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Prologue

	Orders

	 

	 

	I had such a short amount of time to process everything. I didn’t care about what had happened. I didn’t care about the ignorant people or them breaking in through the windows of the house in an attempt to scare me. It was so petty, and so insignificant, and they’d failed miserably. People could be scary, in a lot of ways. Not those people in that way. Not to me.

	I listened to my heart racing, thinking about a small piece of paper I’d just chewed up and swallowed. A small piece of paper with my chosen name on it and absolutely nothing else.

	All the times I’d been told I was government property, even by the com on my wrist, and yet . . . With that small piece of paper, they’d said differently. 

	He’d said differently.

	I could hear my voice and Paige’s, shouting at the mostly metal bands on our wrists, asking them if they realized we were people. I could hear Seb’s voice, telling me that they would never realize. They would never care.

	The people above them might not have realized, and they certainly didn’t care, but . . . our Coms? They . . .

	They cared.

	They were just following orders. That didn’t mean they didn’t care. That meant something to me. That Gen, my Com? With that one thing, he’d told me something I’d never been told before in my entire life.

	You’re a person, Jaycee. Not that we were. Not can’t anyone see that we are. It was . . .

	You’re a person, Jaycee. I know you are.

	 


Chapter 01

	Damnation

	 

	 

	Everyone was quiet when I went back downstairs to join my three fellow Regs and our Gen bodyguard. That was all we were to the people above everyone’s heads. Regs and Gens. It was so easy when sitting down on the opposite end of a sofa from Seb to not even realize what he was, despite his size. It was so easy, looking out at Brent, Garret, and Paige, not to realize what we were. For just a second of looking, we were nothing more or less than people, despite . . . 

	Everything. 

	We were just people. The tears still threatening in my eyes only reinforced that. I felt so . . .

	Alive.

	Garret sighed. “And here I was, excited to come back and tell the two of you that I did sex.”

	Because I couldn’t stand the thought of someone else not getting their own satisfaction in one way or another tonight when I’d gotten so much of it, I asked, “How was it?”

	Garret smiled hugely where he sat almost directly across from me on the other sofa and answered with a very believable, “Amazing.”

	“He slept with Jess,” Paige said in what seemed to be disbelief. But she was shaking her head, and the look on her face said it was more likely disgust than what I’d initially believed. 

	Jess had been the one to put her brother, Thomas, up to breaking into the house in an attempt to scare me.

	Attempt: Failed. So miserably. That had been one of the most pathetic and ridiculous things I’d ever seen. Maybe that would scare normal people.

	That was another bit of satisfaction, but my voice went stiff to say, “Well, I suppose we know what that man was talking about when he told Thomas they’d be keeping an eye on his sister.”

	Oh, we’ll be keeping a close eye on your sister, won’t we?

	They’d already known Garret had done as much, and none of them had been wearing their coms at that party. They’d already known regardless. Of course.

	“Yeah.” Brent nodded and he was clearly uncomfortable, with the way he was holding himself. “I suppose so.” 

	They—the HGRP—would keep an eye on the ridiculous girl to see if she got pregnant. If she did, they would likely abduct her like they’d just abducted her brother, let her carry out the pregnancy, and then kill her after the baby was born to see if Regs could create Regs with normal people. They wouldn’t know if we could, because our group was the first successful generation. First-Gen Regs.

	Seb stiffly said, “Ah, the joys of reproduction and being a government experiment.”

	“Yeah,” I mumbled.

	“You know . . .” A thoughtful expression came over Garret’s face. “I just now realized that she probably only did it to get at you, Jaycee. She thinks I’m your brother.”

	Why she thought that would bother me . . . I had no idea. I didn’t know much of anything about families, apart from what I’d seen and been told the last several days. I was distinctly aware that her sleeping with Garret should’ve had nothing to do with me if she thought we were siblings. From what I knew . . . that would’ve been extremely weird.

	“That’s probably true,” Paige agreed. “She got ridiculously mad when Seb turned her down. I wish you could’ve seen it. Then, next thing I know, Seb gets a call on his cellphone and tells us we have to go. We basically had to pull the two of them off each other. We could’ve gotten here sooner, if not for that.”

	“I think watching those videos helped,” Garret said, again thoughtfully. “It really wasn’t so—”

	“I’m pretty sure you’ve said enough about it already,” I told him quickly, stopping whatever he’d been about to say because I believed he was going to get far more descriptive than anyone needed to hear. I could’ve been wrong about that, but I still didn’t want to hear it. He’d had his satisfaction. Clearly. “Private matters, remember?” 

	We’d agreed that private matters of that nature should remain private. Because I had no desire to hear specifics, I hoped Garret mentally disregarded the other aspect of that agreement.

	If that was what they wished.

	“Yeah.” Garret nodded, which was such a relief. “Anyway, we’d barely just made it to the gate here when we saw all the cop cars rushing down the street.”

	My brow furrowed. “Why were police sent there?” Even though I knew what sort of stuff was going to be at the party, I didn’t know how the police could’ve found out about it. When wondering why any of us had even been granted permission to go, knowing there was going to be illegal activity . . . that was all I’d been able to come up with. The police wouldn’t know.

	Seb laughed a little. “These stupid kids don’t even realize what their cellphones are capable of.” I didn’t deem it a good moment to tell him that, age-wise, he was likely younger than some of them. You’d never guess, looking at him. “We’ll just say that videos were recorded of illicit activities without their knowledge and sent to the police. All excluding images of our faces, of course.”

	I couldn’t help laughing when I brought my right wrist up to my face and asked, “Did you all have something to do with that?”

	It buzzed.

	IT IS MANDATORY THAT WE WATCH WHEN COMS OFF, JCE-286. 

	I just shook my head at that. I knew they were watching, but what they’d done hadn’t really been necessary. I supposed it was punishment for what the girl had done in sending her brother here, but . . . I wouldn’t ask. I didn’t care enough, for one thing. Though I felt what the Coms did hadn’t been necessary, I was still glad it had happened due to the sort of activity. 

	“Anyway,” Seb said. “Brent filled us in on everything while you were upstairs. I’d ask why you rejected them asking to return me here, but I understand. So we’ll just say that we’ve all had a long night and call it a day.”

	Everyone stood to go upstairs to—hopefully—their own rooms with intent to—hopefully just—sleep, but I said, “Seb,” quietly. 

	He stopped, along with everyone else. 

	I looked around at the other three. “Go upstairs.”

	They frowned at me, apart from Brent, but they all went. They listened to me. I still didn’t understand why.

	I brought my attention back to Seb. “I need to talk to you.”

	“About what?” he asked concernedly.

	“About Pal,” I whispered.

	The concern went away from his face before he firmly said, “You know we can’t talk about Pal, Jaycee. You’re the one who—”

	“Yes,” I informed him with a very stiff smile that felt more like a grimace on my face. “Yes, we can. Now.”
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	There was the worry—something that verged on fear—that Seb would be very unhappy about what our Coms had allowed Brent and me to see in his absence that night. I did worry that, given how much the events of his recent past were haunting him, he would respond in a very . . . undesirable way. Still, I trusted him enough to hold it together while he was awake and coherent. Our Coms must have as well, because they didn’t tell us not to go outside.

	After removing our coms, Seb and I walked down the stairs that led to the beach, and he opened both the heavy gates in the way that they were each opened. We sat down on the sand together, near the water’s edge, and I spent a very long moment staring off at it in the moonlight. The ocean looked so different at night. Lonely, in a way, but still beautiful. Still far more beautiful than anything I’d ever seen before a few days ago.

	I closed my eyes for a moment, listening to the sound of it, and smelling the air.

	Lonely. That was the right word. I didn’t think another could exist that would be more appropriate. Paige might’ve known one, but I didn’t think it was possible.

	My eyes were open, and I was staring off at the water when I said, “I’m going to trust you to stay calm and not get angry at what I say next.”

	“They gave you permission to speak to me about it.” He barely said the word, “Why?”

	“To help,” I answered, just as quietly. “Or try.” It was close enough to the reason why. I took in a deep breath and thought it necessary to be looking at his face to say what I was going to. “We saw it, Brent and I. From Pal’s perspective. What you started to say something to me about.”

	Our Coms had shown us the recording of a mission Seb had gone on with Pal, from the view of Pal’s helmet. The very mission that was haunting him. After seeing it . . . I understood why it was. I understood, but I could only imagine how horrible it actually was for him.

	He breathed out loudly once before putting his right hand over his mouth. It took him a while to look over at me and ask, “Did you ask them to?”

	“Do you think I would?” I really hoped he didn’t think that.

	It took him even longer to look away again and answer my question with, “No.”

	“He was afraid,” I said quietly after some time. I felt my left hand absentmindedly waving around my ear when I closed my eyes again, remembering how it seemed to be the only sound. “His breathing. We could hear him breathing. Why was he afraid?”

	I hadn’t known much about Gens as individuals until coming here, but I’d never once—in all I’d heard of the things that they did—contemplated that they would be afraid of what seemed to be a simple mission. It had seemed like a very simple mission for two Gens in armor.

	“Because they were in a church,” Seb replied. “Those people we had to—” He cut himself off for a moment. “They were in a church. Do you know what that is?”

	“Of course I do,” I told him. “More wars have been fought over religion than any other reason. I know about religion in the sense of where it pertains to war. I know that saying oh my god has something to do with it. But . . .” I frowned. “Did he believe in a god, Seb?”

	“Yeah,” he answered stiffly. “Yeah, he did. We’d had to do something similar once before, and it—” He shook his head. “It tore him up. I knew. When I saw the cross on the building, I knew.”

	“Knew what?” 

	“That it was going to be a problem. But not like that.” He shook his head. “Not like it was.”

	“Can I ask you . . .” I started and then stopped. “Can I ask you why it bothered him so much?”

	“Churches are supposed to be holy ground. I know you don’t understand what that means. But—” He shook his head again, more firmly this time. “You can think of it as what you said before, about people making mistakes. Pal thought . . .” He took in a deep breath. “He thought that, for what we’d done, and for what we were doing there, regardless of why . . . He thought—”

	“Thought what?” I asked when he didn’t continue.

	“He thought that, when he died, he would burn,” he answered stiffly. “Be sent to hell and burn for all eternity.” He took in another deep breath and looked back at my face. “That’s why they don’t teach you certain things. You can’t form opinions or beliefs of your own. You know what they want you to know so it doesn’t get in the way for you like it always has for us. I’d imagine the word god is like a joke to you, isn’t it?”

	It was close enough to one. Gods were things that didn’t really exist that people imagined in their heads and killed other people over. It was psychotic behavior by any classification of the word.

	I didn’t answer his question because I didn’t know how he would answer mine. “Do you believe in a god?” 

	“I can’t.” He shrugged. “But I respected that Pal did, that he could. He also respected that I couldn’t. That’s pretty rare, out in the real world. Hence some of those wars you just mentioned.”

	“How could he?” I asked.

	“I asked him the same question,” he said with a short and uncomfortable laugh. “He said . . . Everything was so bad, that believing in something better was the only way he could make it through the day. I think it started out as hoping it was real. Then he hoped for so long he finally believed it.”

	I spent some time, thinking about all the information, thinking about religion and beliefs and the things people would die for.

	“Seb, you understand, don’t you?” I asked him once I’d spent an ample amount of time contemplating over it. I felt my head shaking. “What happened that night wasn’t your fault.”

	“He was my best friend, Jaycee,” he said firmly. “And I killed him. That is my fault.”

	I took his left hand—the arm he’d used to shove a blade into his best friend’s face—in my right.

	He jerked it away. 

	“Stop,” I told him, just as firmly.

	He was clearly unhappy when I took his hand again, but he let me take it.

	“I understand,” I told him. “Not about how you’re feeling, but I understand something. You and I might think that what he believed was ridiculous, or crazy, or . . . I don’t know. But he believed it. There’s a line somewhere. I’d imagine everyone has one, a line that tells us we cannot do something. He knew his line. That much was clear. You were just following orders, Seb.”

	“To kill my best friend,” he said, shaking his head. I watched a tear rolling down his face where he was staring out at the water. “They made me kill my best friend.”

	“You didn’t hear him, did you?” I whispered. He hadn’t heard him because he’d turned his com off, his com between Pal and himself. “Why do you think he stopped fighting you?”

	He looked at me and urgently asked, “Did he say something to me? I had to turn it off when he was coming for me. I didn’t—” He turned his face away. “I couldn’t handle listening to him when he was trying to kill me. He would’ve killed me. He could’ve killed me.”

	I was looking at him when I whispered Pal’s words. “He said . . . Do it. I can’t do this anymore, Seb. Please.”

	His right hand went back over his mouth and he turned his face away from me. I knew that he was crying. I could tell with the movement of his shoulders, but I couldn’t hear it.

	I shook his left hand a little and I was still whispering when I said, “So you see . . . You were following orders, but not theirs. You were following his, even if you didn’t know it until now. And even if he was wrong . . . Maybe he wasn’t. Maybe you saved him from burning for eternity. That’s what he believed anyway, and that’s all that matters. It should be all that matters.”

	Both his hands went over his face and his elbows went over the tops of his knees. And he cried.

	I scooted closer and wrapped my right arm around as much of him as I could manage. I rubbed his back with one hand and put my other on his leg, just to let him know I was here. I knew from my experiences with crying that physical contact during didn’t fix anything, but it felt nice.

	I sat there with Seb on the beach in the moonlight, not caring about the magnificence of the ocean. I cared about his pain. And I cared about the messages I’d seen on my com after witnessing what Brent and I had of the situation between Seb and Pal. I could see those messages so easily in the darkness.

	GENS ARE USELESS WHEN DAMAGED. JCE-286 AND BRT-311 INSISTENT ON CONTINUATION OF SEB-16945276 TO BOTH COM. GEN DAMAGE UNKNOWN UNTIL TWO DAYS PREVIOUSLY. FIX GEN, OR ORDER TO ELIMINATE WILL BE GIVEN.

	IF ORDER IS GIVEN, BLAME WILL BE YOURS.

	 


Chapter 02

	Backup

	 

	 

	Brent was sitting at the bottom of the steps that led upstairs when Seb and I went back inside somewhat shortly after. He stood up and said, “I know you told me yesterday it wasn’t necessary—what you asked me. But I think it is. They had stipulations, though.”

	About staying in a room together in an attempt at Seb getting used to hearing heartbeats as he slept.

	“Brent, it’s not—” Seb started.

	“It is.” Brent’s eyebrows rose. “Whatever was going to come out of your mouth would be wrong.” He shook his head and quietly added, “Let us help you, Seb.”

	Nearly a full minute passed before Seb asked, “What are the stipulations?”

	“Cameras,” Brent replied.

	“My room has cameras,” Seb stated. I hadn’t known that.

	“Yes, but Com said both our rooms should remain separate. That, um . . .” Brent paused and must’ve decided to explain the reasoning with, “For later. The two Gens from earlier came back and set up cameras in a different one. They were going to move another bed in there, but I told them I could manage it alone.”

	My Com had been back, in a short time. A very short time. That meant . . . 

	They were close. They were really close. I suspected they wanted us to know as much and couldn’t say it directly. I knew it now regardless of what they may or may not have wanted.

	They wanted us to know, I was sure. Someone else would’ve come if they hadn’t wanted us to.

	PAY ATTENTION, JCE-286.

	They were sending messages in the only ways they could.

	Brent said, “I got it set up while the two of you were talking.”

	“Seb . . .” I started and then stopped, frowning. “Why are there cameras in your bedroom?”

	“They put them in when they switched my medication while we were on our way here and informed me which room I was required to stay in,” he said, not looking at me. So that was why he’d taken the room Brent and Garret had argued over. He had to. “To make sure I didn’t hurt you, if we . . .” He shook his head then blinked quickly several times, like he was tearing up again. “I don’t know how the fuck you all have managed to keep me alive, with shit being like it is.”

	“Because we’re family, Seb,” Brent told him. “I’ve talked to Paige about it. That’s what families do. It’s what they should do.” 

	If that was true? The Masterson’s—Thomas III and Jessica— were really confused about as much. It was a shame—how much people seemed to take for granted. She was so confused about the world that she didn’t even care about having an idiot brother who would clearly do anything for her. She couldn’t care, not with asking him to do what he had for the reason she had. When thinking about that . . .

	I didn’t feel quite as stupid as I had before.
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	I suspected the Gens had known I wouldn’t want to be on the third floor alone. If Seb moved to the second, I would be on the third alone. They’d set up cameras in a room two doors down from mine on the other side of the hallway. We were not to tell Paige and Garret that they’d been there, or that they’d done anything, or that there were cameras in any of the rooms. Like they didn’t already know at least some of it.

	I suspected even Garret knew part of it. At least . . . I hoped he did. Still, I didn’t like that we couldn’t even tell our own partners important things. I realized . . .

	I didn’t like quite a lot of things.

	I laid in bed for a long time when I found myself there, thinking about it all. I thought about Brent, and everything he was doing for Seb. And, in a way . . . it felt like he was helping me, by helping Seb. It was strange. I wondered if that was what real families felt like. One unit that got stronger as a whole when the individuals did.

	I thought about Pal. I didn’t even know what he looked like, but he’d clearly been such a big part of Seb’s life. He’d meant so much to him. Who knew all the things they’d done together, or what they’d seen—the good, and the bad. There must’ve been some good in there. I hoped there had been a lot of it, for both their sakes.

	I thought about Coms. I thought a lot about those.

	I thought of Pal’s Com, literally begging him to move so Seb wouldn’t be ordered to kill him. The way it appeared hadn’t been an order. It had been personal.

	They were friends, in some . . . strange way. They were friends. The Coms cared. They just couldn’t show it, not really.

	And I didn’t know why, but knowing they were close made me feel better. They cared, and they were close. Nobody had ever cared.

	Knowing they were Gens certainly made me feel better.

	I was lying in bed in the darkness of my room, staring down at the com on my wrist. I stared at it for a long time, wondering if words might appear there. It was strange.

	“Goodnight, Com,” I said quietly.

	Nothing happened, not for a little bit. But it buzzed after nearly a minute, green letters appearing and scrolling.

	IMPERMISSIBLE INTERACTION, UNAUTHORIZED COMMUNICATION.

	I watched after it disappeared. I watched it for at least twenty minutes before a non-buzzing message came through.

	GOODNIGHT, JCE-286.

	I smiled a little, took in a deep breath, closed my eyes, and went to sleep.
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	I did as much physical training as I could get in the next morning before breakfast. Brent and Seb were the only two remaining with me while Paige and Garret attempted cooking together, if that was what they were actually doing and not watching more of those sex videos. I suspected they at least weren’t doing as much in the kitchen again, not after what had happened before with sex videos in the kitchen. And Garret was very interested in that cooking channel. I’d caught him watching it multiple times. I wondered if he felt he’d learned something and wanted to try it out.

	Eventually, Paige came in appearing frantic, asking for Seb’s help. By the sound of it, she’d apparently caught something on fire. I supposed Garret was still in there trying to put it out. Seb didn’t come back, but the house didn’t burn down, so that was good.

	Brent was spotting while I lifted weights sometime after when he said, “It was fine. Last night. I mean, fine in the sense that nothing happened. We talked a little. When he woke up this morning, he said something that made me feel really bad.”

	“What was it?” I asked.

	“He said that right when he woke up and heard my heartbeat . . .” He trailed off for a moment. “He thought I was Pal.”

	So they’d even slept in the same room, the two of them. My god.

	“Here, I’ll spot you now,” I told him. “This is still horrible on my hand.” It was more horrible on my left shoulder, but I couldn’t say as much.

	We put another two hundred pounds at the ends of the bar before he started.

	“I feel like shit,” Brent said as he was pushing the weight up easily. 

	“Why?” I asked.

	“I don’t want him to feel like we’re . . . I don’t know, trying to replace Pal or something,” he answered. “Belittling who he was by just saying, here we are, get over it.”

	“I think he knows we’re not,” I said quietly.

	“Jaycee, I don’t know what anyone’s thinking about anything,” he said. “I don’t even know what I’m thinking most of the time with all this shit going on. Random men in suits barging in, Gens. I guess there’s the proof that Seb’s not alone. We’ve got backup. I suppose it was ignorant of me not to realize.”

	“It’s a good thing,” I told him.

	“I’m not so sure it is.”

	“We’re likely going to get in a big mess here in a few weeks,” I said. “Trust me . . . it’s a good thing.” That was the closest I could come to telling him that the Gens were our Coms.

	“Who do you think’s going to kill Seb if they give the order?” he asked stiffly. “Or us.”

	Our backup. Our Coms.

	He pushed the weights up one more time and said, “I can’t do this right now,” before standing and putting it all on the floor.

	“Hey.” I took his hand. “We’re not going to let that happen. Just like I’m not going to let anything happen to you, or Paige, or Garret. It’s going to be all right. We’ve just got to keep our heads, keep it together, and stick together.”

	“Breakfast is ready!” Paige shouted from the door. I could just barely see her face when she turned and left.

	“I think she thinks I have feelings for you.” Brent stared off at the space where she’d been standing after she’d already gone.

	I’d been doing the same, but I looked to him. “Then you better move in on that quickly.”

	“I don’t want to.” He frowned. “I want it to be like . . . like those movies we watched. For her.”

	“If you don’t, she might very well move on to Garret or something,” I said. Paige was very . . . something. I took my hand away and turned my face to a wall to add, “Movies are just movies. They don’t matter. And quick might be all we get regardless of whatever they’re processing. Quick is better than nothing.”

	It took Brent a little while to say, “Yeah. You’re right.”

	I knew I was.

	It seemed like he was going to go, but he didn’t. “Is it like the movies for you? With Seb.”

	I pursed my lips for a moment. “I don’t really know how to answer that.”
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	We were all quiet while eating breakfast at the table together. We were all thinking about something, it seemed, and I thought Garret was just being quiet because everyone else was. But it appeared I’d been right in what I’d thought I heard Paige say. The kitchen distinctly smelled of smoke, but nothing appeared even remotely damaged. That was good.

	Brent talked to Paige after breakfast and she seemed very chipper afterward. But I felt . . . weird. My stomach felt unpleasant, and the only thing I could think of was that Paige’s breakfast had made me sick. I didn’t want to say anything because I knew it would hurt her feelings, so I went upstairs into my room and quietly said, “I don’t feel good,” into my com.

	It buzzed, saying: STATISTICS SHOW NORMALITY 

	“I don’t feel normal.”

	SYMPTOMS? it asked.

	“My stomach hurts, like . . . it’s twisting or something.”

	STOMACH OR JUST BELOW? 

	I thought about it for a moment, until I was sure. “Just below.”

	SIGNS POINT TO CRAMPING, JCE-286. SYMPTOM OF MENSTRUAL CYCLE. EXPECT ADVERSE BODILY REACTIONS WITHIN NEXT 24 HOURS

	“What does that mean?” I whispered desperately.

	BLOCKS ON RECEPTORS ARE BREAKING DOWN BEFORE THAT OF PGE-258, LIKELY DUE TO SUFFICIENT PHYSICAL TRAINING AND SITUATIONS WITH INCREASED EXPOSURE TO HORMONES. OTHER REASONING POSSIBLE BUT UNKNOWN AT CURRENT TIME

	“Maybe it’s not that,” I said quietly. “I think breakfast just made me sick.”

	FACT, it buzzed.
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	It was several hours later when we were all sitting on the sofas together discussing plans to go out later when I had to excuse myself. I went into the kitchen, having every intention of preparing myself a bag of popcorn because I wanted some really badly for some reason, but I couldn’t.

	I bent over, putting my face on the counter and wrapping my right arm over my stomach, or just below. My god, it hurt. It really did feel like all my insides were just . . . twisting.

	“Jaycee,” I heard Seb say from behind me.

	“I’m all right.” I straightened myself up and turned toward him.

	He pointed.

	I thought he was pointing at my arm over my stomach, but when I looked down . . . 

	“Oh my god,” I breathed, seeing red on the inside of my leg.

	“Come on.” His voice was quiet as he stepped over, wrapping his right arm around me and starting to usher me from the room. When we were walking, he shouted, “Paige!” But he stopped. “Jaycee, I can’t let your blood get on the carpet.”

	I realized I was crying when I asked, “What am I supposed to do?”

	“I’m going to pick you up and take you upstairs into your bathroom, all right?” 

	I nodded frantically just as Paige stepped around the corner and looked at me with wide eyes to say, “Oh my god.”

	Seb stepped around the corner and yelled, “Sit back down!” 

	After—presumably—the two boys had listened to him, he said, “Come with me,” to Paige and picked me up. 

	I just cried.
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	I continued crying while in my bathroom with Paige. Most of it was due to the shock of the situation and the humiliation of what I had to do. But a good deal of it was the embarrassment of Seb seeing it, picking me up, and then the blood that had smeared on his arm because of it.

	I cried, after taking a shower.

	I just . . . felt humiliated, in so many different ways. I felt humiliated, and I hurt, and the stupid thing was so uncomfortable.

	I didn’t feel like getting out of my bed. Paige sat with me the entire time I was laying there. We didn’t really talk about much of anything, past the humiliation of it all. She was curious about how I was feeling, likely knowing she would be going through the same thing at some unknown point.

	I was only partially surprised when Seb knocked on the door later. 

	Paige told him, “Come in!” like she owned the space. 

	None of us did.

	I turned my face into my pillow so I wouldn’t have to see him.

	“Are you going out tonight, Paige?” Seb asked her. “Garret said he’d stay with her if you wanted to go.”

	“No,” Paige said, which shocked me as much as Garret volunteering not to go out over Brent.

	“Can you give us a minute?” Seb asked.

	I would’ve shot her a very unhappy look when she jumped off my bed and said, “Sure,” if I’d been willing to remove my face from my pillow.

	I heard the door close, and I heard that Seb was quite close when he said, “Jaycee.” I remained precisely where I was until a few seconds passed and, “Look at me,” came out of his mouth.

	I sighed loudly and looked at him. He was kneeling down beside my bed. His face was almost level with mine, but not quite.

	“It’s all right,” he said quietly.

	“It’s really not,” I informed him. “You have no idea.”

	“I took care of everything downstairs,” he said. “It’s fine.”

	“Seb, I . . .” I closed my eyes tightly to say the words, “bled on you.”

	“Trust me,” he said. “I’ve had much worse things on me than that before. I don’t mind.”

	“You’re gross,” was all I could say. It came out of my mouth weakly.

	He smiled quite hugely at that. “Maybe I am.” And there was something about him smiling at me, or maybe his proximity to my bed, or maybe something else entirely that I had no idea about. Not only was my heart beating frantically, but there was . . . something else.

	“I want you to kiss me,” I told him. 

	He leaned over and kissed me on the forehead. 

	He stood on his way up to do that and I informed him, “That’s not what I meant.”

	“I know it’s not,” he said with a quiet laugh. “But I’m under orders not to let you anywhere near me like that until you’re off your . . .” He trailed off and didn’t finish.

	“Why?” I asked in confusion.

	“Because you’re a hormonal mess.” He narrowed his eyes. “How bad do you want to jump on me right now?”

	“I don’t even know,” I admitted.

	“There you go,” he said, as if that was explanation enough. Was it? He pointed a finger at me. “Stay in bed until I’m gone. We’ll be back later.”

	I wanted to yell at him, though I didn’t really know why, or what I would yell. Possibly telling him to come over here, but he wouldn’t, so I said, “Don’t be gross,” quietly.

	“Only with you,” he said before closing the door.

	Shortly after he’d gone, I put my face into my pillow and made some sort of frustrated, horrible noise. When I was finished with that, I brought my wrist up to my face and said, “Com, why is this so fucking horrible?”

	It buzzed, saying, UNKNOWN QUESTION, JCE-286

	“Why does it feel like . . .” I didn’t know how to say it. “I don’t know, like my lower half is . . .” How to describe it? “I don’t know!”

	NORMAL PHYSICAL REACTIONS. RELEASE WOULD LIKELY HELP, FACT, it buzzed.

	“You’re telling me to go masturbate?” I asked in disbelief.

	RELEASE WOULD LIKELY HELP, FACT, it buzzed again.

	“You know, it was totally different when I tried it the other day,” I said quickly. “Mostly because I couldn’t feel much of anything, but regardless of knowing there were people on the other end of this thing, I really just—” I took in a deep breath, feeling somewhat out of control. “I can’t do that with people listening in.”

	JCE-286, IS BACKUP REQUIRED? It buzzed.

	“No!” I shouted. “I do not want you to send someone over here to help me masturbate!”

	“They can do that?” Paige asked from my doorway. 

	When I looked over at her in disbelief, her mouth was hanging open and her eyes were wide.

	 


Chapter 03

	Gens

	 

	 

	It wasn’t even completely dark outside by the time the boys had all gone. I believed it was getting somewhat close to it. Paige had brought a tub of something called ice cream and two spoons up to my room. She knew how to work all the electronics in the house, it seemed, because she had a movie going on my television in hardly any time at all. She said she’d been doing research while I’d been crying, and that this was what girls did with one another when one or both of them was feeling down. I didn’t see why it was done then because it seemed it could be an enjoyable activity regardless of anything going on.

	Maybe that was the point.

	We hadn’t even gotten ten minutes into the movie, but I was feeling surprisingly better in some ways by the point when she said, “I keep thinking about masturbating.”

	“Paige.” I gaped, partially over her and the subject and partially because I’d just been thinking about feeling better. “Can we not?”

	“No, no.” She shook her head. “It’s not that. I was just wondering . . . Do you think they would send a Gen over here to do it?”

	I didn’t know why the words, “Why do you ask?” slowly came out of my mouth when I should’ve been putting an end to this line of conversation. I was staring at her with my spoon extended in the air with absolutely nothing on it. I’d been going in to get more and halted.

	“That Gen last night,” she said thoughtfully. “The smaller of the two.”

	I only partially knew why the words, “What about him?” followed at the same speed of my previous question. He was my Com. Or one of them, at least. I felt it mandatory to ask what about him, in a way. Like . . . It was somehow my responsibility to know what about him.

	“Did you see him?” 

	“Yes.” I answered slowly, forcing myself to blink. I was pretty sure I dragged the one word out for longer than I should have. Much longer.

	“He was gorgeous.” Her eyes had gone wide and both her eyebrows rose. “And I was standing right there when he said something to Seb. I can’t remember what he said. I didn’t really catch it. But my god, his voice. I wish the pool was made out of his voice. I’d go swimming in it for the rest of my life.”

	I covered my face with my spoon-hand, dropping the spoon onto the bed without caring at all.

	“Didn’t you think he was attractive?” 

	“I don’t know.” It took a massive amount of struggling to remove my hand from my face. “I mean, I looked at him, but . . . I wasn’t really paying attention, you know . . . like that.”

	An extremely thoughtful expression took over her face. “Do you think if Brent won’t have sex with me, they could send that Gen to do it?” 

	Oh my god.

	Oh my god, I hoped he wasn’t the one listening in on the com right now.

	“I . . . I don’t know, Paige,” I said, feeling my eyes growing wider by the second. “Weren’t you just talking to me a few days ago about how Seb was going to break me? I’m pretty sure you were. I’m pretty sure you said something about it multiple times, to get the point across fully.”

	“I know,” she said. “But, I’ve been watching some of those videos. It seems the more things people can do during sex has a lot to do with how strong the guy is. Garret was totally right when he said there were more ways to do it than what they showed us in the video.”

	“I’m pretty sure Brent is strong enough to do probably just about anything you’re thinking about,” I told her, hearing how unnaturally high-pitched my voice was. Brent was strong enough to pick up several Paige’s, if more than one of her existed.

	“I know,” she said again. “But . . . I’ve been thinking about it and just . . . You know, as a backup plan.”

	“Paige,” I said in disbelief. I couldn’t tell her. I literally could not tell her he might’ve been hearing every word of this, not without risking the Gen’s life and more than likely my own. Possibly hers as well. “If you think Seb would break me . . . I’m pretty sure that Gen would . . .” I blinked quickly a few times, holding up a hand. “I don’t even know what he could do to you.”

	She was smiling at the movie, eating ice cream like nothing at all was wrong with our conversation, when she said, “I’ve been thinking about it.”

	My wrist buzzed. I would’ve been thankful for it if the situation hadn’t been what it was. I would’ve been even more thankful if the message on it was something different than what it was.

	JCE-286, INFORMATION REQUESTED

	“What information?” I asked warily.

	It buzzed again, saying: FMTF

	COM REQUESTS INFORMATION PERTAINING TO REG ATTRACTION TO GENS—GENERALLY, NOT SPECIFICALLY. INFORMATION REQUESTED DUE TO POTENTIAL REPRODUCTIVE BENEFITS

	“What if there are no reproductive benefits?” I asked, still wary.

	ALL KNOWLEDGE CAN BE USED IN SOME WAY. COM REQUESTS INFORMATION ABOUT REG ATTRACTION TO OPPOSITE SEX

	It didn’t buzz again when it added: THE SCIENTISTS WANT TO KNOW, JCE-286

	I hadn’t realized that Paige had been looking over at my com until she asked, “What do you want to know?”

	UNAUTHORIZED COMMUNICATION, it said.

	I sighed. “What do you want to know?”

	DO BOTH FEMALE REGS FIND THEMSELVES MORE PHYSICALLY ATTRACTED TO GENS, RATHER THAN THEIR MALE REG COUNTERPARTS AND/OR STANDARD HUMANS?

	“I do.” If I’d been asked that question at the same time yesterday, I would’ve had no issue admitting as much. But now . . . I was embarrassed. I hadn’t looked at him or the other like that, but . . .

	Yes.

	“I’d say it’s about . . . equal parts,” Paige said.

	HAVE EITHER JCE-286 OR PGE-258 FOUND THEMSELVES PHYSICALLY ATTRACTED TO STANDARD HUMANS ON ANY OCCASION?

	“No,” we both answered at once.

	 WHAT REASONS DO BOTH JCE-286 AND PGE-258 FIND THEMSELVES MORE PHYSICALLY ATTRACTED TO GENS AND/OR REGS AS OPPOSED TO STANDARD HUMANS?

	“The muscles,” Paige answered.

	I didn’t say anything.

	JCE-286?

	“Do you want me to be honest?” I asked quietly.

	COM WOULD APPRECIATE HONESTY, JCE-286

	“I feel . . . safer,” I answered. “Around Gens.” 

	IRRATIONAL RESPONSE FOR THE QUESTION ASKED, JCE-286

	“Jackasses,” I muttered. “Is that all for your questioning?”

	FOR NOW, YES. THANK YOU FOR YOUR COOPERATION

	I shook my head, glad to be done with it, but Paige—it seemed—was not done. 

	“Hey Com,” she said to her own wrist. “Do male Gens find themselves attracted to female Regs?”

	INVALID QUESTION, hers buzzed.

	UNAUTHORIZED COMMUNICATION.

	“I’m just wondering,” she said, “because wouldn’t it stand to reason that none of the questions just asked would make any sort of difference at all if male Gens weren’t attracted to female Regs? I believe it’s a valid question. I’m wondering if Seb’s response to Jaycee was atypical, or if other Gens find Regs attractive as well.”

	It buzzed on the first and second, saying, UNAUTHORIZED TO ANSWER. Followed by, PGE-258 UNAUTHORIZED.

	It did not buzz on the third, or the fourth. 

	STANDARD RESPONSE. 

	GENERALLY, YES.

	And I did not miss the quick grin on Paige’s face because of it. Paige had figured out about the non-buzzing communication as well; that much was apparent. I was glad she had, but I wasn’t even a little bit surprised.

	“What if I said . . .” Paige started and then paused. 

	I kept a firm eye on her com. 

	“What if I said that we might need backup, in case anything happens? Seb isn’t here, and neither are the boys. Jaycee is indisposed, and I’m just one person. One person that’s probably of the least help physically.”

	PGE-258, IS GEN BACKUP

	REQUIRED?

	“No!” I said loudly.

	UNAUTHORIZED COMMUNICATION.

	“Would it be possible to send the Gen I was just talking about?” She was still grinning. “The one who was here last night?”

	GEN ID PAR-89284056 

	CURRENT STATUS:

	UNAVAILABLE

	I put both my hands over my face, hearing the word, “Damn,” come out of her mouth. 

	Oh my god. He was listening to this entire thing.

	Oh my god.

	The only useful thing that came out of the entire situation was Paige saying, “No, that’s not necessary. But I do believe it relevant to know how long it would take for backup to arrive, in case something happens and we’re in need of Gen assistance. Safety reasons.”

	I watched her com buzzing several times.

	BACKUP STATUS:

	READY

	ETA: APX 2 MIN.

	 They were right here. What? Were they in the house next door? 

	That was unbelievable. 

	Was it really? 

	In a way.

	“Fantastic,” Paige said. “Com, will you let me know when PAR is available?”

	I shook my head, watching INVALID REQUEST pop up on her com. PGE-258 UNAUTHORIZED.

	Then I noticed something else useful, when looking down at my own wrist that had not buzzed.

	WE CAN SEE YOU WHEN TELEVISION IS ON

	It was followed immediately by two characters. I likely wouldn’t have understood the purpose of them if they hadn’t been sent on their own. 

	:)

	I put both my hands over my face again and said, “Paige. Let’s go downstairs. And for god’s sake . . . turn off the television.”

	“Why?” she asked.

	“I don’t want to waste power with two televisions on and us only watching one,” I grumbled under my breath. “This entire house is an electricity drain. They taught us better than this.”

	As soon as she’d turned off the television, I looked down and hardly caught the other non-buzzing message.

	JCE-286, SAVE SATISFACTORY
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	I knew they could still see us downstairs, but that was better than them seeing the two of us sprawled out on a bed in my room eating ice cream. I didn’t really know how it was better, but I was sure that it was better.
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