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Prologue

 

 

Pheno’s Journal:

 

This journal wasn’t my idea. If I had my way, I would just go on with my new life without typing all my blah-blah-blah into this clunky outdated sekai. I don’t need to look inside myself and think about my feelings all the time the way Mishalla does.

Don’t get me wrong, I owe Mishalla my life. Literally. She risked hers to free me and four other GENs chained in the back of a lorry. If not for her we would have all been reset and sold back into enslavement. We would never have had our circuitry dissolved by the “treatment” so we couldn’t be controlled by trueborns ever again.  

Everything is better now that I’m not a Genetically Engineered Non-human—AKA GEN, AKA jik, AKA tankborn.  Whatever name you use for one of us, I’m not that anymore. I’m not sure I’m the lowborn I’m trying to pass myself off as either, but the freedom is real. 

Yeah, there are some dark things still floating around in my memories. Darkness that can still cut me so deep with unbearable pain.

But writing about it won’t change that past. Not thinking about it works fine. Most of the time, anyway.

Owning a sekai isn’t a novelty for me like it would be for most GENs. I was a tech GEN and had my own sekai from when I was a tenth-year until I was Assigned as a fifteenth-year. The sekais never had a network function—couldn’t risk GENs networking with each other and bringing about the end of the world as we know it. But by the first year of my Assignment, I was getting bleeding-edge tech.

This years-old sekai with its scratched screen has only one advantage over the latest models I used to use—the network function. So I can send the programming updates the Kinship has me working on with a tap of my finger. And I can send and receive messages to my friends Chave, Bek, and Hayaki, all former GENs who were also rescued from enslavement. 

And with me living in Plator, home sector for Mishalla and her partner Eoghan, she is still in touch. Mishalla is the one always wanting to get inside my head when I’d just as soon keep my thoughts private. 

So I don’t always message her back. Although it’s hard to refuse when she asks me to dinner or invites me to whatever the latest lowborn celebration is in Plator sector.

I’m still getting used to having no more circuitry in my body. Records of a GEN identified as Pheno 7501 no longer exist in any trueborn database. I’m free and human and if a Brigade enforcer gives me a dirty look, I can give him one of my own.

Even though I’m considered a lowborn now, I’m still adjusting to that, too. In my mind, I’m the GEN I always have been. Mishalla volunteered (I didn’t ask her) that she feels the same way, but if the other recently freed GENs do as well, they haven’t shared it with me.

Not sure what else I should write here. Mishalla’s told me to write every day, but that’s not gonna happen. I’m too busy navigating my new life.

And trying to figure out if there’s truly a place for me in it. Or if I’m the same outsider I’ve always been.

 


Chapter 1

 

 

Pheno stared at the holo-display in front of him, the Kalinx script he’d just typed wavering on the screen. He sat back and rubbed his eyes, but when he opened them again, the lines of code were still out of focus.

In a vain hope of clearing his head and his vision, he took a long, deep breath. But the nasty smell of the cavernous 10- by 15-meter underground tech space nearly made him gag. A plassfiber factory occupied the sprawling building above the subterranean tech lab, and no amount of venting could disperse the creeping, seeping, acrid aroma of melted plass.

And this reeking bit of paradise was Pheno’s domain. Never mind that three other coders worked with him, no one spent the amount of time here as Pheno did. He was the newest member of the Kinship’s squad of former GENs, but once the Kinship trueborns discovered that his tech skills were superior even any trueborn’s, they dumped the most complex tasks on him.

And of all the hacks he and his team inserted into the miscellaneous programs dedicated to the oppression of GENs, the Kinship assigned the trickiest and highest priority task to Pheno. He alone in this pod of techs wrote the spoofing updates to the Monitoring Grid that tracked the location of every GEN on Loka. Without those changes, GENs who were still enslaved but carrying out Kinship missions could be discovered and reset, their Self, their memories, and very Being wiped away.

But Pheno’s hacks that fooled the Grid into thinking GENs were where they belonged were a moving target. The minor-status trueborns who maintained the Grid’s programs scanned for intrusions regularly, deleting them and hardening the apps against another hack. Following in their tracks, Pheno would find another way in to place his updated malware.

Shaking off the stench of plass, Pheno swiveled in his float chair to face the room. Long tables filled the white-walled space, piled with assorted vintages of computers. Under the tables were stacked piles of holographic boxes that could no longer project the keyboards and displays they’d been designed for. Cabling serpentined from one system to another, jury-rigged connections he used when wireless signals failed.

In short, the place was a catastrophe waiting for a power surge every time the plass factory rebooted its systems or a short caused by hungry rat-snake making a meal from one of those cables. And somehow, the Kinship expected him to accomplish miracles from the detritus they’d provided him to work with, writing crucial Kalinx code that would be uploaded on GEN datapods. Programming that would start the process of liberation for GENs enslaved by the trueborns. 

When he’d been a GEN, trueborns had him working impossible hours, until he nearly collapsed with exhaustion at the end of his day. But back then he’d had the advantage of the latest version of Kalinx and its library of tools, not the clunky years-old version the Kinship owned.

But the Kinship, an underground group of GENs, lowborns, and trueborns, had to keep a low profile. What Kinship members were doing—advocating for GENs’ equal rights—could mean imprisonment in Far North Prison or even death if they were discovered.

Yeah, he would have given anything for the newest algorithm pack, or the quick-start toolset, or even just a basic data scraper. But those were locked up at the Monitoring Grid’s Central Unit, guarded as tightly as a bhimkay spider gripping its prey. Not even the Kinship’s high-status trueborns could access that treasure trove without notice.

And thanks to the Kinship’s treatment that dissolved his circuitry and freed him from trueborn control, Pheno had lost the near-instantaneous access to his annexed brain. Now he could only tap into his bare brain, and as exhausting as those long days working for trueborns had been, relying only on his bare brain was its own kind of agony.

Even though his bare brain was, frankly, brilliant. The Infinite’s hand had rested heavily on the gene-splicers who had designed him, and had made him the perfect tech GEN. 

Perfect as a tech, not so much as a child of the Infinite. As a GEN, he’d used a lot of the firepower of his bare brain to contemplate bad ends for the trueborns who ordered him around. Every time they jabbed his ribs with an elbow or punched him in the gut—never his head, couldn’t risk damage there—he would spin his devious plans. 

In his imagination, Pheno had killed his minor-status trueborn supervisor many times over in a variety of gruesome ways. Dumping the pasty-faced man in a bhimkay nest and watching baby bhimkay spiders bite him over and over was his favorite.

But pretending to be a lowborn and toiling away for the Kinship was better, right? He could imagine all the revenge against trueborns that he wanted, and no one would ever be able to tap into his brain and search out his thoughts, his memories.

With a sigh, Pheno flicked his fingers over the holographic keyboard and started the debug on his final updates. A couple glitches he’d missed took only seconds to correct, and the latest update was ready for the grunt work of uploading to a hundred or so datapods.

The work he was doing was pretty hilarious if you thought about it. As a GEN, he was one of those tech working on finding intrusions into the Grid programing. The Monitoring Grid would report that a particular GEN was where they were supposed to be, but sometimes they were found in another sector entirely. The GENs always had a good story to tell, so no one got reset or otherwise punished.

After hours of scouring, Pheno and his fellow GEN techs would find a mysterious hack in the Kalinx code. They’d shut it down, putting up stronger security protections in that particular function or library. But it was like whacking a rat-snake with a junk tree branch. You might kill one rat-snake, but there were dozens more hiding in the kel-grain.

The group of GEN techs that Pheno worked alongside spent far too much of their off hours and Restdays sharing whispered conspiracy theories about who might be altering Grid code from the outside. One was sure it was Grid Central testing GEN techs with fake intrusions. Another thought it might be hardware failures because trueborns tended to want to do things on the cheap. One particularly devout GEN tech was positive it was the hand of the Infinite.

Pheno kept his own guess to himself. That some trueborn—likely a demi-status—was paying someone who worked in one of the territorial Monitoring Grids. Or maybe it was an Assignment specialist—they all had access to the Grid—who patched in the malcode as a way to steal a GEN.

Which wasn’t too far off from what had happened to Pheno. He and his now-friends Chave, Bek, and Hayaki all got scooped up, abducted by a corrupt high-status trueborn. He would have  reset all of them, and sold them on to new enslavers if Mishalla hadn’t intervened. He and the others owed her big time for freeing them and taking them all to safety.

It wasn’t until he started working for the Kinship that Pheno had that aha moment. That the rat-snake nest of malcode that kept reappearing in the Grid Monitoring system wasn’t trueborn false flags or shoddy manufacture of the hardware—it was Kinship trickery. And he was now one of the tricksters.

Pheno didn’t know who originally got the idea to fake GEN locations and free them to do work for the Kinship. Most likely it was the ancient high-status trueborn, Zul, rather than the Infinite. 

Either way he had great admiration for the scheme, even though he was so often glassy-eyed after hours spent devising new Grid mischief. And even though he couldn’t entirely tamp down his suspicion of the Kinship itself.

The GENs in the Kinship he could trust. Whether they were working within the underground safe houses to do what they could to win GEN freedom or were liberated GENs like him now living in public as lowborns, their motives were pure. They knew personally, viscerally, what was at stake for enslaved GENs.

And Kinship lowborns, whose society he was now part of, had the best interests of GENs at heart. Yes, there were certain lowborns who if they knew that liberated GENs lived among them would feel the former GENs lowered the stature of their caste. But for the most part, lowborns were welcoming, kind, and inclusive.

Not so much the trueborn Kinship members, though. Whether it was just trueborn arrogance, that attitude that they knew better what was good for GENs than GENs themselves, or they were not truly committed to GEN freedom, Pheno assumed that every word out of their mouth was a potential lie.

But Pheno did put his faith in two of the trueborn Kinship members, both high-status: Zul, who truly regretted how his genetic design had led to the enslavement of GENs, and Councilor Mohapatra, a powerful member of the Lokan judiciary who championed equal treatment for all. Both men genuinely stood up for GENs.

On the wall above Pheno’s holo display, a row of blue lights flashed in series, signaling someone coming down the basement stairs. Blue meant a friendly was about to arrive. Even so, Pheno tensed, although he’d been the one who’d designed and programmed the fail-safe.

If the visitor had forced the lock on the access hatch rather than use the current passcode, as a casual thief might do, the lights would have flashed yellow. That would give Pheno plenty of time to escape into an unpleasantly narrow tunnel off the basement.

If the lights flashed red, the sensors along the stairs had detected a shockgun or other weapon, which meant the Brigade had discovered the location of the lab. Likely he would have heard the stomping of Brigade enforcer boots as well. He could still use the tunnel, but he’d have to be faster since the newer shockguns had a wicked long range.

He’d never seen an enforcer show their face down here. A rep from the Kinship paid Resh, the factory owner, for the basement space, everything on the up-and-up. As far as Resh knew, Pheno and the others ran a code shop, slamming out holo games for trueborn thirteenth- and fourteenth-years with more money than sense.

Beeps sounded as the visitor entered the door code for the Kinship’s tech room. No hesitation in the number presses, another assurance that Pheno’s day wasn’t about to get exciting.

The door swung open, revealing the round dark face and wide grin of Koli, a fifteenth-year lowborn. He was a genuine lowborn, not a former GEN. He acted as the intermediary between Pheno and the Kinship. 

After Koli made sure the door latched, he zeroed in on Pheno. “Blessed Lord Creator, you look like denking hell! Don’t you ever see the light of day? You look paler than those pasty minor status trueborns.”

Stung, Pheno put a hand on his sekai, intending to use the imager app to check his face. Koli’s smirk had him pull his hand away again. “Same color as always, Koli.”

Koli tipped his head side-to-side. “More or less. But if I had that near-perfect high-status skin color, I wouldn’t be hiding in this tech lab for all hours like a rat-snake in the dark. It isn’t healthy.”

“I do leave the basement,” Pheno protested.

Koli barked out a skeptical laugh. “I’ve never seen you out in the light of day.”

“We just don’t cross paths.” Mainly because he went out late at night, when the food booths were about to close, and Mella and Cek would foist their leftovers on him. Mella especially fussed over him, as if he were about to starve to death.

“I’ve found you asleep, right there at your desk, more times than I can count. Or on that nasty cot in the hidey-hole. Surprised your muscles don’t freeze up.”

“I’m fine.” Pheno rose from his float chair, then paused with a grimace as pain lanced his shoulders. “Infinite’s Mirror,” he spat out.

Koli’s eyes widened with genuine concern. “Hope you don’t say that in public.”

“I’m not stupid.” Well, sometimes he was, but not enough to raise suspicions. Yes, he still worshipped the GEN god, the Infinite, despite his cynicism. But he was a lowborn now, or at least doing his best to pass for one. Lowborns worshipped either the Lord Creator, or if they were nomadic allabain, they might give their devotion to Iyenkas, the twin brother gods become one. 

True followers of the Infinite—all GENs—spoke to their god through a prayer mirror hung around their neck. But Pheno didn’t wear his mirror anymore out of fear he’d leave it around his neck when he left the basement.

Koli reached up to squeeze Pheno’s shoulder. “Come out with me for evening meal. We’ll get some of Mella’s patagobi stew, a loaf of kel-grain bread, and share a pitcher of sugarfruit ferment. We can chat a bit about the latest.”

“Evening meal? What happened to midday?”

Reflex had him trying to check the time the internal clock that had been part of his GEN circuitry. But of course that programming was gone, along with the rest of the wiring that had run along his nervous system. He had to check the time the way most non-GENs did—pushing up his sleeve to expose his wristlink.

“You spent it frying your brain at that computer,” Koli said cheerfully. “Time for a break.”

“I still have a couple hours of work to do,” Pheno protested.

“It’ll keep.” Koli gave Pheno’s arm a tug.

Pheno would have resisted, but the thought of stew and bread and maybe one or two of Mella’s skewers set off a rumbling in his stomach. His tired brain raged at him, food, food, food! 

With a last look at his computer display, Pheno trailed after Koli to the door.

 

 


Chapter 2

 

 

Pheno stepped outside the back door of the factory and took a deep breath of the cool evening air. Not even the faint acrid stink of melted plass spoiled the moment of freedom. Just being outside, able to go anywhere, do whatever he wanted without fear of the Brigade and their power to end him with a reset, was everything.

He heard the faint rush of the Plator river, the reek of sewer toads and sewage wafting toward him. The lights of houses lining the south side of the river glimmered in the distance. He could just see the gray smoke from the fires of the allabain, lowborns who lived in portable bhaile tents and moved from sector to sector as they wished.

Koli must have seen Pheno looking back at the smoke from the allabain encampment. “You know, you didn’t have to be a tech for the Kinship, hiding yourself underground. You could have joined the allabain. As long as you did your share of the communal work, you could have kept to yourself as much as you wanted.”

“It’s not that I want to be alone all the time.”

“Then, why do you do it?” Koli prodded.

Pheno bent to remove his shoe, shaking a pebble loose to buy himself some time. Once he’d slipped his foot back in, he gave Koli a side-long look. “It’s the way they made me.”

“Made you? I thought with your circuitry gone—”

“I’m talking DNA level. I don’t just have the brains for the perfect tech, I have the temperament for it.”

“Meaning?”

“I have a single-minded focus. I can spend hours working. And I’m comfortable working those hours alone.”

“You like that better that working with others?” Koli asked.

Pheno hesitated. “It’s easier alone. Sometimes the others slow me down.”

“But?”

“Let’s just say, when the trueborn gene-splicers designed me this way, what I liked or didn’t like had nothing to do with it.”

“Right.” Even as a lowborn, Koli interacted with enough trueborns to understand that.

“In Doctrine school, my teachers discouraged me from interacting with the other students. One teacher, if she saw me spending time with others, would give them a beating.”

“Denking hell,” Koli muttered.

“It didn’t take the other students long to realize I was poison. They would steer clear.”

“Must have been lonely.”

Lonely didn’t begin to describe it. For the first six years of his life, Pheno had had his six-years-older nurture-brother, Brind, to keep him company. When their nurture-mother was busy with a new baby, Brind would make Pheno’s midday meal and tell him fantastical stories at naptime. If Pheno wanted to tag along with Brind and the other older GENs, Brind never said no, even when his friends teased him.

Then Brind was gone, leaving Pheno utterly alone.

And now, a full-grown seventeenth-year, he’d often have nothing for midday meal if his workmates didn’t take pity on him and bring him something to eat. The other three coders—Jalla, Het, and Saji—respected the lines Pheno drew around himself, working with each other and leaving him alone.

He’d convinced them he didn’t want friends. He just hadn’t convinced himself.

All of them had quarters set up for them in a housing block, a lowborn version of a GEN warren. The quarters were much nicer than any warren flat. Jalla and Het shared one quarters, and Saji stayed with one of the other Kinship women. Pheno had his own small flat.

The quarters had comfortable beds, each in its own sleeproom, a full kitchen, and a private necessary they only shared with their flat-mates. Yet Pheno still stayed in the basement four nights out of six, sleeping on the cot tucked away in the escape tunnel.

Because it was more convenient, he told himself. Because he worked best when he didn’t have to worry about stopping for meals or taking the time to return to the flat to sleep. Because he was happiest flying solo.

Mishalla’s face drifted into his mind’s eye, rolling her eyes in disbelief, looking like the nurture-sister he’d never had. If Mishalla had been here, she’d know he was full of drom dung.

The stench of molten plass and sewer toad faded as they reached Plator Square and the cafés and food booths lining its four sides. The delectable fragrance of spiced kel-grain and hot kelfa drinks permeated the air. 

His stomach rumbled as he smelled roasted meat—rat-snake, likely, but the ugly things were tasty in the right hands. And the cooks in the food booths competed with one another to serve up the most flavorful skewers and stews featuring the unloved creatures.

“Pheno!” a stout lowborn woman called out. A smile lit her pale, lined face. “Arisen from the dead.”

“Your skewers have been calling me, Mella,” Pheno answered. “I like your new banner.”

“Designed it myself.” The swath of woven plass hung across the top of her booth, writhing black rat-snakes spelling out Mella’s. Multi-colored letters below declared Best in Plator! Family recipe! 

The next booth over, a tall skinny lowborn man, his dark skin shiny with sweat from the roasting fires, waved a skewer of meat toward Pheno and Koli. “Hand-raised, fed the finest kel-grain. No telling where Mella gets hers.”

Mella scowled. “A snake is a snake. And Cek leaves the skin on, Pheno. Disgusting.”

“Skin can be good when it’s fried crispy,” Pheno said, “but I do like how tender yours are, Mella.”

The lowborn woman handed over two skewers each to Pheno and Koli. Cek did the same, and Pheno’s mouth watered at the aroma of roasted meat.

When Pheno pulled a wad of dhans from his pocket to pay, Mella waved him off. “End of the night and those are the last. Besides, you fixing my sekai so I can keep up with my accounts bought you a lifetime of skewers.”

Cek shoved his hands in his pockets, making it clear he wouldn’t be taking Pheno’s money either. “Thanks again for repairing my daughter’s old computer. Did I tell you she’s first in her class?”

“You did. Tell her I said to keep working on her algorithms.”

Mella insisted they take what was left of her patagobi stew, giving them a bowl each. They had to carefully balance the skewers on top of the bowls as they walked past two booths to Nak’s Bakery.

The bakery had been closed for hours, but Nak’s niece, Sina, set up a booth to sell the day’s leftover loaves at night. She and her partner could always use the extra dhans with three children to feed.

 She gave Pheno her usual sunny smile as he approached. “Sorry, I sold the last loaf an hour ago.”

“No kel-grain cakes?” Pheno asked hopefully. “I wouldn’t even mind day-old.”

“Sorry, no.”

About to turn away, Pheno noticed a new hanging at the back of Sina’s booth that concealed the front wall of the bakery. Cek and Mella’s booths, as well as most of the others, had simple plassfiber cloths to hide the dirty pots and bowls, empty crates, and other trash. Sina’s was richly woven drom’s wool with vivid red and purple stripes.

“Did you weave that yourself?” Pheno asked.

Sina laughed. “My sister. Her partner works with the droms and she gets the castoff wool.”

The drape shook, as if something was behind it. Sina saw him looking and crossed to the back of the booth. “We get a breeze sometimes. Nothing there, see?” She lifted the hanging to show him some plass boards for cutting bread. She smiled, but it seemed forced.
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