assumed that was a seatbelt. It sort of looked like a belt and had secured him to his seat, so I supposed that made sense. 

	At least something made any amount of sense.

	I looked to my right and found some metal thing in the same general vicinity as Seb’s seatbelt, on my side. I pulled it and it stuck. I pulled it again, and it stuck. How had he done it differently than I had? Was I pulling the wrong thing?

	I heard Seb sigh before his left arm was across my front. For some reason, the seatbelt didn’t get stuck when he pulled it. 

	How had he done it differently?

	“If you jerk it, it stops,” he said. “It’s there to protect people in case they get into car accidents.”

	I didn’t really see how it could do much of anything, but something else had pulled my attention away from that. My caring on the subject went along with it.

	I was usually pretty good at keeping my mouth closed when I wanted or needed to. For the most part, at least. But with the short sleeves Seb’s shirt had, I couldn’t stop myself. I’d never seen a Gen out of uniform before now, and his arm was in front of my face, looking like . . . I didn’t know what. The trunk of a tree. I’d seen pictures of trees before. They were supposed to be massive.

	“Your arms look much larger out of uniform,” I told him while one of them was still in front of me.

	“That’s because you can see them.” He’d clearly been lacking patience when he said that, and he was clearly lacking even more of it when he dug around in the bag across my lap for a few seconds before pulling out a pair of glasses for me. 

	He’d just told me people weren’t supposed to mess with the bags.

	It was while he was handing the sunglasses to me that Garret said, “Your chest looks much larger out of uniform, Jaycee.”

	“Shut up, Garret,” Paige said quite loudly.

	“It does!” 

	It did, to a startling degree, so I had nothing to say about it. It was as I was moving the glasses toward my face, in presumably the appropriate way, when I noticed Seb with his hand over his eyes. 

	I halted in what I was doing. “What are you thinking?” 

	He sighed and looked over at me. “That this is precisely what I get.”

	“An . . .” I trailed off, trying to remember what it had been called because I really hadn’t cared about vehicles in class unless they were something to be concerned with—military vehicles and the like. “SUV filled with morons?”

	He shook his head, but for the first time . . . he smiled. Just a little. “Put on your sunglasses, Jaycee.” He pressed a button, which made the metal beneath and around us come to life.

	Oh my god.

	I couldn’t move at all.

	“Whoa!” I heard from everyone in the back, even Paige.

	The glasses were removed from my hand and stuck on my face. I hardly noticed. Being blind did not help me feel safe.

	We’d only just moved—backwards by the feel of it—then stopped, then moved forward for about fifteen seconds before Garret said, “I don’t feel right.”

	“Take your glasses off for a few seconds, all of you,” Seb ordered. The vehicle stopped moving. 

	I did as I’d been told, but I didn’t know about all of them. I felt I couldn’t move to do anything other than what I’d been told.

	“There are bags in front of you. If you think you’re going to get sick, let me know. If you get sick regardless, get sick in the bag.” 

	I was looking in front of me, seeing nothing despite the glasses being off, but I heard movement behind me. 

	“Jaycee, yours is to your right.”

	I wanted to tell Seb I would be fine, but I didn’t know that I would. So—almost entirely consumed by fear—I looked to my right, found what he was speaking of, and pulled it into my lap over the other bag. Purse. Thing. Then I put my glasses back on and waited. 

	I hoped this would be over soon. It was not like the elevator.

	“Where are we going?” I whispered.

	“California,” Seb replied. “We have a very long drive ahead of us. Get used to it. Garret, give me your arm.”

	Shortly after, the movement of the metal around us resumed.

	While the car was moving in the darkness, I wondered . . . 

	How bad were we that the tone of Seb’s voice implied receiving more scars would be more desirable than being around us?

	Pretty damn bad.

	 


Chapter 04

	Do

	 

	 

	The vehicle was moving, but I couldn’t see anything for a while even after realizing the sunglasses could be seen through if there was enough light. I didn’t know how we got out of the garage, only that we got out of it at some point pretty early in. And even with the extremely dark sunglasses and the dark window to my right . . . 

	It hurt. 

	I immediately put both my hands over the glasses covering my eyes because just closing them hadn’t been enough. I didn’t really care at that point that the glasses could been seen through or the split second I’d caught of the vehicle interior before closing and covering. I didn’t care, not even if it answered a question. It hardly took me any time at all to realize that the sun made my eyes feel something like my entire face felt when changing. Something like that. Sort of similar.

	There was quite a lot of cursing—curses of pain—from behind me before something distinguishable came out of it. 

	“Why does this hurt so badly?” Garret asked. “We see light all the time.”

	“Not the sun,” Seb said. “Those are two completely different things. I know it hurts, but all of you need to get your hands away from your eyes or they’ll never adjust.”

	I did as I was told but had to close my eyes again immediately after dropping my hands and opening them. I could still see the brightness through the glasses and my closed eyelids. How bright was the sun?

	“Sit on your hands if you’re tempted to cover,” Seb said to someone, or possibly all of us. Then, quieter, “This is the price you pay for being such a big secret they won’t even let you out of the building.”

	“Does it hurt your eyes?” I asked him. He’d said it could be adjusted to, so maybe . . .

	“Not like it does yours,” he responded. Would it always be painful? “But no one should look directly at it or anything.”

	I looked in Seb’s direction and peeked one of my eyes open a minuscule amount. He had his own sunglasses on now as well, but he didn’t seem to be in any sort of pain at all. That was a relief, until I started wondering how much pain a Gen would have to be in to show it and how that might potentially differ from my pain threshold. I knew very well that mine was only slightly better than the average Reg. I didn’t get to wonder on that for long.

	I heard the first sounds of what becoming sick actually meant. I peeked again, just as small an amount as I could to see, finding Paige with the lower half of her face stuck into a bag, which was strange. It sounded very unpleasant—whatever was happening to her. I wanted to help her, but I had no idea what I could actually do, if there even was anything.

	“Fantastic,” I heard quietly at my left. The vehicle jarred a little before slowing and then stopping. It almost felt strange—to not be moving—and that was strange. “Paige, why didn’t you tell me you were going to get sick?”

	“I didn’t know I was going to,” she said into the bag. She sounded miserable. “It was the speed, and it just happened so fast.”

	Seb said, “I’m going to give you a shot too.”

	“A shot of what?” I asked. “And who got a shot?” I peeked an eye open, partially to see what was going on and partially because I wasn’t all right getting a shot without warning.

	“Something to get rid of the motion sickness, or make it tolerable.” Seb reached beneath his seat and pulled out a small contraption. “I already got Garret. Are the two of you all right?”

	“Fine, apart from my eyes,” Brent told him.

	“Same,” I said. Physically, at least, which I was sure was all he was asking about. Riding in the vehicle was strange, but I didn’t think I was going to get sick like Paige had. I was pretty sure my body would let me know. Garret had known beforehand, if it had affected them both in the same way. I was pretty sure I’d know, but . . . I wasn’t entirely sure. I was pretty sure. I was entirely sure that my eyes were currently the largest concern. I had to keep alternating which I was peeking with because keeping them open for any amount of time was not a pleasant experience.

	That was life, though. You had to figure out whatever made it tolerable to do what you had to and just get through it.

	“Jaycee, I hope you never throw up,” Paige said weakly. “It’s the most horrible thing in the entire world.” 

	I was still just barely peeking, watching Seb lean close to me to get partially into the back. He touched the contraption onto Paige’s leg above the knee for about two seconds, and then replaced it beneath his seat.

	Confident I wasn’t going to get a shot as well, at least for the time being, I closed my eyes again and said, “Sounded pretty close to it, but there are definitely worse things.” I was going to leave it at that, but . . . “I’m sorry you got sick. I hope that shot works and it doesn’t happen to you again.”

	When the car lurched forward again, I just hoped that whatever motion sickness was . . . I didn’t get it. There were assuredly worse things, but I didn’t want it.

	I’d never been sick before. None of us had, to my knowledge. I hadn’t thought we could, either due to what they’d done to us or that whatever our medicine did prevented it somehow. I knew about sickness and diseases, especially in how they pertained to mortality rates, but . . .

	I hadn’t thought we were able to get sick at all, in any way. Clearly I’d been wrong. It wasn’t the first time I’d been wrong, and there was no way it could be the last.

	I tried very hard not to think on no one getting sick then doing as much almost immediately after getting out and how that might pertain to previous statements about stability and control.

	It was sort of impossible to not.
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	The only thing Seb really said to us for a while after Paige got sick was, “If you open your eyes in increments, it’ll help. And I suggest you do it because I’m not letting you go in anywhere to use the bathroom if you have to keep your sunglasses on inside a building.”

	Brent asked, “Why?”

	And Seb responded with, “Because people don’t do that. If all of you but one can manage it, that’ll be fine. I can’t let the entire group of you go inside a public building with those on. You’ll have to get used to it.”

	So I alternated opening my eyes like I’d done with the peeking, only for longer—leaving one open for as long as I could manage and then opening the other—because I knew California was a good distance away from where we were in Wyoming. I didn’t know how long it would take to get there while driving, but I believed it safe to assume we’d be inside this vehicle for a while. If we were inside the vehicle for a while, we would have to stop to use the bathroom. I didn’t know how or why Seb thought we could do otherwise.

	More than once, I wished I had Kelsey with me to rattle on about numbers. At least it would’ve kept me occupied. Being frustrated was being occupied enough, even if it was a sort of frustrated that made you worry that mental instability could be acquired by it. I did wonder, especially because we were always told to separate when it got to a point of concern rather than wondering. I wasn’t entirely sure she knew why that happened. 

	I’d never spent such a long time having nothing to do in my entire life. There was always something to do. I couldn’t even keep myself mentally occupied by wondering what was out in the world. Every time I started to, it turned into . . .

	I’m pretty sure we’re not going to survive whatever this is. They would’ve sent at least one who was better than passable.

	It was an endless cycle of that and telling myself I or we could surely manage whatever they threw at us. But . . .

	Focusing on trying to get my eyes to adjust seemed better.

	Also more than once, I thought about asking Paige if she liked numbers and might potentially talk about them. She seemed very different from Kelsey, though, and I knew that being a brain didn’t automatically mean someone had an obsession with numbers.

	Kelsey had thoroughly explained to me the way their classes and ratings worked. All brains had an average intelligence level that was higher than the rest of us. That didn’t mean they were all smart in the same ways. They weren’t. For the most part, they all had to take the same classes regardless. They could elect to take extra, which Kelsey had always done with math. She retook some of them sometimes because she liked them so much.

	Their average intelligence levels were based off their class performance, speed and efficiency at learning, along with their ability to retain information. Retaking classes by choice and doing very well upped their overall level, though there were sublevels and it all factored in. Kelsey wasn’t very exceptional with a few things—Understanding the Average Human Psyche and all variances of that, for one, along with another type of class she wouldn’t tell me about—but she had an eidetic memory and could remember pretty much anything. Thus, she was the fourth-most-intelligent, according to the list they had. Now, her combined overall scoring which included physical capabilities, on the other hand . . . that was another story. She was so good at math that retaking the classes couldn’t improve her ranking. She couldn’t get a higher ranking with it.

	I’d heard her talking before about how some of the brains were only exceptional at all their Basic Information classes and just scraped by with the others. Apparently some struggled immensely just to scrape by. She’d mentioned more than once about a few not being able to pass at all, completely failing one class or another. Because I’d completely failed Motivation of War when I was young and had to retake it, I usually told her . . .

	Maybe they just need a different instructor. Sometimes I threw in . . . It helped me. There was also . . . People’s brains work in different ways. Sometimes with that I threw in . . . Working differently than yours doesn’t make them stupid. 

	When all that had stopped working in getting her to stop talking about it and whoever, and also depending on her tone when doing as much, I sometimes resorted to . . . 

	You almost failed something. 

	That always did the trick.

	Regardless, I didn’t know in what ways Paige was smart or what she might enjoy talking about. I would’ve thought it would be easier to figure out with all brains, that they would talk about what they knew at every opportunity. I could’ve asked her, but I didn’t want to potentially be rude. Rudeness wasn’t the most pleasant thing to deal with in the world.

	I thought about attempting to start conversations with anyone willing multiple times, but I didn’t know how. I doubted any of us had done much talking to anyone past our one friend and necessary interactions in classes, which were always about classes. I went back and forth with thinking it might be better to not and then that it might be better to. We would be working together, for presumably the next two months.

	For now, I supposed it didn’t really matter. I didn’t know how to start up a conversation with these people. I didn’t know if it would be all right to do as much in any sense. Also, I was concerned that anything I might say or any question I might ask would make all of them think I was ignorant. I didn’t know what we’d be doing when we got where we were going, but I didn’t want them to think I was too stupid to participate. I might be replaced in that case. I also might be replaced if I tried to speak to them about anything that wasn’t in some way relevant to what we were doing.

	In the quiet of the car, I wondered if the rest of them were thinking something along the same lines or if they just had no desire to speak. I was pretty sure the sitting and doing nothing had to be getting to them too, especially with people we’d never been near. There was always something to do.

	It felt like a very long time into it when Garret asked, “How much longer?”

	“You didn’t clarify with until we stop or until we get there,” Paige pointed out.

	Garret said, “I meant both.”

	Even I didn’t know how he’d expected anyone to get what he was asking about. Both would also be two different answers, presumably.

	“It’s 13:34 right now,” Seb said. “We’ll reach our destination around two in the morning, so we have quite a bit longer. As for the first stop, whenever you all need to and can manage going without your sunglasses indoors.”

	Garret then said, “I need to use the bathroom.”

	“Can you manage without the sunglasses?” Seb asked him.

	“No,” he replied.

	“Did you drink all the water in the bottle?” Seb asked.

	“Most of it.”

	“Then take a piss in the bottle,” Seb told him.

	“What‽” came from both Garret and Paige.

	“You heard me,” Seb said. “Paige, close your eyes while he’s doing it if that makes you feel better.”

	Garret said, “I can’t just . . . use the bathroom in front of people.”

	“So you can basically get naked in front of people you don’t know at all, a female included . . .” Seb started and then paused. “You can stare at a female getting unclothed. But you can’t piss in a bottle around those same people.” He paused again. “The things they teach you there baffle me.”

	“I wasn’t completely naked,” Garret shot at him. “What are you saying—that you can just . . .” He, apparently, didn’t know how to ask what he wanted to.

	“Trust me,” Seb started, “when you’ve been unclothed in front of as many people as I have . . . it doesn’t bother you. And if you’ve got to go, then go. If you choose not to, you can either hold it or piss on yourself. Nobody’s going to be very happy if you decide on the latter.”

	Garret said, “It’s so . . . undignified.” 

	I was inclined to agree with him. And . . . how was he supposed to manage it? In all their talk earlier in the year about the differences between male and female bodies, they’d never told us that men could pee in bottles. Who would’ve even thought to try it to know whether it could be done? Why would anyone pee in a bottle?

	Well, I supposed the current situation was answer enough, but . . .

	Was it really? Wouldn’t anyone else just stop somewhere a bathroom was available?

	Seb said, “Maybe we’ll have a talk about indignity and what it actually is sometime later.”

	“What are—” 

	Brent interrupted Garret with, “My god, just do it or don’t, but shut up.”

	“All right,” Garret said, “but nobody better look.”

	“Nobody wants to look, Garret,” Paige shot at him.

	Shortly after, I heard the unzipping sound the shorts had made when I’d zipped mine up. I was tempted to look, just to see how peeing in a bottle could be done, but I didn’t. I didn’t want to, but I was tempted, and I did wonder if it would be as interesting a sight as them changing their clothes had been earlier.

	I was sure literally five minutes of silence passed before Garret said, “I can’t do this.”

	I peeked to my left at Seb after he said the words, “Performance anxiety?” His lips were pursed together, like he was trying not to smile.

	“Jaycee!” Garret almost shouted from the back. “What are you doing‽”

	I thought for a few seconds, trying to figure out how to respond to him. He’d likely thought I was trying to look at what he was doing, so I answered him honestly with, “Looking at Seb.”

	“Why?” Brent asked.

	I didn’t have any sort of answer to that, so I asked, “What do you mean by performance anxiety?” I’d never heard of it.

	Seb laughed, which shocked me. I’d never heard any Gen laugh, and I’d been around the physical training instructors my entire life. I hadn’t known they could. 

	It hadn’t been a real laugh. It sounded more like air moving than actual laughing. 

	But I could see Seb clearly through my one open eye when he glanced at me—smiling from his almost-silent laughing—and said, “Don’t worry about it.”

	Garret said, “I think I might be able to do this if people are talking.” 

	Seb had since resumed looking forward again, still smiling. Did Gens smile when nobody could really look at them? Maybe our PT instructors did as well. Maybe they even laughed when we weren’t there, possibly about or over us.

	Brent asked, “Do you mean performance anxiety like . . . how we get anxious before physical exams?” 

	I didn’t get anxious before those.

	“He meant sex,” Paige said shortly. “Didn’t you, Sebastian?”

	The smile fell off Seb’s face when he said, “Paige,” like it was actually something to say at that moment. I didn’t know how it could be.

	“What is—” I started, but was interrupted with Seb’s right pointer finger pointing at my face.

	“Don’t ask me that question,” he said. It was clearly a warning.

	“But what is it?” Brent asked from the back. “Paige, why do people like you always know words we don’t? It doesn’t sound like a word you’d have to be really smart to know about. It’s not a big word or anything. I don’t get it.” 

	I didn’t get it either.

	Seb said, “I’ll tell you later, Brent.”

	Talking really did seem to be helping Garret, but that was not why I said, “Why are the boys getting preferential treatment?”

	“Why are you still staring at him?” Brent asked me from the back. “It’s weird.”

	“Because I want to know why he keeps telling the two of you that he’ll tell you things later,” I answered shortly. And Seb was sitting right next to me and was the only thing I could see somewhat clearly, but I didn’t feel the need to say that. “How is that right? Then everybody in the world is going to know everything I don’t, and I’m going to be the only moron left.” I would be a larger moron than Garret, and I really didn’t think I’d be all right with that.

	Paige said, “I’d imagine Sebastian doesn’t want to explain sex to you because it would make him uncomfortable.” 

	I heard the sound of zipping, and I hoped Garret always had performance anxiety because it kept him quiet. I’d spent however long hoping for a break in the silence, but Garret being quiet was preferable.

	After the zipping had finished, I looked behind me with a different open eye at Paige to say, “How would that make him uncomfortable? It’s just a word.”

	“It’s a word of an action,” Paige replied. I was getting ready to protest because I still couldn’t understand how any action would make a Gen uncomfortable, or why it would be all right for him to explain an action to males but not females, but she said, “I’ll tell you later.”

	I was almost satisfied with that, but I asked, “Will you at least tell me what it has to do with now?”

	I heard the word, “Reproduction,” in my right ear, which made me look at Seb again.

	“What is that?” I asked.

	He glanced at me very briefly, frowning. “Where did they tell you that you came from?”

	“The Drop-Off Facilities,” Brent answered. 

	Seb was shaking his head. I watched his right hand rub at his face for several seconds before he said, “My god, this would’ve been nice to know.”

	“What?” Garret asked.

	“That you don’t even know how people are made.”

	“We’re made,” Brent said. “I always figured it was like what they do to us. Is that not right?”

	“No,” Paige said uncomfortably. “No, that’s not right.” A few seconds passed. “It’s kind of amazing.”

	“What is?” I asked. “Sex and reproduction?” 

	I watched Seb rub his right hand over his mouth. I could tell by what I could see of his face that he was smiling beneath his hand for some reason. Or maybe he was trying not to laugh again. Or maybe I was wrong.

	“That even though most of the people in this SUV have no idea what it is, it’s one of the first subjects that came up,” Paige answered. “Very . . . normal. Don’t you think, Sebastian?”

	Seb said, “Yes, Paige, very normal.”

	“So it’s an action normal people do,” I said. “Is that right?”

	“Yes, that’s right,” Seb told me.

	I nodded my head, finally satisfied. “Then it’s probably a good thing you’re going to explain it to me, Paige.” I glanced back at her again. “If it’s something normal people do, then it’s probably an action we should all know about. Are we going to have to do that while we’re gone?”

	Seb asked, “Can we please stop talking about sex?” 

	“I thought that was a legitimate question,” I told him. I thought it was a very legitimate question. “We have to be normal while we’re out, don’t we?”

	“I highly doubt that’s a possibility, Jaycee,” Paige said quietly.

	“Why?” Garret asked. “I think Jaycee is right. If it’s something normal people do, shouldn’t we do it too, whatever it is?”

	“I should probably go ahead and get this out of the way before it’s explained to anyone.” Seb sighed. “I didn’t know how little they explained to you, but I do know that none of you will have sex.”

	It was the way he’d worded it that confused me enough to make me not say anything before Brent asked, “Why? I’m not understanding this.”

	“Because the medicine they give all of you stops you from wanting to,” Seb answered, which was not really an answer. “It stops the urge, makes you not even think about it.”

	“Meaning it’s something so normal they’d have to stop us from wanting to,” I said quietly, staring down at my hands in my lap with my one open eye. I glanced over at Seb again. “Are you on the same medicine? I mean . . . Do you take something that stops the same thing, or do you not think about it anyway?”

	“Something like that,” Seb replied. “The former.”

	I was going to let it be done because I needed to think about what I’d just learned. I really was, but then I finally found it within me to say, “You said have. How does a person have an action? They do an action.”

	“I’m extremely uncomfortable,” Paige said from the back. She did indeed sound very uncomfortable, for some reason.

	“Because it’s something two people do together,” Seb said. “Now, can we please stop talking about it?”

	And he was most assuredly uncomfortable, along with Paige. So I stared down at my hands again, alternating eyes and alternating between doing that and glancing at Seb. I had no idea what action two people could do together that would make other people uncomfortable to talk about. I would’ve thought it was bad, but if it was such a normal thing to do . . .

	Then again, maybe that was why they medicated us to stop it from happening—because it was bad. Was that really what our medication was for? When other people took medication to help when they were sick, we had to be on medication to stop us from doing something normal? Was it some sick part of human nature?

	Several minutes passed, which I spent contemplating anything that could possibly be bad with all people, before Garret asked, “Have you ever done sex, Seb?” 

	“Garret!” I was certain Paige smacked him, possibly on his arm or something.

	“What?” 

	Seb was so uncomfortable that his hands were clenched on the . . . driving apparatus. What had they called it in class? A steering wheel? Was that right? I wasn’t entirely sure, but it did strange and interesting things to his arms. 

	I couldn’t stop myself from asking, “May I touch your arm?”

	Seb glanced at me, looked forward, glanced at me again with a frown, and then looked forward again. “Why?” 

	“I just want to see if it’s as hard as it looks.”

	“I would . . . rather you didn’t.”

	“Maybe later?” I asked. Maybe when he wasn’t driving? I could see how it might potentially be best to wait.

	“Probably not,” he said.

	Paige snorted from the backseat, which I didn’t understand. 

	Then Brent said, “What is with your fixation on him? First you’re following after him, then you’re staring at him, and now you’re asking to touch him.”

	“I’m not fixated,” I told him shortly. “He’s sitting beside me. If you could see his arms, you would want to touch them too.”

	“Doubtful.” Garret laughed. “Next thing we know, you’ll be trying to do sex with him.” There was a small pause before he thoughtfully asked, “Do sex, or have sex?”

	“I am about to stop the car,” Seb said stiffly. “Trust me when I say you don’t want to be the next person to speak.”

	I didn’t want to know what Seb would do to the next person who spoke, but we all knew what Gens were capable of doing to people. We all shut our mouths. Even Paige didn’t correct him again about us being in an SUV. I wondered if it might be making her feel mentally unstable to not correct him. Either way . . .

	That solved the internal debate on speaking.

	 


Chapter 05

	Tear

	 

	 

	I eventually realized that I wouldn’t be able to figure out what the word sex meant until Paige told me, but it kept me mentally occupied until that struck me. I’d gone through as many different actions as I could think of in an attempt to discover the meaning and came up empty handed, because they all already had names. Then I tried to think of other actions I might not know about, but again, I came up empty handed. That wasn’t even taking into account the added difficulty of discovering an unknown action that made the only two people who knew about it as uncomfortable as Paige and Seb had become after an extended time discussing it. That told me it likely wasn’t something I already knew.

	Then one would have to take into account the other aspect—the action supposedly being so normal. It had started out as a joke of sorts from Seb, and that almost made me wonder if it wasn’t necessarily bad. The reactions were just so strange, and it had to be bad if we were medicated to stop it. 

	Didn’t it?

	But how could it be funny one moment then cause so much discomfort the next?

	I had absolutely no hope to figure it out on my own, but trying to did occupy me for a while. I couldn’t complain about that, but it was still so frustrating not to know.

	When I gave up in the attempt, I went back to focusing my attention on the sun and acclimation rather than things I had no idea about. 

	If I had no idea about it, how could I possibly figure it out?

	It hurt getting back to focusing on my eyes, with the front glass of the car. It was dark, even with the sunglasses on, but it wasn’t as dark as the windows. It did strange things to my vision when I tried to look out it. I tried several times, seeing nothing but a big splotch of brightness taking up my sight. For a very short bit of time, I wondered if that was what the world actually looked like. But looking to my right out of the extremely dark window was totally different.

	At first, it had been the same as the front glass. Windshield. That was the word for the glass in front of me. At first it had been bits of light interfering with my vision when looking right. After a while . . . that changed. 

	Neon numbers between Seb and I said 16:02 when I could finally see something without too much interference. 

	“Oh my god,” I breathed, feeling coolness on the tip of my nose where it was touching the window. I didn’t care that I’d spoken first after all of us being warned not to or what Seb might to do me because of it. I couldn’t help it, and I couldn’t care.

	I could just barely see the outlines of them through the darkness of the glasses and the window, and I had to know. . . .

	“Are those trees?” 

	I didn’t look away from the spectacle until Seb said the word, “Yes.”

	“How do you—?” I started pressing all the buttons near the door handle to my right. 

	“That’s not a—” I heard the instant the window beside me began rolling down.

	I was bombarded with noise—the noise of movement, wind blowing in my face. I didn’t care. I also didn’t care about the pain that shot through my eyes the instant I pulled the glasses away from my face.

	“Jaycee!” I heard shouted from the back. I didn’t care about that either, or who’d done it. 

	I was sure I said oh my god several more times before I looked at Seb and said, “Stop the car. Please.”

	“No,” he responded.

	“Holy shit,” I barely heard Brent say from the back.

	Only then did Seb actually look at me. Twice. There was a fast first glance and then a second that was the slightest bit longer. 

	“Next exit,” he said quietly. He pressed a button beside him at his left, and the window rolled back up.

	It was only when I had my nose pressed against it again, waiting for my eyes to readjust, that I felt a tickling on my face. I scratched at it frantically, thinking something was on me. I was sure I didn’t know about everything out in the world. Two of my fingers were wet when I pulled my hand away. 

	“Why is this here?” I asked, confused.

	Seb said, “You’re crying.”

	I shook my head. “I don’t know what that is.” I glanced down at wetness on my fingers. “My eyes have only ever done this as a response to pain.”

	His brow was furrowed when I looked over at him, but he kept staring straight ahead to say, “It might’ve been the wind.” 

	I didn’t know what he meant.
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	I supposed that an exit—in the way he’d talked about it—was a way to get off whatever road we were on. That would make sense, I supposed. I assumed we’d found one when the vehicle began slowing. It went much slower after than it had been doing, which felt strange. It continued on in that way for a little while. There were a few turns before there was quite a lot of bumping beneath us, and then we stopped.

	My hand shot for the means to get out of the vehicle, or what I thought was the means to get out of the vehicle due to a similarity to what had gotten me inside it, but Seb said, “Wait.” 

	I did.

	“We need to go over a few things,” he said. “I probably should’ve done this before, but here we are. When we stop at a building, you’re all going to get out, go inside, use the bathroom, and come back out. I’m not going to explain money and how to use it until we can actually discuss it and I’m confident you can manage it. If you need something, let me know beforehand and I’ll get it for you. You probably won’t know what anything is anyway.”

	I didn’t know what he expected us to need to get, apart from needing food.

	“One thing,” he went on. “Bathrooms out in the real world are not like what you’re used to. We’re not stopping anywhere grand on the way, so you’re just going to have to deal with it.”

	I had no idea what he could mean by that.

	“Another thing,” he said. “Do not speak to anyone unless they speak to you. If that happens, respond to them as politely as you can and say as little as possible. If someone asks what we’re doing, you’re going to tell them we’re on a road trip, going on vacation.”

	Garret said, “I don’t know what those things are.”

	I didn’t either. I knew what a road was. I knew what tripping was. I didn’t see how they could possibly go together or be a response to a questioning of what was being done instead of a thing that occurred. Especially not in the context.

	“It doesn’t matter,” Seb told him. “Everyone else will. Jaycee and Paige are friends. Brent and Garret are friends. Each of you will stick together. Brent, if anyone asks, I’m your older brother and Paige is your younger sister. I’m sure you understand that, Paige.”

	Brent asked, “What are a brother and a sister?” 

	“Right now it doesn’t matter,” Paige said. “That might come up later. Odd choice for you, Seb.”

	“Can I get out now?” I asked, trying not to fidget while also trying not to give into the urge to just get out without even waiting to see if it was all right, or try to. “I just want to see.”

	“No,” Seb told me. “Give me your arm.” 

	I extended my left arm.

	“Your other arm.”

	I did as instructed and watched him put his hand over the metal band on my wrist—my com. 

	“What are you doing?” I demanded, watching him stick something very small but somewhat long inside it.

	“You can’t be seen with these. People don’t know what they are, and questions could be asked. It would be too suspicious with all of us walking around, tagged like livestock.”

	I didn’t know what he was talking about. I did know what livestock was, but I had no idea what he’d meant. I didn’t really care. I just wanted out.

	Something twisted, and the metal separated from beneath the small screen. My hand was shaking when I brought it back to myself, touching my right wrist with my left hand.

	I’d never been without my com before. Never. But I could remember having a new one when I’d still been growing, not knowing when or how it had been exchanged.

	“They . . . they’re letting you take these off us?” It barely came out of my mouth.

	“I have to,” he said. “Anyone else getting out now, or do you want to wait? If you’re going to stare at trees, or grass, or people like they’re the most magnificent things in the entire world . . . I suggest you do it now where no one will see.”

	Paige said, “I want to get out.”

	Brent said, “Me too.”

	Garret said, “Fine.”

	“Arms,” Seb told them. 

	Arms shot into the space between us, and the coms began falling off after he stuck his pointed tool in them. 

	He removed his own last and then patted the side of the vehicle he was sitting on. “Don’t get hit by a car if you get out on this side.”

	“Can I—” I started.

	Seb sighed. “Open the door.”

	It took me two tries on the handle, only because I tried to push it first due to Seb having pushed a button to start the vehicle. The door opened when the handle was pulled, and though the light was most assuredly not as bright as it had been when we left, which was strange . . . it still hurt. Maybe that was what happened when you started adjusting to it—getting dimmer.

	It was a strange thought.

	“You should put the glasses back on,” Seb told me.

	I couldn’t. All I could do was stare out at the space. 

	Green. There was so much green everywhere, all different shades of it. And blue, and white. Brown. It blurred, distorted with brightness, cleared, and blurred again.

	I heard a clicking sound and felt the seatbelt moving back to where it had been when we’d set out. Well, it tried to, but it got stuck on my arm. I didn’t care.

	I could see Garret, then Paige, then Brent filing out in my peripherals, all of them staring out.

	It took me a very long time to realize that a head of blond hair was quite close to me. I didn’t really look to see Brent pulling my arm through the seatbelt, but I did see his hand extended in front of me when he said, “Come on, Jaycee.”

	I peeked over the edge of the car, seeing green, and black, and small bits of things on the ground. Grass, asphalt, rocks. Those were the words. I knew the words, but I’d never seen them before.

	I took Brent’s hand and got down out of the vehicle, and then I released his hand immediately. Everything felt so strange beneath my feet, and I could feel so much more through the thin shoes than I had ever felt in my boots. I supposed there had been nothing to feel before, when the only thing I’d stepped on was a flat floor.

	Brent was pointing at my face, or so I thought, until he touched my cheek. I stared at his face with the sunglasses on them. Even having glanced back, seeing him with what he had on his face . . .

	He looked weird. 

	He held his finger out to Seb, who was now standing to my left, and asked, “Why is this here?”

	Seb frowned. “All of you are crying.”

	The four of us all looked around at one another, seeing small bits of wetness running down the faces of the others, all of theirs coming from beneath the bottoms of their dark glasses. It was so strange, but it didn’t matter.

	I took three shaky steps forward and bent over, touching the grass. It felt strange, somewhat sharp on the edges. When I took a few more steps forward and stood on it, it felt . . . soft. 

	How could something be sharp and soft at once?

	“Can I—” I started and then stopped, looking back at Seb. “Can I go touch a tree?”

	“Quickly.”

	My feet felt very . . . wrong on the grass. I didn’t know if it was the grass in general or just the flip flops. Maybe both. 

	Probably both. 

	It was difficult walking, and I was scared, many times, that the grass would cut me if it touched my feet at a certain angle.

	All that must’ve been apparent in the way I was walking because Seb said, “It’s not going to hurt you.”

	When I glanced that time, I saw the other three walking just as warily behind me. Seb would know, so I was going to continue on, but something else drew my attention.

	Another vehicle was moving down the road toward us, which brought about panic inside me. 

	What would happen? Would they stop? Would they ask us what we were doing? Was what we were doing not okay? What would we say? Wouldn’t other people want to stop and look at trees? 

	How could they not?

	Seb said, “It’s fine.”

	I looked to him, then back to the vehicle, needing to be sure.

	The vehicle came up and then drove past like nothing at all was going on. No stopping to tell us we were doing something wrong, and also . . .

	No stopping to admire what actually was the most magnificent thing I’d ever seen. Didn’t they realize what they were driving past?

	Garret had since walked past me, but I’d be damned if I let him touch a tree before I did, so I rushed forward as quickly as I dared and got past him again. It took a little while of walking to get to a line of trees. I tripped, once, because of a hole in the ground. I’d never walked on anything but a flat surface before, so I hadn’t been expecting it. I supposed it was normal for things to not be flat.

	But it was so strange to me, looking around and seeing that nothing was flat. Nothing about my surroundings could ever be considered flat. The lines were so much different from anything I’d ever seen before. It was . . .

	Amazing. And so interesting.

	I was the first to reach a tree. The first thing I did was extend my hand out to touch it. It was smooth, but . . . not. Sort of like grass being sharp and soft at once. Then I looked up.

	“Oh my god,” I breathed again, this time excitedly. 

	It was so big! They’d never looked so big in the pictures, but I’d been told they were. I looked up, and then I looked back toward the vehicle, finding Seb standing there with his back against it and his arms crossed, watching us. I knew I was smiling at him because I was so excited, but I couldn’t help myself. 

	It was probably weird to smile at him.

	I didn’t care. I didn’t even care if I could or might get in trouble for any of this. It would be worth it. It would be so far past worth it.

	I looked up again, quite a ways up to the bits of green hanging on the tree. Leaves. That was what they were called.

	I was determined to have one. The tree had a lot of them. I supposed that would be all right.

	I pulled the shoes off my feet and spent a few seconds in awe of how strange the grass felt beneath them—still soft but somewhat prickly at once, but it didn’t hurt. Then I grabbed hold of the tree. It couldn’t be so much different than climbing a rope.

	“What are you doing?” Brent asked me.

	“Getting a leaf,” I replied as I started pulling myself up, wrapping my legs around the tree.

	“I can get you one off this one.” Brent gestured to a smaller tree next to him.

	“No,” I said. “I want one of these.” I wanted a leaf from the first tree I’d ever touched. I couldn’t take it back with me when we were done here, I was pretty sure, but I could keep it until then.

	Climbing a tree was much different from climbing a rope. The size, for one. It didn’t help anything that I wasn’t wearing my uniform, either. I could feel the outside of the tree scraping at the insides of my legs as I went, but I didn’t care. It would heal itself after a little while if it did any damage. 

	I finally found something I could grab substantial hold of—a branch—and pulled myself up by my arms rather than mostly my legs as I’d been doing.  

	Once on top of the branch, I had to weasel my way down it a bit to get the leaves within my grasp. I spent a moment, laying there on my stomach on the branch of a tree, looking at the leaves and trying to find the best one. I didn’t know which would classify as best past healthiest in appearance, but . . .

	Maybe that wasn’t right. There were so many with such tiny variances, but . . .

	They varied. It had just taken a closer look to realize as much.

	“This is spectacular,” I told the others, looking down at them then back at the leaves. 

	Paige was smiling up at me. “Will you get me one?” 

	“Sure.” I found two exceptional-looking leaves right next to each other and—as gently as I could manage—plucked them from their place in the world.

	I waited and listened to see if I could hear any more cars coming. The first had been loud enough that I was sure I could hear another if it were on its way. When I heard nothing, I put the two leaves between my teeth, grabbed the branch with both my hands, and dropped down the fifteen or so feet onto the ground.

	Landing would’ve felt better if I’d had my boots. I was absolutely sure about that.

	Paige traded me my discarded shoes for one of the leaves. I gave her one, held the other in my right hand and the shoes in my left. Then we all started walking back to the vehicle. 

	When we got close, Seb said, “The next time any of you feel like climbing something, go back down the way you came.”

	“No one was coming,” I told him.

	“I don’t care.” He shook his head. “Someone doesn’t need to be looking directly at you to know and see what you do. Keep that in mind.” He paused a moment before asking me, “Are you satisfied with what you’ve seen?”

	I didn’t answer him because I didn’t know if I could ever be satisfied with seeing things, now that I’d seen some things. Maybe that was why it was all right to be stopped like we were. Maybe people felt the same way whether they drove past or not.

	“Everyone get back in the car,” he ordered once he seemed to gather that I had no intention of responding to him. 

	We did.

	He put the coms back on the three behind us before doing his own. He saved mine for last. 

	“I understand now, about the elevator,” he said. “You can’t help yourself, can you?”

	“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” I did, a little, but not completely.

	“You know . . .” Seb paused to shake his head while my com clicked back in place. He looked into my eyes to say, “I thought I was going to have the most trouble from the two males. I’m thinking now . . . you’re going to be the one that causes problems for me. I guess it’s better to figure that out early on so I can keep an eye on you.”

	“Does doing sex invol—” Garret started. 

	Before he could finish what he was saying, Seb shot back between the two seats—as much as he could manage with his size—and did something to him. I glanced behind me once Seb had returned to his own seat and saw that Garret appeared to be . . . sleeping.

	“That is annoying.” Seb was looking at me while pointing in the back. “Annoying can be dealt with in its own way, clearly. But you’re going to get into everything you possibly can, aren’t you?”

	One corner of my mouth twitched upward so I sucked that corner into my mouth to stop it from happening worse than it already had. He’d noticed it regardless. I could tell by the way his eyes narrowed the slightest bit.

	“Ugh,” Garret said then from the back seat. “What happened? Why does my neck hurt?”

	I watched Seb shaking his head and then looked out my window again, unable to stop myself from grinning, just a little. 

	There was no mistaking what Paige said. “Might want to keep both eyes on, Sebastian.”

	“I think you’re right about that,” Seb said. “I don’t know how they didn’t consider that relevant.”

	“What did they consider relevant?” Paige asked. “Jaycee and I are both at a loss as to the combination. I have to believe we’re not as set up for failure as it seems like we are. Meaning we have to be better than passable in some—”

	She was interrupted by Garret demanding to know, “Why does my neck hurt?”

	Seb said nothing to either thing.

	The vehicle started moving again and I watched the trees through the dark window as we passed by them. I thought grinning was perfectly acceptable when Garret repeated himself. 

	“Why does my neck hurt?” 

	No one answered him.

	 


Chapter 06

	Skin

	 

	 

	When we stopped again shortly after touching the trees, there was still no building. Seb had said something about going inside buildings, so I had no idea why there wasn’t any. Would we have to walk to one? Normally that would’ve been all right with me regardless of oddness, but I really needed to get to a bathroom soon. . . .

	Seb said, “Arms.”

	Four right arms shot out toward him, fast enough that it was clear I wasn’t alone with what I needed. I’d spent part of the time between one stop and another thinking about how strange it was not to wear the com for any length of time. My hand didn’t shake when mine clicked off this time. I didn’t look to see where Seb put it because I didn’t care. I just rubbed my right wrist with my left hand like I’d done before while I stared out the window. It was very strange, but everything seemed to be.

	“Are you all good without your sunglasses, or no?”

	Paige stated, “Jaycee’s had the most direct sunlight, but the sun is getting relatively close to setting, so we should all be fine.”

	The two windows in the back rolled down at once so I pressed the same button I had earlier to make mine do the same, staring out with a better view at more of the same that I’d seen earlier. It was so similar but so remarkably different. All the trees looked the same, but . . . different. They were different heights, different textures, different shades. It was remarkable. So strange, and scary, and wonderful.

	“I’m fine, for the most part, I think,” Brent said. “I’ve been looking out for a while now.”

	Paige said, “I’ve had a lot of sun from the windshield for the last several hours, so I’m all right. I think.”

	“I should be fine in a building.” Garret did nothing short of grumble that.

	Paige explained, “He’s been sleeping on and off.”

	“I couldn’t help it.” Garret’s voice sounded unusually stiff. “There’s something about the movement. I don’t know what it is, but it kept making me fall asleep. I’ve never fallen asleep during the day.”

	“So strange,” I whispered.

	“What is?” Seb asked.

	“How the same thing can do so many different things to people,” I answered to the wind blowing gently on my face. I smiled a little at it. “First it made him sick, and then it put him to sleep. Vastly different reactions in the same person. It’s just interesting.”

	Paige said, “I concur.”

	I couldn’t help but wonder how many new experiences there were in the world, experiences I would finally get to experience. As long as I didn’t get removed. I was good at being passable, though. I didn’t care so much about my heart beating loudly in my chest when the car started moving again, and I left the window down, letting the air from the movement touch my face. It felt nice, for some reason.
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	I rolled the window back up immediately just before we stopped again. 

	People. There were people everywhere. They all looked so . . . different, sort of like the trees and leaves but not. They were all wearing different things, were all different sizes and shapes, but they were all people. 

	“Do we all remember the story?” Seb turned around in his seat to look at the three in the back. 

	I did the same for a moment until I realized my face was too close to him because of it. I promptly looked forward again, but I caught nodding in my peripherals while in the middle of looking from one place to another.

	“Jaycee?”

	“I’m with my friend, her two brothers, and one of their friends,” I said, watching the people moving. All of them moved with a purpose, like they knew what they were doing and had somewhere to be. 

	What were they doing and where were they going?

	“Does anybody need anything?” Seb asked.

	“I’m hungry.” I didn’t want to be irritating, but I was. We’d gone well past dinnertime without eating again.

	There was a chorus of agreement from the back. 

	“All right,” Seb said. “I’ll grab a few things while I’m in there. I’ve got to get some fuel to last us for as long as possible into the night. I’m going to trust you all to use the bathroom without making a scene and exposing yourselves.”

	Garret said, “I thought cars were all solar-powered.”

	Paige sighed. “Solar power only works when the sun is out, unless you’re running on reserves. Vehicles that are built to carry Gens, even a singular one, run on both. And no, not all of them are.”

	I supposed no one was going to acknowledge us being so ignorant that using the bathroom was so much of an issue.

	“How dark does it get when the sun goes down?” Brent asked. “Does it get darker than our rooms at night? Is that possible?”

	“Go use the bathroom,” Seb told presumably everyone. “I’ll answer questions when you get back, but obviously I have no idea how dark any of your rooms are. Jaycee.” 

	I looked at him. 

	“Put the leaf down.”

	I supposed I couldn’t carry it in there, for some reason. Probably best. It might get damaged.

	I looked around for a suitable place and decided to put it on the small bit of space between my seat and his. It was flat, so I assumed the leaf would be safe while I was gone, especially while the vehicle wasn’t moving. Then I opened the door, forgetting about the seatbelt. It clicked off—I assumed by Seb—and I needled my own arm through it this time, without Brent or anyone else’s assistance. After closing the door behind me, I waited for Paige.

	“This is so weird,” she whispered when we began walking together toward the entrance of the building that had people filing in and out of it in little spurts. Some moved alone.

	“I like it,” I whispered back. It was different. 

	I saw a grouping of three standing around for what seemed to be no reason. Others passed on their ways, not so much as glancing in the direction of the three, at least not that I caught, like it was no large thing. Very different.

	“You’re weird,” she said under her breath, knowing I could hear her.

	I laughed. “I guess we all are in our own ways. Everybody thinks they’re not and that everyone else is. Hence the state of the world.”

	“True.”

	I nodded. “I know.”

	“Do you think you are?”

	“I think other people would think so.” I glanced over at her. “Do you think you are?”

	Paige’s response was, “I don’t know.” 

	I could only guess, by that response, she’d gotten pretty lucky with her friend.

	It was strange, seeing a door that didn’t open automatically. People had to . . .

	Open it . . . 

	With their hands. Not via a screen but by a handle.

	I likely wouldn’t have known what to do if I hadn’t seen other people do it before I got there. 

	“Weird,” I whispered.

	I felt my hand twitching when I reached out for it. Then I cringed a little at all the remnants of skin I picked up. 

	“I don’t like doors here,” I told Paige under my breath.

	She laughed. “Why?” 

	“Tell you later,” I said. “When you’re telling me about—”

	She laughed again, louder that time. “Don’t say it!” 

	“Sorry,” I mumbled, looking around the space and wondering again by her laugh if sex wasn’t as bad a thing as I’d been thinking earlier. And then I saw what I needed. Restrooms. “Oh, thank god.”

	“I’ll get it,” Paige told me when we’d reached the door. 

	I almost had to stop myself from running over to it. Indeed, she did get the door for me. I appreciated that. Immensely. What I saw when it opened was a very strange sight indeed. There were . . . metal things in it, and she followed me into the room, which was also strange.

	Once we’d stepped inside, Paige bent over and looked. “No one in here. Luckily.” She pointed. “These are stalls. There are toilets in each. You lock yourself in with a little latch you’ll find on the door, do what you need to, come out by unlocking it, and then you wash your hands here.” She pointed at a set of two sinks. “If you don’t see a latch, go to a different one. If the latch is broken, go to a different one.”

	I walked down the row of stalls, wondering which would be best. Nothing in the space looked very . . . clean. When I decided that all of them were likely as unclean as the next, I went into the first one after it struck me. I had a bit of trouble figuring out the latch, but after I managed it, I was glad I hadn’t asked Paige to help. It seemed very simple. After the fact. Sort of like angles in Ballistics after getting a different instructor.

	Upon pulling down, I realized that the denim of the shorts had dug into my skin below my navel, leaving an almost itchy red line. I didn’t like it. But that was better than all the remnants of skin on the toilet seat. I hated toilet seats. Except for my own.

	“This is disgusting,” I said, right before I heard the main restroom door open and someone else walk inside. Some random, unknown person.

	It took me a while to do my business regardless of how badly I needed to, as I was not accustomed to using the bathroom so near to other people. I couldn’t believe it was considered a communal space. I could feel my eyes wanting to change themselves due to the skin, so I closed them and tried to pretend I was in the bathroom attached to my room. That was what I always did when I had to use another and deal with what I was currently dealing with, but at least those had all been intended for one person at a time. I supposed I did have performance anxiety.

	After I had finished up—which took much longer than was probably acceptable—I vacated the small stall and went to where Paige was already waiting for me near the sinks. 

	“Where’s your purse?” she asked.

	“In the vehicle.” I’d forgotten all about it which was likely due, at least in part, to my preoccupation with the leaf. It was mostly due to the fact that I wasn’t used to carrying it and could find no reason to do as much. Nothing in there was mine, and I had a difficult time trying to justify carrying it around for no reason.

	“You have to remember it,” she whispered. “Someone can steal it.”

	“Sorry,” I grumbled. Did people really take other people’s things, or what was certainly not theirs regardless? Why would anyone do that? They weren’t supposed to. Would they not get in trouble for that?

	Once I’d finished washing my hands, several times that still didn’t seem good enough, I waited for the random woman to wash hers and leave before grabbing some paper towels, wetting them, and wiping off the backs of my legs.

	“Are you afraid of germs?” Paige asked, watching me. “What you’re doing right now is one thing, but you pretty much scalded your hands. Four times.”

	“Germs are fine,” I barely said. “I don’t like skin.”

	“Can you like . . .” She trailed off for a moment, still watching. “Never mind. I’ll ask you later.”

	Seb and the two boys were walking around the inside of the building together when Paige and I left the bathroom. Seb had a white bag in the crook of his arm, which made Paige laugh for some reason. More like giggle than laugh. He extended it in the air toward me when I got close.

	I took it, saying, “Sorry,” for what felt like the millionth time today.

	Something to my right caught my eye—a young man, possibly around my age or so, wearing a strange thing on his head. 

	“What is that?” I whispered extremely quietly to Paige. I doubted anyone but our company could hear me.

	“Cowboy hat,” she whispered back.

	I kept looking at him, just curious about it and why he was wearing it on his head. He looked over at me like he knew I was looking at him, looked away, looked back at me. And he smiled.

	“Hi,” he said.

	I opened my mouth, trying to figure out what to do. But he’d spoken to me, so it would be normal, I thought, to speak back to him. 

	“Hello,” I said back. “I like your . . . cowboy hat.”

	He looked back at the aisle of unknown things in front of him and behind me, still smiling. “Do you?”

	“Yes,” I answered. I’d just told him I did, so I didn’t know why he felt the need to ask me. That was weird, but I was glad I’d said the right thing. Used the right word if not said the right thing. I looked down at him, seeing him also wearing denim, but it fit him much differently than Garret and Brent’s fitted them. It was . . . tighter. I wondered what the point of it was. It was already uncomfortable enough.

	Seb in his denim didn’t count. It looked too different for comparisons.

	The random male must’ve seen me doing what I was doing because he asked, “Do you like my pants too?”

	He talked kind of funny. I liked that as well. It was different.

	I smiled until something touched my left hand. Then I jumped, just a little. When I looked, I saw Seb standing there nonchalantly with his left arm full of unknown things and his right hand . . . 

	What was he doing? Holding my hand with his hand? Why? Was that all right?

	I didn’t see how it could possibly be all right. I didn’t require assistance with anything. Why wasn’t he letting go?

	I glanced at the young man in the cowboy hat, who glanced at me, up at Seb, then pursed his lips and looked forward. He grabbed something directly in front of him and walked away. What had he been waiting for if what he’d been looking for was right in front of his face? Surely he hadn’t missed it.

	I would’ve asked Seb what he was doing, but he was acting so strangely that I just attributed whatever he was doing to something normal that I clearly didn’t know about. So I went along with what he was doing despite the confusion and worrying about how much and what sort of trouble I could get in for it. I let him pull me away by my hand in the direction of a counter, behind the young man in the cowboy hat. I really did like the hat, and I really did like his pants for some reason.

	Especially from the back.

	No. I realized I didn’t like the pants from the back.

	I supposed I must’ve been staring and that staring was an inappropriate thing to do because Seb shook my hand in his a little, which made me look up at him. I assumed if he wanted me to drop his hand, he would’ve dropped mine. So I stopped staring at the pants in front of me and watched a young man and woman entering the building together. They were also attached at the hands, for some reason. She had one hand in his and the other hand on his arm that was holding her hand.

	I looked far up at Seb’s face, watching him watch the two of them walk inside. He looked down at me. I smiled, his eyes narrowed, and I put my right hand on his right arm like the female was doing to the person she was walking in with.

	Holy sh–

	My thoughts were interrupted by Paige laughing quietly behind me. I glanced over my shoulder at her, smiling hugely at getting to do what I’d asked to do earlier that he’d told me I wouldn’t. When I looked back up at Seb, he was smiling a little, shaking his head like he so often seemed to. I thought, possibly, that the smile was forced, but I didn’t really care. People’s faces always looked nicer when they were smiling, and it seemed Gens were no exception. A little nicer wouldn’t hurt them any, when you had to be around them. I wouldn’t have thought as much before I’d seen it.

	He glanced down at me to say, “Both eyes.” 

	My smile grew a little wider.

	The young man in the cowboy hat looked back at me for the briefest moment before taking what he’d picked up from the shelf off the counter and leaving the store. He stuck an unknown, round thing in his back pocket, for some reason. I had no idea what it was, but . . . I didn’t know what most of the things inside the space were. We were next, though I didn’t really know for what.

	Seb finally dropped my hand, putting all the things in his left arm onto the counter neatly. I watched that, and I watched the female behind the counter scanning the items and looking at Seb between scans. It was . . . interesting, the way she was looking at him. She met gazes with me a few times, but she kept looking back to him.

	It was only when Seb’s arm wrapped around me that she took one last hard look and finished what she was doing with the scanning.

	Strange.

	It was so strange, both the physical contact and the reactions to it. His hand rubbed on my right arm for a moment before he removed it entirely, reached into his back pocket and pulled the . . . wallet from it. I watched as he opened it, removed a plastic thing from the inside and handed it to the female. She did something with it and a machine spit out a piece of paper that he wrote something on with . . . something.

	When she handed him the bags of things he’d put down on the counter, he took them with his left hand and grabbed my left with his right again. I spared one last look for the female behind the counter who watched us for a moment before tending to the next person waiting to be tended to.

	I would’ve thought it would be more difficult to keep up with a Gen walking, but it really wasn’t. I supposed he was walking slowly due to being attached at the hands to me. He released my hand when we got near the vehicle, opened the door for me without a word, and then walked to his own side.

	Strange. Obviously I’d figured out the door and could’ve gotten it on my own. 

	It was only when we were all inside the vehicle, with our seatbelts on and my leaf returned to my hand, that Seb said, “There was your first social lesson.”

	“That people hold hands?” Garret asked. “What’s the purpose of that?”

	“People enjoy touching each other,” Seb said, starting the car and pulling away. “I know they teach you that physical contact and closeness is wrong, but it’s not out here. People touch other people all the time.”

	“For what reason?” Brent asked. 

	“Because they enjoy it,” Seb replied. “And because it can be like . . . staking a claim. Did you notice the reactions?”

	Brent said, “The guy with the weird thing on his head stopped talking to Jaycee.” 

	“And the girl behind the counter?” Seb asked. “Did anyone notice?”

	“I did,” I said quietly.

	“Anyone other than you,” Seb said.

	Why did I not count?

	“I couldn’t see through you,” Garret told him. “You’re like . . . a wall.”

	“She stopped looking at Sebastian,” Paige said. “She stopped looking at him just like the guy in the cowboy hat stopped talking to and looking so much at Jaycee.”

	Garret asked, “What’s a cowboy hat?” 

	“But . . . why?” Brent asked. Nobody answered Garret’s question. “What does looking have anything to do with anything, and what does two people touching each other mean?”

	“It’s the equivalent of verbally telling someone to back off,” Paige said. “It’s like looking into someone’s eyes and saying, I own this person, you have no chance. We’ve been doing it since the dawn of mankind.”

	“No chance for what?” Brent asked in confusion. 

	Doing it since the dawn of mankind. How strange.

	“What people want from people of the opposite sex,” Seb answered.

	“I didn’t say it this time!” Garret nearly shouted. “Maybe we should get pissed off at you for bringing it up again.”

	Paige sighed. “Sex the action and sex as in people are two totally different things. To males, females are the opposite sex. To females, males are the opposite sex. Gender. The action is something completely different.”

	“But related,” I said quietly. Would it have to be?

	“Something like that,” Paige said.

	I was staring at the side of Seb’s face when I said, “So you basically told that person that you . . . owned me, and he understood?” Could all people understand silent queues? Was it that ingrained into people, because they’d been doing it since the dawn of mankind? Or was it something you were taught out here?

	“And he told the girl behind the counter that you owned him when he put his arm around you,” Paige offered from behind me.

	“Just to teach a relatively easy lesson.” It wasn’t long after that at all when the vehicle stopped moving again and Seb said, “Arms.” 

	All right arms went out to him.

	I asked, “Why did you do that? Just to teach us the lesson?”

	Seb didn’t respond to that. 

	Paige said, “I’m guessing that’s an explanation for choosing which half of siblings to put yourself into when the other would’ve made more sense. Physically. Am I right?”

	Seb sighed.

	“Can I see what it’s like?” Brent asked. “Holding hands. I just want to see if it’s as enjoyable as you all said it could be for people.”

	“You want to hold my hand?” Paige asked him.

	“Yeah, but . . .” He didn’t say anything else.

	“But what?”

	“Will we get in trouble?”

	Everyone looked to Seb.

	His brow furrowed as he glanced around. “What sort of trouble are you worried about getting into for holding hands?”

	None of us said anything.

	He focused in on me. “Why didn’t you pull yours away if you thought it was something you might get in trouble for?”

	I said, “Because you took my hand, so I thought it was all right. Adapting to a situation I was put in.”

	A few seconds passed before he asked, “What’s with wanting to touch my arm?”

	I shrugged. “It’s interesting.”

	“My arms.”

	I nodded even though I wasn’t entirely sure it had been a question.

	A few more seconds passed before he said, “No, you won’t get in trouble for holding hands. I’ll inform you if that changes, but people hold hands.”

	Garret said, “Well, I want to do it too.”

	I looked behind me for a moment, seeing Paige extending her hands to the two boys, who took them willingly. As Seb was clicking my com back in place and I was watching the three of them, I thought about it. I’d always been owned by many people. Being owned in the way they were talking about it now didn’t seem so bad in comparison to the way I actually was owned. It didn’t seem like it, at least. Holding hands was definitely more pleasant.

	I met gazes with Seb and felt my mouth moving though I hadn’t given it permission to. “I liked touching your arm.”

	He blinked at me a few times in what seemed to be confusion. “Why is that?”

	I didn’t have an immediate answer and the longer I waited to respond, the more his eyebrows furrowed downward. 

	“Probably because her body wasn’t tempted to change into you,” Paige said from behind me. “She doesn’t like skin. I’m guessing that’s why. She must be in some way able to read some amount of genetic structure with contact. I’m thinking it’s highly unpleasant for her and that men’s genetic structure must not bother her due to an incompatibility with her ability.”

	Seb raised an eyebrow at me. “Is that it?”

	I looked in front of myself, frowning, and very quietly said, “Something like that.”

	“Is that it, or is that not it?” Seb pressed.

	“I don’t know,” I admitted.

	I didn’t know if Paige was trying to save me or just couldn’t help herself when she said, “I like holding hands. There’s something about the heat of it. This really might not be so bad after all.”

	I looked over at Seb, finding him with both hands over his face. 

	“Both the females,” he said under his breath. “I should’ve known.”

	“What does that mean?” Garret asked.

	“It’s unfortunate, but you just might figure that out along the way.” Seb removed his hands from his face and the car started moving again shortly after.

	I had to agree with Paige. It was partially the skin thing she’d mentioned, but . . . there really was something about the heat of it. Or just the feel of it. I didn’t know, but I found it very interesting, touching people on their skin without having to.

	 


Chapter 07

	Something

	 

	 

	“Stop the car!” I almost shouted quite a bit later.

	Seb sighed. “Give me a minute to find somewhere suitable.”

	“I don’t care about suitable!” I exclaimed. “Stop the car!”

	“It’s an SUV,” Paige said again.

	I didn’t even care. Not what it was or that Paige wanted to correct me and had apparently given up on it with Seb, which meant she actually could and would let things go. I did not care at all. About any of it.

	“Don’t act like an idiot on the side of the interstate,” Seb warned me as the vehicle slowed then stopped. “This isn’t like where we stopped before.”

	I was fumbling around with the seatbelt buckle when he grabbed my right arm and unlatched the com.

	“Don’t you want to see this?” I asked Paige in disbelief while Seb had me still enough to remove the metal from my wrist. Would she seriously rather . . .

	Her eyes were wide and slightly glazed, like she’d been sleeping. I supposed she’d forgotten to put her sunglasses back on. Me shouting must’ve woken her, and even while incoherent, she could still correct someone when they were wrong. I believed she hadn’t known what she was doing or why it hadn’t mattered. Didn’t matter.

	“Oh my god.” She sort of breathed the words, and I could tell . . .

	She knew it didn’t matter.

	“What is it?” Brent leaned over Paige to see out the windshield. His eyes widened. “What is it?” 

	“A sunset,” Paige answered. “Wake up, Garret!” She smacked him on the leg.

	“Huh?” came from immediately behind me. 

	Seb sighed again. 

	“What is that?” Garret asked.

	“A sunset,” Brent replied.

	“Arms,” Seb said.

	“Do people look at this?” I asked Seb while he was unlocking everyone’s coms. “For fun?”

	“Sometimes.” 

	I opened the door, thinking his answer made us getting out of the vehicle feasible enough. Staying in would’ve—

	“Don’t get hit by a car!” Seb warned as I was stepping out, which halted me.

	Garret was out almost as quickly as I was, and he grabbed my right hand almost immediately, like it was a normal thing to do and was completely all right. Maybe it was.

	“Wow,” he breathed. 

	I smiled hugely at him and we met gazes for an instant, him smiling back at me. For just that brief instant . . . it did feel normal and all right. It felt . . . nice, like we were experiencing this together rather than near one another. Strange.

	“Oh, more hand-holding,” Paige said excitedly, grabbing Garret’s right hand. 

	Seb and Brent were last. Seb came and stood relatively close to me, leaning the back part of him against the front side of the vehicle. I looked down the row of us at Brent, who had taken Paige’s right hand in his.

	I extended my left to Seb, who did nothing more than stare at it. 

	He did say, “The lesson was over a couple hours ago.”

	“You’re stuck with us for however long,” I told him quietly, still unable to stop the smile on my face. “Be normal with us for the first time.” I didn’t really care if he rejected, but I said, “Please,” regardless, hoping it would break something.

	Seb shook his head and extended his right hand toward me. I took it in what felt like a greedy sort of way, and then looked at the sky in the direction the front of the vehicle was pointing, hearing all the cars passing so close by us, whooshing. 

	Seb said, “We’re not going to get there at two if we stay here long.”

	“How can you say that like it actually matters?” I asked him in disbelief, without looking.

	It took Seb a little while to say, “I guess it doesn’t.”

	“So beautiful,” I heard Paige whisper. 

	I just smiled, feeling bits of wetness rolling down my face—tickling it—while the sky burned in front of me. In my peripherals, Seb periodically watched the sky, watched the line of us, and watched over his shoulders. But he did look at the sky.
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	I didn’t know how much time had passed before Seb said, “It’s over.”

	“It’s not,” Brent said. “There’s still a bit of it left.” 

	He was right. There was still some sunset left.

	“You’re going to see more of them,” Seb said. “Let’s go.” 

	Something inside my chest felt like it was ripping apart, both at his words and the growing darkness, the fading lights. All the color disappearing. All the brightness disappearing.

	Both hands released mine and I knew everyone was getting back into the vehicle. It felt like no time at all had passed between the hand-releasing, everyone leaving me, and Seb saying, “Jaycee. There’ll be better ones than that, as hard as that may be to believe.”

	I was conscious of my eyes spilling liquid now, but it felt so different than all the other times today somehow. 

	I looked to my left and shook my head at him. “Why can’t we see this? What would it hurt to let us see?”

	I wasn’t talking about him telling us to get in the car. I was talking about all the eighteen years of my life not being able to see anything. There was so much out here. It was so interesting, so beautiful.

	Seb shook his head back at me. “I don’t know.” He moved and opened the door. “Get in the car.”

	I did as I was told.

	Once secured by the seatbelt, I stared out the windshield at the growing darkness, still feeling wetness rolling down my face. When Seb got back in, I watched him unlock something between the two seats and pull out the five coms. I was tempted—just for a moment—to grab them from his hands and throw them out the window. If they were run over and smashed by the vehicle . . . they couldn’t hear what we said, and they wouldn’t know what we were doing. 

	But I couldn’t drive over them, and Seb certainly wouldn’t. I’d surely be replaced in an instant, and if I couldn’t be out . . .

	It had taken me fourteen years to realize that, not only could the coms send us messages and monitor our wellbeing, but they heard every single word we said. After Kelsey had told me something about normal people once, I’d said, “I hate them for what they did to us.” 

	My com had buzzed me immediately with the word, OFFICE. I’d been chastised by the headmaster for quite a long time that day.

	It had only reinforced how I felt.

	I stared at the arms extended toward Seb and me as the coms were being reattached. When Seb only had two remaining in his left hand, he extended the right to me. I felt my nose twitch a little when I gave him my right. And I could only just see it, engraved onto the bottom of the com. 
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	I turned my head away when Seb was reattaching it to me. Staring out the window was so much better than watching that happen. And I felt my face tickling. What had he called it? Crying. 

	I cried. I cried after the car started back up and we began moving again. I kept crying until my nose also began spilling something from it. I just wiped it on my hands, not knowing or caring what it was.
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	Snacks were consumed. That was what Seb had called the items he’d picked up at the gas station. Snacks from the gas station. Most things were ridiculously unpleasant and nearly everything I tried left horrid tastes in my mouth, but Seb ate a lot as he drove. And ate. And ate.

	Seb handed me a small stick of something called gum. It was very sticky and I swallowed it shortly after, which he thought was funny. Apparently you were supposed to chew and not swallow it. For how long . . . I was unsure. I was also unsure if you were supposed to eventually swallow it, after some unknown amount of time. If not, I had no idea what could and should be done with it or what purpose it served past tasting somewhat pleasant and keeping one occupied. It tasted better than most of the snacks, though. For sure. Garret and Paige seemed to agree with me, but Brent had eaten most a container of something called potato chips until his com had buzzed him.

	“It says I’m past my caloric intake,” Brent said unhappily. “I don’t know why, but I want more of them.”

	“Then eat more of them,” Paige said nonchalantly. “It’s just a warning.” 

	So Brent ate the entire bag of potato chips, periodically saying things under his breath between bites about how they were so good. I disagreed.

	I started yawning shortly after the sun went down. We always went to sleep at 21:00 on the dot, every night. Well, lights went out then and we sort of had no choice. Maybe the ones who could see in the dark, but computers wouldn’t turn on and doors wouldn’t open so there was really nothing to do but sleep.

	“You should sleep,” Seb said. “All of you.”

	I didn’t want to miss anything so I said, “I’m fine.”

	“Me too,” I heard several times from behind me.

	I remembered to put my leaf down and take my purse into the next gas station with me, and then after, I stood with the four of them while Seb was paying for more snacks. He didn’t hold my hand again. It was while we were in the car before continuing on our way and he was going through new snacks to see if we may like those when I began digging through the purse for the first time. The two boys and Paige were walking around in the parking lot to stretch their legs.

	I pulled out a very small wrapping of something, took the plastic off it and found . . . more plastic, with some sort of . . . cotton, possibly.

	My brow furrowed as I looked from the object in my hand to Seb’s face. “What is this?” 

	He coughed, took it from my hand, and shoved it all back into the purse. “A tampon.”

	“What is that?” I shook my head. “I’ve never heard of it. It doesn’t look like it would do anything.” Maybe . . . “Is it for bullet wounds?”

	His expression was possibly more uncomfortable than it had been earlier when talking about sex-the-action when he said, “Most females need them.”

	“For what reason?” It couldn’t be for bullet wounds if only females needed them, but it seemed like it might help with that. Temporarily. Possibly.

	“Paige will tell you later,” he told me. “If you ask her.”

	“Does this have something to do with sex?” I asked. “I mean—”

	“All I’m going to tell you is that the reason you don’t need them also has something to do with the medicine they give you,” he said, interrupting me. “So, in that way, yes I suppose you could say it’s like sex. Only in that way, though. Well, that and . . . reproduction, so they’re related.”

	“We’re not normal at all, are we?” I whispered.

	He smiled stiffly—apologetically—at me, and I could tell it was forced. “We can’t be. Well, we could be close enough, but . . .”

	“Medicine.” I nodded.

	“Yeah.” He patted the purse in my lap several times. “Best to keep that in there. You might be embarrassed about it once you figure out what it is. Don’t want to go throwing it around in front of the guys. Or you might, I wouldn’t know. Try this.” He handed me a bag of something called popcorn.
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