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Chapter 01

	Living

	 

	 

	I woke up in darkness that I could just barely see through with my genetically enhanced eyesight, hearing a sound I’d become so familiar with in the past several weeks—a very large heart beating close to me. Pare’s heart.

	The instant I stirred, the slow and steady thudding of it sped momentarily before his hand rubbed my waist. 

	He took in a deep, sleepy breath. “You all right?” He hardly did more than whisper the question.

	“Fine,” I answered just as quietly.

	He pulled me closer to his side, holding me tighter than he had been now that I’d woken him, which was always both unintentional and unavoidable when bad dreams woke me up. He woke so easily. The slightest movement or sound from me could do it. It seemed like, even in his sleep, he was in a constant state of worrying about accidentally injuring me.

	I felt quite small lying next to him, but I didn’t always. I let myself wonder then how difficult it must’ve been for him to not break me with all the strength he had. It was something I found myself acknowledging inside my head more often with the days passing. Really acknowledging rather than dismissively accepting.

	He and I were different—from each other and from everyone apart from the people we weren’t different from. 

	He was a Gen, a genetically enhanced soldier. Seven feet, five inches tall. Three hundred and forty-six pounds of pure muscle and however much skin was needed to cover that much body. His bones had been surgically reinforced with something that was classified. All I knew about it was that it was gray in color. I’d also found out by Paige’s questioning that it was lightweight enough to only add a few pounds of weight while simultaneously being strong enough to prevent breakage from almost any force, apart from the focused strength of other Gens . . . or a tank being dropped on them. That could do it, if the tank had a lot of momentum and depending on where it hit them.

	I was a Reg, not so different from him in the sense that my genes had been messed with as well. Only it was more genes than bodies. Regulators, they called us. They liked to say they’d made us in the hopes of being a new standard for humanity. 

	Forced evolution. 

	We were immune to most sickness and disease. Enhanced hearing, enhanced eyesight, enhanced physical ability, and supposed enhanced mental capacity. If they’d stopped there, or maybe if Regs weren’t a secret . . . I might’ve believed that. I might’ve believed they’d made us to strictly be improved humans.

	They’d locked us up for eighteen years. Most of us were still locked up. And they’d kept prying with our bodies until we could do unnatural things. Disappear, climb walls, change our appearances. Some of us could regrow parts of our bodies that were injured or severed. Some of us were unnaturally fast. Faster even than the Gens. 

	I’d heard the Reg failures before our first generation of success had been . . . unspeakable. Two sets of arms. Feathers over skin. Deformed body parts. Worse things. I didn’t know if it was true, but I didn’t doubt that it could be.

	They were all dead, I was sure—all those failures before us. Either that or locked up in a facility somewhere being studied further. Who knew? There was no telling, but it wasn’t or hadn’t been good for them regardless. Like it needed to get worse.

	I just might’ve believed them in what they’d said, if not for the military training we all had, our learning curriculum. It hadn’t taken me very long of being sent out on my first mission to realize . . . that was all most of us really learned about past a select amount of basic things that could all, in one way or another, be tied back to it. Warfare.

	There might’ve been a possibility that, through us, they could find some solutions for many problems in the world. But that wasn’t what we were. We weren’t a solution. We were soldiers, only we could blend in where most Gens could not. We were soldiers, only not the typical sort. They’d discovered how to make us immune to most sickness and disease, and yet . . .

	And yet they’d used it only on us.

	Pare—or Par, as everyone but Paige and I called him if not referring to him by the letters of his ID—wasn’t so different from me in a lot of ways. He wasn’t so different in the ways that mattered.

	It had taken me some time, but as the time passed I started acknowledging the differences inside my head. I didn’t focus on them. It wasn’t that they mattered to me. I started acknowledging them because he deserved that. 

	I acknowledged them because . . . I loved him.

	He deserved for me to respect how difficult it must’ve been for him to touch me with the restraint he had and how much he was risking for me. He deserved a lot of things he’d never had in his life, and even though I didn’t really know what I was doing or how to go about any of it . . . neither did he. We were figuring it out together.

	With the weeks passing and the reality of the situation sinking down on me a little harder every day . . . I felt myself changing.

	I watched the Gens—our backup, our security, our reinforcements, our advisers, our caretakers, our friends, our family—assigned to the four of us Regs become more anxious by the day. 

	We had our mission. Our two months to successfully eliminate the leak in intelligence about our existence in the world was already halfway over. The mission had been changed at my request, with ample reasoning and logic given for the change.

	My somewhat-newly-developed best friend, Paige, had infiltrated the business of Weyland Cole—who we often called Big Fish—after we’d ensured his assistant at the time be out of commission. I wasn’t proud of it, but she would make a full recovery and it was necessary. At least we hadn’t killed her. One of the Gens had suggested it, killing her, but it had quickly been shot down despite her reasoning that we would somehow be less likely to get caught. 

	I wasn’t proud of it because I’d nudged the former assistant down a rather large flight of stairs while under a different appearance. Rather large. I’d wanted to cry about it many times, but with the com attached to my wrist recording and tracking everything I did, I couldn’t risk it. Pare, who was my Com from 09:00 to 21:00, or Tar, who was my Com the rest of the time, would have to edit the sound at great personal risk to themselves. Either that or run the risk of someone at HGRP thinking I wasn’t strong or capable enough to handle any mission.

	How could I kill someone if I cried over pushing a random person down a flight of stairs? It was different out in the real world, when things weren’t as simple as kill this person or they’re going to kill you. It was so different when someone had done absolutely nothing. But it had to be done, and I’d done it.

	Still, I’d taken the young woman flowers to the hospital the next day, because that was apparently what people did, though I still didn’t go as myself. I told her I’d seen her fall and wanted to make sure she was all right.

	Her left arm and leg were broken, and her face had hit something on the way down, causing her cheekbone to shatter. They’d had to do surgery on her face. She’d laughed and made the comment that she’d always wanted a facelift, despite not needing one, but had never been able to justify it until then.

	I’d sat in her room and talked with her for at least an hour. She had no idea it had been done on purpose, which I’d given as the reasoning behind needing to go. Ensuring my tracks were covered. They were. People were busy in cities, never realizing at all that they weren’t the only people in the world trying to get from one place to another. No one seemed to care about anyone else, and it was sad.

	It was so sad.

	She’d informed me during that time that she’d moved to California with the hopes of becoming a movie star or a model. She didn’t care which. She’d had the face for it. But all her family was in New Hampshire and they couldn’t afford to take the time off work to fly out and see her in the hospital for a few broken bones. She was alone. It was sad.

	When I was leaving, she asked me if I would come see her again.

	It broke my heart a little to tell her I was just visiting here. It wasn’t a lie, and company enjoyed or not . . . the girl she’d enjoyed company with didn’t really exist.

	I was just glad we hadn’t been ordered to kill her. It would’ve been me that would’ve had to have done it, because no one would ever know it was me and no one else could get away with it. I would be the one in our group to do anything of that nature.

	That night I’d had a conversation with Pare about it and had relayed the majority of the conversation with her to him. Afterward, we’d had a talk about innocence getting in the way. I didn’t think it was right for innocence to suffer at the hands of anything, necessity or not.

	I could relate, in a sense.

	I tried not to remind myself that something of that nature happening had been my idea in the first place—getting her out of the way. It was impossible to manage not thinking about it after doing as much. It was also impossible not to think about the day I’d squashed a fly simply because it had been annoying me, the fact that I could’ve caught it and put it back outside not even crossing my mind until I’d been told. Things got in the way.

	The morning after I’d made the visit to the hospital, at approximately 09:06, I had received a non-buzzing message on my com while I was in the shower after PT. It said, I SENT HER PARENTS MONEY FOR PLANE TICKETS/EXPENSES

	That night in my room with Pare, I mouthed the question, How?

	He smiled at me a little in a strained sort of way before putting his hand on his chest. 

	He’d done it. His money.

	I cried about it a little then, as silently as I could manage. It apparently hadn’t been silent enough because he’d taken me into the bathroom, turned on the shower, pulled my clothes off, and put me into it to mask the sound.

	Due to the technical skills of most of the Gens, Paige had been interviewed one day after Jennifer Dillon from New Hampshire had taken her forced spill down the stairs. Due to Paige’s intelligence, capability, likeability—and likely how physically attractive she was—she’d been hired on the spot. It was supposed to be temporary until Jennifer had healed from her injuries.

	And in over three weeks of working right beneath Big Fish’s nose with her daytime Com and romantic interest, Bat, literally in her ear . . . Paige hadn’t learned anything. She’d dug through files, searched endlessly, and she’d found nothing. She hadn’t found a singular thing that even hinted at any sort of tie between Cole, Bastille, or the leak.

	So the Gens were becoming anxious because my plan seemed to be falling apart at the seams. We couldn’t talk about their backup plan. I had no idea what was going on with it, so the mission was my main objective and focus. It was falling apart, I would be to blame, and we would all suffer for it.

	Because of Bat speaking directly with Paige via tiny earpiece rather than a com on her wrist, the secret of the backup being Coms had been allowed to slip. Some of them were Coms, at least. A few weren’t.

	Pare could now get away with lying in bed with me for me to tell him I was fine and him to say, “You know I don’t have to be looking at a screen to know when you’re lying, Jaycee. I always know. Your heartbeat changes. I still think talking about your nightmares would help.”

	It pulled me out of my thoughts and back to reality, which seemed to feel like weights slowly being added onto my body with every moment I spent there. 

	“I don’t want to tell you,” I admitted.

	“I’ve already accepted that you have nightmares about me.” He rubbed my hip with his hand slightly again. He sighed before adding, “I’d rather know.”

	“They’re not always about you,” I whispered.

	“Always about Gens, though,” he said knowingly. 

	I didn’t respond.

	It didn’t take long for, “The stuff of nightmares,” to come out of his mouth.

	“I’m not afraid of you,” I told him firmly. I shook my head. “I’m afraid of failing.”

	“What happened in it tonight?” 

	In all the times he’d asked about the dreams that now woke me up at least once every night, I hadn’t answered him. They were always different, but similar. “I don’t want you to be upset.”

	“People can’t help what they dream about,” he said. “I won’t be upset. You’re upset.”

	“We were just talking,” I told him.

	Nearly a minute passed in silence before he said, “And? I doubt that would wake you up.”

	The words spilled out of my mouth quickly. “We were just standing around talking downstairs. You looked down at your wrist, pulled out a gun, and shot me in the chest. Then I woke up. That’s what happened.” Nearly two minutes passed in silence before I said, “You’re upset.”

	“I’m not,” he told me. “I’m just sorry you had to dream about that. Is there anything you want me to do?”

	My brow furrowed. “Like what?” 

	“I don’t know,” he answered. I could hear him shaking his head against the pillow above me. “I could give you another backrub or something.”

	I laughed a little before informing him, “I’m still recovering from the last one.”

	“Sorry,” he said quietly. “You said it felt good at the time.”

	“It did.” I laughed again. “But no. I don’t want you to do anything for me except stay here and get some more sleep. I’m sorry for waking you up.”

	“You can wake me up anytime.” He moved a little, leaning down and kissing me on top of the head. He lingered there until I met gazes with him in the darkness, and then he said, “I love you, you know.”

	I smiled at him a little before quietly responding with, “I know.”

	And he smiled back at me before settling himself in again. 

	It hadn’t taken me very long to realize why the safe word for Regs was what it was. It was because love made people do drastic things, like risk their lives to live their lives. Regs were government property. We couldn’t live our lives past what they told us to. If we said the word, we were either in danger or we were a danger to them. It was dangerous either way.

	I fell asleep again, just wishing so badly that I could tell him the four words he wanted to hear, the four words I wanted to say.

	I love you too.

	Maybe one day.

	For now, I know was the closest we could get. I was really starting to believe that maybe-one-day’s never actually happened, and it was the absolute worst thing I’d ever felt in my entire life.

	 


Chapter 02

	Over

	 

	 

	Paige wasn’t already in the exercise room that morning when Pare walked me down there before he would leave, and she didn’t show up. I periodically watched the door for her, but she didn’t come. It was odd.

	An hour before she was supposed to leave for work, I walked up to the second floor and down the long hallway to her room. I only let myself wonder how strange it was—getting so used to being here, living the way we were living, and doing the things we were doing—before forcing the thoughts out of my head. I didn’t want it to be over. Not wanting it to be over and reminding myself it was going to be was nothing short of me mentally torturing myself.

	It took her nearly a minute to answer her door after I’d knocked on it, and when she did, she was frantic. Her shirt was partially covering her, though she only had one arm through the proper hole and it was lopsided, exposing the left half of her bra. 

	“I overslept,” she said, rushing back through her room once I was inside and had closed the door behind me. I could hear her still speaking clearly, though the volume of it was fading, while she nearly ran through the bedroom into the adjacent bathroom. “This is what happens when I sleep by myself now, apparently.”

	“Bat didn’t stay with you last night?” I asked in confusion as I followed after her, much more slowly than she’d gone.

	“No,” she answered. “He told me he fell asleep during work yesterday because we hardly sleep here. Honestly, Jaycee, I don’t know how you and Pare manage this.”

	“Because we have to,” I told her apologetically, watching her get back to putting on makeup. It was the only way. We just had to.

	She’d since put her arm through the other shirt hole, but she hadn’t pulled it down. I walked over and did that for her. Gently, so as not to cause her to poke her eye out with the dark eyeliner she was applying.

	She asked, “Doesn’t it bother you that the two of you spend more time literally sleeping together than actually spending time?” 

	“Yeah, of course,” I admitted. “But it is what it is, and it’s better than nothing. Anyway, I just wanted to make sure you were all right. I’ll go make you some breakfast.”

	“I don’t have time,” she said, still sounding frantic. Even though we’d both been putting on makeup for a little while now, it took a ridiculously long amount of time regardless, even when doing a minimalist face. It was a shame that wearing it was such a normal thing to do. It seemed it was so normal that it was more important than eating.

	“Make the time,” I told her. 

	“I’ll just take a muffin with me.”

	I sighed. “All right.” I was about to leave and then stopped myself. “I hope you find something today.”

	She stopped what she was doing and her reflection stared at me in the mirror for a few seconds before she said, “Me too.” Then she moved.

	She leaned forward and started writing small letters on the bathroom mirror with her eyeliner. It was messy, though nowhere near as messy as my own handwriting had been the one time I’d done it. It was hard forcing movements you’d never been trained to do.

	I don’t think there’s anything to find. Her reflection paused to stare at me for a few seconds, and then she added two more words. We’re fucked.

	I stood there for a moment staring down at the tiled bathroom floor before going downstairs.
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	“I thought we weren’t going to make food for each other?” Garret asked as I was putting plates of pancakes in front of both he and Brent. 

	“I know,” I said. 

	Garret’s dark hair was much longer than it had been upon leaving our containment. He’d gotten it cut once but not shaved like they’d always had it before. The top of it was growing out, and it suited his face better. Brent’s light hair was still shaved, though not quite as closely as they made the boys keep it there. Some people adjusted to change better and more quickly than others. And for some people, little changes were the equivalent of big changes to the next person.

	“I thought that was your idea,” Garret pointed out. “That we all needed to learn how to take care of ourselves.”

	“I know,” I said again.

	“Paige makes better pancakes than you,” Garret informed me several seconds later as I rested my lower back against the counter by the stove.

	“I know.”

	“Shut up, Garret,” Brent told him. “Just be happy she made you some. You know it’s better than what you would’ve had.” 

	No matter Garret’s preoccupation with the cooking channel or any knife skills, he couldn’t apply what he saw on there to real life. He’d tried. Many times. He became upset and frustrated over that. Many times. We kept encouraging him to try because he seemed so genuinely interested in it. If he kept trying, he would get it. He could cut food up all day. He just couldn’t cook it. Doing the prep work didn’t count in his mind, but he enjoyed that quite a lot. He seemed to forget that he enjoyed it every time he failed at doing anything more than.

	“What’s going on in here?” Seb asked, peeking his head around the corner of the doorway before his very large body appeared there.

	“Jaycee made pancakes,” Garret said through a mouthful of them.

	“Oh, that’s nice,” Seb said in a clearly surprised tone.

	“Your stack is right there.” I nodded my head toward the stack of ten pancakes on top of the stove that he must’ve pretended not to see until I’d pointed them out. “I know it’s not enough for you, but I don’t have the patience to cook for that long.” The patience or desire to. Cooking was nowhere near my favorite thing. No aspect of it was. There were much worse things.

	Seb walked over and grabbed his. “You didn’t have to do that.” He hesitated and then tilted his head at me in confusion to ask, “Where’s yours?”

	“Not hungry,” I said.

	I figured cooking them all pancakes was the least I could do when we were all likely going to be killed. I figured it was the least I could do when it would be my fault.

	I could tell Seb was getting ready to say something else, but Garret cut in with, “They still haven’t found her.”

	“Of course they haven’t found her,” Seb said in exasperation as he sat himself down at the table in the kitchen across from Brent. “They won’t find her.”

	“I know.” Garret fidgeted. “But I saw it on the news. They’re talking about organizing search parties. I was thinking . . .” He trailed off for nearly a minute before, “I was thinking about helping . . . if they do.”

	Both Brent and Seb stopped what they were doing and stared at Garret between them. Brent had his forkful of pancake halfway to his open mouth. It took him several seconds to put it back down on the table, but his mouth still didn’t close all the way.

	Despite the silence, the shock of what Garret had suggested must’ve done something to our hearing, which was usually impeccable. I hadn’t heard the back door open, but I clearly heard Rachel before she walked into the kitchen, saying, “Knock, knock.”

	I looked at her out of the corner of my eyes, though I didn’t turn my head, when she asked, “What did I miss?”

	It took Brent what I thought was two minutes of sitting in silence to say, “Garret was just saying that if they do a search party for Jessica Masterson, he wants to help.”

	Rachel only blinked at Garret with her very large eyes for a few seconds before saying what all of us likely wanted to but wouldn’t dare. 

	“First of all, I understand that sleeping with people can sort of . . . distort a person’s view. I suppose you’re choosing to forget everything that happened. Second . . . I hope you realize it’s your fault, at least halfway, that she was abducted.” 

	Garret looked down at his hands in his lap. “I know. I didn’t—”

	“Well, it did,” Rachel said firmly. “It did happen, whether you meant for it to or not. It happened, whether you knew what would happen or not. What did you think would happen? They don’t know what will happen when Regs reproduce, but now there’s the possibility that you can reproduce with normal people. Do you think they’re just going to let them run around out in the world? Can you imagine the standard tests they do on babies and have Reg blood pop up?”

	She sounded quite cold when she added, “We don’t mean for a lot of things to happen in life, but they sure as shit do. Man up and deal with it.”

	Garret clenched his jaw for an instant, but he still didn’t look up at Rachel or anyone else to say, “That’s the point. And now I’m thinking . . .”

	“About all the other random females you’ve slept with already?” 

	He didn’t answer her, and Brent had since managed to close his mouth and look away.

	“How about this?” she started. “How about you get that ridiculous shit out of your head? I’ve heard some serial killers like to do stuff like that—murder people and then volunteer for search parties. I’ve taken you as a lot of things, little G, but a psychopath isn’t one of them.”

	“I didn’t kill her!” Garret shouted, finally looking up and staring Rachel down.

	She just smiled at him. “Statistics say eighty-eight percent chance you’re wrong. Fact.” She laughed a little before adding, “Maybe if you all can successfully produce Regs with normal people . . . they’ll keep her alive for breeding purposes. Maybe they’ll even give her a choice. Who knows?”

	Com touched—Pare, on the other end. It buzzed my wrist and said, FMTF, RELAY.

	So I read it as it scrolled across the small screen. “Statistics say ninety-four percent likelihood child does not belong to Reg ID GAR-164. Reg capability to reproduce through any means, unknown. Statistics say remarkably unlikely with standard humans due to presumed chromosomal incapability.”

	“There are two inevitabilities in this world, Jaycee,” Rachel told me after a short pause spent analyzing my face rather than the faces of the boys. “Life, and death. Life wants to happen just as badly as death wants to happen.” She paused. “It’s almost a shame we’ll probably never figure out the intricacies of Regs or what you’re all actually capable and not capable of doing.” Rachel looked at Seb. “Isn’t that right, Seb?” 

	He didn’t respond to her in any way, past staring.

	So she grinned and looked at me to ask, “Are you ready for your lesson, or no?”

	“Yeah,” I answered uncomfortably. “I just want to grab something from my room first.”
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	“I keep thinking you’re going to run out of things to take pictures of,” Rachel said as she was staring at a wall I was slowly filling up with photographs, printed out and then stuck with double-sided tape on the back. I had copies of all the photos inside my purse, plus a few extra.

	I hesitated by my nightstand, where there was a framed picture of Pare and me sitting in a van together, a picture Rachel had taken of us on a night that felt like such a long time ago. Regardless of how many more I had, or the fact that my face was unpleasantly scrunched in it . . . it was my favorite. Our first picture together.

	“I don’t think I’ll ever run out of things,” I admitted, walking over to stand next to Rachel, who was staring at the pictures on the wall. 

	There was a visible difference between them. Some of them were taken by me with a camera Rachel had given to me a couple weeks ago. There were some of people that I’d taken, but a lot of them were of random things outdoors—flowers, trees, buildings.

	Then there were the photos that were captured through video feeds by either Pare, or Tar, my other Com and Pare’s best friend who I’d never been introduced to. There was a difference in quality, but there was also the difference in moments captured unintentionally rather than intentionally. I preferred the ones I didn’t take, at least where people were concerned. Almost all the pictures of Pare and I together had been captured by Tar, though there were a few that Paige and Bat had taken with my camera.

	“I wish I could thank her for this,” I said distantly as I stared off at quite a lot of moments captured in still form in front of me. There were a lot of things I wished I could thank Tar for.

	Rachel laughed. “Probably won’t happen, little Reg.” She still called me that when she and I were alone, but she called me by my chosen name when we weren’t. I didn’t mind. I supposed we were all used to being called what we were known by, or what people wanted us to be known by. Neither of them really mattered.

	“Yeah, I know,” barely came out of my mouth.

	“What did I tell you?” Rachel asked me seriously several seconds later. She’d told me quite a lot of things, but I knew which one in particular she was currently speaking of.

	“Not to be weird,” I answered automatically. I looked up to her face, which was nearly a foot above mine, to say, “Sorry.”

	Tar automatically brought about weird feelings inside me anytime I thought about her, which was quite often. I’d tried to figure out which female Gen she was for an entire week after the meeting where we’d seen the entirety of our Gen backup together for the first time, as none of them had given me any indication of acknowledgment.

	When asking Pare the first several times, he’d said, “She asked me not to tell you.” 

	After those first several times had passed, he’d added, “I don’t know why, but she’s just not comfortable with it. She gets angrier every time I bring it up for you. I understand why you want to know, but . . . please stop putting me in that position.”

	I’d cried about it, of course. I felt like I owed so much to her, and I’d assumed she hated me.

	The next morning when Rachel showed up, as she did every morning now, we’d gone outside—without our coms—and had a very quiet conversation.

	“Look,” she’d started. “I’m really not comfortable with this, and getting repeatedly thrown into the middle of your life is really starting to piss me off, but someone asked me to do a favor for them, so I will. Just . . . when I tell you what I’m about to tell you, do not ever repeat it, and do not be weird about it. Are we clear?”

	Tar was in love with Pare. That was what she’d informed me. 

	He didn’t know, apparently. Nobody knew, apart from Tar, Rachel, and myself.

	I’d cried then too, thinking about all the shit she’d had to go through—listening to every word Pare and I said to one another, the things she’d seen and heard.

	Despite the awkward reassurances that morning from Rachel, I still felt horrible about it. 

	“She doesn’t hate you,” she’d told me. “She doesn’t hate you, she doesn’t hate him, she’s not angry. But yeah, she’s spent her whole life with him. What did you expect?”

	“Do you . . .” I’d started and then hesitated because I couldn’t say the word. “Do you feel that way about anyone?”

	“Myself,” was how she’d responded, amusedly. She’d stared off for a little while. “She knows you love each other. How could she be pissed off about it?” Then she’d looked back at me and grinned. “Get over it, little Reg. She is. Getting over it. Until then, lay off. 

	“She did want me to apologize for putting you in a position to be dishonest with him,” she’d added shortly after. “But turnabout is fair play, and you do owe her, I’d say. Especially for all the sex the two of you are having. My god, you should’ve seen her face.”

	In the present, Rachel nudged my arm with hers and asked, “You ready?”

	“Yeah,” I told her quietly. “I’m ready.”

	 


Chapter 03

	Knowing

	 

	 

	Rachel had been doing one-on-one combative training with me since the morning after the meeting about changing the mission. I’d asked her if she might possibly consider it before we’d left that night to go back to our house next door. She’d acted frustrated, among other things, and told me she’d think about it before almost storming off.

	I hadn’t expected her to agree, despite giving her ample reasoning and logic at the time, but she’d just shown up that next morning at some point between waking and lunch. And she’d shown up every morning since then.

	She picked at me sometimes when we weren’t training, which didn’t surprise me in the slightest, but she was all-business the instant we got to work. I didn’t know whether Rachel picked at people because she liked them or if she did it because she hated people and that was how she handled being around them. Even spending as much time with her as I had hadn’t given me a clear indication of which it was. Sometimes I was sure she liked me, and sometimes I was sure she couldn’t stand me or any of the other Regs. She either liked me the most out of us or she really disliked me.

	But I wasn’t sure I’d be fond of people who were likely going to get me killed either, especially the one who had the most fault. So I took her picking in stride, even when I thought it was more hostile and less joking than others.

	She was a decent teacher despite the clear frustration of my breakability to her. She couldn’t deal with me physically the way she was used to dealing with Gens, and I couldn’t really do much of anything to her. That wasn’t the point of it.

	The point was that I’d gone my entire life doing the bare minimum of what was required of me. I’d never had any aspirations or goals. I’d just done what I was told and done it passably.

	I didn’t know how much I’d missed in all my not caring, but I had to make up for it. I had to make up for it, and I didn’t have a lot of time to do as much.

	Every day around lunchtime, I could see her running down due to the schedule she kept. Every day I would ask her if she wanted to eat lunch with me, and every day she would decline. I knew she was tired, but when I would ask about lunch she would get somewhat uncomfortable, and I thought . . . 

	I thought she just didn’t want to eat around me. Gens ate a lot.

	Still, I asked because I looked at it as a comfort level. Maybe one day she would feel comfortable enough around me, and if I didn’t ask, I would never know. So I asked, and she declined. Every single day.

	When she declined today the same as she had all the others, I went inside, had my com replaced, and made myself a sandwich. When I was finished preparing it, I had Seb remove my com and went outside to eat my lunch by the pool. Honestly, I just wanted some time alone, but I didn’t complain when Brent came out with his own sandwiches after I’d only taken two or three bites of mine.

	Brent and I had become much closer over the weeks. It had a lot to do with his confusion about his situation with Paige. There had been a lot of madness when Paige started openly flopping around between him and Bat before settling in on the latter. She’d been confused and had done a bit of hurting all parties before things had settled down.

	I knew how it was, but I was glad—after seeing how much worse it got when dragged out—I’d figured out what I wanted faster than she had.

	Brent had often come to me during that time, asking for advice that I didn’t know to give. I didn’t like getting put in the middle of it. Paige was my best friend, and I liked both Brent and Bat. I didn’t know what to say about any of it because I wasn’t Paige. But I understood he’d been coming to me because he felt I was the only person he could go to with it. So I said the only things I could without betraying anyone’s trust or getting too involved. It never seemed like much, but I think it had helped him somehow regardless.

	“I keep thinking about what Rachel said this morning,” Brent told me when he’d finished his first sandwich. “I know it’s stupid, but I hadn’t even thought about it.”

	“About the girls?” I asked curiously.

	He stared off at the pool. “Yeah. And now I’m just sitting here wondering . . .”

	“If you basically murdered five random girls by sleeping with them?” I offered when he didn’t continue.

	“Yeah,” he said again quietly.

	“Brent, I honestly don’t think we can reproduce with . . . standard humans,” I told him calmly. “I don’t know, but I don’t think we could.”

	“But it’s possible,” he almost whispered. “You can’t deny that.”

	“No, I can’t,” I admitted. “Here’s hoping you chose better girls to sleep with than Garret did.”

	“I didn’t,” he stated. “Two of them said they were on birth control without me even asking, but it was one of those two that said she’d been tested for STDs.”

	I grinned. “Maybe she had been tested but had slept with quite a lot of people since.”

	“It’s not funny,” he said firmly.

	“At least it wasn’t one of the serious ones.” I tried not to chuckle. “You got pretty lucky there.”

	Silence slipped between the two of us, and it felt like weight being added to the air. It took him a little while to say, “I guess those bastards should give up where we’re concerned. I don’t think either of us will sleep with anyone else, not after everything that’s happened.”

	“I doubt they’d need you to,” I said stiffly. What was done was done, and they’d already done enough, presumably. “Ah, the joys of being an experiment.”

	“How have you and Paige managed not to get pregnant?”

	I shook my head a little and looked down at my lap to admit, “I don’t know.”

	“Have you thought about it?” he asked. 

	I glanced over at him briefly, looking at the sun dilating the pupils in his light blue eyes. For that brief instant, I let myself think about how hard it had been just to see the sun for the first time a little over a month ago, and here we were . . . sitting in it together, only squinting as much as the next person would do without sunglasses.

	“About if you got pregnant.”

	“Yeah,” I answered uncomfortably.

	“What would you do?” 

	I shook my head again and repeated, “I don’t know. There isn’t really anything I could do.”

	“There’s always something a person can do, Jaycee,” he told me.

	“And we’re not people, Brent,” I reminded him. “There wouldn’t be anything I could do and live.”

	We sat in silence while I stared down at my sandwich. Only a minute or so passed before he stood up from his seat and informed me, “That’s what I meant.” 

	Then he walked away.

	I never finished my sandwich.
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	After showering and dressing myself comfortably in a pair of soft shorts and a tank top, Seb knocked on my door to inform me they were going hiking. 

	“I thought you’d like to go,” he said. “You enjoyed it when we went before.”

	“Not today,” I told him stiffly. “Can I just go next door or something?”

	“What did I tell you the last time you did that?” 

	“Not to abuse the knowledge,” I replied. “And I haven’t. I’ve only gone over there once during the day. I’m just . . . I’m just feeling really shitty today. I don’t want to go with you all, and I don’t want to be alone. If it was any other day, I’d just find something to do by myself here. I don’t want to. And I’ve gone over that fucking file so many times. I can’t find anything else.”

	“You have to ask him, Jaycee.” Seb sighed. “I can’t make that call. You know he still has to do his job whether you’re under the same roof or not.”

	“I know.” My voice was still stiff. “I’ll hang out with Web or something.”

	“You know Web will be following us,” he stated. Of course he would, but I hadn’t really thought about it.

	“I’ll just . . .” I started and then stopped. “I don’t know.” It seemed like today would not stop giving me situations where those three words felt like the only words I could say.

	Com touched to say, PERMISSION TO COME TO LOCATION UNTIL GEN ID SEB-16945276, REG ID BRT-311, AND REG ID GAR-164 RETURN. WAIT 14 MINUTES AND THEN LEAVE THROUGH BACK DOOR.

	“I have to wait fourteen minutes,” I said. “Can you all wait to leave until then?”

	Seb’s brow furrowed. “You really are feeling weird today, aren’t you?” 

	“Yeah.” I realized my entire body was stiffened and felt weighted down like everything else. It seemed like the air was pushing on me.

	“Yeah, we’ll wait to leave,” he told me after a moment. “Jaycee . . . don’t get him in trouble.”

	“I wouldn’t intentionally do anything to get any of you in trouble,” I said. “But shit happens, apparently.”

	“This is about the mission, isn’t it?” 

	I didn’t say anything in response. 

	“We’ll figure something out. It’s only a matter of time before Paige finds something.”

	I looked in Seb’s dark eyes to shake my head. 

	I was inclined to agree with Paige. We wouldn’t find anything.

	There was nothing to find, and that meant . . . 

	That meant they’d set us up.
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	After climbing the rather large wall at the back of the house dividing the two properties from one another, I watched the back door of their space open for me. One of the female Gens was waiting on the other side. I’d only been told her ID, and she’d never indicated for us to call her anything different. VFJ. 

	“Hey, Jaycee,” she told me, sounding very bored as she closed the door behind me.

	“Hey,” I said back. “Is Ira awake?”

	“Yeah, sure.” Despite being able for either of us to ask for him through our coms, she shouted, “Ira!” The sound of it almost bounced off the walls of the space.

	It wasn’t thirty seconds later that he jogged into the large room and asked, “What do you need?”

	“An opinion,” I replied. “About the mission.”

	“Are we changing it again?” one of the Gens sitting on a sofa watching something on television asked with a laugh. I knew it was rhetorical and only said to make a point.

	“Come with me,” Ira said, shaking his head. 

	I followed him through the house, down the stairs into the basement that had temporarily been the space used to have our meeting several weeks beforehand. It was now transformed back into what it had likely been before that point in time, which was a space for them to relax. It was the good behavior room. There was no roughhousing or arguing to take place inside that room, given that if they decided to fight one another and went through walls, they could likely take the entire house down.

	He led me over to a sofa quite far away from the nearest Gens. Despite knowing they could hear us clearly regardless, they both seemed completely uninterested. I didn’t know if they were pretending.

	“Well, given that you asked for me, you must think I’ll be able to tell you something someone else couldn’t,” he said almost instantaneously after sitting himself down.

	Ira was very intelligent, even for a Com. Pare told me that he had quite a lot of trouble sleeping, something about how his brain was always working. He took medicine for it sometimes, but he clearly hadn’t taken it today if he was currently awake. He did look very tired, but maybe the medicine didn’t work very well. Maybe it only worked well enough.

	“We’re not finding anything,” I stated, hoping he would understand that it meant we wouldn’t find anything rather than the fact that we hadn’t yet.

	“Yes, I know,” he said, which gave me no indication as to which way he’d taken it. “What’s your point?”

	“We can’t just leave it,” I told him. “I was thinking it might be a good idea to cover our bases. I feel like we should, in a sense, start back at square one.”

	“Which is?” he asked.

	“Small Fish,” I answered. “I want to meet Bastille.”

	He stared at me for about thirty seconds before asking, “Why?”

	“There has to be something here that we’re not seeing,” I said. “I’m going to figure out what it is.”

	“And you think Bastille has something to do with it?” 

	“I’m not sure,” I admitted, shaking my head. “All I know is that there’s some way to get past every locked door. I’ve stood around long enough waiting for other people to figure out what it is. I’m not standing around anymore. I can’t just stand around and wait. I’m getting through the fucking door.”

	“Are you talking about seducing him?” 

	“Definitely not.” I shook my head again, quicker. “It’s not about that. I want to meet him and see if he’s worth the time, if he’s part of the passcode or if he’s just there.”

	“And you believe you would be qualified to make such an assessment?” he asked curiously.

	“Maybe,” I told him. “Maybe not. But even if I’m not, I know someone could.” I just blinked at him, hoping he was understanding all the things I couldn’t say. He was smart enough, but I knew that being smart didn’t necessarily make a person a master at reading between the lines where other people were concerned.

	Nearly two minutes passed before he said, “If you go in, you go alone. Any pogue can spot a Gen from a mile off, if they’re not completely ignorant. It’s possible that Brent or Garret could follow you, but he’s under Cole’s supervision. Even the two of them can’t hide their military training from people who’d be looking for it, and they’ll be spotted. Paige can’t go because it would be too suspicious. You have to go in alone. No com, no backup in the building.”

	I tried not to smile at him, but I couldn’t help the corners of my mouth twitching up just the slightest amount when I stated, “I’m a big girl.” When the almost-smile faded, I asked, “After you wake up, will you do some research for me?”

	He tilted his head slightly, likely at my reaction. “Of what sort?”

	“Figure out what sort of female he’s attracted to, and let me know,” I replied. “A picture would be nice.”

	Ira’s brow furrowed. “I thought this wasn’t about seducing.”

	“It’s not,” I said. “It’s about getting an in. Figure that out and figure out where he’ll be tomorrow night.”

	“Why tomorrow?” 

	“Friday.” Not long ago, I wouldn’t have known how that was relevant. Now I knew that people did certain things on weekends. Now I knew what weekends were.

	He stood up quickly. “I’ll go do that right now.”

	“Ira,” I said, which caused him to turn around where he’d already made it several steps away. “Get some sleep now. Please.”

	“I’ve been trying to figure out—”

	“Ira,” I said again, cutting him off. “Get some sleep.”

	There likely wasn’t any point in any of the things he’d been trying to figure out. He must’ve known as much because he nodded his head and walked away, leaving me alone in a room with quite a few Gens that I’d never even spoken with before. It was still better than being alone.

	For the most part.

	 


Chapter 04

	Property

	 

	 

	I ended up watching several of the Gens play a game together. Poker, they called it. I thought they were joking about the name, possibly making some sort of sexual remark. After numerous reassurances from all of them, I was inclined to believe they were telling me the truth. I was especially inclined to believe them when I saw the looks on their faces at my initial disbelief.

	I didn’t really know the rules, even after watching them playing it for over an hour, but I quickly realized it was a game of deception. I couldn’t understand the appeal of it at first. It only took me a little while to remind myself that Gens didn’t focus on deception in their training. They had no reason to despise it.

	Thinking about that—their lack of training with deception—made me wonder how we were all still alive. I tried not to think about that.

	Despite the focus on observation in their training, they weren’t so exceptional at picking up the natural signs of deception people made. An involuntary facial reaction, slightly unnatural body movements. I wondered if it would be different, more difficult to notice the telltale signs if you were playing and not watching.

	They tried to get me to play several times, and nearly all five of the ones sitting around the table offered to teach me at one point or another. When I’d all but finished my one beer—which was the safe limit I had for drinking the disgusting stuff—they started cracking jokes about making it more interesting by playing strip poker. Given that I was well aware of what a strip club was, I was able to discern what they were talking about quite easily.

	“If you all want to get naked with each other, just let me know beforehand,” I told them.

	One of them grinned. “Mental preparation?” He didn’t look at me from over his cards.

	“I just want to make sure I’m out of here before that happens,” I stated. “Don’t want to intrude on a private moment.”

	I could easily hear a female Gen snort in the corner, where she was sitting with a controller in her hand, staring at a screen where people’s heads were periodically exploding. I didn’t know her ID. She could’ve been Tar, but I assumed Tar was sleeping and that I was possibly unaware of the actual number of female Gens here.

	“There’s no point to it,” she said loudly without breaking stride in shooting people on her video game. “You might as well stop hitting on her.”

	“Just talking,” a different one said.

	“Is that what they’re calling it?” she asked. “Anyway, it won’t work. All you’re going to do is either look like an ass to her or piss him off enough that he beats the shit out of you.” She paused for the briefest moment, still staring at the screen. “On second thought, keep talking, Les. I wouldn’t mind watching your face get broken again later.” 

	My brow furrowed. “Again?”

	“Unrelated to you, Reg,” she said. “He was having his premenstrual cycle two weeks ago and couldn’t help himself.” 

	Men didn’t . . .

	The Gen—Les, apparently—didn’t see my baffled face, as he was staring off at her. “There’s no reason to be a bitch.”

	“And there’s no excuse to be a pussy.”
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