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MARCUS





January 2164 : ‘I hate this job.’

Marcus trudged with Carl towards the Maglev station exit after their shift ended. 

‘Yeah, the autobots were shits today,’ said Carl. He brushed his hand down his overalls. ‘First that stupid kid threw up on the platform. Then his mother rushed off like it was someone else’s brat who’d done it?’

The autobot supervisor had humiliated them both in front of the passengers waiting to board the train. The passengers had given the mess a wide berth, but the smell made it all too clear the kid had chucked up all over the place. Then the autobot had called Marcus and Carl up to deal with it, in front of the chuckling passengers.

And while he cleaned, all Marcus wanted to do was push the smug, laughing bastards onto the track. Carl had nearly come to blows with the autobot when it had told him to hurry.

They passed through the environmental force field surrounding the station and pressed their gel masks to their faces.

‘I don’t know what to tell you, Carl. People are shits.’

‘If I hear another word about how lucky we are to have this job, I’m gonna kill someone.’

‘I’ll give you the fucking gun, Carl.’

Marcus was sick of being supervised by hunks of metal with programmed AI personalities. Six months ago, he and Carl had sat one of the World Government aptitude tests. Then the machine had the nerve to spit out their most suitable job: cleaner. But Marcus and Carl had grown up in a bad neighbourhood in Hunts Point, New York, and that gave them other options. On the stoop of Marcus’ apartment block, they’d dreamt of bigger things, what their lives would be like when they got older. They’d done everything together since they were eight years old, even took jobs for the gangs running the streets. But the pay was shit and, at twenty-five, Marcus needed a new place to live after the World Government had listed their entire street as condemned. The cleaning job was the first thing Marcus wished Carl had done alone.

‘So when are we gonna pack in this shit?’ said Carl. ‘I’m nobody’s lackey.’

‘Fucked if I know.’

At least the job came with a government-owned apartment, a replicator and clean air guaranteed. Without a job, they would be kicked out onto the streets to live who knew what life.

But that’s what Marcus craved. Predictability kept him under the thumb. The opposite gave him chances he would never come by on the slow, safe route.

They stopped off in a nearby bar. Marcus still had enough credit left over from the week before to afford one real drink. Not replicated shit; the bootleg stuff. He would make it a good one. Carl ordered his own drink and Marcus’ jaw dropped when Carl’s credit flashed up on the payment panel. Ten times more than Marcus had. 

Marcus shook his head and ordered a triple-distilled whiskey. They both sat down in a dark-wood booth near the matching bar.

‘Hey, Carl, where the hell did you get that credit from?’

Carl took a sip. ‘This is good stuff. Really takes the edge off that pile of steaming shit we call a job.’ He looked at Marcus’ glass, untouched. ‘You gonna drink that?’

‘I asked you a question.’

Carl took another sip. ‘Around.’

‘Doing what?’

‘This and that.’

‘Well, fuck, Carl. I could have guessed that. What, exactly?’

Carl struggled to suppress a smile. ‘Okay, but what I’m about to tell ya goes no further. Right?’

Marcus nodded and leaned forward. ‘There’s this fella called Enzo Agostini. Met him at one of the strip clubs over on East? Well, his daddy is some big name in the black market. He says the World Government is gearin’ up to leave this hellhole and us behind.’

‘And the extra credit?’

‘Doin’ jobs fer Enzo.’ Carl necked the rest of his drink and grimaced. He turned to the bartender and pointed at his glass. The bartender poured another.

‘Why haven’t I heard of this crowd?’

‘Been keepin’ it a secret to see if it turns into anythin’.’

‘So get me some work with this Enzo. If you’re making more than the cleaning job, why are you still even there?’

Carl smirked. ‘Didn’t wantcha gettin’ lonely in there all by yerself.’

Carl got up and paid for his second whiskey at the bar. He returned and sat back down.

‘Fuck you, Carl. You had a better job offer and you didn’t share it with me?’

Carl sat back. ‘Relax, Maaarcus. I was always gonna tell ya. Enzo only had a few jobs for me to do, so I didn’t wanna share. That’s all.’

Marcus hated it when Carl elongated his name. He mirrored his friend’s casual pose. ‘And now?’

‘Well, Enzo says his daddy’s gearin’ to make a move when the World Government makes up its mind. There’s a bunch of factions planning on comin’ in from outta town. The ones who run the black market in New York and beyond, they’re gettin’ nervous. The Agostinis need to make sure no outsiders get in when the time comes. They’re recruitin’ now, gettin’ their numbers up.’

The black market was an illegal operation that sold contraband goods to people under the World Government’s nose. Stuff like real liquor, and failed World Government prototypes from Nanoid Valley. Their most lucrative business was facial reconstruction and identity/security chip replacements.

But there were rumours the government had a vested interest in keeping the market alive, that they used it to control the criminals deemed too difficult to manage. Marcus’ father was a regular trader at the pop-up market that would operate in a different location in the city each week. His business kept him away from home, leaving Marcus to raise himself. His mother had died when he was three years old.

A dipshit and a liar. That’s what the others had called his father when Marcus, at age twelve, had looked for him at the market he’d spent three whole days trying to find, after his father had been missing for a week.

One man had told Marcus his father was busy and not to look for him again.

‘He must be an important man, your father, if he’s away from home so much. How about you come see me and I’ll fix you up with a few jobs?’

Marcus had declined and relayed his conversation to Carl.

Carl had responded with his usual suspicions. ‘That man’s a fucking liar. Your daddy’s dead, Maaarcus. Like mine is. Hasn’t been home for a month now. At least your mother had the courtesy of dyin’. Not like mine who ran off with another fella. It’s just you an’ me now. Better get used to it.’

The factions were divided up according to families; blood was thicker than water in this business. Three factions ruled New York where the first black market operation originally started. Some had close ties with the World Government, most did not. But on an operational level, everything ran fairly. No hierarchy sat above the black market. Who controlled each market depended on the faction who controlled the region.

But if the World Government was leaving, the order of the factions, whose cloak and dagger operations were repressed under a powerful government, would be blown wide open. And if new factions were coming in from out of town, there must be something big to this move.

Marcus wouldn’t be left on the sidelines when those changes happened.

He watched a glassy-eyed Carl order another drink with a swirl of his finger. 

When he had his attention again, Marcus said, ‘Get me a meeting with this Enzo. How soon can you arrange it?’
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MARCUS





Two years later : The Kings—run by Gaetano, Alfonso and Erico Agostini—had been in business for a long time, but had exclusive control of the New York area for just five months. Word had spread of the World Government’s imminent move to Exilon 5, prompting the opposing factions to make an early move on the New York area. Gaetano and his two brothers who ran the other two factions in the area had done enough to keep them out. Because the military still outnumbered the criminals in the New York area, the Agostinis had agreed to bide their time before they took over. 

Marcus sat in his bedroom inside one of the dilapidated properties close to Waverley docking station. It was one of Gaetano’s safe houses. Marcus had met Gaetano only twice and his two brothers once before. For the day to day stuff, he dealt with Enzo, Gaetano’s son.

‘I’m so fucking sick of waiting around, Enzo,’ said Marcus. ‘Why aren’t we out there doing something?’

‘Because my father says it’s not time. If we tip our hand to the military about our plans, the World Government will get wind of it.’

A group of ten men, including Carl, had gathered in the living room of the rundown two-storey property. Marcus hoped there would be better digs than this when they took over.

‘But the World Government doesn’t give a shit about what happens here.’

‘They care enough to leave military on Earth,’ said Enzo. ‘They want to protect their properties here.’

For the last year and a half, Marcus had watched a steady flow of people leave Earth through the docking stations, but there was still no word on the World Government’s departure.

‘Okay, so when are we gonna take the old Deighton mansion up in Astoria Park?’ said Carl. ‘This place is a dump.’

Enzo pinched the top of his nose and sighed. ‘I told you, already. The government still occupies the mansion. One of the board members uses the house. Tanya Li. There’s military everywhere... Jesus. You’re all a bunch of idiots.’

‘I’m only sayin’ we need to get in there before them other factions. The ones run by your daddy’s brothers.’

‘Alfonso and Erico wouldn’t betray my father like that.’

The Agostini family controlled the entire New York area as far as Long Island to upstate New York. They called themselves the Kings because of the Agostinis’ supposed connection to Italian royalty back in the day. But the opposing factions tested that family bond with lies and rumours. For now, the Kings maintained control and quashed any rumours designed to break apart their kingdom.  

But everyone was feeling the pressure; the safe house buzzed with unrestrained energy. When the World Government called time, which could be any day now, the factions would need to be ready, and that meant plenty of jobs to be done in preparation.

‘My father wants people watching the docking station and the mansion tonight,’ said Enzo. They’d been spying on Charles Deighton’s old place for months now. But amid the rumours, nothing had changed. It was still occupied. ‘Marcus, Carl, Freddy: you three are on watch tonight. Jensen, Heller: you’re on docking station duty. Report back on any changes in the situations there. As soon as the military presence lessens, we’ll take the station and the spacecraft. Father wants the craft as a Plan B if this takeover goes bad.’

Marcus had ditched his cleaning job as soon as he’d met Enzo Agostini. First impressions of Enzo had left Marcus with a good feeling about the move. He’d moved into a safe house in Manhattan, before being relocated to Waverley to watch the Deighton mansion and the docking station. Similar groups of men watched other properties. But long periods of inaction had left the men restless. So much so that Gaetano had visited the safe house, told them to sit tight, and assured them that new businesses needed time to get off the ground.

But Marcus’ opinion of Enzo shifted fast when he saw him with his father. Gaetano was tall, confident and spoke with an easy tone. Enzo spoke too quickly, was quick to anger and didn’t command the same respect as his father. Marcus hadn’t noticed the difference until both men stood in the same room.

‘Sure thing, Enzo,’ said Marcus. ‘We’ll get the job done.’




      [image: image-placeholder]Marcus, Carl and Freddy approached Astoria Park on foot. The park was nothing more than a barren wasteland of rolling brown grass hills and cracked concrete paths, with a disused swimming pool for good measure.  

A rectangular, grey, concrete building with a dozen windows sat positioned between the two concrete struts of the Hell Gate railway bridge, in what used to be the East River. A large wall surrounded the property. Marcus felt the beginnings of the force field, long before they reached the approach road to the mansion.

They stayed behind another bridge strut, further out from the house. Using broken bricks in the structure as footholds, Marcus climbed up first and settled on a ledge they’d created by removing loose bricks halfway up the strut. The other two joined him and Freddy used a pair of magnifying glasses to spy on the location.

‘What can you see?’ said Marcus.

‘Not much. There’s no movement.’

From their position, they could see over the perimeter wall and inside the top level of the house and the area to the front of the property.

‘Do you think they’re gone?’

‘Maybe. Can’t be sure from here.’

But Marcus had a feeling. They’d checked on the house just two days ago and had seen people milling about through the top-floor windows.

‘What about cars?’

‘No cars out front.’

‘But the force field is still up. So that’s got to mean something,’ said Marcus.

Freddy shrugged and handed the glasses to Marcus. He put them on and checked for himself. No lights were on. The place looked abandoned, except for two military guarding the front stoop.

Marcus handed the glasses to Carl. ‘Do you think they’ve left Earth already?’

‘Possibly,’ said Freddy. ‘I mean there’s usually a dozen military buzzing around this place. But it seems odd the government didn’t mention it, or at least announce it.’

‘Maybe they didn’t want to give us a heads-up, let the military get settled before we came out of the woodwork.’

‘Maybe.’

Everyone in the faction waited daily for the World Government to announce their departure. Some wondered if they would even bother announcing it. Marcus wouldn’t put it past them. The World Government believed they owed the people nothing. 

Carl flashed his decayed teeth as he looked through the glasses. ‘You know what that means?’

‘What?’

Carl removed the glasses and nodded at the house. ‘No more sharing a single bathroom with twenty dirty fuckers.’

They watched the mansion a while longer, then headed back to the safe house to report to Enzo. Marcus found him pacing the floor of the living room. Jensen and Heller, who’d been watching the docking station, were with him.

‘Fuckers are gone,’ said Enzo.

‘Who?’ said Marcus.

Enzo stared at him. ‘The World Government. Who do you think?’

‘How do you know?’

‘The spacecraft are all gone. The station is locked up tight.’

Marcus still didn’t understand. ‘But that’s a good thing, right? We wanted them to go.’

Enzo’s temper flared. ‘Jesus. They’ve just taken our only way off this planet. We’re stuck here on this hellhole whether we like it or not.’
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ISOBEL





2171 – Five years later : The pitch black of Isobel’s room offered none of its usual comfort. She felt strange, not quite herself since she’d discovered she was human. 

She touched the near-translucent skin on her arm. Her clothes—a light tunic and trouser ensemble—fit her lean and tall body perfectly. Her hairless head was smooth, unblemished. She was an Indigene. But something pulled her back to her other life, the one before she was altered. 

Another vague memory invaded her thoughts. It was of him: her husband when she was human. She could remember partial things, like how it felt to be held by him, or snippets of conversations. But the words, the things they had said to each other, remained out of reach. She concentrated on the sound of his voice, his touch. One sounded strange, the other lacked comfort.

No matter how hard she tried, the detail of her husband’s face refused to come to her. Sounds and sensations that had been natural to her as a human, felt alien to her now. The sounds in the district that evening were nothing more than low murmurs, making it easy for her to block out the distractions. In one of her more recent memories, her husband had said: ‘We’re always going out. How about I cook tonight?’ 

Did her husband cook? She had no idea. But she remembered that they rarely ate alone.

‘I can rustle up something from the replicator,’ he had said. ‘What do you want?’

Isobel recalled having a vague dislike for replicator food, but she couldn’t be sure if that was her Indigene half-talking. Would the reversal treatment change her attitude to human food, to humans in general?

The peace treaty that covered Exilon 5 had come into force in the last seven years. District Three elders Stephen and Serena had made some progress with the humans over that period of time. In 2163, a war between the Indigenes and World Government leaders broke out on Exilon 5. 

Both sides had suffered casualties, but the peace treaty grew from that war. The new agreement gave Indigenes access to exclusion zones where they could hunt without interference. The treaty, set up to protect the Indigenes and their districts on Exilon 5, was extended to include a promise to reverse the genetic alterations carried out on any Indigene who requested it. It had taken years to perfect the reversal treatment and when it was finally made available, many Indigenes had asked for the treatment. 

Isobel hadn’t understood their yearning until her own human memories trickled back on their own. It was her disconnect from them that had fuelled her desire to understand more about her former life. For weeks, she had toyed with the idea of becoming human once again. But the idea of the treatment terrified her. 

A rumbling noise above District Eight sent tiny shudders through the floor and her mattress. The humans were building on the surface to accommodate those who had come from Earth and settled in the last seven years. Over half a billion people had been transferred before the ships had stopped coming. But with new cities came new problems. 

The human builds had begun to encroach on the Indigenes’ territories again, inching closer to their environmental bubbles that marked out the protected hunting grounds. The peace treaty designed to protect Indigene territory stood on shaky ground. Stephen and Serena did their best to keep abreast of changes amid a new world, and to keep elders in the other districts updated on the progress. 

Isobel turned to her side and tried to ignore the noise. The memory of her husband drifted further away. She opened up her mind and the memory returned to her, but it wasn’t as strong as before. She had to know more. This man had loved her once. Who had she been before she became Isobel?

A dark swirl of black existed in the place where her husband’s face should have been. She didn’t even remember his name. ‘Would you like to order from the machine, miss?’ he had said, pointing to a square black object on the counter. He had draped a white cloth over his arm. She remembered asking for something.

He slid a plate of food in front of her. She lowered her head to inhale but it only smelled of rock and cold and humidity: her private quarters. She touched the plate. Her fingers passed right through it to the ground. The man and the memory faded. Isobel grasped at both again but they slipped away.

‘No!’ She sat up and grunted. Her heartbeat thrummed against her ribs. 

She stood up too fast but her dizziness sent her back to the mattress. She tried again, a little steadier this time. Her quarters—a single room with a mattress and a table with a few items—closed in on her. Her breath remained tight in the small space. 

She strode over to the door and rested her head against the cool metal. Her frustration slipped away, leaving her only with embarrassment. ‘I’m more than this,’ she said. ‘I can feel it.’

Isobel yanked the door open and stepped out of her quarters on the top floor of a three-tier accommodation block, a circular space deep underground.

She hesitated on the top step. ‘I need to know who I am.’

A shadow moved below the stairs and she jerked back. 

‘Who’s there?’ 

Speaking out loud gave her a sense of control that telepathy did not. Lately, she had experienced a drop in privacy levels in the district. Others imposed their excitement about genetic reversal upon her, about when it might happen. 

The shadow moved and part of a white robe flashed. Isobel relaxed. She should have known it was her. She navigated the stone steps with the grace of a dancer. Margaux stepped out from the shadows and entered the circular space. 

The elder from District Eight smiled. ‘Hello, Isobel. I hope I’m not intruding.’

‘No of course not, elder.’ She could sense Margaux’s attempts to communicate telepathically. Yet, the elder always spoke out loud. Isobel wondered what it would be like to hear only one set of thoughts—her own.  

She waited for the elder to speak. Margaux’s gaze became distant and she looked off to the side. Isobel had become used to her strange ways.

Gabriel and Margaux, husband and wife, were the elders in District Eight. Apparently Margaux had been instrumental in preventing a war with the humans. It was her insight—so often overlooked, others had said—that had given the Indigenes the edge when the war for power had occurred eight years ago. She had seen what Serena could do before even Serena knew.

Isobel moved in front of her, causing Margaux’s gaze to sharpen.

‘I’ve been watching you, Isobel. Gabriel said I shouldn’t, that I was intruding on your life. But I told him it was necessary.’

Isobel had felt a presence in the tunnels for a while, but she hadn’t been certain someone was there, until now. ‘For how long?’

Margaux chuckled. ‘I always wondered about you, about why you didn’t question where you came from.’

Isobel had wondered the same thing. ‘Because I couldn’t remember anything.’

‘And now?’

‘I’m starting to remember bits and pieces. It’s still unclear.’

Margaux touched her arm, a move that felt too intimate from the perceptive elder. Isobel stepped away, but when Margaux shot her an irritated look she stepped back in. The elder’s cold hands cupped her face.

‘I sense there’s something you won’t allow yourself to see. In your past.’

‘Like what?’ She could barely remember anything about her old life.

‘Something you’d rather forget.’ Margaux closed her eyes. ‘It’s why you haven’t spoken up before about wanting to change back into a human.’

Isobel jerked away from her. ‘I never said I wanted to change. Who said I did?’

Margaux chuckled as if someone had just whispered a joke in her ear. ‘You did, silly girl. You can’t keep the truth hidden from me.’

Isobel’s heart quickened. ‘I’m not hiding from anything.’

Margaux relaxed her expression and mood. ‘Your mind says otherwise. There’s something you’d rather forget.’

‘What?’

Margaux shrugged. ‘That’s for you to tell me.’

A rising anger heated Isobel’s cold skin. ‘I thought you were supposed to know everything.’

Margaux smiled and headed for one of two tunnels leading out of the circular area. ‘Contrary to popular belief, I don’t know everything. Will you take a walk with me?’ Isobel’s hesitation prompted Margaux to turn round. ‘Please.’

Isobel followed her. ‘Where are we going?’

But the elder just hummed a tune, causing Isobel to sigh. The elder’s moments of lucidity never lasted long.


      [image: image-placeholder]She followed Margaux to the core of District Eight, a large cavernous space that connected all the tunnels. Isobel heard chatter in the meeting and teaching space. Not the usual telepathic murmurings, but the sounds of Indigene conversation. The odd, collective noise bounced off the walls and the high ceiling. 

‘I suppose I should practise the art of speaking out loud,’ said one as they passed. The World Government on Earth had given them all files, including Isobel, detailing their human lives. Other than what her file said, which wasn’t much, Isobel knew nothing of her human life, except for what she remembered. If Isobel had the treatment done, she might not only regain her human traits, but her lost memories too. She expected to lose her Indigene skills such as the ability to communicate telepathically. 

Isobel scanned the room that contained a mixture of ages. But the further into the space she walked, the more she determined the older Indigenes had come because of a curiosity than to practise speaking out loud. She sensed their resentment at the changes.

They now called the first-generation Indigenes, or elders, originals: humans altered and transferred to Exilon 5 nearly sixty years ago. The second-generation were the children born from two original Indigenes, like Stephen—District Three’s youngest-serving elder—and Anton, his closest friend and confidante. The others came after, like Serena, a product of human and second generation descent. In the beginning Isobel had no clue which label applied to her, and without a memory of when they’d turned her, she’d assumed she was a second generation. But Gabriel had explained her file that said she’d been altered on Earth eight years ago. She had arrived a month after Serena. 

‘You are what we call a first generation, once removed,’ Gabriel had explained. ‘Your blood test shows the doctors changed you with a basic genetic mix, not with DNA from a second-generation Indigene as was used to create Serena.’

Many cherished their Indigene identity, including Isobel, but not everybody embraced the changes that the peace treaty had forced upon their way of life. Stephen and Serena encouraged any Indigene, still unsettled after the changes, to consider the improved reversal treatment.

Margaux moved at a pace through the core, forcing Isobel into a fast walk to catch up. She saw Gabriel up ahead, leaning against the rock, watching the room. She had expected Margaux to go to him, but then she walked straight past and stopped at a female with her back to the room. The female, who spoke to another, seemed to sense Margaux behind her. She turned with a wide smile on her face and hugged her. 

Isobel stopped and stared. What was Serena doing here?

She watched Serena, with her strange blue eyes and genetically perfect features, nod at whatever Margaux said to her. Isobel’s discomfort increased when Margaux turned and pointed at her. Serena’s gaze followed her finger. She froze when both of them walked towards her. 

The males in the room perked up in Serena’s presence, while the females stood back from her. She had that effect on Indigenes. Her skills promoted desire in the younger second-generation males, but not so much in the first-generation onlookers. Isobel waited while one of District Three’s leaders approached her. There was no sign of Stephen.

‘Isobel.’ Serena’s smile had dropped away. ‘Margaux tells me you want to change into a human.’

Isobel faltered for a moment. ‘I... I don’t know.’

‘Well in case you do, I’d like to explain to you how the process works.’ Serena looked around her. ‘Could we talk somewhere a bit quieter?’

Isobel nodded, not feeling like she had a choice. Margaux led them to the soundproofed Council Chambers and left them alone to talk. Serena closed the door and looked around the space belonging to Gabriel and Margaux with a desk and a bookshelf. Then she turned to Isobel. ‘The process of reversing the genetic anomalies is straightforward, these days, but the changes that arise can be hard for some to bear. It’s not for everybody. Do you remember anything about your past life?’

Isobel nodded again. ‘It’s sketchy.’

Serena perched on the edge of the desk. ‘I can help, if you’d like me to. But it’s just a temporary fix. My help will only partially draw out the memory already there, as long as we’re both touching.’

Isobel hesitated for a moment. The sketchy memory from earlier had left her frustrated. She was curious enough to try. ‘Okay,’ she whispered.

Serena stood in front of her. ‘Hold onto my hands. Concentrate on the memory you struggle with the most.’

With Serena’s help, Isobel felt the tightness surrounding the last memory loosen a little. Her husband, with a swirl of black for a face, stood by the replicator machine. ‘Chicken or fish?’ he said.

‘Umm...’ For some reason, her human self felt irritated that they were staying in. ‘I guess chicken.’

He pressed some buttons and slid the plate of food towards her. She could see shapes now that she hadn’t before. The plate felt warm and solid to the touch. Heat radiated from the chicken.

Isobel looked up at her husband, hoping her new connection with Serena would allow her to see more. But his face remained vague in definition.

‘Don’t worry,’ said Serena. ‘It will come back when the reversal process is complete. Are you ready for all that comes with it?’

Isobel felt more certain than before. ‘Yes, I’d like to try.’

‘Margaux says there’s a secret from your past that you’ve yet to discover.’

‘She said the same thing to me.’

‘How will you feel when you discover it?’

Isobel shrugged. ‘Depends on how bad it is.’

Serena, still touching her, looked lost in her thoughts. Isobel shifted nervously. Should she wait, or speak more?

Then District Three’s elder released her hands and studied the leather inlay in the top of the writing desk. ‘I guess we won’t know how you’ll react until you reverse. The process is simple enough. The doctors inject you with nanoids that reverse the original changes to your code. The process is quick, but the changes take a few days. You will experience excruciating pain as they navigate your body and undo the changes. You will feel conflicted: neither human nor Indigene. 

'You will question your reason for doing this and beg for the process to be stopped. It can’t stop, not until the nanoids have finished their job. Any interruptions will confuse them enough that they’ll begin to make other changes. Devastating ones. What I’m saying is, if you do this, you must see it through till the end. Are you ready?’

Isobel huffed out a breath; hearing the process described to her made it real. ‘Can I change back if I’m not happy?’

Serena shook her head. ‘The reversal only goes one way. The nanoids don’t survive to be reused and there aren’t enough spares if reversed Indigenes suddenly change their minds.’

Never changing back? A new panic gripped her. 

Why? She’d only been Indigene for eight years. She’d been human for far longer.

‘Will I keep any of my Indigene traits?’

‘Honestly? The process works differently in each body. You may keep some of your Indigene traits: your speed, your hearing, your physical appearance. Or you may lose them all. You might grow hair. You could lose your ability to see in the dark. You may even lose your personal ability to see into structures and identify weak spots. The main change will be the return of your human memories. In time, you’ll remember everything.’

Isobel paced the chambers. ‘I need to know who I was, who I am. But a part of me is terrified I won’t like what I find.’

‘I understand that, which is why this must be your decision.’

Isobel dragged her bottom lip through her teeth. The pull to discover her human side was too strong not to try. ‘When can we begin?’

Serena released a small breath, as if she’d been holding it in.

‘As soon as you’re ready. But first I’d like you to come to District Three, talk to someone there who has been through reversal. She might help you to understand the process better.’

‘I don’t need to talk to anyone. I’m ready now.’ Isobel wanted to remember.

‘If you’re sure.’

‘I am.’

‘Okay, say goodbye to your friends. Take only what you need.’ Serena walked to the door and turned the handle. ‘You won’t return here. Be ready tomorrow evening. We’ll travel by night.’
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ISOBEL





She packed her meagre belongings into the cloth shoulder bag Serena had given her. She dressed in a cream long-sleeve top and matching trousers—one of only two outfits she owned. The other, a black set meant for hunting, had never been worn. 

The next evening she said her goodbyes to the Indigenes she called friends and the district that had been her home for as long as she could remember. It had felt like a lifetime to her; thirty-eight years to be precise. But only eight years of those memories were real. The rest, a falsified smokescreen, masked her repressed human past.

Her bare feet navigated the uneven tunnels designed to unsettle unwelcome visitors. A soft hue from a string of lights along the base illuminated the wall. She could see adequately in the dark; the lights were just decoration. But Isobel wondered if she might lose her exemplary vision after the reversal treatment. 

Water dripped from tiny fissures in the tunnel wall, making the floor feel both damp and cold. She relished the cool air. Her body, as with all Indigenes, overheated too fast.

Telepathic murmurings reached her, and she resisted the temptation to listen in one last time. The murmurs vanished when the other Indigenes moved out of range. Her heart ached; she’d taken telepathy for granted all these years. Now she could lose it altogether.

Isobel stopped at the exit door, her one final barrier to reach the surface. Three parts of her air filtration device sat in her hand: one part for each nostril and a larger piece for the back of her throat. Serena had told her she would not need the filtration device after reversal. For that to be true, the treatment would have to alter her lungs. With one last look around, Isobel drew in a deep breath. Then she slotted the largest part of the air filtration device into place at the back of her throat.

A beam positioned overhead scanned her body and the omega door slid back inside the wall. Her lungs burned as the filtration device adjusted to the oxygen rich air beyond the environmental controls of the district. She sucked in another breath and approached the steps leading to a hatch on the surface. Isobel took them slowly, adjusting the position of the filtration device as she ascended. The rusty hatch creaked open and Isobel emerged in the early night-time. 

Serena and two human military females wearing gel masks waited for her close to the entrance. A large black military vehicle with all-terrain wheels and blacked out windows stood idle in the almost dark.

Isobel straightened up to her full Indigene height. She no longer had to hide from humans, not since the establishment of the peace treaty. The safe hunting zones that incorporated the entrances to their tunnels protected them from harm. It surprised her that Serena had allowed two humans to get so close to their world. Her Indigene side urged her to run.

But her own human side carried her over to where Serena waited, dressed in a similar outfit to Isobel’s.

‘Have you everything you need?’ She nodded to Isobel’s shoulder bag. Isobel couldn’t read the elder’s expression.

Isobel nodded. ‘Yes. Let’s do this.’

Serena climbed into the back of the vehicle and Isobel got in after her. The female military pair sat up front and removed their masks that were only necessary in the oxygen-thin hunting zone. One of them gave an order to the driverless dashboard.

As the car moved off, Serena explained the presence of the two humans. ‘The reversal drug and nanoids are kept at a military base. The peace treaty doesn’t cover where we’re going and you can’t just walk in there. The military humans will escort you inside the building.’

Isobel frowned. ‘You’re not coming in with me?’

Serena looked out the window. ‘I’ll wait for you outside. We’ll travel to District Three when you’re done.’


      [image: image-placeholder]A half-hour drive later, the vehicle came to a stop outside large imposing gates protecting the front of a walled compound.  

Serena climbed out. ‘Good luck and I’ll see you after.’ 

She closed the door and the car idled in front of the gate. The military women remained quiet. Through the door of the car, Isobel could feel the hum of the electricity from the gate. The car proceeded through the open gates and parked beside other vehicles in an area to the front of a large white building. One of the military females got out and opened Isobel’s door. ‘Follow me.’

The door pinged with electricity it must have stored from the electrified gate. Tiny sparks jumped from the door to her skin. Like all the Indigenes, she was a magnet for energy.

Isobel grabbed her bag and got out fast. The two military females watched as she rubbed her skin. Isobel caught the mistrustful look one gave her. She concentrated on the pair’s moods that were hard to read inside the compound. But enough came out for her to catch the vitriolic thoughts of one. The other seemed more tolerable. 

The less tolerable female pushed Isobel through a set of double doors. A new fear gripped her as she entered what appeared to be a medical facility inside a large warehouse. White and bright dominated the sterile environment that was partitioned into several sections. The female led her behind a curtain to a space with a reclining chair. Beside the chair was a trolley with several steel instruments laid out on a strip of paper. She examined the instruments, noting some sharp and pointy ones that she hoped weren’t necessary. The female stood outside the section but glared in at her. 
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