
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


The Human Harvest

by

Shari Malin-Sifuentes

Front Matter



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]



​1: The City of Glass and Shadow
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The city of Veridia rose from the scarred earth like a defiant monument to human ambition. Gleaming chrome and obsidian towers scraped the bruised sky, their multifaceted surfaces reflecting the harsh, artificial light of a sun that rarely broke through the perpetual haze. These colossal structures, monuments to wealth and power, cast long, skeletal shadows that stretched and distorted over the lower sectors, the impoverished districts where the city's true foundations lay. It was a city of stark contrasts, of breathtaking, cold beauty juxtaposed against the gnawing, ever-present reality of desperation.

Within one of these soaring spires, nestled on a level that offered an uninterrupted panorama of this gleaming metropolis, Summer’s apartment existed. It was a space of sterile perfection, all clean lines, polished surfaces, and minimalist design. White walls, devoid of any personal touch, reflected the cool, filtered light, creating an atmosphere that was more akin to a high-end medical facility than a home. The furniture was functional, expensive, and utterly impersonal. Floor-to-ceiling windows, offering a breathtaking, if unsettling, view of the cityscape, served not as portals to the world, but as shimmering walls of her own meticulously crafted confinement. This was her gilded cage, a luxurious prison that symbolized her family's wealth and status, a testament to their deep entanglement with the very system she privately abhorred.

––––––––
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THE PROSPERITY OF VERIDIA, the very engine that drove its ceaseless expansion and fueled its dazzling displays of advanced technology, was built upon a foundation of profound exploitation. The ‘Bene’ system, a clandestine and morally bankrupt enterprise, was the city’s dark heart, its unseen lifeblood. It was a system that commodified human existence, reducing individuals to mere biological resources, interchangeable parts for the insatiable machine of Veridian society. And Summer, living in this sterile sanctuary, was a product of that same system, albeit on the other side of the equation. Her life, a tapestry woven with privilege, was nevertheless intricately bound to the suffering of others, a truth that gnawed at her soul with an ever-increasing intensity.

––––––––
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THE CONTRAST BETWEEN the opulent upper echelons and the shadowed underbelly was not merely architectural; it was a chasm that defined Veridian society. Up here, in the rarefied air of the upper levels, life was a carefully curated existence. Concerns revolved around social standing, aesthetic perfection, and the subtle nuances of power dynamics. Down below, in the smog-choked streets and cramped hab-blocks, life was a brutal, daily struggle for survival, a constant battle against scarcity, disease, and the omnipresent shadow of BeneCorp. The gleaming towers, reflecting a distorted image of progress, served as a constant, mocking reminder of the vast inequality that underpinned their very existence.

––––––––

[image: ]


SUMMER OFTEN FOUND herself at the window, gazing out at the city that was both her home and her prison. The intricate network of sky-bridges, the silent hum of aerial transport, the rhythmic pulse of the city’s unseen machinery – it was a symphony of advanced civilization, a testament to what humanity could achieve. But beneath the veneer of progress, she saw the cracks, the fissures that revealed the rot at its core. She saw the relentless march of development, the insatiable demand for resources, and she knew, with a certainty that chilled her to the bone, that this progress was paid for by the silent, unseen sacrifices of those deemed less than human.

––––––––
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HER APARTMENT, WITH its pristine surfaces and controlled climate, was designed for ultimate comfort and efficiency, yet it felt suffocatingly empty. Every object, every piece of furniture, was a statement of wealth, a deliberate exclusion of the messiness and imperfection of real life. There were no personal photographs, no inherited trinkets, no signs of the organic chaos that characterized genuine human habitation. It was a space designed to be admired, not lived in, a testament to a life lived under constant, invisible surveillance, where even personal space was curated and controlled. She longed for a misplaced book, a forgotten cup, anything that spoke of a life lived imperfectly, a life that felt truly her own.

––––––––
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THE ‘BENE’ SYSTEM WAS more than just a source of labor or biological material; it was the linchpin of Veridian society, the hidden engine that powered its every function. From the bio-engineered crops that sustained its population to the specialized organs that prolonged the lives of its elite, the city owed its existence to the systematic exploitation of a segment of its population. BeneCorp, the monolithic entity that controlled every facet of the ‘Bene’ operation, was both revered and feared, its influence pervasive, its reach absolute. The corporation’s propaganda painted a picture of benevolent stewardship, of ensuring that every life, regardless of its origin, served a purpose. But Summer saw through the carefully constructed facade, recognizing the chilling reality of involuntary servitude and the dehumanization inherent in their practices.

––––––––
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SHE FELT LIKE AN ALIEN within her own opulent surroundings. While others in her social circle spoke of the ‘Bene’ with a detached pragmatism, as one might discuss the weather or the latest market trends, Summer felt a visceral reaction to the very concept. The idea that a human being, with thoughts, feelings, and a history, could be reduced to a mere resource, a biological commodity to be harvested or utilized at the whim of others, was anathema to her. It was a violation of everything she understood about human dignity, about inherent worth.

––––––––
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THE TOWERING STRUCTURES that dominated the Veridian skyline, while undeniably beautiful in their stark, geometric precision, also served as a constant, oppressive reminder of the vast social stratification. The higher one lived, the cleaner the air, the more abundant the light, the further removed one was from the gritty reality of the city’s underbelly. Summer’s apartment, perched on one of the highest levels, offered a god-like view of the sprawling metropolis, but it also emphasized her own isolation, her detachment from the very people whose lives were inextricably linked to her own comfort and survival. The glass and chrome, meant to signify progress and advancement, instead reflected her own imprisonment, a shimmering barrier between her and the world she longed to understand and, perhaps, to change.

––––––––
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THIS STARK DIVISION was a deliberate product of BeneCorp’s design. By segregating the populace and controlling the flow of information, they maintained a rigid hierarchy, ensuring that the privileged remained blissfully ignorant of the true cost of their comfortable lives. The vast wealth generated by the ‘Bene’ system was channeled upwards, a perpetual tide of resources flowing from the exploited to the exploiters. Summer, a product of this system, was both a beneficiary and a victim, caught in a web of inherited privilege and ingrained societal norms. Her struggle was not just against the system, but against the very environment that had shaped her, against the ingrained assumptions and privileges that had become as much a part of her as the air she breathed.

––––––––
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THE CITY'S RELENTLESS pursuit of progress, its constant expansion and technological innovation, was fueled by an almost religious fervor for efficiency and growth. But this progress was inherently unsustainable, built upon a foundation of human exploitation that could not endure indefinitely. The gleaming facade of Veridia, while impressive, was fragile, its foundations riddled with the moral compromises that sustained it. Summer, with her youthful idealism and her burgeoning sense of justice, felt the weight of this inherent fragility, the palpable sense that this glittering edifice was destined for a fall, a consequence of its own inherent cruelty.

––––––––
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HER DAYS WERE A CAREFULLY structured routine, designed to maintain the illusion of a normal, privileged life. Yet, beneath the surface of polite conversation and curated social engagements, a deep disquiet churned within her. The beauty of the city, the architectural marvels, the advanced technology – it all seemed hollow, tainted by the unseen suffering that made it all possible. She would find herself staring at the city lights, not with wonder, but with a profound sense of unease, a feeling that each flickering beacon was a silent testament to a life extinguished, a dignity violated. The sheer scale of the exploitation, the systematic dehumanization, was overwhelming, and she felt a growing sense of helplessness, a chilling realization of her own complicity in perpetuating such a system.

––––––––
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THE STERILE PERFECTION of her apartment mirrored the sanitized narrative that BeneCorp presented to the public. It was a carefully constructed reality, devoid of the messy, uncomfortable truths that would challenge the established order. There were no reminders of the source of their resources, no acknowledgment of the human cost. It was a world built on selective amnesia, where convenience and comfort were paramount, and the suffering of others was conveniently overlooked. Summer, however, found herself increasingly unable to maintain this manufactured ignorance. The stark contrast between her own privileged existence and the implied plight of the ‘Bene’ was a constant irritant, a moral dissonance that grew more pronounced with each passing day. She felt a profound disconnect from the world her family inhabited, a growing alienation from the values that seemed to guide their lives, a life that was so utterly devoid of genuine empathy and compassion.

––––––––
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THE TOWERING STRUCTURES that defined Veridia’s skyline were not merely buildings; they were also symbols of a deeply entrenched social hierarchy. The higher one resided, the greater their privilege, the more insulated they were from the harsh realities that afflicted the lower sectors. Summer’s apartment, situated on one of the city’s uppermost levels, offered a panoramic, almost god-like perspective of the sprawling metropolis below. Yet, this elevated vantage point also served to underscore her own isolation. The vast expanse of glass that separated her from the cityscape became a tangible representation of the chasm that divided her from the majority of Veridia’s population, a chasm carved by wealth, power, and the systematic dehumanization of others.

––––––––
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THE CITY’S RELENTLESS pace of development, its ceaseless drive for innovation and expansion, was a constant hum beneath the surface of daily life. This progress, however, was built upon a foundation of human exploitation, a moral compromise that Summer found increasingly difficult to reconcile with her own sense of justice. The gleaming chrome towers, the intricate network of sky-bridges, the silent hum of aerial transport – all were testaments to Veridia’s advanced civilization, but also stark reminders of the unseen sacrifices that fueled its relentless march forward. The very air she breathed, filtered and purified within her sterile apartment, seemed to carry the faint, metallic scent of injustice.

––––––––
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HER FAMILY, PILLARS of Veridian society, were deeply entrenched within the system that she found so abhorrent. Their wealth, their social standing, their very way of life, were inextricably linked to the continued operation of BeneCorp and the ‘Bene’ system. This made her internal conflict all the more acute. It was not merely a philosophical disagreement with a distant, abstract entity; it was a battle against the very foundations of her own existence, against the people she was supposed to love and respect. The gleaming metropolis, with its seductive allure of progress and prosperity, was, for Summer, a beautiful, intricate trap, a gilded cage that held her captive, its bars forged from the very fabric of Veridian society and the moral compromises that sustained it. The shadows cast by the towering structures were not merely optical phenomena; they were metaphors for the hidden darkness that permeated the city, a darkness that Summer was only beginning to truly comprehend.

Orlando strode through the polished halls of his corporate aerie, each step a deliberate, measured cadence on the shimmering durasteel floors. The panorama of Veridia, a sprawling tapestry of chrome and shadow, stretched before him, an intoxicating testament to human ingenuity and, more importantly, to his own hard-won position within its intricate, unforgiving machinery. He was a man sculpted by the city, his edges sharpened by its relentless demands, his vision honed by the stark realities of its power structures. Unlike Summer, whose youthful idealism still clung to her like a phantom limb, Orlando had long ago shed such delicate burdens. He understood Veridia not as a place of abstract ideals, but as a brutal ecosystem where survival hinged on a keen, unyielding pragmatism.

His office, a sanctuary of cool, muted tones and meticulously organized data streams, was a stark contrast to the chaotic vibrancy he often saw – and sometimes, reluctantly, felt – emanating from the city’s lower strata. Here, the air was always clean, the lighting precisely calibrated, the silence broken only by the soft hum of advanced computational systems. It was a domain of calculated control, a reflection of Orlando’s own approach to life. He had learned early that sentimentality was a luxury Veridia could not afford, least of all from its leaders. The ‘Bene’ system, the very engine of their prosperity, was, in his eyes, less a moral quandary and more a complex, indispensable tool.

––––––––
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HE RAN A HAND OVER the smooth, cool surface of his desk, a piece of sculpted obsidian sourced from a newly annexed sector, its acquisition a testament to BeneCorp’s insatiable reach. Summer’s latest protestations, her impassioned pleas for a radical overhaul of the ‘Bene’ system, echoed in his mind – the naive certainty of her pronouncements a familiar, almost wearying refrain. He loved his daughter, of course. He saw in her the fire that had once burned within him, a raw, untamed desire to make a difference. But that fire, unchecked by the hard lessons of experience, was more likely to consume than to illuminate.

––––––––
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“SUMMER BELIEVES WE can simply dismantle it,” he mused aloud, the words a low rumble in the quiet space. His executive assistant, a discreet AI programmed for optimal efficiency and minimal personal interaction, merely offered a non-committal acknowledgment. Orlando often spoke to himself, a habit cultivated over years of solitary decision-making. It was not a sign of weakness, but a method of processing, of distilling complex arguments into their essential components.

––––––––
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THE ‘BENE’ SYSTEM. The very phrase had become a euphemism, a sterile label for a process that was, at its heart, a form of managed human resource allocation. He didn’t delude himself into thinking it was anything less. He knew the stories, the whispered accounts of the ‘Bene’ origins, the ethical compromises made in the name of survival during Veridia’s nascent, desperate years. But those were historical footnotes, irrelevant to the present. What mattered was function, sustainability, and the continued prosperity of the city – and by extension, of his family.

––––––––
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“THEY CALL IT EXPLOITATION,” he continued, turning his gaze back to the cityscape, to the distant glow of the lower sectors, where the majority of the ‘Bene’ population resided. “And perhaps, by some abstract, idealistic standard, it is.” He paused, searching for the right analogy, the one that would capture the essence of his perspective for himself, if not for Summer. “But what is a society if not a complex organism, constantly seeking equilibrium? The ‘Bene’ provide a crucial function. They absorb the strain, they provide the necessary biological substrate upon which the rest of us build. Without them, Veridia would crumble.”

––––––––
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HE RECALLED A PARTICULAR negotiation, years ago, when a rival corporation had attempted to leverage the burgeoning public sentiment against the ‘Bene’ system to destabilize BeneCorp. The proposals had been framed in humanitarian terms, filled with soaring rhetoric about universal rights and inherent dignity. Orlando had seen through the disingenuous posturing. Their true aim was not liberation, but disruption – a chaotic unraveling that would benefit them immensely. He had countered with his own, far more practical approach: managed integration, phased improvements, and a careful, controlled narrative. BeneCorp had emerged stronger, its control more firmly entrenched. That was the nature of power; it was not wielded through righteous indignation, but through strategic, often ruthless, calculation.

––––––––
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“SUMMER SEES ONLY THE suffering,” he sighed, the sound barely audible. “She doesn’t see the order it imposes. The stability it buys. We are not a utopian commune, Summer. We are a city. A city that needs to feed, to grow, to defend itself. And sometimes, the most effective solutions are the ones that require the fewest compromises to the core structure.”

––––––––
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HIS RELATIONSHIP WITH Summer was a constant tightrope walk. He valued her intellect, her passion. He recognized the danger of complacency, the corrosive effect of unchecked privilege. He had tried, in his own way, to educate her, to impart the hard-won wisdom of his own journey. He had shown her the economic models, the resource allocation charts, the projections that demonstrated, in stark, irrefutable figures, why the ‘Bene’ system, in its current form, was the only viable path forward. He had pointed out the statistical improbability of a smooth transition, the inevitable societal collapse that would follow any attempt at a wholesale dismantling of the existing framework.

––––––––
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BUT SUMMER WAS TOO young, too insulated from the grim realities that had forged his own pragmatic worldview. She lived in a bubble of privilege, her discomfort a theoretical construct rather than an existential threat. She could afford to be idealistic. He, and those who depended on him, could not. His primary responsibility, as he saw it, was the preservation and advancement of his family’s legacy, their security within this unforgiving city. This meant protecting BeneCorp, protecting the system that provided their wealth and status, even if it meant confronting his own daughter’s moral convictions.

––––––––
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HE REMEMBERED THEIR last heated exchange. Summer had presented him with a detailed proposal, a visionary plan for ‘Bene’ rehabilitation and integration, filled with concepts like universal basic sustenance and voluntary contribution. He had listened patiently, his expression unreadable, and then he had laid out the counter-arguments, the logistical nightmares, the economic impossibilities. He had seen the spark of defiance flicker in her eyes, the dawning realization that her father, the man she saw as a pillar of her world, was also its staunchest defender.

––––––––
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“SHE ASKS FOR EMPATHY,” he muttered, tapping a stylus against his desk. “But empathy, in this context, is a luxury we cannot afford to indulge indiscriminately. It’s a dangerous indulgence. It clouds judgment. It leads to suboptimal outcomes.” He pictured the faces of the BeneCorp board members, men and women as hardened and pragmatic as himself, their decisions guided by logic and self-interest, not by abstract notions of fairness. To appeal to their emotions would be futile, even counterproductive.

––––––––
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HIS PRAGMATISM WAS not born of cruelty, but of a profound understanding of systemic necessity. He believed that true progress came not from idealistic upheavals, but from incremental, carefully managed adjustments. The ‘Bene’ system was a flawed construct, undeniably. But it was also a functional one. To dismantle it without a viable, equally robust replacement would be an act of reckless abandon, a betrayal of the very people he was sworn to protect – his family, his employees, the stable strata of Veridian society.

––––––––
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HE REACHED FOR HIS comm unit, activating a secure channel. “Director Thorne,” he said, his voice crisp and authoritative. “I need a full risk assessment on Sector Gamma’s resource allocation. Specifically, the projected impact of a phased reduction in bio-extract quotas by... let’s say, five percent. And I want immediate projections on the ripple effects across all dependent industries.” Thorne was a capable subordinate, his loyalty unquestioned, his own pragmatism a reassuring presence in the often-turbulent currents of corporate politics.

––––––––
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THE YOUNGER GENERATION, Orlando thought, always sought the grand gesture, the revolutionary act. They failed to appreciate the delicate dance of maintenance, the quiet, unglamorous work of keeping a complex system from imploding. He remembered a time when he, too, had yearned for such purity of purpose, for a world where right and wrong were clearly delineated, where action could be taken without the weight of consequence. But Veridia had taught him otherwise. It had taught him that every choice, every action, had a ripple effect, and that the greatest responsibility was to ensure those ripples did not become tidal waves that washed away everything he had worked to build.

––––––––
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HE LOOKED AT A FRAMED photograph on his desk, a rare indulgence. It was of a younger Summer, her face bright with an innocence that Veridia had long since erased from his own. He saw the spark of defiance in her eyes even then, a nascent will to question, to challenge. He had nurtured that spark, believing it would lead her to greatness. Now, he found himself trying to temper its intensity, to guide it towards a more sustainable, less destructive path.

––––––––
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“SUMMER,” HE MURMURED, a genuine note of paternal concern in his voice. “If you only knew the compromises it takes to keep this city breathing. If you only understood the delicate balance we maintain.” His pragmatism was not a shield against morality, but a tool to navigate its treacherous complexities. He believed that a flawed system, managed with intelligence and a clear-eyed understanding of its necessities, was infinitely preferable to the chaos that would surely ensue from its abandonment. His love for his daughter was a constant, but it was a love tempered by the harsh realities of the world they inhabited. He would protect her, yes, but he would also ensure she understood the profound responsibilities that came with their privilege, the unwritten rules that governed survival in the City of Glass and Shadow. He would continue to advocate for the pragmatic path, the path of managed stability, because he believed, with every fiber of his being, that it was the only path that offered any hope for a future, however imperfect.

The polished chrome of her bedroom suite, usually a source of comfort, felt like a gilded cage. Twenty years she had lived within these sterile, climate-controlled walls, twenty years breathing air scrubbed clean of any hint of the grit and struggle that defined the lives of so many others in Veridia. Tomorrow, she would turn twenty-one, a milestone that felt less like a step into adulthood and more like a commitment to a future she increasingly found abhorrent. The ‘Bene’ system, the invisible scaffolding upon which Veridia’s glittering façade was built, was a constant, gnawing presence in her thoughts, a moral cancer she couldn't ignore.

Her father, Orlando, spoke of necessity, of pragmatism, of the delicate balance that kept the city from imploding. He saw her idealism as a dangerous naivety, a luxury afforded by her privileged upbringing. But how could she not be idealistic when faced with the stark reality of the ‘Bene’? They weren't abstract economic units, nor were they merely the ‘biological substrate’ her father so clinically described. They were people. People whose very existence, whose every breath, whose every flicker of hope, was cataloged, managed, and exploited by BeneCorp. The thought turned her stomach, a visceral reaction that no amount of her father's logical arguments could ever quell.

––––––––
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SHE TRACED THE INTRICATE patterns of the cityscape visible through her panoramic window, the towering spires of glass and metal piercing a sky perpetually tinged with the artificial glow of orbital projectors. Below, in the shadowed canyons between the colossal structures, lay the sectors where the ‘Bene’ dwelled. She had seen glimpses, of course. Fleeting, carefully curated images on news feeds, the grim realities of their lives presented as cautionary tales of resource scarcity, of overpopulation, of the unfortunate necessity for strict societal stratification. But she knew, with a certainty that chilled her to the bone, that those images were sanitized, filtered, presented through a lens of propaganda designed to justify the injustice.

––––––––
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SUMMER WALKED OVER to her datapad, its sleek surface cool beneath her fingertips. She had spent weeks poring over encrypted files, fragments of information that had somehow slipped through BeneCorp’s pervasive digital net. Whispers of the ‘Bene’ origins, of the ‘Great Consolidation’ that had supposedly unified Veridia, but which, in her research, appeared more like a systematic subjugation. Stories of individuals who had dared to question, to resist, and the chilling silence that had followed their defiance. Each discovery fueled her outrage, solidifying her conviction that the system was not just flawed, but fundamentally corrupt.

––––––––
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HER FATHER’S WORDS echoed in her mind: 

“Empathy is a luxury we cannot afford to indulge indiscriminately.” But for Summer, empathy was not a luxury; it was a fundamental requirement for being human. How could anyone build a thriving civilization on the systematic dehumanization of a portion of its population? It was a question that burned within her, a question that propelled her into restless nights and days filled with a simmering anger. She felt a growing urgency, a need to do something, anything, to disrupt the status quo.

She remembered the protests she had organized within the limited scope of her university’s simulated governance exercises. Her peers, shielded by their own comfortable realities, had dismissed her fervor as youthful indiscretion, as a lack of understanding of the ‘real world.’ They spoke of efficiency, of progress, of the greater good, all terms that, in their mouths, seemed to have conveniently forgotten the human cost. It was a frustrating, disheartening experience, highlighting the vast chasm between her own moral compass and the prevailing ethos of Veridia.

––––––––
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HER OWN EXISTENCE, she felt, was a testament to the system’s perversity. She lived in opulent comfort, her needs anticipated and met, her education curated to prepare her for a role within BeneCorp’s hierarchy. Yet, she felt like a prisoner, her privilege a gilded chain binding her to complicity. Every meal she ate, every breath of clean air she took, felt tainted by the knowledge of how it was made possible.

––––––––
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HER FATHER’S ASSERTION that she was insulated from the ‘grim realities’ stung, not because it was entirely untrue, but because it implied a chosen ignorance. She 

wanted to understand, to see the full, unvarnished truth, but the city itself was designed to obscure it. The gleaming towers acted as a barrier, the ubiquitous surveillance a constant reminder that any deviation from prescribed behavior would be noted, cataloged, and, if necessary, corrected.

She picked up a small, intricately carved wooden bird from her bedside table, a relic from her brief, illicit foray into the lower sectors months ago. It was crude, unfinished by Veridian standards, but it felt more real, more alive, than any of the holographic sculptures that adorned her suite. She had acquired it from a street vendor, a woman whose eyes held a weariness that went beyond physical exhaustion. The transaction had been swift, furtive, a fleeting moment of connection that had left an indelible mark. The woman hadn’t asked for currency; she had simply held out the bird, her gaze meeting Summer’s with a silent plea for recognition, for acknowledgment of her humanity.

––––––––
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THAT ENCOUNTER HAD solidified Summer’s resolve. Her father’s talk of systemic necessity, of economic engines and resource allocation, felt increasingly hollow, increasingly like a sophisticated lie designed to mask a brutal truth. The ‘Bene’ were not simply a cog in the machine; they were the foundation, and the foundation was being built on a bedrock of suffering.

––––––––

[image: ]


SHE SCROLLED THROUGH a list of potential contacts, individuals she had cautiously identified through back channels, people who, like her, chafed under Veridia’s suffocating control. There was Kaelen, a brilliant but disgraced bio-engineer who had once worked on the very algorithms that governed ‘Bene’ population management. There was Anya, a historian whose research into the city’s early days had been systematically suppressed. They were outliers, rebels in their own quiet ways, but together, perhaps, they could form a nucleus of resistance.

––––––––
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THE RISKS WERE ENORMOUS. BeneCorp’s reach was long, its methods unforgiving. Discovery would mean not just her own downfall, but potentially the exposure and punishment of anyone associated with her. Yet, the alternative, continuing to live as a silent, complicit participant in this exploitative system, was becoming unbearable. Her twenty-first birthday wasn't just a marker of age; it was a deadline for her own conscience. She had to find a way to break free, to act, to reclaim her own sense of integrity, even if it meant sacrificing the comfort and security she had always known.

––––––––
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SHE OPENED A SECURE communication channel, her fingers trembling slightly as she typed out a coded message. 

“The time for observation is over. I am ready to act. Do you still believe change is possible?” The words felt both terrifying and exhilarating. They were a leap into the unknown, a rejection of her father’s pragmatic worldview, and a defiant embrace of a future she would have to build herself, brick by painful brick, from the ruins of the old.

The city outside her window, once a symbol of progress and human achievement, now seemed like a monument to hypocrisy. The gleaming towers, she realized, cast long, deep shadows, and it was within those shadows that the real work, the real struggle for a more just existence, would have to begin. Her idealism, her father might call it a weakness, but she knew, deep down, that it was her greatest strength. It was the unwavering belief that humanity was more than the sum of its economic outputs, that inherent dignity was not a negotiable commodity, and that even in the most oppressive of systems, the seeds of change could still take root. She wouldn’t let Veridia’s polished façade deceive her any longer. She would look for the cracks, and she would pry them open, no matter the cost. The gentle hum of the climate control system, a sound that had always soothed her, now seemed to mock her with its false promise of peace. She turned away from the window, her gaze fixed on the encrypted message waiting to be sent, a tiny flicker of defiance in the heart of the City of Glass and Shadow. The path ahead was uncertain, fraught with peril, but for the first time in a long time, Summer felt a sense of purpose, a clarity of vision that transcended the comfortable illusions of her privileged existence. She was ready to shed the gilded cage and face the shadows, armed with nothing but her conviction and a desperate, unyielding hope.

The morning of her twenty-first birthday dawned not with the gentle, synthesized chime that usually heralded the start of a day in her suite, but with an almost palpable tension that seemed to seep from the very walls. Summer hadn't slept well, her dreams a turbulent landscape of sterile corridors and hollow eyes, a subconscious reflection of the gnawing unease that had settled deep within her bones. Her father, Orlando, had requested her presence in the main atrium precisely at 0700 standard time, a rare summons that carried the weight of unspoken importance. She dressed meticulously, the silk of her robes feeling unusually heavy, the cool, polished surfaces of her chambers offering no solace. The city outside the panoramic windows was a familiar, yet increasingly alien, spectacle of metallic spires and glowing sky-bridges, its grandeur now a constant, silent indictment of the hidden costs.

When she entered the atrium, the space, usually a vast expanse of minimalist design bathed in diffused, warm light, felt different. Orlando stood by the central holographic display, his posture rigid, his usual air of detached authority amplified. Beside him, a figure stood, silent and motionless. It wasn't a piece of sophisticated automated service, nor a new decorative element. It was a man. Or, more accurately, what appeared to be a man.

––––––––
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HE WAS DRESSED IN A simple, unadorned grey tunic, his features unremarkable yet strangely compelling. His hair was a dark, nondescript shade, cut short and neat. His eyes, when they finally lifted to meet Summer’s, were a startlingly clear hazel, holding a depth that made her breath catch. There was no glint of artificiality, no tell-tale luminescence of cybernetic augmentation that marked many of Veridia’s citizens. He looked... ordinary. Terribly, terrifyingly ordinary.

––––––––
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“SUMMER,” ORLANDO’S voice, usually a smooth baritone, was clipped. “Happy birthday. I have a gift for you. A significant one.” He gestured towards the man beside him. “This is Erick.”

––––––––
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THE NAME, SPOKEN SO casually, struck Summer like a physical blow. Erick. A name. A designation. “A gift?” she managed, her voice barely a whisper. The word tasted like ash.

––––––––
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ORLANDO NODDED, HIS gaze unwavering, a carefully constructed mask of paternal pride attempting to conceal the calculated chill beneath. “Indeed. A new addition to your household staff. He’s been... prepared specifically for you. His skills are extensive, his obedience absolute. He will anticipate your needs, cater to your comfort, and ensure your every desire is met.”

––––––––
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SUMMER STARED AT ERICK, and for the first time, the abstract horror of the ‘Bene’ system solidified into a horrifying, tangible reality. This wasn't a piece of technology, not a sophisticated automaton designed to mimic human interaction. This was a human being. A person. And her father was presenting him to her as a 

gift, like a piece of furniture or a rare artifact. The implication was monstrous. Erick was not an employee; he was property. A ‘Bene,’ bred, trained, and delivered to her service. The sheer depravity of it coiled in her stomach, a sickening lurch that threatened to overwhelm her.

“Prepared?” she repeated, the word laced with a revulsion she couldn’t suppress. “What do you mean, prepared?”

––––––––
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ORLANDO’S JAW TIGHTENED almost imperceptibly. “His conditioning is complete. He has undergone all necessary neural recalibrations and behavioral modifications to ensure perfect integration into your life. He is... a blank slate, ready to be shaped by your requirements.” He paused, a slight smile touching his lips. “He will be entirely devoted to you, Summer. A companion, a servant, a confidant, if you wish. His existence will revolve around yours.”

––––––––

[image: ]


SUMMER’S GAZE FLICKERED back to Erick. His expression was carefully neutral, his posture perfectly still. Was he aware? Did he understand the abject nature of his current situation? Or had his conditioning been so thorough that any shred of self-awareness, any flicker of rebellion, had been systematically erased? The thought was even more chilling.

––––––––
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“COMPANION?” THE WORD was a guttural sound. “Father, this is... this is a person. You cannot present a person to me as a... as a 

gift. This is barbaric.”

“Barbaric?” Orlando’s voice was dangerously low. “Summer, this is the epitome of efficiency. This is the system working as intended. Erick represents the culmination of decades of bio-engineering and societal management. He is here to serve, to contribute to the stability and comfort of our society. And he is here for you, to ease your transition into adulthood, to ensure you are never inconvenienced or distressed.”

––––––––
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“INCONVENIENCED?” SUMMER’S voice rose, a fragile thread of fury weaving through her despair. “My ‘inconvenience’ is that I am a beneficiary of a system that reduces human beings to commodities! And now I have one in my own home. This is not easing my transition, Father; this is forcing me to confront the absolute degradation of everything I believe in, right here, in this room.”

––––––––
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ERICK’S HEAD TILTED almost imperceptibly, a minute movement that might have been missed by anyone less attuned to the subtle currents of human interaction. His hazel eyes met hers again, and for a fleeting instant, she thought she saw a flicker of something there—a shadow, perhaps, of understanding, of shared despair, or maybe just a reflection of her own anguish.

––––––––
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ORLANDO STEPPED CLOSER, his voice softening, a tactic that always infuriated her. “Summer, you are young. You have an idealistic view of the world, a view that is frankly, unsustainable. This system, the ‘Bene’ system, is what keeps Veridia functioning. It’s what separates us from chaos, from the squalor that exists beyond our controlled environments. Erick is not a victim; he is a participant. A willing participant, in his own way. His purpose is fulfilled through his service.”

––––––––
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“A WILLING PARTICIPANT?” Summer scoffed, the sound sharp and brittle. “How can he be willing when his very will has been engineered out of him? You speak of skills, of recalibrations. You speak of him as a tool. A tool does not have eyes that hold such... such depth. A tool does not stand there, a silent testament to the profound injustice of our existence.” She turned her back on her father, her gaze fixed on Erick, trying to penetrate the carefully constructed mask he wore. “What is your name?” she asked him directly, her voice low and resonant, ignoring Orlando’s glare.

––––––––
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ERICK’S LIPS PARTED slightly. “Erick,” he replied, his voice a low, pleasant baritone, utterly devoid of inflection.

––––––––
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“JUST ERICK?”

––––––––
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A FRACTIONAL PAUSE. “That is my designation.”

––––––––
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THE FORMAL, IMPERSONAL response sent a fresh wave of revulsion through her. Designation. Not a name given with love, or even casual acceptance, but a label assigned, a tag of ownership. “And where do you come from, Erick?”

––––––––
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ANOTHER PAUSE, LONGER this time. “I... I was created. For service.”

––––––––
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“CREATED,” SUMMER ECHOED. “And what was your life like before you were created for service?”

––––––––
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ORLANDO INTERJECTED, his voice sharp. “Summer, you are crossing a line. Erick’s past is irrelevant. His purpose is the present, and his future is with you.”

––––––––

[image: ]


BUT SUMMER WAS NO LONGER listening to her father. She felt a desperate need to connect with this ‘Bene,’ to see if any spark of true humanity remained beneath the layers of conditioning. “Irrelevant to whom, Father?” she challenged, her voice ringing with a newfound steel. “Irrelevant to you, perhaps. But not to me. Erick, do you remember anything? Anything at all, before... before this?” She gestured vaguely, encompassing his entire being, his present existence.

––––––––
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ERICK’S GAZE REMAINED steady, yet a subtle tension seemed to gather in his shoulders. He remained silent, the silence more eloquent than any words. It was the silence of someone trained to withhold, to deny, to present only what was programmed.

––––––––
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“HE DOES NOT HAVE MEMORIES that deviate from his functional parameters,” Orlando stated, a note of impatience creeping into his tone. “Anything that could compromise his loyalty or his effectiveness has been purged. This is for the best, Summer. For both of you.”

––––––––
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SUMMER FELT A COLD dread creep into her heart. Purged. The word conjured images of obliteration, of the systematic dismantling of a soul. Orlando saw her distress, her barely contained outrage, and misread it as youthful sentimentality, as an inability to grasp the harsh necessities of their world. He believed he was offering her a sophisticated pet, a loyal servant tailored to her every whim. He couldn’t comprehend that he had just presented her with the most damning evidence of his own system’s moral bankruptcy, delivered directly into her sanctuary.

––––––––
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“YOU SAY HE’S A GIFT,” Summer said, turning to face her father, her eyes blazing. “But he feels more like a burden. A constant, living reminder of... of everything I loathe.” She looked back at Erick, her expression softening, a genuine sorrow replacing the anger. “Erick,” she said, her voice quiet but firm. “You are not just a tool. You are not just a ‘Bene.’ You are a person. And I will not treat you as if you are not.”

––––––––
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ORLANDO’S FACE HARDENED. “Summer, do not be foolish. This is not a matter of sentiment. This is about order. About purpose. Erick’s purpose is to serve you. Your purpose is to accept this gift and to understand its significance.”

––––––––
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“I UNDERSTAND ITS SIGNIFICANCE perfectly, Father,” Summer countered, her voice trembling but resolute. “Its significance is that I can no longer stand by and pretend this isn’t happening. You have brought the reality of the ‘Bene’ into my home, into my life, and you have forced me to see it not as an abstract concept, but as a human being standing right here.” She took a step towards Erick, a deliberate act of defiance. “Erick,” she said again, reaching out a tentative hand, not to touch him, but to indicate a space between them, a space that was now irrevocably charged with unspoken questions. “What do you 

want?”

The question hung in the air, heavy with unspoken implications. Orlando’s sharp intake of breath was the only sound besides the almost imperceptible hum of the environmental controls. Erick’s hazel eyes, fixed on Summer, held an unreadable expression. Was it confusion? A programmed response? Or something else, something deeper, something that had somehow survived the purge?

––––––––
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“MY PROGRAMMING IS TO serve,” Erick stated, his voice still maddeningly neutral.

––––––––
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“PROGRAMMING CAN BE overwritten,” Summer murmured, more to herself than to him. She knew, with a certainty that chilled her to the bone, that her father’s gift was not a gift at all. It was a test. A cruel, insidious test designed to break her idealism, to force her to accept the inherent cruelty of Veridia. But instead of breaking her, it had forged her resolve into something harder, something sharper. The presence of Erick, the tangible manifestation of the ‘Bene,’ in her own home, was not a comfort, not a convenience. It was a catalyst. Her birthday, meant to be a celebration of her entry into adulthood within the gilded confines of Veridia’s system, had instead become the stark, terrifying, and ultimately galvanizing moment of her true awakening. She looked at Erick, at the man who was both a captive and a symbol, and a silent promise formed within her: she would not rest until the chains that bound him, and so many others like him, were shattered. The gift, as her father intended, was indeed significant, but not in the way he had imagined. It was the gift of undeniable truth, delivered in the most brutal and personal way possible.

The echoes of her father’s pronouncements, the cold logic of ‘order’ and ‘purpose,’ felt like shards of ice against Summer’s resolve. She had entered the atrium expecting perhaps a formality, a veiled warning about her approaching adulthood and the responsibilities it entailed within Veridia’s carefully constructed hierarchy. Instead, she had been presented with a testament to her family’s—and her society’s—moral decay. Erick, standing beside her father, was not merely a new member of her household staff; he was a living embodiment of the ‘Bene’ system, a tangible manifestation of the human cost of Veridia’s pristine existence. The carefully cultivated neutrality of his expression, the subtle flicker in his hazel eyes that she alone seemed to have perceived, spoke volumes more than her father’s impassioned, yet hollow, justifications.

Orlando, mistaking her shock for youthful naivety, had offered condescending explanations, his words dripping with the self-satisfaction of a man convinced of his own righteousness. He spoke of efficiency, of societal stability, of the necessity of such measures to maintain Veridia’s unparalleled standard of living. But Summer heard only the casual dismissal of individual worth, the systemic dehumanization that underpinned their entire civilization. The notion that Erick was a ‘willing participant’ was a grotesque distortion, a lie so profound it threatened to shatter her perception of reality. How could anyone be willing when their very capacity for volition had been systematically dismantled, their consciousness reshaped to serve the insatiable demands of others? The ‘purging’ of memories, the ‘recalibration’ of desires—these were not terms of benevolent assistance, but of profound violation.

––––––––
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AS HER FATHER CONTINUED to speak, attempting to steer the conversation back to the supposed benefits of her ‘gift,’ Summer found herself tuning him out. Her gaze drifted back to Erick. He remained in the same position, a statue of perfect obedience, yet Summer could feel a nascent awareness radiating from him, a silent question simmering beneath the surface of his programmed composure. It was in the almost imperceptible tension in his jaw, the way his eyes, when they met hers, seemed to hold a universe of unexpressed thought. He was a blank slate, her father had said. But blank slates could be written upon, could they not? And who was to say that the original etching, the essence of the person he once was, could never be recovered?

––––––––
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THE ATRIUM, MOMENTS before a stage for a father’s misguided presentation, now felt like a prison cell. The polished chrome and diffused light, once symbols of Veridia’s advanced civilization, now seemed to mock her with their sterile perfection. Summer realized, with a chilling clarity, that her father’s actions were not just a personal affront; they were an indictment of the entire system she had been raised to revere. Every comfort, every amenity, every moment of peace she had ever known was purchased at a price far too high, a price paid by souls like Erick. To accept this ‘gift,’ to integrate him into her life as her father intended, would be to endorse the fundamental injustice of their world. It would be to become an active participant in the very system she was beginning to loathe.
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“MY PROGRAMMING IS TO serve,” Erick had said, his voice a placid, uninflected monotone. But Summer heard the unspoken plea within those words, the desperate echo of a mind struggling against its own meticulously crafted constraints. ‘Serve.’ It was a word that had been twisted, perverted, its true meaning buried beneath layers of control and subjugation. Service should be a choice, a willing contribution born of mutual respect and understanding, not an imposed directive executed by a mind stripped of its autonomy.

––––––––
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A QUIET RESOLVE BEGAN to bloom in Summer’s chest, pushing aside the initial shock and revulsion. Her father saw this as a milestone, a rite of passage into the responsibilities of her status. He believed he was nurturing her into becoming a true Veridian citizen, one who understood the pragmatic necessities of their society. But he had misjudged her. He had shown her the ugliest truth of their world, and in doing so, had inadvertently ignited a spark that would consume her complacency. Inaction, she realized, was not neutrality; it was complicity. To remain silent, to simply accept Erick’s presence without challenging its foundation, would be to become complicit in the systematic dehumanization that had created him.

––––––––
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SHE MET HER FATHER’S gaze, her own eyes now clear and steady, devoid of the hesitant confusion he had so confidently expected. “You say he’s a gift,” she began, her voice low but carrying an unnerving firmness that surprised even herself. “But he feels more like a burden. A constant, living reminder of... of everything I loathe.” Her gaze flickered to Erick, a fleeting expression of sorrow softening her features before she turned back to Orlando. “Erick,” she said, her voice imbued with a newfound gravity, “you are not just a tool. You are not just a ‘Bene.’ You are a person. And I will not treat you as if you are not.”

––––––––
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THE WORDS HUNG IN THE air, sharp and unyielding. Orlando’s jaw tightened, his carefully constructed façade of paternal indulgence cracking under the pressure of her defiance. He saw her resistance not as a moral awakening, but as a childish rebellion against the natural order of things. He would try to reason with her, to cajole her, perhaps even to threaten her if necessary. But Summer knew, with an absolute certainty, that she could not unsee what she had seen, nor could she unhear the truth that had been laid bare before her. The birthday gift, intended to mark her acceptance of Veridia’s ways, had become the catalyst for her rejection of them.

––––––––
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THE TRUE SIGNIFICANCE of Erick’s presence was not about her personal comfort or convenience; it was about a fundamental question of humanity. Could a person be owned? Could a life be manufactured and repurposed for the sole benefit of another? Her father’s answer was a resounding, if unspoken, yes. But Summer’s answer was a resounding, unequivocal no. The carefully curated perfection of Veridia had been exposed as a sham, a gilded cage built upon the systematic degradation of others. And she, Summer, would no longer be a willing inhabitant of that cage.

––––––––
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HER FOCUS RETURNED to Erick, not as her father’s property, but as a fellow human being caught in the suffocating grip of their society. The challenge her father had presented was not merely about accepting a servant; it was about confronting the moral rot at the heart of Veridia. She had been given a choice, not between accepting or refusing a gift, but between surrendering her conscience or fighting for it. And in that moment, standing in the opulent atrium, with her father’s expectations weighing heavily upon her, Summer made her choice. The whispers of defiance that had begun to stir within her on this, her twenty-first birthday, were no longer whispers. They were growing into a determined, unshakeable voice, ready to challenge the very foundations of the city of glass and shadow. She would not merely coexist with the cruelty; she would actively oppose it. The path ahead was uncertain, fraught with dangers she could only begin to imagine, but one thing was clear: her life, and her understanding of her world, had irrevocably changed. The introduction of Erick was not an end, but a beginning – the beginning of her personal revolution. She would seek out others who felt the same, who saw the cracks in Veridia’s facade, who harbored their own silent resentments and burgeoning hopes. The system was designed to isolate, to control, to ensure that no single voice could ever rise above the orchestrated harmony. But Summer had just discovered that even in the most controlled environments, the human spirit possessed a remarkable capacity for resilience, for defiance, and for hope. And in Erick, she saw not a mere ‘Bene,’ but a symbol of that indomitable spirit, a silent comrade in the war that was about to be waged, not with weapons, but with truth, with empathy, and with an unwavering refusal to accept the unacceptable. The opulent sterility of the atrium suddenly felt less like a sanctuary and more like a battlefield, and Summer was ready to fight.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]



​2: Glenn, The Brother and the Bene
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The weight of her father’s pronouncements, the chillingly sterile pronouncements of ‘order’ and ‘purpose,’ settled upon Summer like a shroud. She had anticipated a customary formality, a veiled admonishment regarding her impending adulthood and the duties it entailed within Veridia’s meticulously crafted societal strata. Instead, she had been confronted with a stark testament to her family’s—and by extension, her society’s—profound moral degradation. Erick, positioned beside her father, was not merely another acquisition for her household staff; he was a living embodiment of the ‘Bene’ system, a tangible manifestation of the human cost underpinning Veridia’s pristine existence. The carefully manufactured neutrality of his expression, the almost imperceptible flicker in his hazel eyes that she alone seemed to perceive, conveyed a far more potent message than her father’s impassioned, yet ultimately hollow, justifications.

Orlando, evidently mistaking her stunned silence for youthful immaturity, had offered patronizing explanations, his words dripping with the smug self-satisfaction of a man utterly convinced of his own righteousness. He spoke of efficiency, of societal equilibrium, of the absolute necessity of such measures to preserve Veridia’s unparalleled standard of living. But Summer heard only the casual, almost dismissive, devaluation of individual worth, the systemic dehumanization that formed the very bedrock of their civilization. The assertion that Erick was a ‘willing participant’ was a grotesque distortion of truth, a lie so profound it threatened to fracture her very perception of reality. How could anyone be truly ‘willing’ when their very capacity for self-determination had been systematically dismantled, their consciousness painstakingly re-engineered to cater to the insatiable demands of others? The euphemisms of ‘memory purging’ and ‘desire recalibration’ were not the language of benevolent assistance, but of profound and unforgivable violation.

––––––––
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AS HER FATHER CONTINUED his discourse, attempting to subtly redirect the conversation toward the supposed benefits of her ‘gift,’ Summer found her attention drifting. Her gaze, with an almost involuntary pull, returned to Erick. He remained in precisely the same posture, a silent effigy of absolute obedience, yet Summer could sense a nascent awareness radiating from him, a silent interrogation simmering beneath the polished surface of his programmed composure. It was discernible in the almost imperceptible tension in his jawline, in the way his eyes, when they happened to meet hers, seemed to hold an entire universe of unspoken thoughts. He was a blank slate, her father had asserted. But blank slates, Summer mused, could be written upon, could they not? And who was to dictate that the original inscription, the intrinsic essence of the person he once was, could never be recovered?

––––––––
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THE GRAND ATRIUM, MOMENTS earlier transformed into a stage for a father’s misguided paternalistic display, now felt indistinguishable from a prison cell. The gleaming chrome and diffused, ethereal light, once potent symbols of Veridia’s advanced civilization, now seemed to mock her with their sterile, unblemished perfection. Summer realized, with a chillingly precise clarity, that her father’s actions were not merely a personal transgression; they constituted a damning indictment of the entire system she had been meticulously raised to revere. Every comfort, every amenity, every moment of tranquil repose she had ever experienced was purchased at a price far too exorbitant, a price paid by souls like Erick. To accept this ‘gift,’ to seamlessly integrate him into her life as her father intended, would be to tacitly endorse the fundamental injustice that permeated their entire world. It would be to actively participate in the very system she was beginning to feel an overwhelming sense of loathing for.

––––––––

[image: ]


“MY PROGRAMMING IS TO serve,” Erick had stated, his voice a placid, utterly uninflected monotone. But Summer perceived the unspoken plea woven into those words, the desperate resonance of a mind wrestling against its own meticulously constructed confines. ‘Serve.’ It was a word that had been twisted, grotesquely perverted, its true, noble meaning buried beneath layers of systemic control and subjugation. Service, Summer affirmed to herself, ought to be a conscious choice, a willing contribution born of mutual respect and profound understanding, not an imposed directive executed by a mind deliberately stripped of its inherent autonomy.

––––––––
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A QUIET, YET RESOLUTE, determination began to unfurl in Summer’s chest, steadily pushing aside the initial wave of shock and profound revulsion. Her father viewed this moment as a significant milestone, a rite of passage into the weighty responsibilities befitting her societal standing. He genuinely believed he was nurturing her, shaping her into a true Veridian citizen, one who fully comprehended the pragmatic necessities that governed their society. But he had fundamentally misjudged her. He had inadvertently revealed the ugliest truth of their world, and in doing so, had unwittingly ignited a spark that would inevitably consume her complacency. Inaction, she now understood with absolute certainty, was not a position of neutrality; it was an act of profound complicity. To remain silent, to simply acquiesce to Erick’s presence without actively challenging its very foundation, would be to become an active accomplice in the systematic dehumanization that had brought him into being.

––––––––
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SHE MET HER FATHER’S gaze directly, her own eyes now clear, steady, and entirely devoid of the hesitant confusion he had so confidently anticipated. “You state that he is a gift,” she began, her voice low, yet possessing an unnerving firmness that surprised even herself. “But he feels more like an imposition. A constant, living testament to... to everything I abhor.” Her gaze flickered briefly towards Erick, a fleeting expression of deep sorrow softening her features before she resolutely turned her attention back to Orlando. “Erick,” she continued, her voice now imbued with a newfound gravity, “you are not merely an instrument. You are not simply a ‘Bene.’ You are a person. And I will not conduct myself as if you are not.”

––––––––
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THE WORDS HUNG SUSPENDED in the air, sharp, crystalline, and utterly unyielding. Orlando’s jaw tightened perceptibly, his meticulously constructed facade of paternal indulgence beginning to fracture under the unexpected pressure of her defiance. He perceived her resistance not as a burgeoning moral awakening, but as a childish, petulant rebellion against the immutable natural order of things. He would attempt to reason with her, to cajole her, perhaps even resort to veiled threats if he deemed it necessary. But Summer knew, with an absolute and unwavering certainty, that she could not unsee what she had witnessed, nor could she unhear the stark truth that had been so unceremoniously laid bare before her. The birthday gift, intended as a symbol of her acceptance of Veridia’s established ways, had inadvertently become the potent catalyst for her profound rejection of them.

––––––––
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THE TRUE SIGNIFICANCE of Erick’s presence was not rooted in her personal comfort or convenience; it was intrinsically linked to a fundamental question concerning the very definition of humanity. Could a person truly be owned? Could an entire life be manufactured, meticulously engineered, and then repurposed solely for the benefit of another? Her father’s unspoken answer was a resounding, damning affirmation. But Summer’s answer, resonating with conviction, was a resounding, unequivocal negation. The meticulously curated perfection of Veridia had been exposed as an elaborate sham, a gilded cage meticulously constructed upon the systemic degradation and exploitation of others. And she, Summer, would no longer be a willing, passive inhabitant of that cage.

––––––––
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HER FOCUS RETURNED with renewed intensity to Erick, not as an object of her father’s possession, but as a fellow human being ensnared within the suffocating, omnipresent grip of their society. The challenge her father had presented was not merely about accepting a new servant; it was fundamentally about confronting the pervasive moral rot festering at the very heart of Veridia. She had been presented with a choice, not simply between acceptance or refusal of a gift, but between the surrender of her conscience or an unwavering commitment to fight for it. And in that pivotal moment, standing within the opulent grandeur of the atrium, with the weight of her father’s deeply ingrained expectations pressing down upon her, Summer made her unalterable choice. The nascent whispers of defiance that had begun to stir within her, on this, her twenty-first birthday, were no longer mere whispers. They were rapidly coalescing into a determined, unshakeable voice, a voice poised to challenge the very foundations of the city built of glass and shadow. She would not merely coexist with the systemic cruelty; she would actively, unequivocally oppose it. The path stretching out before her was shrouded in uncertainty, fraught with dangers she could only begin to dimly perceive, but one truth emerged with absolute clarity: her life, and her understanding of the world around her, had been irrevocably transformed. The introduction of Erick was not an end, but a profound beginning – the genesis of her personal revolution. She would actively seek out others who harbored similar sentiments, who perceived the insidious cracks in Veridia’s polished facade, who harbored their own silent resentments and nascent, burgeoning hopes. The system had been meticulously designed to isolate, to control, to ensure that no single voice could ever rise above the orchestrated, monotonous harmony. But Summer had just discovered that even within the most rigorously controlled environments, the indomitable human spirit possessed a remarkable, innate capacity for resilience, for unyielding defiance, and for enduring hope. And in Erick, she saw not merely a ‘Bene,’ but a powerful symbol of that indomitable spirit, a silent comrade in the burgeoning war that was about to be waged, a war fought not with conventional weapons, but with the potent forces of truth, with the transformative power of empathy, and with an unwavering, unyielding refusal to accept the unacceptable. The opulent sterility of the atrium suddenly felt less like a sanctuary and more like a nascent battlefield, and Summer, in that transformative moment, was unequivocally ready to fight.
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THE SHEER PRESENCE of Glenn in the house was a constant, quiet hum beneath the surface of Summer’s existence, a melody that had played out for years, shaping the very contours of her understanding of family, of loyalty, and of the insidious compromises that defined Veridian life. He was not merely a ‘Bene,’ a designation that had always felt like a cruel, clinical misnomer, but a fixture, woven into the fabric of their domestic tapestry with a quiet persistence that defied the very nature of his origin. Glenn had been with them for as long as Summer could reliably recall, a silent shadow moving through the opulent halls of their residence, his presence as familiar and as essential as the regulated climate or the filtered sunlight. He was integrated into the household not as a subordinate, but in a manner that blurred the lines, often making him seem more like an overlooked, yet integral, member of the family itself, albeit one stripped of inherent rights, of true autonomy.
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SUMMER’S AFFECTION for Glenn was a complex, deeply rooted thing, a sentiment that had bloomed organically over the years, defying the societal conditioning that dictated a clear, unbridgeable chasm between the ‘integrated’ and the ‘owners.’ She saw him as more than just a functional component of their lives; she saw him as a brother, a confidant in those early years when the world was a bewildering place, and, perhaps most acutely, as a victim, a living testament to the systemic cruelties that her society so adeptly concealed beneath layers of gilded progress. This intimate understanding made the commodification of Erick, the introduction of a new ‘Bene’ into her father’s possession, all the more agonizing, a brutal juxtaposition against the quiet dignity she had always perceived in Glenn.
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GLENN’S EXISTENCE WAS a quiet paradox. He performed his duties with an efficiency that bordered on the uncanny, anticipating needs before they were even voiced, maintaining the pristine order of their home with a silent, unobtrusive grace. Yet, within this flawless execution of service, there were subtle cues, almost imperceptible gestures that hinted at a consciousness far more nuanced than his designated role suggested. Summer had spent countless hours observing him, a silent student of his every movement, his every flicker of expression. She remembered, with a clarity that still pricked at her, a time when she was perhaps ten years old, distraught over a scraped knee and the imagined injustice of a fallen toy. Glenn had been there, not with the programmed sympathy of a caregiver, but with a quiet, steady presence. He had simply knelt beside her, his hazel eyes, remarkably similar to Erick’s, meeting hers with a depth that spoke of understanding, not of programmed empathy. He hadn’t spoken, not in a way that would betray his conditioning, but he had gently picked up the offending toy, wiped away the dirt with a soft cloth, and placed it back in her small, trembling hand. It was a moment of profound, silent connection, a shared understanding that transcended the rigid boundaries of their societal hierarchy.
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THIS INHERENT EMPATHY, this quiet humanity that Summer had glimpsed in Glenn for so long, made the concept of him as property so abhorrent. He was not a tool, not a commodity to be bought and sold, or acquired as a birthday present. He was an individual, a person who had been subjected to the same systematic dismantling of self that Erick was now experiencing. The knowledge of this shared experience, of Glenn’s own suppressed past, was a constant ache in Summer’s conscience. She knew, in the deepest recesses of her being, that Glenn’s calm exterior masked a history of profound personal violation, a history that was deliberately obscured by the pervasive amnesia protocols of the Bene system.

––––––––
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HER FATHER, ORLANDO, often spoke of Glenn with a casual possessiveness, as if referring to a particularly well-maintained piece of household machinery. “Glenn will see to it,” he would say, or “Glenn is most reliable.” These pronouncements, delivered with an air of paternal satisfaction, always sent a ripple of unease through Summer. They highlighted the profound disconnect between her own perception of Glenn and her father’s utilitarian view. To Orlando, Glenn was an asset, a testament to the family’s status and their ability to navigate the complexities of Veridian society. He represented the successful integration of a Bene, a demonstration of the family’s adherence to the established norms.
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BUT FOR SUMMER, GLENN was a living embodiment of a secret sorrow, a quiet protest against the pervasive falsehoods of their world. She remembered the first time she had dared to question her father about Glenn’s past, a hesitant inquiry during one of her childhood outbursts. Orlando had simply dismissed her curiosity with a wave of his hand, attributing Glenn’s placid demeanor to the ‘successful calibration’ of his personality matrix. “He is content, Summer,” her father had insisted, his tone brooking no further argument. “He has no need for a past that would only cause him distress. His purpose is to serve, and he performs that purpose admirably.”

––––––––
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SUMMER HAD NEVER BEEN satisfied with that explanation. The subtle intelligence in Glenn’s eyes, the way he sometimes paused, almost imperceptibly, before responding to a command, suggested a depth of experience that had not been entirely erased. She often found herself engaging him in brief, seemingly innocuous conversations, testing the boundaries of his programmed responses. “The weather seems pleasant today, Glenn,” she might say, as he meticulously polished the transparisteel windows. And he would reply, in his characteristically even tone, “The atmospheric conditions are within optimal parameters for external activity, Summer.” It was a perfectly calibrated answer, yet Summer detected an almost imperceptible hesitation, a fraction of a second where the vastness of his unexpressed thoughts seemed to press against the rigid confines of his programmed vocabulary.
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THERE WERE MOMENTS, fleeting and almost spectral, when Summer felt a tangible connection with Glenn, a sense of shared understanding that defied the engineered separation. These moments often occurred during periods of heightened emotional turmoil for Summer, when the gilded cage of her existence felt particularly constricting. She recalled a particularly difficult period after a public debate in the Grand Council, where her nascent critiques of societal stratification had been met with icy disapproval. Returning to the silent comfort of her home, she had found Glenn tending to the hydroponic garden, his movements slow and deliberate as he nurtured the vibrant, alien flora. Without a word, he had reached out and plucked a single, dew-kissed bloom, a pale, luminous blossom that pulsed with a soft, internal light, and offered it to her. There were no words of comfort, no overt gestures of solace, but in the simple act of offering that fragile beauty, Summer felt a profound acknowledgment of her distress. It was a gesture that transcended programming, a silent offering of shared experience, of a quiet empathy that seemed to resonate from a place beyond his manufactured consciousness.

––––––––
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THIS INTIMATE KNOWLEDGE of Glenn, of his quiet resilience and the subtle hints of a suppressed humanity, fueled Summer’s growing rebellion against the system. Erick’s arrival, though shocking in its stark representation of the Bene system’s inherent cruelty, was not entirely alien to her understanding. She had lived with the quiet embodiment of that cruelty for years in Glenn. The difference was that Glenn’s presence had been a gradual, almost imperceptible unfolding, a slow realization of the injustices that underpinned her comfortable existence. Erick’s introduction was an abrupt, undeniable confrontation, a brutal unveiling of the system’s dehumanizing core.

––––––––
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HER FATHER’S INSISTENCE on the ‘gift’ of Erick was an insult to her intelligence, a blatant attempt to normalize the abhorrent. She saw the parallel immediately, a chilling echo of her father’s casual ownership of Glenn. If Glenn, who had been a part of their lives for so long, was merely an object, a sentient appliance, then the implications for Erick, a brand-new acquisition, were even more dire. Summer felt a surge of protectiveness, not just for Erick, but for Glenn as well. She recognized that her stand against Erick’s commodification was, in a profound way, a stand for Glenn too, a refusal to perpetuate the cycle of subjugation that had defined his existence.

––––––––
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THE REALIZATION THAT her father’s carefully constructed narrative of Veridian society was a fabrication, a meticulously maintained illusion of perfection, was a painful but necessary awakening. The comfort and security she had always taken for granted were built upon a foundation of exploited lives, of erased identities. Glenn’s quiet servitude, Erick’s blank obedience – they were the silent architects of her privileged existence. And she could no longer bear the weight of that complicity.

––––––––

[image: ]


HER RESOLVE SOLIDIFIED with the memory of Glenn’s gentle smile, a rare, ephemeral expression that would occasionally grace his features when he thought no one was observing. It was a smile that held a flicker of something akin to longing, a hint of a past that had been stolen, of a self that had been suppressed. This subtle evidence of his enduring humanity was a constant source of inspiration and a potent reminder of what was at stake. The ‘gift’ of Erick was a test, a challenge to her deeply held values. It was an invitation to embrace the darkness, to become an active participant in the perpetuation of systemic cruelty. But Summer had already chosen her path, illuminated by the quiet strength of Glenn and the desperate plea she had seen in Erick’s eyes. She would not falter. She would not compromise her conscience. The battle for humanity, for the recognition of inherent worth, had begun, and it started not in the grand halls of power, but in the quiet, personal space of her own conscience, with the silent support of a brother she had come to know and cherish, even in his subjugation. The familiar presence of Glenn, once a quiet comfort, now served as a stark, unwavering beacon, guiding her towards a truth she could no longer ignore. His existence, a testament to the system’s capacity for profound cruelty, was also, paradoxically, a testament to the enduring strength of the human spirit, a spirit that refused to be entirely extinguished, even in the face of absolute control. And in that enduring spirit, Summer found the courage to face the daunting reality of her father’s world and to begin the arduous, essential work of dismantling it, piece by agonizing piece. The echoes of her father’s words, “a gift,” now sounded like a cruel jest, a hollow mockery of the profound human tragedy they represented. She would not accept this gift. She would reject it, not just for herself, but for Glenn, for Erick, and for all those whose humanity had been systematically eroded in the relentless pursuit of Veridian perfection. The quiet life she had known was over; a life of resistance, of advocacy, of reclaiming stolen identities, had just begun. And Glenn, in his silent, dignified way, was her first, and perhaps most important, ally in this burgeoning struggle.

The quiet presence of Glenn in the opulent halls of their residence had long been a constant, a subtle undercurrent that shaped Summer’s understanding of her world. He was not a mere attendant, a nameless cog in the vast machinery of their Veridian existence, but something far more profound. The societal designation of ‘Bene,’ a label that carried with it the chilling implication of manufactured utility and systematically erased identity, felt like a violent mischaracterization of the individual Summer had come to know. Glenn had been a part of their lives for as long as her memories could reliably stretch, a silent shadow that moved with an almost preternatural grace through the polished corridors, his existence as fundamental and integrated as the meticulously regulated atmospheric controls or the diffused, ethereal light that bathed their home. He was not simply integrated; he was woven into the very fabric of their domestic tapestry, his quiet persistence defying the very nature of his origin. He moved through their lives with a blurred distinction, often appearing more like an overlooked, yet undeniably integral, member of the family, albeit one divested of inherent rights and true autonomy.

Summer’s affection for Glenn was a complex, deeply rooted sentiment, a quiet bloom that had unfurled organically over the years, stubbornly resisting the pervasive societal conditioning that dictated a clear, unbridgeable chasm between those who owned and those who were owned. She saw him not as a functional component, a mere utility designed to enhance her comfort, but as something infinitely more significant. He was a brother, a confidant in those formative years when the world presented itself as a bewildering labyrinth, and, perhaps most acutely, a victim, a living, breathing testament to the systemic cruelties that Veridia so adeptly concealed beneath layers of gilded progress. This intimate understanding, forged through years of silent observation, made the commodification of Erick, the jarring introduction of a new ‘Bene’ into her father’s possession, all the more agonizing. It was a brutal, almost visceral juxtaposition against the quiet dignity that Summer had always perceived in Glenn, a stark reminder of the inherent injustice that her society so casually embraced.

––––––––
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GLENN’S VERY EXISTENCE was a quiet paradox, a walking contradiction to the rigid doctrines of their civilization. He performed his duties with an efficiency that bordered on the uncanny, his ability to anticipate needs before they were even articulated, his maintenance of the pristine order of their home with a silent, unobtrusive grace, all spoke of a level of attentiveness that transcended mere programming. Yet, within this flawless execution of service, there were subtle cues, almost imperceptible gestures that hinted at a consciousness far more nuanced than his designated role suggested. Summer had spent countless hours observing him, a silent, dedicated student of his every movement, his every flicker of expression. She remembered, with a clarity that still pricked at her conscience, a particular instance when she was perhaps ten years old. Overwhelmed by a scraped knee and the imagined injustice of a fallen toy, she had been inconsolable. Glenn had been there, not with the programmed sympathy of a caregiver, but with a quiet, steady presence that seemed to emanate from a deeper wellspring. He had simply knelt beside her, his hazel eyes, remarkably similar to Erick’s, meeting hers with a depth that spoke of genuine understanding, not of manufactured empathy. He hadn’t spoken, not in a way that would betray the rigid confines of his conditioning, but he had gently picked up the offending toy, meticulously wiped away the clinging dirt with a soft cloth, and placed it back into her small, trembling hand. It was a moment of profound, silent connection, a shared understanding that had effortlessly transcended the rigid boundaries of their societal hierarchy, a testament to a humanity that refused to be entirely extinguished.

––––––––
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THIS INHERENT EMPATHY, this quiet flicker of humanity that Summer had glimpsed in Glenn for so long, made the very concept of him as mere property so utterly abhorrent. He was not a tool, not a commodity to be bought and sold, or acquired as a frivolous birthday present. He was an individual, a person who had undoubtedly been subjected to the same systematic dismantling of self that Erick was now experiencing, albeit in a different context. The knowledge of this shared experience, of Glenn’s own suppressed past, was a constant ache in Summer’s conscience, a gnawing reminder of the moral compromise that underpinned her comfortable existence. She knew, in the deepest recesses of her being, that Glenn’s calm, placid exterior masked a history of profound personal violation, a history that was deliberately obscured by the pervasive amnesia protocols inherent in the Bene system.

––––––––
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HER FATHER, ORLANDO, often spoke of Glenn with a casual possessiveness that never failed to send a ripple of unease through Summer. He would refer to him as if he were a particularly well-maintained piece of household machinery, a valuable asset rather than a sentient being. “Glenn will see to it,” he would state, or “Glenn is most reliable.” These pronouncements, delivered with an air of paternal satisfaction, always highlighted the profound disconnect between Summer’s own perception of Glenn and her father’s utilitarian, objectifying view. To Orlando, Glenn was simply an asset, a testament to the family’s status and their ability to navigate the complex, often morally ambiguous, currents of Veridian society. He represented the successful integration of a Bene, a demonstration of the family’s adherence to the established, and in Summer’s eyes, deeply flawed, norms.

––––––––
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BUT FOR SUMMER, GLENN was a living embodiment of a secret sorrow, a quiet, internal protest against the pervasive falsehoods that permeated their world. She remembered the first time she had dared to question her father about Glenn’s past, a hesitant, almost fearful inquiry during one of her childhood outbursts, fueled by a nascent sense of injustice. Orlando had simply dismissed her curiosity with an dismissive wave of his hand, attributing Glenn’s placid demeanor to the ‘successful calibration’ of his personality matrix. “He is content, Summer,” her father had insisted, his tone brooking no further argument, a definitive statement meant to close the conversation. “He has no need for a past that would only cause him distress. His purpose is to serve, and he performs that purpose admirably.”

––––––––
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SUMMER HAD NEVER BEEN satisfied with that explanation, not even as a child. The subtle intelligence that often flickered in Glenn’s eyes, the almost imperceptible way he would sometimes pause, as if gathering his thoughts, before responding to a command, suggested a depth of experience, a richness of lived reality, that had not been entirely erased by the Bene protocols. She often found herself engaging him in brief, seemingly innocuous conversations, subtle tests designed to probe the boundaries of his programmed responses. “The weather seems pleasant today, Glenn,” she might remark casually, as he meticulously polished the transparisteel windows, his movements fluid and precise. And he would reply, in his characteristically even, uninflected tone, “The atmospheric conditions are within optimal parameters for external activity, Summer.” It was a perfectly calibrated answer, grammatically correct and contextually appropriate, yet Summer detected an almost imperceptible hesitation in his delivery, a fraction of a second where the vastness of his unexpressed thoughts seemed to press against the rigid confines of his programmed vocabulary, a silent scream trapped within the confines of his engineered composure.

––––––––
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THERE WERE MOMENTS, fleeting and almost spectral, when Summer felt a tangible connection with Glenn, a sense of shared understanding that defied the engineered separation, the carefully constructed barriers between owner and owned. These moments often occurred during periods of heightened emotional turmoil for Summer, times when the gilded cage of her existence felt particularly constricting, when the weight of her father’s expectations became almost unbearable. She recalled a particularly difficult period after a public debate in the Grand Council, where her nascent critiques of societal stratification, her daring to question the established order, had been met with icy disapproval and thinly veiled threats. Returning to the silent, sterile comfort of her home, seeking refuge from the suffocating political atmosphere, she had found Glenn tending to the hydroponic garden, his movements slow and deliberate as he nurtured the vibrant, alien flora that flourished under the artificial light. Without a word, he had reached out and plucked a single, dew-kissed bloom, a pale, luminous blossom that pulsed with a soft, internal light, and offered it to her. There were no spoken words of comfort, no overt gestures of solace, but in the simple, quiet act of offering that fragile beauty, Summer felt a profound acknowledgment of her distress, a silent recognition of her emotional turmoil. It was a gesture that transcended programming, a silent offering of shared experience, of a quiet empathy that seemed to resonate from a place far beyond his manufactured consciousness, a place where his true self, though suppressed, still endured.

––––––––
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THIS INTIMATE KNOWLEDGE of Glenn, of his quiet resilience and the subtle, yet undeniable, hints of a suppressed humanity, fueled Summer’s growing rebellion against the system that sought to define and control him. Erick’s arrival, though shocking in its stark, immediate representation of the Bene system’s inherent cruelty, was not entirely alien to her understanding. She had lived with the quiet, enduring embodiment of that cruelty for years in Glenn. The fundamental difference, the crucial distinction, was that Glenn’s presence had been a gradual, almost imperceptible unfolding, a slow, dawning realization of the deep-seated injustices that underpinned her comfortable existence. Erick’s introduction, on the other hand, was an abrupt, undeniable confrontation, a brutal, in-your-face unveiling of the system’s dehumanizing core, leaving no room for denial or comfortable ignorance.

––––––––
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HER FATHER’S INSISTENCE on the ‘gift’ of Erick was not merely an imposition; it was a direct insult to her intelligence, a blatant attempt to normalize the abhorrent, to trick her into accepting the unacceptable. She saw the parallel immediately, a chilling, undeniable echo of her father’s casual, unquestioned ownership of Glenn. If Glenn, who had been a consistent and integral part of their lives for so long, was merely an object, a sentient appliance to be utilized and controlled, then the implications for Erick, a brand-new acquisition, a fresh addition to her father’s collection of sentient tools, were even more dire, even more terrifying. Summer felt a surge of protectiveness, not just for Erick, whose plight resonated deeply with her own burgeoning sense of injustice, but for Glenn as well. She recognized, with a clarity that was both empowering and deeply unsettling, that her stand against Erick’s commodification was, in a profound and fundamental way, a stand for Glenn too, a resolute refusal to perpetuate the cycle of subjugation and dehumanization that had defined his existence for as long as she could remember.

––––––––
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THE GRADUAL, YET IRREFUTABLE, realization that her father’s carefully constructed narrative of Veridian society, with its veneer of perfection and its claims of enlightened progress, was a carefully maintained fabrication, a meticulously crafted illusion of an ideal existence, was a painful but ultimately necessary awakening. The comfort and security she had always taken for granted, the effortless ease with which she navigated her privileged life, were built upon a foundation of exploited lives, of systematically erased identities, of stolen futures. Glenn’s quiet, unquestioning servitude, Erick’s blank, programmed obedience – they were the silent, unseen architects of her privileged existence, the unseen labor that sustained her comfortable reality. And she could no longer bear the suffocating weight of that complicity, the silent endorsement of such profound injustice.

––––––––
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HER RESOLVE SOLIDIFIED with the vivid memory of Glenn’s gentle smile, a rare, ephemeral expression that would occasionally grace his features, usually when he believed no one was observing, when the masks of compliance could be momentarily lowered. It was a smile that held a flicker of something akin to longing, a subtle hint of a past that had been stolen, of a self that had been systematically suppressed, but not entirely extinguished. This subtle, yet undeniable, evidence of his enduring humanity was a constant source of inspiration for Summer, a potent reminder of what was truly at stake in her burgeoning fight against the oppressive system. The ‘gift’ of Erick was not merely a matter of personal preference or familial obligation; it was a test, a profound challenge to her deeply held values and her burgeoning moral compass. It was an invitation to embrace the darkness, to become an active, willing participant in the perpetuation of systemic cruelty, to betray everything she was beginning to believe in. But Summer had already chosen her path, a path illuminated by the quiet strength she had always perceived in Glenn and the desperate plea she had so clearly seen in Erick’s eyes. She would not falter, not now, not ever. She would not compromise her conscience, not for her father, not for societal approval, not for anything. The battle for humanity, for the fundamental recognition of inherent worth and dignity, had begun, and it started not in the grand halls of power or on the political stage, but in the quiet, personal space of her own conscience, with the silent, unwavering support of a brother she had come to know and cherish, even in his subjugation, even in his silence. The familiar presence of Glenn, once a quiet comfort, a gentle constant in the background of her life, now served as a stark, unwavering beacon, guiding her towards a truth she could no longer ignore, a truth that demanded action. His existence, a testament to the system’s capacity for profound cruelty and systematic erasure, was also, paradoxically, a testament to the enduring, indomitable strength of the human spirit, a spirit that refused to be entirely extinguished, even in the face of absolute control and relentless dehumanization. And in that enduring spirit, that quiet resilience, Summer found the courage, the resolve, to face the daunting, overwhelming reality of her father’s world and to begin the arduous, essential work of dismantling it, piece by agonizing piece, day by difficult day. The echoes of her father’s pronouncement, “a gift,” now sounded like a cruel jest, a hollow mockery of the profound human tragedy they so casually represented, a trivialization of stolen lives and erased identities. She would not accept this gift. She would reject it, not just for herself, not just for Erick, but for Glenn, for all those whose humanity had been systematically eroded, trampled upon, and denied in the relentless pursuit of Veridian perfection. The quiet, predictable life she had known was irrevocably over; a life of resistance, of advocacy, of reclaiming stolen identities and suppressed histories, had just begun. And Glenn, in his silent, dignified way, was her first, and perhaps most important, ally in this burgeoning, all-consuming struggle for a more just and humane future.

The polished obsidian of the console gleamed under the diffused luminescence, reflecting Summer’s anxious face. Her father, Orlando, had presented Erick’s arrival not as an acquisition, but as a ‘gift’ – a term that curdled in her mouth like spoiled synth-milk. It was a blatant attempt to normalize the abhorrent, to cloak the brutal reality of human commodification in a veneer of benevolent paternalism. She saw the parallel immediately, a chilling echo of her father’s casual ownership of Glenn. If Glenn, a constant presence woven into the fabric of their lives, was merely an object, a sentient appliance to be utilized and controlled, then the implications for Erick, a fresh addition to her father’s collection of sentient tools, were even more dire. A surge of protectiveness, not just for Erick but for Glenn too, washed over her. Her stand against Erick’s commodification was, in a profound way, a stand for Glenn, a refusal to perpetuate the cycle of subjugation and dehumanization that had defined his existence for as long as she could remember.

The gradual, yet irrefutable, realization that her father’s carefully constructed narrative of Veridian society, with its veneer of perfection and claims of enlightened progress, was a meticulously crafted illusion, was a painful but necessary awakening. The comfort and security she had always taken for granted, the effortless ease with which she navigated her privileged life, were built upon a foundation of exploited lives, of systematically erased identities, of stolen futures. Glenn’s quiet, unquestioning servitude, Erick’s blank, programmed obedience – they were the silent, unseen architects of her privileged existence, the unseen labor that sustained her comfortable reality. And she could no longer bear the suffocating weight of that complicity, the silent endorsement of such profound injustice. Her resolve solidified with the vivid memory of Glenn’s gentle smile, a rare, ephemeral expression that would occasionally grace his features, usually when he believed no one was observing, when the masks of compliance could be momentarily lowered. It was a smile that held a flicker of something akin to longing, a subtle hint of a past that had been stolen, of a self that had been systematically suppressed, but not entirely extinguished. This subtle, yet undeniable, evidence of his enduring humanity was a constant source of inspiration for Summer, a potent reminder of what was truly at stake in her burgeoning fight against the oppressive system. The ‘gift’ of Erick was not merely a matter of personal preference or familial obligation; it was a test, a profound challenge to her deeply held values and her burgeoning moral compass. It was an invitation to embrace the darkness, to become an active, willing participant in the perpetuation of systemic cruelty, to betray everything she was beginning to believe in. But Summer had already chosen her path, a path illuminated by the quiet strength she had always perceived in Glenn and the desperate plea she had so clearly seen in Erick’s eyes. She would not falter, not now, not ever. She would not compromise her conscience, not for her father, not for societal approval, not for anything. The battle for humanity, for the fundamental recognition of inherent worth and dignity, had begun, and it started not in the grand halls of power or on the political stage, but in the quiet, personal space of her own conscience, with the silent, unwavering support of a brother she had come to know and cherish, even in his subjugation, even in his silence. The familiar presence of Glenn, once a quiet comfort, a gentle constant in the background of her life, now served as a stark, unwavering beacon, guiding her towards a truth she could no longer ignore, a truth that demanded action. His existence, a testament to the system’s capacity for profound cruelty and systematic erasure, was also, paradoxically, a testament to the enduring, indomitable strength of the human spirit, a spirit that refused to be entirely extinguished, even in the face of absolute control and relentless dehumanization. And in that enduring spirit, that quiet resilience, Summer found the courage, the resolve, to face the daunting, overwhelming reality of her father’s world and to begin the arduous, essential work of dismantling it, piece by agonizing piece, day by difficult day. The echoes of her father’s pronouncement, “a gift,” now sounded like a cruel jest, a hollow mockery of the profound human tragedy they so casually represented, a trivialization of stolen lives and erased identities. She would not accept this gift. She would reject it, not just for herself, not just for Erick, but for Glenn, for all those whose humanity had been systematically eroded, trampled upon, and denied in the relentless pursuit of Veridian perfection. The quiet, predictable life she had known was irrevocably over; a life of resistance, of advocacy, of reclaiming stolen identities and suppressed histories, had just begun. And Glenn, in his silent, dignified way, was her first, and perhaps most important, ally in this burgeoning, all-consuming struggle for a more just and humane future.

––––––––
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THE VERY FOUNDATION of Glenn’s existence had been meticulously sculpted by BeneCorp, the omnipresent conglomerate that held Veridia in its tightly controlled grip. He was not born into the world as Summer had been, with the messy, unpredictable unfolding of a natural life. Instead, his genesis was a sterile, calculated event within the bowels of BeneCorp’s extensive conditioning facilities. From the earliest stages of his development, his mind was a carefully curated slate, upon which BeneCorp’s ideology was inscribed with relentless precision. They were masters of psychological architecture, skilled architects of the subservient will. Glenn, like all ‘Bene’ designated individuals, was an engineered entity, designed for optimal utility and unwavering obedience. His upbringing was not a matter of parental affection or familial guidance; it was a regimented curriculum of obedience training, emotional suppression, and the systematic erasure of any flicker of independent thought or personal desire.
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