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Prologue

 

 

Mishalla’s Journal:

 

When I was a GEN (Genetically Engineered Non-Human, if you’re like some non-GENs who’ve forgotten what the letters stand for), I never thought I’d own a sekai of my own. But here I am holding one in my hands. The device is well-used and battered, with a scratched screen and an iffy network function. But it’s mine.

My life-partner, Eoghan, gifted the sekai to me to celebrate our joining...no, joining is what GENs do. Lowborns like Eoghan (and me, now) have weddings.

Since I haven’t yet found my place in this new life with Eoghan, I thought I’d use the sekai to write out some of the stories crowding my brain. I’ve started a few but haven’t finished any. Because there are so many more important things to write about than the children’s stories I used to tell.

For instance, here I am, safe with Eoghan, while my best friend, Kayla, and many other GENs like her, live in constant peril. One wrong step and their whole self can be wiped away. They can be beaten, tortured even, just because they’re GENs.

How did our world become this way? How did trueborns rise to the top while GENs sank to the bottom? And lowborns struggled in between? I’ve never been satisfied by what I learned in GEN Doctrine School.

The first day of my first morning in school, sitting alongside the other fifth-year GENs, I learned that humans didn’t always live on Loka. They used to live on the planet Earth, a much nicer place if I can believe my Doctrine history books. Like most GENs, I have doubts.

In the afternoon of that first day, our Doctrine teacher instructed us from the liturgy, the Infinite’s Word. The Word that was supposedly spoken by the Infinite directly to the prophets, Pouli, Gupta, and Cohn. The liturgy spells out every rule regulating GENs, every duty required of us, all the consequences for transgressions.

We GENs had only to follow those rules, fulfill those duties, avoid those transgressions, and we would reap our reward...a place in the Infinite’s divine hands after we die. That is, if we’re not reset.

I really wanted to believe the Doctrine fables about Earth. About how in the olden days before humans left, it was green and beautiful instead of mostly desert like on Loka. Earth had six continents people could easily live on, instead of only one, Svarga, here on Loka. And Earth only had one sun instead of two and one moon instead of three. 

And what about Earth animals having only four legs instead of the Lokan six? How did a four-legged animal even move without falling over? And how was it that there were thousands of different kinds on Earth rather than the handful that crawl or creep across Svarga where we all live? Even more strange, I was told Earth’s biggest spiders would fit in my hand, and that some people kept them as pets. 

You sure wouldn’t want to make a pet of a bhimkay, the spider we have here. Bhimkay babies are knee-high, and full-grown they’d be as tall as my shoulder. Not that I’d be so brave or stupid enough to stand next to one to check their height.

If all those Earth tales were true, anyone would prefer to live there instead of Loka. I’m guessing humans never would have left if the wealthy and powerful hadn’t stripped Earth of everything they could. Their actions led to burning forests, raging floods, and continent-wide storms that wiped away countless lives.

So those who could—the same rich and powerful who ruined everything—made plans to leave. Scientists had found Loka some years before, a planet with proper air and water and gravity. It takes Loka longer to travel around its two suns, so a year is longer there. But humans could survive on Loka. Or at least in Svarga, the only continent without deadly earthquakes and volcanos.

The rich paid for the labor to build the generation transport ships with three promises. First, those who worked on the project could bring their family to the last livable places on Earth, to be safe in special compounds. Second, they and their family were promised stasis pods on the ship for the centuries-long trip to Loka. And third, after fifty years of servitude on the new planet, they would be freed from any other obligation.

No surprise that the wealthy never intended to fulfill the third promise. Fifty years came and went and the forced labor continued. Because they were in charge, and the workers had no power.

By the end of that half-century, the wealthy were calling themselves trueborns. They decreed that the workers were lowborns, and that lowborns did not have the same rights as trueborns.

As the decades passed, trueborns divided themselves even further based on skin color and wealth. Those with a certain medium brown skin color received more than 20,000 acres of adhikar—a birthright chunk of land. They were considered high-status and wore a diamond bali in their left ear. Trueborns with skin a shade too light or dark received 2000 acres of adhikar at birth. They were demi-status and wore an emerald bali. Trueborns far too light or dark only received 200 acres of adhikar. They were minor-status and wore a sapphire bali.

No matter their status, trueborns found every excuse to keep lowborns under their thumbs. A bad planting season due to flooding. Bhimkay spider attacks that wiped out half the year’s drom calves. An unexpected drought at the peak of the growing season.

But lowborns fought back. They protested and rioted, blocking trueborn roads. They let loose rat-snakes in trueborn kel-grain foodstores and rustled drom mares from the trueborns’ adhikar.

After more than 300 years, with generation after generation of lowborns suffering through famine, plague, and cruelty, the unending riots and sabotage finally persuaded the trueborns. They set the lowborns free to fend for themselves.

Not because trueborns had had a change of heart or even that lowborns had become more trouble than they were worth. Trueborns gave in because they had created us: GENs. Genetically Engineered Non-humans. Tankborns. Or if you’re really mean, you call us jiks.

They started with human embryos they’d brought from Earth. Put them in a tank filled with pre-programmed gen-fluid. Spliced in the DNA from Earth and Loka animals to not only give GENs special abilities, but also ensure the laws that applied to humans didn’t apply to us. Then when the nervous system was ready, the gen-fluid triggered the growth of circuitry throughout the fetus’s body and drew a circuitry tattoo on the baby’s cheek.

That tattoo interface allowed trueborns to program us, to upload and download data to our brains. To inflict punishment and to control our actions and our movements. To track us every moment of our lives using the Monitoring Grid. And if we did not please them for any reason, they could initiate a reset and wipe our brain clean.

The Brigade enforcers, minor-status trueborns, terrorized us daily. They carried the datapods that when locked into our facial tattoo could reset us—erase our awareness of ourselves and reprogram us into obedience. Their cruelty was not only accepted but encouraged.

So 250 years late, trueborns did free the lowborns. They even started paying a wage for lowborns’ labor. Lowborns were allowed to travel as they wished and make their homes in sectors set aside for them. 

GENs, though, engineered for enslavement and regarded as little more than animals, have no hope for anything better. They can only pray that death would one day release them into the hands of the Infinite.

Yes, I’ve been freed thanks to my friend, Kayla. The treatment that should have gone to her she gave to me instead. That treatment erased the tattoo interface on my right cheek. It deleted nearly all the other circuitry in my body as well.

But despite my own freedom, I can’t turn my back on Kayla and the other GENs of Loka. We should all be released from trueborn oppression.

That weighs heavy on my mind, even as I wonder what can one girl do?
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Chapter 1

 

 

Mishalla knew she wasn’t dreaming, nor that what she felt was real. She wasn’t really in that basement where she’d been tortured. She was in bed beside her partner Eoghan. 

But knowing didn’t ease her terror, or her pain, or her desperate need to take a breath. That knowledge didn’t release her body from its paralysis and allow her to escape the nightmare. She only knew that although she was awake, she could not move.

So she couldn’t reach out to Eoghan, sleeping next to her. She couldn’t call his name. When her body froze like this, not even her mouth worked. She could only make a shapeless noise as loud as she could and hope he’d wake up.

Mishalla opened her throat, struggled to drag in enough air. Then as loud as she could, she moaned.

She waited a few moments for Eoghan to wake her. When she didn’t feel his touch, she forced air into her lungs again and moaned again, even louder.

She could have wept when she felt Eoghan’s hand on her shoulder. He shook her, called her name. At last, she snapped awake, gasping for air and sitting bolt upright.

He took her in his arms, holding her as she shuddered. She looked around her at the small, familiar sleeproom. Plain plasscrete walls, painted white to contain the toxic plassfiber used to make them, a window overlooking the sluggish brown Plator River. A blanket on the bed, handwoven from dyed drom wool by their lowborn friend, Quila, added the only color to the all-white room.

A curtain hung between the sleeproom and the sliver of a sitting room next to it. The sitting room butted up against a large kitchen used to make communal meals in the lowborn neighborhood that ran along the riverbank. When they moved into the house Mishalla and Eoghan were given permission to use the communal kitchen 

Eoghan stroked her hair. “I can’t bear to see you suffer like this. You have to see a healer.”

“And tell them what?” Mishalla said. “That I’m not a real lowborn? That if you look close enough, you’ll see I’m actually a GEN?”

Eoghan, born and raised as a lowborn, tried to sympathize with her past as a Genetically Engineered Non-human. But he didn’t understand the dread she often felt that someone would discover her secret. The lowborns she lived with in Plator with would be horrified if they knew the truth of her past.

“You’re not a GEN anymore, Mishalla. The treatment dissolved your circuitry.”

“But left some of it behind.” Mishalla trembled as echoes of the pain wracked her body. “And the part that’s left still remembers.”

“I know. It was bad.” Eoghan rubbed her back. “I can’t forget either.”

Mishalla leaned into him. “They nearly killed you, Eoghan.”

“And they nearly reset you.” Eoghan kissed her forehead. “I would have lost you.”

Eight months ago Mishalla was still a GEN with a tattoo on her cheek that interfaced with the circuitry installed in her body. Like all GENs, she’d been “Assigned” at age fifteen to serve trueborns, in her case as a carer of orphaned lowborn children.

She’d already half fallen in love with Eoghan when he persuaded her to join him on a Kinship mission to rescue abducted lowborn children. Despite her misgivings, she accepted the challenge to help him.

To gain access to the youngsters, they disguised themselves as trueborns—the masters of planet Loka who lorded their status over lowborns and GENs alike. Mishalla used a concealer to hide her GEN facial tattoo and Eoghan used lenses to hide his green eyes. They dressed in fancy borrowed clothes.

The mission took a horrific turn when enforcers discovered their true identities. They were taken to a secluded cabin where Eoghan was physically beaten to the brink of death. Their captors Mishalla tortured with uploads that racked her body with pain and nearly drove her to madness.

Her fellow GEN and lifelong friend, Kayla, rescued them with the help of two trueborns. Later Kayla sacrificed her own chance to be lowborn instead of GEN, giving the last dose of the circuitry-dissolving treatment to Mishalla.

Mishalla was truly grateful for her friend’s sacrifice. Kayla had no way of knowing that the same error in Mishalla’s DNA that caused her leg deformity would prevent the full removal of the circuitry and lead to the pain she now suffered from.

Mishalla pushed herself up, impatient with her fixation on the past instead of the present with Eoghan. She swung her left leg out of bed, then eased her stiff and sore right leg beside it. A hand against the wall, she rose onto both feet.

Eoghan came around the foot of the bed. “Can I help you stretch?”

“I’m fine. I know you need to go.” I need you to go.

“I could send a message on the sekai, tell them I can’t—”

“No.” She shifted so she could face him. “You have important work to do.”

She couldn’t quite hide the slight emphasis on you. And he’d heard it. “You’re important to me.”

But how could she be so selfish to want him to stay with her, when the work he did for the Kinship was so crucial? He traveled so widely so he could reprogram as many GENs as possible with a special upload. The upload removed GENs from the Monitoring Grid and replaced them with a “ghost” to fool the system. It allowed GENs to leave their Assigned sector without punishment.

She forced a smile. “Go. You can tell me all about the Kinship meeting when you get back.”

He hesitated just a moment, then quickly opened the trunk in the corner for a fresh kurta and chera pants. He dressed quickly, then headed for the sleeproom door.

“Datapods!” Mishalla called after him.

He reversed direction back into the sleeproom. “Thank you.” He scooped up the handful of thumbnail-sized datapods he’d left on the window sill last night. They’d all been updated with the latest Grid ghosting program. He stuffed them into his pockets, gave her a quick kiss, and he was gone.

When they wed, Mishalla had thought the two of them would continue to do Kinship work together. But after their mission eight months ago nearly killed them both, Eoghan didn’t want her taking those risks anymore. He’d partnered with his lowborn friend Ilian for Kinship work.

She knew some of their missions were truly dangerous, so much so that he didn’t share much about them. But there was no reason he couldn’t take her with him sometimes when all he was doing was uploading the datapod updates.

 And those updates were truly important. GENs’ movements were restricted to within their home sector or where they were Assigned. The Monitoring Grid in each sector pinged GENs multiple times per day to pinpoint their location.

GENs found straying outside their limited permitted area were punished, often reset. But if a GEN had the blocking program uploaded, they could safely be outside their sector doing Kinship work. One of Eoghan’s primary assignments was uploading the blocking program into GENs when the Monitoring Grid programming changed. She could help him with that, especially with female GENs. 

Instead, she kept their small house clean. She wrote in her journal. She worked with Quila and other lowborns to prepare occasional communal meals for families in their ward. And she sometimes cared for the under-five allabain children when one of those nomadic lowborn sects set up their bhaile on the bank of the Plator River. 

Caring for children was no chore—she’d done plenty of it as a GEN programmed to be a nurturer. But until she wed Eoghan, she never particularly longed for a child of her own. Now she did, despite it being impossible. Trueborns designed GEN female bodies without a womb. GEN babies could only be created in a tank by trueborns.

As if trueborns were equals of the Infinite, the true creator. If she even believed in Him anymore after all she’d learned of the world.

Giving herself an impatient shake, she stretched her stiff right leg until the exercises made the pain bearable. Then she got herself ready for the day.
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For the next several days, Mishalla had only a few stolen moments with Eoghan. He often left before she woke and returned after she’d gone to sleep. Mornings and evenings, he gave her a rapid-fire description of the work he’d been doing for the Kinship. How he’d uploaded the latest version of the Grid blocking program in more than twenty GENs, giving them the freedom to work for the Kinship.

She was glad for those GENs, that they had one less thing to fear from trueborns. Before she’d become a lowborn, she’d had the Grid blocker uploaded to her annexed brain. At the time, the program had been forced on her without her knowledge. 

Yes, she’d uploaded it willingly when Ilian had passed the datapod to her. But she didn’t know what it would do and had to place her trust in a lowborn stranger.

She’d have appreciated knowing earlier about Eoghan’s and Ilian’s friendship and what the upload would do. She could have worried less about whether a Grid tech might detect her somewhere she shouldn’t be. 

But the Kinship’s policy was to keep the program secret. And now, as a lowborn, she’d never again have to worry about the Grid.

Except she still felt like a GEN. 

She’d kept that secret from Eoghan. Not even Kayla knew. Mishalla had wanted to confide in her tank-sister friend, but their short visits via sekai in the last several months never seemed to be the right time.

She might look like a lowborn on the outside. But in her heart, in her very soul, Mishalla of Chadi sector was still a GEN.
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Chapter 2

 

 

A full week went by without any sign of Eoghan. As best as Mishalla could tell, he hadn’t come home at all during those six days. 

On Restday and into the following night, torrential rain sent the Plator River two meters above its banks. The flood that followed washed out the bhaile tents of the nomadic allabain lowborns who had set up their camps beside the river. Everyone, allabain and Plator sector lowborns alike, teamed up to help restore what they could of the nomads’ belongings.

Ankle deep in the muddy water, her skirt tied up like baggy chera pants, Mishalla helped Quila carry the tent poles from a bhaile that belonged to one of Quila’s allabain cousins. They had to be cautious with every step not just to find stable footing, but also to avoid stepping on a sewer toad. The eight-legged creatures with their creepy red compound eyes were everywhere in the muddy water, paralyzed by the silt clogging their spiracles.

“Ugh!” Quila cried out, her face twisting with disgust.

“Did you get one?” Mishalla asked.

“Squished it flat.” Quila swished her foot in the water. “They are just about the most useless monsters.”

“They feed the seycats,” Mishalla said. “I guess that’s something.”

As they moved on with the tent poles Quila stared at the water, keeping her eyes on her footing. “I’ve heard the GEN healers make some kind of medicine with them.”

Quila had also done work for the Kinship, but not even she knew Mishalla’s origin as a GEN. Like most of the lowborns she had met in Plator, all Quila knew was that she’d worked in a crèche, caring for lowborns while their parents worked. The rest of the story that Quila knew—that Mishalla had met Eoghan there in Sheysa Sector, and they’d moved to Plator after their wedding—was true.

“I’ve heard that, too,” Mishalla said. “And that sometimes younger GENs will gather the sewer toads up for the healers. They pay a dhan for twenty.”

“Hard work for such a small payment,” Quila said. “Do you know what the medicine is used for?”

Mishalla had been dosed with a sewer toad potion as a fifth-year GEN. They’d been short of food that month, and she’d been so hungry she’d eaten some plassfiber bits that had fallen off the cheaply made walls of her nurture-mother’s flat. She’d thought they were kel-grain crumbs.

Mishalla answered Quila, sidestepping her personal experience. “I’ve been told it makes a child throw up when they’ve eaten something bad.”

Quila laughed at that as they reached dry ground and put down the poles. “Cure worse than the disease.”

“Sounds like it to me, too.”

Quila looked past Mishalla. “Looks like your partner has finally shown his face.”

“Eoghan?” Mishalla turned to where Quila pointed. There he was with a plassfiber sack, grabbing up sewer toads and tossing them in.

Quila looked back at Mishalla. “What does Eoghan want with the toads? He isn’t gathering them for GEN healers is he?”

“Maybe clearing some so they don’t go back in the Plator,” Mishalla said. “That many dead toads would make a mess in the water.” She stepped around Quila and headed toward Eoghan.

She hated lying to Quila, but she couldn’t tell the lowborn woman the truth. The Kinship compartmentalized information, so not everyone knew about the toads’ true value.

Despite them being a nuisance, sewer toad blood was precious. It had to be distilled and toxins removed, but when the Kinship scientists finished processing it, the serum became a crucial component of the treatment that dissolved GEN circuitry.

Mishalla reached Eoghan and threw her arms around him. He pulled her into a one-armed embrace, the sack of wriggling sewer toads gripped tight in his other hand.

“How long will you be here?” Mishalla asked.

“As long as it takes to gather up as many of these as I can.”

“I can borrow another sack and help,” Mishalla said. “We can work together.”

“Ilian is here with me.” He tipped his head off to the right where the blond lowborn boy was crouched, grabbing up sewer toads and dropping them into his sack. “I have to get these to where they’re needed by tonight.”

Mishalla dropped her arms, stepping back. “Aren’t there any other lowborns in the Kinship that can do what you and Ilian do? Anyone can gather sewer toads and take them to the medics. And you two can’t be the only ones who know how to upload the Grid blocking code.”

“Councilor Navuluri always asks that Ilian and I be sent to the sectors he oversees. He trusts us to do it right.”

“Is he new to the Council of Judges?” Mishalla could barely keep the bitterness from her voice that this high-status trueborn was stealing so much time from her and Eoghan. “I’ve never heard of him.”

“He stepped in temporarily when Councilor Chaturvedi died. The Council has come to respect him so much that they’ll be giving him a permanent post soon.” Eoghan took her hand. “The Kinship is fortunate to have two Councilors advocating for GEN rights. You see that, right?”

“I just hate that you’re gone so much.” She squeezed his hand, then let go. “Come say goodbye before you leave.”

She turned and walked away, feeling on the edge of tears. When Quila saw her face, her eyes softened in sympathy.

“There’s one more load,” Quila said. “Help me bring it up and then we’ll start rebuilding the bhailes.”

Mishalla hooked her arm in Quila’s and they walked back down into the water.
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Eoghan didn’t say goodbye before he left. That night, Mishalla tried to stay awake until he returned, but he was so late and she was so exhausted by the day’s work that she dropped off to sleep. The next night she tried again, staying up far too late until her sekai pinged with a message from him. He wouldn’t be home that night after all. He promised to spend the next day with her.

He wasn’t home when she woke in the morning. Anger bubbled up inside her as she stretched her bad leg and dressed for the day. Tears threatened too, but she swallowed them back, holding onto her anger instead. When she couldn’t get her brush through the tight curls of her red hair, she threw it across the sleeproom like a second-year toddler.

And nearly struck Eoghan, who ducked as he pushed aside the doorway curtain. “Whatever I did, I’m sorry.” He grinned, holding up the lightweight drom wool bag they used for shopping. Something fragrant filled the bag. “I went out to Nod’s Bakery for those kel-grain cakes you like so much. I hope you’re hungry. Nod threw in a couple extra cakes when he found out they were for you.”

She wanted to say no, but her stomach rumbled. “Yes. Thank you.”

“Eat in the kitchen? Or out on the patio?”

“Kitchen is fine.” She just wanted to be alone with him, without every Plator lowborn dropping by to say hello.

He stepped out of sight to set down the wrapped cakes, then reappeared with her brush. “Good thing you didn’t hit my hard head. Might have broken your brush.”

Rather than hand it to her, he turned her away from him and gently unknotted her long hair at the ends and worked his way up. Once it was untangled, he wove it into a loose braid.

Now she wanted to cry again. As lovely as it was to have him here, she knew these moments would fly by, and then he’d be gone again.

She pulled away and opened the privacy curtain. In the kitchen, she took their plates from the cupboard assigned to them and set them on the table. She sat on the bench and tugged kel-grain cakes from the bag, placing one on each plate.

He sat beside her, straddling the bench to face her. “I really am sorry. That I’m away so much. That you’re alone when I’m gone.”

“I have Quila and Shan.” Shan, Quila’s sweet young son, was one of the children she and Eoghan had rescued. “She keeps me company. He makes me laugh.”

“I wish we could have our own—”

She cut him off with a hard stare. “Don’t wish for what we can’t have.”

He hung his head, picked at his cake. “What do you want, Mishalla?”

“First, I need an answer from you.” She fixed him with her gaze. “Are you sorry we wed?”

“No!”

“We’re both so young,” she said. “And it’s difficult for both of us that I’m...what I used to be.”

“I love you, Mishalla. And I loved you even before the treatment.”

She took a bite and the sugary cake dissolved on her tongue. “Even so, I feel like I don’t belong in Plator. Especially with you gone all the time. Even though no one knows the truth, the only lowborn that likes me, that trusts me, is Quila. I’m not from here, lowborn or not.”

“Do you want to live in another lowborn sector?”
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