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Chapter 01

	JCE-286

	 

	 

	I stared at myself in the mirror, watching my eyes change from brown, to blue, to green, and then back to brown.

	It got old eventually, but I couldn’t help worrying that one day I would wake up looking different and never be able to change back to myself. I wondered sometimes if what I looked like was actually what I looked like. I didn’t really know. I just knew that one appearance wasn’t a struggle to keep up and never had been. Any changes to it had been gradual and not unlike the majority changing, as far as I could tell. It was always a struggle otherwise, a pretty unpleasant one. It was what it was.

	Today . . . I was still me. I was still who I was almost completely positive was me.

	I threw on the standard white uniform that had to be worn outside our sleeping quarters under the Reg roof, laced up my black boots, and then threw my dark hair up into a bun that was neatly done enough to the point of being passable. Passable was mandatory here, with all things.

	I walked to the main door of my room and placed my hand on the scanner to the right of it. I watched the screen above it read the same thing it always did in the morning. At least the same thing it always read when I was wearing my own handprint and had taken my medicine, along with doing all other morning things that were required before leaving my room.

	JCE-286 ACCEPTED 

	The door opened, sliding from the middle and going into the wall in both directions like doors did. I walked out and it closed behind me, locking itself again. 

	I really didn’t understand why doors always had to be locked. There was no point in asking, though. It was what it was. All things just were what they were.

	Kelsey was waiting for me just on the other side of the door to my room, as excited as she always was about starting the day. She didn’t have to look excited to be excited. Learning was so much fun. A new day was an opportunity to potentially learn something new. For her.

	She fell into step beside me. “What were you doing in there? We’re almost late.”

	“We are not almost late,” I informed her, gesturing at everyone else walking in the same direction in their same white uniforms, the only variations being the sizes and ID’s. No one was rushing because we were not late. “I’m two minutes later than usual.”

	“One minute, thirty-seven seconds.” To her, that meant one thing. “Late.”

	“Later than usual doesn’t mean late.” I’d never been late. Almost late a few times, but that was beside the point.

	She had this weird thing about time and how it was spent. Math. She really liked math, and time was numbers, so she really liked time. I understood that well enough because I knew her, but I really didn’t get how or why it was such a big deal. Two minutes.

	I kept my eyes forward to ask, “And what did I tell you about bombarding me with numbers first thing in the morning?”

	“That it makes your head hurt.” She grinned at me apologetically for a second or two. It didn’t really make my head hurt. I just hated listening to it. “But you’re late, Jaycee.”

	I really wasn’t. If I could’ve gone back in time, I would’ve ensured I spent one minute and thirty-seven seconds less on what I’d been doing, to ensure I didn’t have to listen to this. Anything more and it would’ve been you’re early even with the same amount of people going the same direction. It was a lucky day when I got out of my room at what she considered the correct time.

	I wondered sometimes . . . if they had to make us all like we were, why they couldn’t have just made us all think the same. It would’ve saved me a lot of frustration, if I could’ve been as weird as my best friend. Or weird in the same ways at least, maybe to where we could’ve enjoyed the same things. Maybe not enjoy the same things but possibly not dislike. They could’ve at least had different rules about friendship than what they did.

	Rules were rules, though, just like a friend was a friend.
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	The morning was the exact same as every morning, and I was not even remotely close to being late for anything. I arrived everywhere somewhere in the middle of the pack just like with everything on every day, the only variances being the specific order of arrival, which had as much to do with other people as it did me. No one was late. No one was ever really late. I’d seen it happen maybe five times in my entire life.

	No one was ever really late, and everything was exactly the same.

	We did physical training—PT—in groups in our training space. We ate breakfast in groups in our eating space. We had classes in groups in our learning space. Gymnasium, Dining Hall, Classrooms. They were all just different spaces to do things. The same things every day, with only the slightest of variances that in no way changed it from being the same. Ultimately.

	They’d said something about it when we were younger, that stability was important. We’d been a little bit older when Kelsey finished that statement for me in private, or as close as we ever came to the word.

	Stability is important for control.

	Needless to say, they put a quick stop to that conversation and Kelsey never said anything like that to me again. Not exactly. Being friends with her had its pros and cons, more pros than cons to be sure. I didn’t care for the numbers. Her generally knowing more than I did could’ve potentially been not only helpful but amazing, but she never really had much of anything good to say where that knowledge was concerned. Some days, pros and cons changed and one could seem like or be the other. That was life, and it was what it was.

	They watched us that day, just like they always did every day. They watched us—the scientists in their coats along with our instructors in their black uniforms—and they jotted down notes into their little computer screens. They were always watching and taking notes. All the time. Sometimes even inside our rooms, but those were most always our own space.

	It was at some point during Modern Warfare and the Initial Downfall of Traditional Weaponry that my arm buzzed me.

	I startled in my seat of course, because it rarely ever happened during learning times, if at all. Once every few months and no more than, if you were lucky. Lucky meaning well-behaved in this particular instance. It wasn’t time, and I hadn’t done anything wrong. I looked down at the mostly metal band across my wrist—my com—and one word was written on the small screen in green letters. 

	OFFICE

	I sighed and stood, walking down my row and holding my wrist out to my instructor as I passed him. He nodded his head at me, not breaking in his speaking of things we already knew about. They clearly thought we were very stupid, to keep teaching us the same things and hardly ever anything new. I knew there was a lot more they could be teaching us. I didn’t get to take those classes, though. I didn’t understand how it was teaching when we already knew, but it was what it was, and asking wasn’t worth getting in trouble over. I’d seen it happen.

	I put my hand on the scanner at the door, it opened, and I walked out, hearing it close behind me. I started making my way to the office, as instructed. Another door down the hall opened as I was walking past it. I checked the stitching at the chest of the guy when his own door was closing behind him. 

	BRT-311

	“Office?” he asked.

	“Yeah,” I answered stiffly.

	One more opened in front and another behind. A female—PGE-258—stepped out from the former. 

	“Wait up,” the guy from behind said. GAR-164. We didn’t wait for him, but he caught up easily by jogging with us walking. We weren’t supposed to do more than walk in the halls. “Wonder what we did wrong.”

	“Apparently I was a minute and thirty-seven seconds late this morning,” I said under my breath. I decided not to mention him doing something wrong while jogging in the hall. 

	He had to already know.

	GAR-164 frowned. “Not one of you.”

	I just shook my head, not caring to respond to him. I knew what he meant.

	“She said apparently, you idiot,” PGE-258 stated. “Meaning someone else pointed it out to her.”

	“I’m sure she’s thinking the exact same thing about you,” BRT-311 said with a grin. “She’s clearly what you thought the other one was. You know how they feel about us.”

	Not one of you. Idiot.

	It was accurate, for people like Kelsey.

	The other guy mumbled something about brains that we all heard but chose not to respond to, and we all walked to the office in silence after. We weren’t supposed to be too friendly with people we weren’t friends with, and we’d clearly passed the point of conversing to gather information. There was no purpose in pushing past that. Besides, it was best not to bother. They must’ve agreed with me, to not say anything else.

	But of course they agreed with me, and of course they didn’t care.
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	There were four instructors, the headmaster, and one Gen in the office when I arrived there with the three other Regs. I’d only ever seen a few Gens in my life, outside pictures and videos. Our physical combative instructors were Gens, and I’d seen one or two walking around otherwise. No more than that, and only new ones when it was time for them to be replaced. That didn’t happen as often as it used to. It had happened quite a bit when we were younger.

	This Gen stood stiffly near the back of the room, close to the door. They always stood like that. I had to wonder if ways of standing had been altered for them on a genetic level somehow. The first thing I noticed about him was . . . 

	He wasn’t quite as large as the others I’d seen. That was strange. He was still much larger than everyone else in the room, both in height and build. Especially build, but he still had almost half a foot in height on the next male down, which was BRT-311.

	“At least they can walk together,” one of the instructors said under their breath to the one standing next to him. 

	They never seemed to realize that we could all hear them when they thought we couldn’t. I supposed it was easy to forget, when you were normal. Easier when we interacted with them personally as little as possible, meaning we didn’t respond or react to their remarks more often than not. Most of us, at least.

	You got used to them, but sometimes it was easier to tolerate than others.

	When we were all inside the room, we stood at attention, waiting to hear why we’d been called here. I’d never spoken to any of the other Regs here with me past what we’d done in the hall, so I didn’t have the vaguest clue why we’d been called together. It was very out of the ordinary, and things were always the same here. I’d never been called to the office or anywhere else without having some sort of idea as to why.

	The headmaster stood from behind his desk, walked, and then stopped when he was in front of us. I didn’t care much for him, but he wasn’t as bad as some of the instructors I’d had over the years. That was probably only because I rarely had to interact with him.

	He definitely wasn’t the most pleasant person.

	“As you all know . . .” he started slowly, “yours is the first group of Regulators we’ve had in all our trying. The first successful Generation.”

	First-Gen Regulators. We were more than aware.

	All the others had died, apart from a few here and there who were either extremely lucky or unlucky. Lucky or unlucky depended on your views about life and death and the side effects of what they did to us, especially when it was unsuccessful. 

	It all seemed extremely unlucky to me.

	“We’ve already sent one group of Regulators out on their first mission,” the headmaster went on. “It, also, was a success. Prepare yourselves. The four of you will be leaving in two hours.”

	I asked, “For what, Sir?”

	“Your first mission, of course.” The headmaster frowned, either at having to answer my question or because of the answer to it. “Get used to the faces next to you. You’ll be seeing a lot of them.”

	“What is the mission?” BRT-311 asked.

	“The Gen will fill you in upon arrival at your destination.”

	The Gen would be going with us? That was ridiculous. They couldn’t go anywhere without people knowing what they were.

	“The likelihood of being discovered if a Gen accompanies us is . . . well, too likely,” PGE-258 said. “Isn’t that the purpose of sending us out—so that we can go where they can’t?”

	“He can fit in.” The headmaster almost grinned. “Besides, you’ll need protection. A few things before you go?” He paused, though there was no need to. “We’ll be sending two months’ worth of medication with you. Ensure you’re diligent in taking it regardless of not being on your typical schedule. Become accustomed to using the names chosen by your peers. I’m sure you all know well enough not to call them by their identification while out. I’m sure you also know well enough not to speak a word of our wonderful facility while you’re out.”

	Obviously. It was also ridiculous how stupid they thought we were. So unfathomably ridiculous.

	“You’ll likely be very overwhelmed by the world when you get out in it,” he went on. “Don’t let it compromise your mission. Understand?”

	“Yes, Sir,” all four of us said.

	“One more thing. . . .” The headmaster raised an eyebrow. “If the life of your Gen is compromised or there’s something he can’t physically handle on his own, say the word and backup will be sent. Spend the next few minutes in the adjacent room getting to know one another. You’re to go to your rooms after and prepare yourselves. Do not tell anyone that you are leaving. Understand?”

	“Yes, Sir,” we all said again. I clenched my jaw afterward. 

	The headmaster walked to the door of the adjacent room and opened it. The four of us walked past the Gen to go where we’d been instructed to. It was only after we’d been shut inside that I realized he’d followed us in.

	“Names,” the Gen said immediately.

	“Brent,” BRT-311 said.

	“Paige.” PGE-258.

	“Garret.” GAR-164.

	“Jaycee,” I answered.

	Brent grinned again, like he’d done in the hall. “I like that.” 

	I didn’t pay any attention to the expression past noticing it was there.

	“Thank you.” I said that, though Kelsey had been the one to think of my name when we were little. It was the only polite way to respond. I looked up at the Gen, who really could likely pass for a very large youngish man. At least . . . I thought he might be able to pass. Possibly. I could only guess. “What’s yours? If we’re going to be together.”

	“SEB-16945276,” he answered automatically.

	“Seb.” I nodded, but I didn’t know . . . “Can I call you that, or do you have something else you go by?” Was it all right to potentially call him part of his ID?

	Seb stared at me for several long seconds with his green eyes, not saying a word until, “Yes, and no.”

	Strange, that no one called him anything else.

	“So you’re the brains.” Garret said that to Paige then looked at me to say, “Sorry for assuming.” It hadn’t been the first time someone had assumed as much due to me repeating something Kelsey had said. I sometimes spoke without thinking enough.

	“If that’s what you want to call it,” Paige responded humorlessly.

	“What can you do?” Brent asked. 

	When I looked up at him, he was staring at me.

	“Yeah, what can you do?” Garret asked.

	I shook my head, a bit unhappy that getting to know people was essentially nothing more than names and abilities. But it was what it was. 

	I looked to Paige. “May I see your hand?”

	She extended her hand between us without hesitation. She was likely too curious not to, if she were anything like Kelsey when it came to learning. 

	I took it. She was much smaller than just about everyone in the world, or smaller than just about everyone I’d seen in the world. I wasn’t sure how she might stack up against others. I couldn’t manage the height difference, but I could manage the cute, angular face and the light hair. Skin. I hated skin, but it was so much easier when I got bits of it on me.

	“Shapeshifter,” Brent said appreciatively. 

	I released Paige’s hand—she seemed to be both startled and thoughtful—and let myself slide back over the fake face of the female standing next to me. I didn’t like holding it longer than necessary. Truth be told, I didn’t like doing it at all. Eyes were the least bothersome thing to change, and even that was unpleasant enough.

	“Not quite,” I told him. “I can’t manage men or change my body very much in general.” Small adjustments with anything but faces were all I could ever really manage. I was decent with faces, depending on, but I didn’t necessarily feel that made me a shapeshifter when I couldn’t do much of anything to my actual shape.

	“Then what good are you?” Garret asked.

	“What can you do?” Brent asked him.

	“Climb walls,” Garret answered. “Things of that nature.”

	“So probably less good than someone who can change their appearance,” Brent stated.

	“What can you do?” Garret asked him shortly.

	Brent smiled. I was staring at his blond hair when it disappeared along with the rest of him, clothing included.

	“Infiltration mission, clearly,” Paige stated.

	“Clearly,” I agreed. Then I thought about it, and there was an important question that needed to be asked. “Are any of you decent at fighting?”

	“Not really.” Paige shrugged. “Passable.”

	“I’m pretty good,” Garret said, faking nonchalance. I already didn’t like him at all. He wasn’t making it easy, but that was probably best.

	“I’m all right,” Brent said. He still hadn’t reappeared yet.

	“What about you?” Paige asked me.

	“Passable,” I admitted. By our standards, at least.

	“Then the likelihood for survival if we’re to get into a difficult situation is . . .” Paige’s brow furrowed, “slim at best.”

	I looked up at the Gen—Seb—standing there with his arms crossed, watching us. 

	“She just said you’re screwed,” I informed him. I was used to Kelsey talking in likelihoods and statistics to usually know what was being said when it wasn’t being said, only Kelsey would’ve put numbers to all the things Paige hadn’t.

	“I gathered.” If the tone of his voice was any indication, he’d gathered and was not thrilled about it. He hadn’t looked at me to say that and was instead staring at Garret. “The two females can leave. Males remain here.”

	“Why?” Garret asked.

	“Squabbling,” Paige said. “He probably doesn’t want to deal with you squabbling. That’s only a guess, but I think it’s quite likely. I doubt wall-climbing or invisibility will help you very much with him, boys.” She looked around the space for a moment, likely trying to find the invisible boy. “And they can hear your heartbeat even when it’s beating normally. Remember that.”

	We all knew it, but sometimes boys really did need reminders of things. I knew that from being in classes with them over the years. Even we could hear heartbeats, but only when they were pumping quickly and we were close to a person, running beside them or something similar. Our hearing was good, but it wasn’t as good as any Gen. We weren’t quite as fast, or as strong, if our physical training instructors were any indication of how they all were. But we’d all taken classes on them.

	“The two females can leave,” Seb said again.

	The door opened from the other side. 

	Paige and I left, as we’d been told. 

	“Gather at the main door when you’re instructed to,” the headmaster said. “Ensure you eat first.”

	“Yes, Sir,” she and I both said. 

	An instructor opened the door for us and we hastily exited the office.

	“Who would’ve thought?” Paige asked. “I suppose now I know where the other six went.” 

	I hadn’t known we were missing anyone, but that wasn’t particularly surprising. There had never really been any point in paying attention to anyone else, or so I’d thought. Past noticing who I had classes with, at least. A few people regardless of classes.

	“I don’t get it,” I admitted. “I’m only passable at everything. There are people who can do what I do way better than I can do it.” Way better.

	“I don’t get it either.” She shook her head. “I’m only better at what I’d be expected for than, say, people like Garret. I’m passable at everything else.”

	“So . . . we’ve got a bunch of passables and a moron.” And a small Gen. I nodded. “I have so much faith in whatever it is we’re going to do.” I wouldn’t say it aloud, but I was inclined to believe they wanted us dead. They must’ve, pairing us all together. Also, if they were only sending four of us when the last group had six.

	Paige said, “I’ll second that, if you were using sarcasm like I believe you were.”

	I sighed heavily. “I was.”

	Whatever this mission was . . . I hoped it was over soon. Then I reminded myself of what the headmaster had said. Two months’ worth of medication. 

	Fantastic.

	I was pretty sure we were screwed. If the Gen and the brains both thought so as well, I believed it safe to assume I was more than likely correct.

	It really was just . . . fantastic.

	 


Chapter 02

	Real

	 

	 

	The headmaster hadn’t told us to return to class. Normally, I wouldn’t need to be told that directly to do as much, but they did always tell us things like that directly. Get back to class or some variant of it that meant the same thing was always the dismissal unless classes were over for the day. I’d actually had that said to me once before regardless. He’d actually told us this time to go to our rooms and prepare ourselves, whatever that meant, but he hadn’t specifically clarified whether we were supposed to do that immediately after or if we should return to our class, finish that, then go to our rooms. 

	I thought not returning to class would seem more suspicious to the ones who’d seen me leave, and they didn’t want anyone to know about this, so it would make sense to go back to class.

	I did as I’d been told. Not doing something you hadn’t been told to was better than doing something you hadn’t been told to.

	I went to my room and nowhere else. After arriving there, I spent some time thinking about preparation and wondering what, exactly, they expected me to do. I had no idea.

	When I looked at the clock on the wall, reading 9:42 in green numbers, I wished I would’ve returned to class to pass some time. I would’ve been doing the same thing there, which was wondering if I’d done the right thing and what I was supposed to do to prepare myself. I wouldn’t have had a clue in either place, but it would’ve passed the time.

	Ten-hundred was the earliest we could ever go to lunch. Kelsey liked eating early. She said it helped her brain function better or something. I didn’t care for early lunches because I was still usually decently full from breakfast, but she had more of a preference on it than I did so we always met up outside my room for it at precisely 10:08. 

	We would eat lunch together then return to our own rooms to do our classwork from the morning classes until going to our separate classes at noon. She’d stopped offering to help with mine a long time ago. I felt like it was cheating for her to tell me the answers to things. She insisted it was learning if I remembered the answers, and she couldn’t see how it was any different from what instructors did. I just didn’t think it was right to seem better than passable if I actually wasn’t, and it was different in my opinion because she wasn’t an instructor. She wasn’t even in the same classes. I didn’t think it was right. We’d argued about it more times than I could’ve counted. I didn’t care to count it, but I thought it was too many.

	I supposed I didn’t have to worry about work, at least for the time being. To be sure, I stepped over to my desk and held my hand on the screen of my computer. It said the same thing it always did when going from blankness to anything else.

	JCE-286 AUTHORIZED

	I opened up my assignments menu. What I found there was . . . different.

	No current assignments.

	“Lock,” I said.

	Immediately, the screen went blank. I sighed and stared around my room, not knowing how to keep myself occupied until lunch. I spent a little while staring at myself in the mirror again. I let Paige’s face slide over mine, watching my cheekbones become more prominent, my nose point a bit at the end, and my hair lighten. I shook my head and let the face fall, returning to normal in all of four seconds.

	After a bit of time staring at my real self, I changed my face to match Kelsey’s. Despite having bits of Paige’s skin still on me, Kelsey was easier. I’d done it so many times, mostly at her request. She’d thought it was fun when we were young, asking me to change my face to hers and sometimes other people. We would stare at nearly identical versions of her in the mirror. It had taken me years to get the nostrils exactly right. It had been more difficult when I was little by far, but the details were always hardest. Freckles were infuriating. It was sort of like trying to point out the precise location of your own freckles with your eyes closed, but it was much more difficult.

	Kelsey hadn’t realized how uncomfortable changing was for me until we were almost sixteen. I’d assumed she learned something about it in one of her classes because I hadn’t even been doing it when she asked what it was like for me. She shouted at me when I told her, asking why I’d never told her as much before. Useful information.

	She’d never asked, for one thing. They made me do it almost daily regardless, for another. It made her happy, for another. It had made her happy.

	That was the only time she’d ever directly told me I was stupid. She didn’t try talking to me for a week. Wouldn’t walk with me. Wouldn’t eat with me. I wouldn’t talk to her for two more after that.

	It was the only time she’d ever directly called me stupid, and it was one of the only times where I hadn’t actually felt stupid around her. She couldn’t seem to grasp that I’d rather do that with her to make her laugh than do it with the scientists and instructors staring at me, insisting I push farther than I actually could. I didn’t think it was stupid, trying to find a way to make it all not seem so bad, even if it still hurt a bit. It had been the only time I hadn’t hated how I was.

	I hadn’t talked to her until my com buzzed me to the office, where I’d found Kelsey with the headmaster. He’d insisted we work it out. Kelsey had apologized like crazy, saying she didn’t think I was stupid and should never have said that I was. That wasn’t and never had been the issue with me. 

	I was stupid, compared to her. 

	The issue with me was not knowing how people were supposed to be friends if they couldn’t understand one another at all.

	Still, we made up and never spoke of it again. She also never asked me to change my face again, which was why and how I always ended up doing it by choice on my own in my room. At least until I no longer had her asking and did it in the hopes that doing it alone could still somehow make it not seem so bad. 

	It never worked.

	In the present, I let Paige’s face slide over Kelsey’s. It wasn’t as large a change between the two of them, but it was still enough. It was always enough.

	I sighed, looking again to the clock.

	10:05

	I spent enough time with my memories to pass it, but I couldn’t step out before usual without getting asked questions and listening to another thing about not being precise. I stared at the clock until the appropriate time. Then I remembered that I needed to wash my hands. 

	I checked, before walking to the door, to ensure I had no trace of Paige left on me. I washed my hands thoroughly, to get rid of the non-visible remnants of her, but I’d done that accidentally a few times—walked out wearing a different face—and I always checked now. Being uncomfortable sometimes made me tempted to change, and I was pretty uncomfortable today. I’d been told it was a coping mechanism. I disagreed.

	The discomfort of altering my appearance was usually enough to make certain other things not seem so bad. I didn’t believe it was a coping mechanism. I believed it was my body reacting—and not knowing what to do with itself—when my mind didn’t know what to do with itself in certain situations. Fight or flight. My face changed when I needed to do one but could do neither.

	But what did I know about myself? Not as much as other people, apparently, so coping mechanism it was.

	Kelsey was standing on one side of my door when it opened, and Paige was directly across from her on the other. They were both not-so-discreetly stealing glances at each other. Kelsey likely hadn’t even asked her what she was doing there. She disliked confrontations of nearly any sort, unless they had to do with intelligence levels.

	We were generally only permitted one friend, though we could socialize enough with others during whichever spaces of time where socializing was acceptable. As long as it was temporary, they didn’t care. We typically avoided one another to prevent potentially doing something wrong, though. No one liked getting in trouble, and that particular thing could get you in quite a lot of it.

	Our one friend was not permitted to have the same ability set as us, as it promoted envy when one was better than the other at the same thing. When they were capable of different things and took different classes, there was no room for envy. Kelsey and Paige likely had hardly ever said a word to one another despite spending most their lives in the same classes.

	I’d liked a girl when I was little. We’d gotten in trouble for laughing during PT. We’d been separated and never had a class together since, past the one we had to. For a while, I’d thought I dreamt her up because I didn’t see her at all for such a long time. We occasionally nodded at one another in passing now, but we distinctly avoided one another in class. 

	CMT-049. 

	She was really good at shifting. I wasn’t envious of her for it. She still screamed sometimes, when they made her push it too far. Sometimes I wondered if telling her she was really good would help her in some way.

	I’d never laughed as hard since that one day when we’d been little, and I didn’t know whether that funny person still existed or had been killed somewhere along the way of life. Screamed out to non-existence. I did like to think the nods from her said she still existed and also that she’d liked me too.

	I spent a moment staring at the stitching over the right side of Kelsey’s chest. KSY-262.  

	We’d become friends fast enough when we were younger. It started on the day we chose our names when we were all seven years old and all in the same room during one of the only times we had been. We’d been given a list of normal names on a computer to choose from. Kelsey had marched right up to me and said, ‘I like Jaycee for you.’

	When I’d told her it wasn’t on the list, she said, ‘I know. I studied the list already. I like that better.’

	And I’d liked it too, because it hadn’t been on the list. I hadn’t been able to think of one for her off the top of my head, so I went to the K’s and read through them until I found Kelsey. I’d liked it, and she had too. That was how it happened. 

	“We’re late for lunch,” Kelsey said awkwardly today. 

	“We’re not anywhere near late,” Paige said. Considering how thoroughly I’d washed my hands, I’d stepped out of my room at 10:09.

	 “What are you even doing here?” Kelsey shot at her, which was very unlike her. Kelsey was usually nothing but excitable and happy, though there were the rare occasions where she was neither. Those rare occasions were typically extremely unpleasant.

	I supposed Paige standing there was fine, but speaking wasn’t. And it made sense enough because Kelsey didn’t like anyone implying she was wrong. I knew better than to contradict her with anything to do with actual knowledge. She was much smarter than me. I’d never really had a problem with it. It was what it was. When I contradicted her with time, that was me stating my opinion. If Paige did it, Kelsey would take it as a contradiction of fact. That was unacceptable, and it drew out the small but harsh confrontational side. Or maybe she knew her enough from any classes to not like her.

	Paige shrugged. “I have to be.” 

	At that, I started walking to the dining hall. Questioning was inescapable with the oddness of Paige’s presence, but moving would make it all not as bad as it could be. But that was how Kelsey and I worked. She prodded until I moved, then she followed. I didn’t want to get uncomfortable enough that my face started changing, though.

	Kelsey did fall into step beside me, asking, “Why?”

	Kelsey generally knew when I was lying. It had something to do with the way my body behaved, even when I could keep my face under control, which I almost always could when being analyzed. Almost. So I said, “We just have to get to know each other. Don’t ask me why. I couldn’t tell you.” I shrugged like it was no big deal. “Headmaster’s orders, Kels.”

	“But—”

	Paige interrupted her with, “Let’s just go eat lunch and get this over with.”

	I would thank her later for either pretending like she had no interest in it or genuinely having none, if I remembered and got the opportunity. I supposed that if I would be with Paige for the next two months . . . I’d have a lot of opportunities. 

	Kelsey didn’t say anything more, and the three of us walked to the dining hall together. 

	Nobody ever walked in groups of threes here. Not ever. I tried very hard to ignore the looks we got along the way clearly wondering why we were together. Not because they knew us to know who should and shouldn’t be together. Looks at us because it wasn’t normal. Glances to check for sentries because it wasn’t all right. Getting in trouble had been one matter when we were younger. Now?

	Getting in trouble was a lot different. Like getting stronger as one grew, it was just . . . more.
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	Lunch was awkward, or some similar word that was worse than. Much worse than. We all ate in silence, apart from Paige’s friend BTY-314 when she came over, which made us look no different from anyone else due to having an even number if not being on our own. She talked quite a bit. Not to Kelsey and me and not about anything even remotely interesting. She seemed to be giving Paige a rundown of her entire day thus far. I didn’t know if she did that all the time or if she was rambling due to discomfort, sort of like my face being tempted to change. I supposed it didn’t matter. I wasn’t supposed to have anything to do with her, after all.

	As soon as we were done eating and we’d all stood, I looked at Paige and said, “I’ll meet up with you in a bit.”

	She just nodded in response. She and her friend walked away before Kelsey and me. They were close enough that I could watch them as we went, talking to each other. BTY-314 was more than likely asking what was going on, now that they were alone.

	That was pretty much confirmed when Kelsey asked, “Jaycee, what’s going on?” 

	I glanced at her, briefly, before staring forward again. I watched Paige and her friend disappear in the crowd of Reg bodies moving smoothly as they went on their ways in organized lines. To and from lunch. To and from the gym. Everyone moved on their own or in pairs. 

	I tried to think of what to say. I couldn’t think of anything.

	Kelsey then said, “Don’t tell me it’s nothing, because you know just as well as I do that things like this don’t happen.”

	“I don’t know what to tell you,” I admitted. And I didn’t. Kelsey was so much more intelligent than I was. If the roles were reversed, I was sure she could’ve thought of something. Either something truthful enough or a lie she could probably get away with. I was sure Paige had been able to think of something fantastic to tell her own friend. I wouldn’t lie about it to Kelsey, but I also couldn’t tell her. Saying it’s nothing would be a lie. “I’m just doing what I was told.”

	“Do they not like us being friends anymore?” 

	“I doubt they care,” I told her. They would’ve already put a stop to it if they did, but Kelsey and I had been good enough for several years now. We hadn’t gotten into trouble together in a long while. That instance of not talking for a few weeks had been the last time we were in the office together, and we hadn’t been in trouble then. “And you’ll always be my friend. No amount of time getting to know anybody else will change that.” They could stop us from seeing each other, but they couldn’t eliminate the feeling of friendship she and I had. I didn’t say that part.

	I smiled at her, and she smiled back at me, seeming to be satisfied by my words. We walked in silence the rest of the way to my room. It wasn’t that unusual. I never had much of anything to say. She never had much of anything to say now that I could understand, so she didn’t talk as much as she used to. We made our way in our way. She would stop by her own room—which was farther down the hall—to do her work before going to more classes, the same as she did at this time every day.

	“See you later,” she said normally.

	I watched her walking away for a few seconds before I said, “Kels.”

	I should’ve just let her go. I knew I should have. But there was the possibility I wouldn’t come back from this, and I just had to tell her regardless of however many warning bells would sound off in her head because of it.

	I walked over to where she’d stopped and put my right hand on her left shoulder. She smiled awkwardly at me and did the same, putting her hand on my shoulder. 

	“You’re meaningful to me,” I told her. “I just wanted to let you know.”

	She was clearly uncomfortable when she said, “You’re meaningful to me too, Jaycee.” 

	I nodded and we both removed our hands. I walked away before she could stop me or ask me why I’d done what I had.

	I did glance back at her, after opening my door and before stepping inside. She was just staring at me, clearly knowing something was wrong. I could see that on her face. But there was also the possibility that I was just showing her affection and telling her what I had to reinforce what she was to me after the concern she’d displayed over Paige. The latter was most likely along the lines of what she was thinking, I assumed, because she smiled at me a little before I stepped inside my room.

	I sat on my bed, not knowing what else to do after checking my computer again and still finding no assignments. 

	I let the time pass until my wrist buzzed me. I looked down, finding two letters there.

	GO

	I stood from the bed, walked to the door, opened it, and left my room without looking back. There was no reason to look back, and it was finally time to do what they’d been preparing me for my entire life. I just didn’t know what, exactly, that would entail. Still, I knew . . . they should’ve been sending someone else. Passable was enough to get by in here. I didn’t know if it would be enough anywhere else. In that sense, I knew precisely why they’d chosen us.

	Losing us wouldn’t be anywhere near as much of a loss as losing the ones who were better. They were sending us out to see how to keep the better ones alive when we more than likely failed. The failures to learn from before there could be success.
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	It was strange walking around the clean, white hallways when no one else was with or near me. Even if I was only doing it for a little while, it was extremely weird. It always was. Even going to the office was strange when you were expecting it, knowing you’d done something wrong. I hadn’t done anything wrong in a while, but I remembered what it was like. Vividly.

	I wondered if they somehow knew how strange and uncomfortable this was and used that as an extra form of punishment on top of whatever else. They likely knew, because I’d never once been called in when already making my way somewhere. It was the worst when you were called in during class, with everyone watching you go and wondering what you’d done for the split second before they carried on with their lives and disregarded your existence entirely. That added onto walking alone in the halls was something like being tortured. They taught us a pretty great deal on torturing due to its relevance and correlation with the rest of our curriculum. I was pretty sure the walking alone in the hall was some odd form of mental torture.

	They’d timed the exit perfectly, though. My room was first. As soon as I was passing by Paige’s room, her door opened and she stepped out with me. We walked and—when passing by another room along the way—a door opened, revealing Brent. Garret was last, and our group of four was complete.

	“Is this really happening?” Paige whispered under her breath.

	“Yeah,” I said at normal volume. There was no reason to change the volume. “Yeah, I think so.” No matter how many times we’d heard about our purposes, we’d been waiting such a long time for this. It was so hard to believe it was actually happening, that I wasn’t dreaming. I kept expecting my wrist to buzz, to be ordered to carry on with life as usual.

	Just joking. 

	Not that coms ever said anything like that. I’d had more than a few dreams where they had.

	We didn’t say another word until we found ourselves standing in front of the Gen from before, alone at the main entrance.

	Rather than leading us through it, the Gen blankly said, “Follow me.”

	I didn’t understand, and I was also disappointed. I had no idea what was past that door. There were no windows cut into the metal of it and I’d never seen it opened.

	We did as instructed—following him as he made several different turns before stopping in front of an elevator that we were never allowed to go inside. I’d tried, many times, when I was little. 

	JCE-286 DENIED

	When I was a little older, I’d tried with one of my instructor’s handprints after accidentally bumping into them. They’d used their hand to steady me by grabbing my arm. Changing mine to hers had almost been as simple as putting on a shirt. Almost. That had worked, but I hadn’t got the eyes quite right and had failed the eye scanner. After the next attempt, I’d passed the eye scan but not the blood sample. I couldn’t do anything for that. I couldn’t change my blood. It was kind of embarrassing how many times I’d tried. Appearances weren’t the same as what was beneath, that was for sure.

	When I’d reached the point of contemplating some sort of way to get enough of an instructor’s blood, potentially punching one until their blood was on my hand, which would only be once . . . I stopped going anywhere near the elevator.

	The Gen clearly had permission to pass, as he passed all three of those tests. But when he positioned his body in front of the screen, I realized I never would’ve been able to have made it through anyhow. There was a twenty-digit passcode. I counted how many times his finger touched the screen, by the very quiet sound made. Maybe . . . if I’d tried more recently, Kelsey could’ve helped me with that. But she’d lost interest in doors they wouldn’t let us go through a long time ago. She really didn’t like getting in trouble. I didn’t enjoy it, but I never did anything too serious, past thinking about it.

	‘When doors are locked, they’re locked for a reason,’ Kelsey had told me at age fourteen. That was also around the age when the brains started having classes about how people used to be, or how they still were, and how we differed from them. Kelsey had told me a few things, but she’d stopped shortly after and refused to tell me any more because it had upset me. As far as I knew, brains were the only ones who had classes like that, about the rest of the world past war and similar subjects. Apparently the rest of us only got the basics.

	The five of us stepped into the elevator together after the Gen finished the passcode and the doors opened. I felt my heart racing in excitement and anticipation when I stepped in first. There was also a bit of anxiety and apprehension. Finally, I would get to see at least one place this elevator could take you. It had made me feel sort of unstable, for a while there. Also . . . I’d never been in any elevator before. I just knew they carried people up and down.

	It was something new, something different. It was something no one else here knew about—wherever this elevator went or being inside one in general. At least no one here like me.

	I didn’t even think about slowing my heart rate—as my head was feeling very light and there was a pounding in my ears—until Garret laughed and asked, “You afraid, little shifter girl?”

	“Excited,” the Gen said to the space in front of him as the doors closed in front of us. “You’re more afraid than she is.” He tapped on his left ear a few times, which was the closest ear to all of us, to point out that he could tell the difference between the heartbeats. “Also, she’s not little for a standard-sized female. Slightly taller than.”

	“How can you be excited?” Paige essentially gaped at me.

	I’d already managed to slow my own heartbeat, but I could hear three others around me clearly beating in fear or possibly other things. I just shook my head, not wanting to answer her. Then the elevator started moving.

	I froze in place, realizing my efforts to calm myself had been futile. Paige and Garret sort of threw themselves against the back of the space. Brent had both his hands out, like he was trying to steady himself. 

	One of the boys had let out a shaky, “Whoa.” I didn’t know which.

	When seeing the looks of downright terror on their faces, I pursed my lips, trying not to smile. The movement made my stomach feel funny in a way that wasn’t entirely unpleasant. I looked to my right, up at the Gen, who was staring down at the three of them with narrowed eyes.

	The elevator slowed and the Gen looked directly at me. “Prepare to be disappointed.” There was a pause before he said, “Jaycee,” which reminded me that I needed to think of him as Seb, and not as the Gen. He’d said my name like he was reminding himself, getting accustomed.

	The door opened, revealing lots of . . . metal. Metal and concrete.

	“A garage?” I asked in disbelief. “They had the elevator locked to that extent so we wouldn’t get in a freaking garage? I couldn’t get past that door . . . for this?” For vehicles? What did they think we would do with them?

	Seb began walking out without looking back, clearly expecting us to follow. He didn’t respond to my questioning.

	I was the first out behind Seb, my mouth hanging open and my eyes wide at the realization of what I’d been trying to see all that time, but I could clearly hear Garret say, “Well, now we know the shifter has a thing for locked doors.”

	Seb stopped suddenly in front of me and I bumped into his side as he was turning. One of his hands shot out, preventing me from falling over from bouncing off the wall that he was, but he was looking over my head at Garret. Or presumably at Garret. 

	He really had felt like a wall. It probably would’ve hurt badly if I’d been running. 

	It probably would’ve done some damage to my person if I’d been running.

	“I’m not warning you again,” Seb told him. His hand had already been taken back to himself when he looked down at me. “Watch where you’re going.”

	“Sorry,” I said under my breath. It had been his fault for stopping suddenly. I wasn’t used to that; I was used to even flows of movement to get from one place to another. Or maybe it had been my fault for following so closely behind him. But he was our protection with this, and I didn’t know what was going to happen. I’d never been off my floor before. Shouldn’t we stay close to our protection? 

	It made sense to me.

	Seb turned and began walking again.

	“This is so awesome,” Brent said as we walked.

	“They’re just vehicles,” Paige said shortly, clearly telling him she thought he was stupid. I wondered if she thought we were all stupid. 

	Probably. It would be impossible for her to not. Kelsey thought essentially everyone was stupid. She said I wasn’t quite often, but I’d also heard her say things about people. Some of those people had classes with me. Some of those people she’d talked about who had classes with me . . .

	Well, they were smarter than I was. And no matter how many times she’d said otherwise, that one instance of saying I was stupid had seemed way more honest, like she’d been holding it back for a very long time.

	It was difficult sometimes—having friends.

	“I know they’re just vehicles, but I’ve never seen any in real life,” Brent said. “Only pictures.” 

	None of us had, to my knowledge.

	I watched Seb shake his head minutely in front of me.

	“I’ll give you that,” Garret said. “There’s just something about seeing one in front of you. I like the lines. Especially that one. Wait.” 

	I kept walking, not waiting.

	There was only a short pause from Garret before, “Are we . . . riding in one?”

	“Yes,” Seb answered.

	“You can drive?” Garret asked him in disbelief.

	Seb shook his head again, but Paige said, “Of course he can drive. People still drive.”

	“Do they really?” Brent asked, also in disbelief. 

	Even I knew that much, but I still couldn’t understand why they wouldn’t let us see this. It wasn’t like we could drive.

	“You know, Sebastian, the likelihood that at least one of us will get motion sickness is very high,” Paige said. “I’d imagine this will be much worse than the elevator.”

	My brow furrowed as I looked over my shoulder at her. “What did you call him?” I was confused enough by that to not even contemplate remarking on the elevator. I still didn’t know that it would be a great idea to let them know that . . .

	I’d kind of enjoyed the elevator.

	“Sebastian,” she replied. “Seb is a nickname for Sebastian. If we’re going to have names, it would make more sense if his name was Sebastian. In case it comes up, you know.” She pointed.

	I’d only just turned my head around in time—to see what she was pointing at—to run into him again. I ran into his front rather than his side that time.

	Garret asked me, “Geez, Jaycee, are you going to be up his ass the entire time we’re gone?” 

	Seb had hold of my arm, steadying me. It really didn’t feel so exceptional—bumping into him.

	“What did I tell you?” he asked, looking down at me again. He seemed to be ignoring Garret this time. He released my arm.

	I took a step back, muttering the word, “Sorry,” again.

	Seb walked away, toward the front of the vehicle. A few moments later, the back of it began opening. He returned, grabbing a bag from the back and throwing it at Garret, who didn’t catch it. It bounced off his front and landed on the ground at his feet, and he bent over to pick it up.

	Seb instructed, “Change into the clothing and put what you’re wearing now inside of it when you’re done.” 

	The next bag was thrown at Brent. He caught it. I wondered if Seb had thrown the first at Garret hoping he wouldn’t be expecting it and that precisely what had happened would happen, with it hitting him. There was no way to know past asking, and I didn’t think I should.

	Paige asked, “Change into this new clothing . . . where?” 

	“Here,” Seb replied, extending a bag to her, which she took warily. “Go behind another vehicle if you’re uncomfortable. You know it doesn’t matter.”

	I had only enough time to begin wondering what he meant by the latter of his statements before a bag was in front of me. By the time I took it, Paige had started walking away. She went two vehicles down. I couldn’t see her, but her footsteps had stopped.

	There was unzipping all around while I was unzipping my own bag. 

	“What . . . is this?” I asked in downright confusion, pulling out a small bit of denim and a very small piece of light fabric. I knew what denim was. They’d taught us that in Basic Information, just like with vehicles and garages. They’d even brought in a bit of denim, for us to see.

	“Clothes.” Seb pulled his shirt above his head. 

	I was kneeled down on the ground by my bag, looking up at him in disbelief, both due to the word clothes being associated with what I held in my hands and the view of him shirtless.

	Like vehicles, I’d only ever seen pictures of what men looked like without their clothing during a health class just this year. They couldn’t even really be classified as pictures, given that they were computer renderings. Those renderings hadn’t been covered in scars like Seb was, that was for sure. 

	I glanced over at the other two boys, who were both in varying states of undress and redress. It was interesting, the differences and similarities.

	“I suggest you stop staring and start doing what you’re supposed to,” I heard above my head. 

	I looked and found Seb standing in his underwear, pulling denim—much more than what I had of it—over his lower half. 

	Interesting. Very interesting.

	“Unless you want the two of them to stand there staring at you during.”

	“I don’t care if they do,” I admitted. 

	“I do.” Seb buttoned then zipped the denim. “Get dressed. It was different when I thought you’d all be doing it at once.”

	There was something very interesting about all this, but I looked back down at the bag I’d been given and starting doing as I’d been told.

	 


Chapter 03

	Normal

	 

	 

	I hadn’t even gotten the new top over my head by the time Seb was dragging the two boys by their new and different shirts to the other side of the vehicle. Once being entirely clothed themselves, they’d done what I had with them, which was watch. 

	I couldn’t blame them. We looked very different, and it was interesting. Even Brent and Garret looked different enough from each other to make looking between the two interesting. Admittedly, Seb had drawn more of my attention due to his differences. Regardless, I didn’t understand what the problem was, but there clearly was one. It hadn’t seemed like as much or the same sort of problem when I’d done it.

	The new top was very strange and awkward. But it was over my head and presumably in place when I heard Paige say, “No, no, no,” many times very fast.

	“What?” I didn’t see how I could’ve done anything differently with it, but it on its own was confusing enough.

	She bent over, getting into the bag. “You have it on backwards, and you didn’t change into the other parts.” 

	I was preoccupied by the strangeness of what she was wearing—a relatively long piece of fabric that went from her collarbone to near her knees and had thin straps at the top. It was covered in some sort of . . . pictures of flowers or something. 

	It was very strange.

	“What other parts?” I asked once I was able to, when recovered enough from the strangeness of her clothing to manage. “I looked, and there’s nothing else to cover myself with. And what in the world are you wearing?”

	“A dress,” she answered. “A sundress, if you want to be technical about it.”

	“It doesn’t look like a sun,” I stated. Sun was the only word I knew in what she’d called it. As far as I could tell, it had nothing to do with one.

	“You wear it in the sun, when the weather is nice,” she said patiently. “To enjoy it and whatnot.”

	“I’m sorry,” I said quietly, shaking my head. “I don’t understand.”

	“People go outside.” Seb walked back toward us alone. “They do things. Go swimming, sit on the beach, run. The list goes on.”

	“Why?” I asked, drawing the word out far longer than I meant to.

	“For fun,” Paige replied, almost apologetically.

	The weather was always perfect in our facility. It was the ideal temperature and had the ideal amount of lighting. 

	“I don’t understand,” I admitted. 

	“I don’t really either,” she said. “I’ve just seen about it.” She pulled out a bra that looked quite a lot different than what I had on. At least . . . I thought that was what it was. There seemed to be no other option. She extended it to me. “Here.”

	I took it. “What’s the point of this?” 

	“We’ll say . . .” Her eyes narrowed, and her face scrunched a bit. She was clearly thinking very hard. What she ended up going with was, “Accentuating attributes.” 

	I looked down at my chest and shook my head again, not gathering what she meant and thinking she surely could’ve come up with something that made sense. 

	“I guess this is what it will be like to be normal.” 

	I was still shaking my head when I began grabbing the bottom of my shirt. 

	She stopped me then looked to Seb. “I’ve got it.”

	He walked away, presumably rejoining the two boys. Or he could’ve been doing something else that was more important. He was most likely doing something else, to avoid direct interaction where and when he could.

	“Go on,” she told me. 

	I did as instructed, listening to her speaking. 

	“We spent a bit of time going over fashion and the like, just to understand it. Clothing and things of that nature, if you don’t know what fashion means. So I know what all this stuff is, even if I’ve never really seen some of it in person.” She gestured to my chest as soon as I’d gotten the new, extremely uncomfortable bra in place after much confusion over the strange little hooks on it, and she said, “That’s a push-up bra.”

	“We don’t do pushups in these,” I stated. We only had one type of bra here, one that covered us completely, squishing every bit of our top part down.

	“No.” She chuckled then whispered, “It pushes up.”

	I looked down at my chest again and the only thing I could say was, “Holy sh—” I couldn’t even finish it.

	She shook her head. “It’s amazing that those words get out and push-up bra doesn’t.” 

	My eyes were wide as I looked at her, trying to find something appropriate to say about the current state of my chest. Too many things were going through my head at once and, no matter how hard I tried to grab hold of one to get it out, I couldn’t manage.

	“I know. You don’t even have to say it. I’m looking, and I get it.” She grabbed the discarded shirt and held it up the way I’d had it on. “This is the back.”

	“But that—” It made no sense. “But that’s . . .” The back covered more than the front. It made absolutely no sense. At least it had distracted me from my chest. Being glad for that brought me right back to it.

	“Accentuating attributes,” she said, again almost apologetically. “I suppose that’s what normal eighteen-year-old girls do.”

	I put it on the supposed correct way, trying to pull it up over my chest as I wondered how it had anything to do with attributes. Maybe I was misunderstanding. That was possible. It seemed the only explanation where the shirt and it being the supposed correct way was concerned. In regards to my chest, I could only come to one conclusion. That conclusion was . . .
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