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  To my readers,


  For believing anything is possible.


  even the crazy stories I make up in my head.




  





  




  Faith is the strength by which


  a shattered world shall emerge


  into the light.




  —Helen Keller
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  BEFORE




  The girl didn’t fight. She knew it was pointless. She watched the doctor prepare the needle, drawing up the Cv9 into the reservoir and inserting

  it directly into her vein.




  Of course, there were more modern ways to inject sedatives but he preferred the tactile feel of the needle. The small popping sound it made as it penetrated the skin. The

  pressure of manually compelling the drug into the bloodstream.




  He could trust his own fingers.




  He couldn’t say the same for much else.




  “Don’t worry,” he told her. “This won’t hurt. And you won’t remember a thing.”




  The serum worked fast. The dose was significant. As she drifted to sleep, she held one face in her mind. The face she longed to remember. And also longed to forget.




  She would wake up chained. She would wake up changed.




  She knew this.




  The smile on her lips as her mind slipped into darkness was her last act of rebellion.




  The doctor watched her vitals on a monitor. When she was fully under, he sent for the president.




  The slender blond man entered the room ten minutes later, limping against a cane. It was a vast improvement over the mechanical chair that carried him only

  yesterday.




  “She’s ready,” the doctor informed him.




  The president walked unsteadily around the edge of the hovering metal slab that held the unconscious girl. Without uttering a word, he gazed down upon her. An ignorant

  bystander might even describe the look in his eyes as adoring, particularly as he reached down to brush a strand of golden-brown hair from her face.




  But the longer he watched her, the less innocuous his stare became. Hardening with each passing second. Until icy blue stones glared out from the sockets where his eyes had

  once been.




  She had betrayed him for the last time. He would not make the same mistakes again.




  “I have a Memory Coder standing by,” the doctor informed him. “I’ve ordered a full wipe to be initiated on your command.”




  “No.” The president’s response was swift and stern.




  The doctor was certain he had misunderstood. “No?”




  “We’ve tried that before. Countless times. And it always leads us right back here.”




  “But surely this time the Coders can—”




  The president silenced him with a shaky raise of his hand. “She keeps her memories. All of them. Restore everything we have in the server

  bunker.”




  “Everything?”




  “Guilt is a powerful weapon. Her memories will be a constant reminder of her disloyalty. Every time she thinks of him, I want her to feel that betrayal. Tell

  the Coder we’re going to implement the new procedure.”




  The doctor squirmed. “Sir, with all due respect, that procedure hasn’t been fully tested and—”




  “That will be all.”




  The doctor stood in stunned silence until he finally managed to utter an acknowledgment of the order.




  The president returned his gaze to the girl, reaching out to gently stroke her silken cheek. Then, so the doctor couldn’t hear, he bent down and whispered in her ear,

  “This time you won’t be given the luxury of forgetting.”
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  THE UNKNOWING
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  UPDATED


  

   




  ONE YEAR LATER . . .




  



  The air is harsh and blistering, whipping around me as I cross the barren field. There are no buildings to thwart the desert wind, and today it seems angrier than most.

  I could outrun it. I’m certainly capable. But I keep my current pace.




  I’m in no rush to get there.




  The compound is almost unrecognizable out here. The landscaped pathways ended a half mile back. The sleek, reflective surfaces of the Aerospace Sector were the last signs of civilization.




  Now it’s just . . .




  Nothingness.




  But I feel reassured knowing the fortifications that mark the boundaries lie beyond the hill to my left.




  There used to be a time when the walls of the compound kept me in—when I thought of them as prison walls and tried to escape. Now, it’s as though someone has lifted a veil of

  deception from my eyes and I can finally see the truth.




  The walls are there to keep others out.




  Those who don’t understand me. Those who want to hurt me. Those who are unlike me.




  Of course, there are plenty of people on this side of the wall who are unlike me, too, but they can be trusted. Their bodies and minds may not be as strong as mine, but they still think like me.

  They still serve the Objective.




  The dry shrubs crunch beneath my feet as I approach the cottage. The ten-foot wall around the perimeter remains standing but the gate is no longer locked.




  I run my fingertips along the warm unyielding surface of the concrete, feeling the rough edges prickle my skin.




  He used to climb these walls.




  The boy from my memories.




  That’s how he got to me. How he broke into my world and corrupted my brain with impossible notions. Impossible dreams. Promises of a life outside these barriers.




  As if I could ever live anywhere else.




  This is where I belong. Where I’ve always belonged. And now that my memories have been restored and the truth has been revealed to me, my brain is stronger, my goals refortified. I am no

  longer susceptible to bewitching lies.




  I can no longer be swayed.




  They fixed me. They introduced me to my true purpose. And I am grateful.




  I push open the heavy steel gate of what was once the Restricted Sector and slip inside. The white cottage is smaller than I remember. As though it’s physically shrinking day by day, its

  importance diminishing in my mind. This is the first time I’ve visited in over a year. The first time I’ve been able to gather the strength to.




  I’m hoping that today it will remind me of where I started. Who I was. How far I’ve come.




  I’m no longer the vulnerable, naïve little girl who had to be locked in a cage for her own protection.




  I am strong now. A fully functioning member of the Objective.




  A soldier.




  Even if he were here, even if he had found his way back, it wouldn’t matter. I would be able to resist him now. I will never fall prey to his charms again.




  That stupid girl is gone.




  I am the better version.




  The grass surrounding the cottage is overgrown and burnt to a brown crisp by the desert sun. No one comes here anymore. There is no reason to. The Restricted Sector of the compound was

  originally built to shield me from the world. But ever since the announcement of the Unveiling three months ago, I no longer have to be shielded.




  I exist.




  And the world knows.




  Now the sector remains abandoned. All of my training, testing, and recreation takes place in the other sectors.




  When I step through the front door of the house, I find the rooms barren. They must have emptied them, redistributing the furniture to other parts of the compound. What few possessions I had

  were undoubtedly thrown away. Which is for the best. That was the darkest time in my life. I don’t want mementos.




  I walk from room to room, my legs wobbly and unreliable beneath me. I may collapse at any minute from the sheer heaviness of this place. But I push myself to keep going.




  I stand in the middle of what used to be the living room and close my eyes. I can smell the scent of my own betrayal. My weakness is steeped in these walls. It makes me gag, but I force myself

  to breathe it in, allow it to settle in my lungs. The shame trickles through my body like a cold insect. I hate how ugly it feels inside of me but I don’t fight it. I don’t push it out.

  I only draw it in deeper. Letting it saturate me.




  This is exactly what I need to make sure I stay strong. Focused. Committed. This is an important time for the Objective. And I won’t allow myself to falter again.




  Outside, the sun is already setting, the bright gold orb kissing the pink horizon. As I step onto the porch, my gaze is pulled toward a patch of indented grass on the far side of the lawn. I

  know from accessing the memories of my life before my rehabilitation that there used to be a white marble bench there.




  The boy and I used to hide things under it before we escaped. It was our way of communicating with each other without the scientists knowing.




  Another method of flagrant rebellion on my part.




  A new onslaught of guilt punches me in the chest. I clench my fists and grit my teeth, soaking in the sensation, letting it fuel the fire of determination I keep lit inside me at all times.




  The bench is long gone, but something is strangely drawing me to the spot where it once stood. Like a magnetic force field pulling me in, rendering me helpless in its grasp.




  Could something still be buried there after all this time?




  The thought enters my mind before I can stop it and I feel my feet drag as I approach, my mind and body at war.




  A small object in the grass where the bench once stood catches my eye. I walk over and bend down, plucking the small blossom from the ground and holding it up. The white feathery surface

  sparkles as the vanishing sunlight shines through it.




  “Dandelion,” I say, accessing the correct name from my mind.




  I smile at how easily the word comes to me. The uploads I receive weekly provide me with more data than I’ll ever need. Now that I am trustworthy, I have been given full clearance to all

  the knowledge I desire. My access to data is no longer limited.




  I search for more information, quickly discovering that a dandelion is a weed that was eradicated thanks to advances made in Diotech’s Agricultural Sector.




  But evidently they weren’t able to eliminate all of them.




  “Weed,” I say curiously, rolling the thick, rough stem between my thumb and forefinger.




  The memory of the first time I saw one explodes into my mind. I was with him. The boy called Lyzender. The day we met. Right here in this yard.




  He told me to wish on it.




  He told me a lot of things.




  

    

      “It’s more beautiful than other plants,” I remark, clutching the stem.


      His eyes find mine. Endless brown eyes. “It most certainly is.”


    


  




  I wrap my palm around the downy white flower and squeeze, crushing the soft fibers against my hand. When I unfurl my fingers, there’s nothing but a sickly grayish pulp

  left.




  “I wish I had never fallen,” I announce to the empty yard, wiping my hand against my pant leg and dropping the barren stem to the ground. There’s a satisfying squish

  as my shoe lands on top of it. “I wish we had never met.”
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  AMISS




  I take the long route back to the Residential Sector, weaving through the glinting Aerospace hangars whose surfaces always distort my reflection in unsettling ways.

  Turning me into a disfigured monster with one giant eye and no neck.




  I’m one of the few people who walk around the compound. Most people prefer to travel by hovercart, due to the heat and distance between sectors, but I actually enjoy walking. The distances

  don’t bother me and my body was designed to withstand severe climates.




  I used to like to walk the perimeters, alongside the VersaScreens so I could see the world on the other side. But ever since the announcement of the upcoming Unveiling, the world on the other

  side is populated with news crews and protesters and people wanting to steal a peek inside our walls.




  Even though I know they can’t see through—the screens are programmed for one-way visibility—it still frightens me to walk past them. I can feel their energy in the air like

  buzzing flies around a dead carcass. There’s a franticness about their desperation that unnerves me.




  Dr. A says that’s normal. I’m allowed to be afraid.




  “Fear doesn’t equate with weakness,” he told me. “It equates with obedience. You want to be obedient, don’t you?”




  I nodded. “I want to serve the Objective.”




  He smiled. “We all do. And your distrust of strangers will keep you safe.”




  I know I won’t be able to stay hidden behind those walls for much longer, though. The Unveiling is in two days. Then they will see my face. Then they will know me.




  And that is the part that frightens me most of all.




  I cut across the Agricultural Sector, making a wide arc around the cottonwood tree in the corner. I’ve never liked that tree. It looks like a pudgy old ogre with too many twisted limbs.

  And when the sun splinters through the branches at just the right angle, I swear I can hear it screaming. A shadowy, piercing sound that vanishes the second I turn around. Like the ghost of an

  echo.




  The delicious scents of the freshly grown herbs waft from the vents of the hydroponic dome as I walk. Dr. A says one day we won’t need to grow food at all. Computers will be able to

  engineer molecules from raw materials and shape them into anything we want to eat.




  “Kind of like we did with you,” he likes to say, as though I’m a hot plate of superberry flatcakes, molecularly processed to order.




  I like when Dr. A talks about the future. It implies that the Objective will be a success. And really, we’re not that far off. Diotech already mastered the engineering of synthetic meat

  after the government outlawed the breeding of livestock for food seven years ago. I learned about it from one of my uploads on agricultural history.




  From here, with my enhanced vision, I can see all the way to the northwest gate, the main entrance of the compound, where the majority of the media crews have gathered. They’re all hoping

  to gain access or corner someone for an interview to put on the Feed. I know they will never be allowed inside. Director Raze’s security force is top-notch.




  “They’ll have to step over my dead body before I let them get near you, princess,” he says to me. Always with a wink.




  As I exit the Agricultural Sector and near the polished metallic archway of the Medical Sector, I stop when a familiar nagging sensation starts to tickle the pit of my stomach. I turn around,

  almost expecting to find someone standing behind me, but there’s no one there.




  Yet the feeling persists.




  I spin in a slow circle, letting my flawless eyes zero in on every planted flower, every curved ceiling of every building, each individual blade of grass along the pathway. I can feel my

  shoulders tighten, my body clench.




  What are you looking for? I silently ask myself.




  But there is no reply. I can’t answer the question.




  I can never answer the question.




  All I know is that almost every day something compels me to look.




  I once asked Dr. A about holes.




  He thought I was referring to the holes that the rodents dig in the desert floor outside the compound and offered me an upload about animal habitats, but I shook my head. “No. I mean,

  holes inside of me.”




  “There are no holes inside of you, Sera,” he replied sharply. “I made you perfect, remember?”




  I was frustrated that I couldn’t make him understand. “Something is missing,” was the only way I could think to explain it.




  “Nothing is missing,” he snapped, anger unexpectedly flashing in his eyes. “I’ve given you everything you could ever ask for. Are you ungrateful for all the luxuries you

  have here?”




  I knew instantly that I had said the wrong thing. I often do. “I’m sorry,” I offered, desperate to reverse the distress I had caused him. “You’re right. Nothing is

  missing. I am very grateful.”




  I never asked him about holes again.




  I jog down the pathway through the Medical Sector, keeping careful watch on my pace. Dr. A says when I’m walking around the compound, it’s important for me to hide my enhancements as

  much as possible so I don’t make anyone else uncomfortable.




  On my left is the grand, ornate building that houses the memory labs. It’s by far the largest, most well-appointed structure in the sector. If appearances are any indication of funding

  allocation, memories are definitely high on Dr. A’s priority list.




  And I know why.




  So much goes on within these compound walls that the outside world can never know about. So many secrets are buried inside the sleek surfaces of the labs, you’d need more than just a

  mini-military to keep them guarded.




  I used to be one of those secrets.




  Director Raze’s team is tasked with preventing breaches. But what happens when those preventative measures fail?




  That’s when the Memory Coders step in.




  As I pass, I peer through the synthoglass walls at the pristine white entry hallway that leads to the labs where Sevan Sidler and his team of Memory Coders work to keep Diotech’s secrets

  safe. The synthetic tile floors are so clean the pillars on either side are reflected in their surface, making the tall posts appear as though they plunge deep into the ground below.




  A shiver runs through me and I pick up my pace until I’ve put a considerable distance between me and the building. It always feels so sinister to me. Thinking of all the memories that

  enter those doors and never come out. Innumerable bytes of data removed from people’s minds and stored in a pod somewhere.




  How many dreams were forgotten in that place?




  How many kisses stolen? Loves removed?




  It’s almost as though every time I enter those labs, I can feel the memories clinging to the walls, trying so desperately to stay remembered.




  Every once in a while I have to go inside. When Dr. A orders a random memory scan. Other than that, I try to stay clear of it.




  I hang a left toward the entrance to the gardens, but before I reach it, I hear the distinct sound of footsteps behind me.




  I slow to a stop and turn around, looking for the source, but once again, there is no one there. The path is empty. Most of the scientists are still at work.




  “Hello?” I call out.




  No one replies.




  My first thought is that one of the media crew from outside the gates somehow bypassed Director Raze’s security team and is hoping to get a glimpse of me.




  But if that were the case, why would they hide from me?




  I wait, watching for flickers of movement, but the compound is still.




  Feeling uneasy, I spin, focusing on every detail around me. I can hear someone breathing. Maybe fifty feet away. A hundred at most.




  I start moving again. This time, I don’t limit my pace. I run. As fast as my genetically enhanced legs will go.




  But I don’t get very far. The second I set foot in the gardens, someone tackles me to the ground.
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  MATED




  The attacker moves so quickly I barely have time to process what is happening. One minute I’m standing upright and the next I’m lying on my back, a massive

  body pressing down on me. I grunt at the impact of my head slamming against the ground.




  I open my eyes and blink. A face comes into focus. Oval shaped, framed by a fringe of silky dark blond hair that falls across his forehead, veiling his vibrant aquamarine eyes. An impish grin

  curves his perfect pale pink lips.




  “Kaelen,” I say, relieved, releasing a nervous giggle.




  “Jouw reflexen zijn traag.”




  Translation: Your reflexes are slow.




  So he’s switched to Dutch. This morning it was Arabic.




  “I wasn’t prepared to be attacked in the middle of the garden.” I defend myself in the same tongue without missing a beat. Kaelen thinks he can trick me, switching languages

  throughout the day. He hasn’t succeeded once.




  “Exactly my point. You should always be prepared.”




  I groan and plant two hands on his chest, attempting to shove him off me, but he doesn’t budge. He’s stronger than me. He always has been. He’s the second generation ExGen,

  while I’m the first.




  He likes to joke that he’s an improved version of me.




  I like to joke that he’s just a watered-down copy of an original masterpiece.




  He smirks at my effort, enjoying watching me struggle. Then he grabs each of my hands in his and pins them down next to my shoulders.




  “What are you going to do now?” he goads, keeping with the smooth Dutch.




  I puff out a breath, pretending to resign myself, letting my muscles and limbs slacken under him, before launching another escape attempt.




  Kaelen only laughs as he continues to restrain me without much effort. “Pitiful.”




  “You’re stronger than I am!” I cry. “There’s nothing I can do.”




  “You can kiss me back.”




  “Wha—?”




  And then his lips are on mine, stopping the word from ever being completed. His kiss isn’t soft or tentative. Kaelen doesn’t do soft or tentative. Kaelen does fierce. He does eager.

  He does commanding. His lips part mine as he releases some of his body weight against me.




  He lets go of my wrists and I immediately reach for his hair, loving the way it feels between my fingers. Softer than human hair is supposed to be. I pull him closer to me and he responds

  instantly by deepening the kiss, reading my body language perfectly, the way only he can do.




  The way he’s always been able to do.




  We are fluent in every spoken language on earth. But it’s the silent language between us that we speak best.




  That’s what happens when you’re Print Mates—created from two complementary genetic blueprints. You can almost feel what the other person is going to do before they do it.




  Dr. A says it’s like soul mates but without the heartache. Print Mates are scientifically proven to be compatible matches, while the concept of “soul mates” is just an idea

  invented by humans a long time ago in an effort to explain the unexplainable.




  There’s not much in today’s world that is unexplainable.




  Dr. A has made sure of that.




  Taking advantage of Kaelen’s distraction, in one swift motion I pull away from him and roll myself to the left. He collapses into the space I just vacated, landing on his stomach with an

  oomph. Before he has time to process it, I’m on my feet, flashing him a teasing smile.




  He grins at the challenge, leaps up, and chases after me. But this time, I have a head start. And I need it. Kaelen is not only stronger than I am, but faster, too.




  We weave deftly through the meticulously trimmed hedges and immaculate flower beds of the garden, two blurs of color and laughter. The flowers are in bloom yearlong on the compound, despite the

  heat and inhospitable growing conditions of the desert. The Agricultural Sector is to thank for that. As well as for the life span of the blossoms once they’re cut. Flowers used to die within

  days. Now they can brighten someone’s home for months without showing signs of withering.




  It’s one of the few advancements made by Diotech I can truly appreciate. Hovercarts and DigiSlates and long-range mutation lasers can certainly make life easier, sometimes even safer. But

  they don’t do anything to make the world more beautiful.




  Eventually Kaelen catches up to me by bounding effortlessly over a hedge taller than both of us. He seizes me around the waist and pulls me back to him, wrapping his strong, chiseled arms around

  me so I can’t break free. When his lips find mine again, my knees nearly give out.




  He presses his hands into the small of my back, sending tingles up my spine. I squeal and press my tongue into his mouth, tangling it around his. I can feel him smiling against me as he pushes

  back, playfully jockeying for control of the kiss.




  “Hello, Sera. Hello, Kaelen,” a voice says, startling us out of our embrace.




  I open my eyes and turn my head away from Kaelen’s searching lips. When I see who’s standing there, a glacial chill runs through my veins, erasing all evidence of Kaelen’s

  warmth.




  I was so consumed by our kiss, I didn’t even hear him approach. And apparently neither did Kaelen. So much for his reflexes.




  “Hello,” Kaelen replies cordially, smiling toward the man who stands next to a nearby shrub with a pair of red trimming shears dangling from one hand while the other waves wildly in

  our direction.




  Uncomfortable, I quickly fight to disentangle myself from Kaelen’s grasp. He tries to draw me back toward him, murmuring in silky Italian, “Tranquilla. Stai

  calma.”




  He always shifts to Italian when he’s trying to calm me. Or when he’s trying to sweeten his words. He knows the soft vowel sounds help soothe me.




  But I can’t. I can’t be in Kaelen’s arms with him standing there.




  I can’t even bear to look at the slack-jawed man in the yard with his ill-fitting clothes, unkempt auburn beard, and dust-covered shoes.




  “He doesn’t understand what he just saw,” Kaelen assures me.




  He thinks this is about the kiss. He thinks I’m embarrassed by our public display of affection. If only it were that simple.




  “It’s a nice evening, isn’t it?” the man says in his clumsy, awkward cadence, oblivious to our struggle. “Not too hot for May.”




  I brave a glance in his direction but his vacant stare sends a shudder through me and I have to avert my gaze again.




  Kaelen steps in front of me, offering his body as a shield. “It’s almost dark,” he tells the man. “You should head home.” The way he addresses him is the way

  everyone on this compound addresses him. Like they’re communicating with a small child who was born without the ability to comprehend the world.




  When the man speaks again, he fumbles with the shapes of the letters, as though he’s forming them for the first time. “I just thought I’d get a head start on tomorrow’s

  work. There are a lot of hedges around this place.”




  “There are,” Kaelen agrees gently. “But maybe it’s time to call it a day. It’s getting late.”




  The man stands eerily still as he stares back at Kaelen. It’s almost a full ten seconds before he responds. “Is it now?”




  “It is.”




  I eye the entrance to the Residential Sector, not too far from here. I could run. Keep running until I’m home. I could slam the door, push against it with all my strength.




  “Tranquilla,” Kaelen repeats. “He won’t hurt you.”




  Of course, I know he’s not going to hurt me. The poor man couldn’t hurt a fly. It’s not pain that I’m afraid of. It’s looking into his eyes. It’s seeing the

  emptiness that stares back. It’s knowing what brilliance used to be there.




  It’s knowing that he’s a traitor. Like me.




  Just not as lucky.




  I got a second chance.




  He got . . . this.




  An artificial brain cobbled together with nanoprocessors and synthetic metal. A new life that is insulting in comparison to the one he used to have.




  “We have to punish our enemies,” Dr. A once told me. “Otherwise, how will we stop more people from betraying us?”




  “What time is it?” the man asks, gazing up at the few stars that have started to appear, as though they might provide the answer.




  “It’s almost eight,” Kaelen says.




  The man’s mouth hangs slightly ajar as he lets this sink in. “Is it now?”




  “It is,” Kaelen confirms. “So you should probably get some rest, right?”




  I bury my face in Kaelen’s muscular back, silently willing the man to obey. To leave. His warped face is already going to haunt my dreams tonight. I don’t need that nightmare

  spilling over into my last few waking hours, too.




  “I think you’re right,” the man eventually agrees. “I should probably go home.”




  Yes. Go. Please.




  “Good night, then.”




  “Good night,” Kaelen echoes.




  I can’t bring myself to talk.




  Because I’m a glitching coward.




  I steal a peek through the crook of Kaelen’s elbow and watch the man drop his trimming shears at his feet before turning to walk away. They embed themselves in the grass, red handles up. I

  finally emerge from behind Kaelen.




  Just as the man turns back around.




  “Sera,” he says, staring right at me with his dead eyes.




  I freeze on the spot. Swallow. Force myself to breathe. Kaelen bumps me on the shoulder, urging me to respond.




  I clear my throat and coerce my tongue into motion. “Yes?”




  The man smiles. It’s a disconcerting facial contortion that never reaches his eyes. “It’s nice to see you.”




  I can feel Kaelen watching me. I can feel the stars watching me. Waiting for my reaction. Waiting to judge me for it.




  Dr. A wouldn’t be happy if he knew how much this upsets me. He would call my queasiness weak. He would say I still have the blood of a traitor running through my veins.




  I have to prove him wrong.




  I stand up straighter, puff out my chest, and in my most affable, detached tone, I say, “It’s nice to see you, too, Rio.”
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  REMINDERS




  They have landscaping bots on the compound. They’ve had them for years. And they’re much more efficient and productive than any human gardener. But Dr. A

  wanted to make an example of his former business partner, previously one of the most gifted scientists on the Diotech compound. He wanted everyone to see what happens when you cross him.




  No one is safe from punishment. Not even the cofounder of the company.




  I doubt anyone is as disturbed by the sight of him as I am though.




  Dr. Havin Rio was the lead scientist of the Genesis Project, the official launch of the Objective, and the project that brought me to life on June 27, 2114. And later Kaelen, on December 19,

  2115. But Dr. Rio was long gone by the time Kaelen was created.




  He was more than just my creator, though. He lived with me in the cottage for the first months of my life. At one point, I even referred to him as my father.




  Then he committed the ultimate betrayal.




  He helped set me free.




  Just like Lyzender, the boy in my memories, he developed feelings for me. As though I were his real daughter. And he put those feelings before the Objective.




  Now he pays the price every day.




  The memory starts to billow inside of me. Like a tropical storm brewing, bending the trees until they look like they’re about to snap.




   




  “You saved my life,” I whisper in his ear as I hold the tiny vial in my hands. The transession gene that would allow me to travel through time. The key to my escape.




  I feel his body sag. He wraps his arms tightly around me. “It was the least I could do.”




  The recollection of our mutually treasonous words makes my stomach twist. Every time I see him wandering around the compound with those trimming shears, I’m reminded of

  our mistakes. At least he can’t remember his part. At least he doesn’t have to marinate in the guilt every morning when he wakes up. Like a dirty, lukewarm bath.




  But I’m grateful for the mercy Dr. A took on me. I was swayed by temptation—corrupted by a boy with maple eyes and a crooked smile—and Dr. A saved me. He gave me a second

  chance.




  Kaelen guides me to a nearby bench and I collapse onto it, my body a trembling, shaking mess.




  I shouldn’t react to reminders of my old life this way.




  I should be able to shut that part of me down. Put the Objective before everything else.




  I should be more like Kaelen.




  And I try. I swear I try. But somehow I’m still flawed. Even after my rehabilitation. I just can’t seem to shut it off.




  “Hey, hey, hey.” Kaelen is crouched at my feet, his hands on my knees. “Guardami.” The soft Italian returns as he commands me to look at him.




  I am shaking so hard, I can’t hold my gaze steady. Everything is convulsing. Inside I’m screaming.




  Pull yourself together!




  Stop this NOW!




  You are no longer weak!




  But it’s as though I’m screaming in an empty room and no one is listening.




  Where are these emotions coming from?




  “Look at me,” Kaelen commands again. This time he grabs my chin and holds it steady. It might be the only part of me not trembling.




  “He’s nothing. He doesn’t matter anymore. What is this about? Why are you reacting this way?”




  “I . . . I . . . don’t know.” My voice is shattered. Barely recognizable.




  It’s the truth, though. I don’t know. I don’t understand why his mere presence turns me into this quivering mess. It’s like every time I see him, I open up some

  kind of poorly covered chasm inside of me. Some tunnel to the past that I can’t disconnect myself from. He’s not my father. He never was. He’s just a scientist who got too close.

  Who broke his vows to the Objective.




  “He’s . . . he’s . . .” I go on.




  “He’s irrelevant. He’s a traitor.”




  I nod.




  “And you are not.”




  “I . . . was.”




  “Not anymore.”




  I nod again.




  “Dr. A fixed you. He gave you another chance. You should be grateful.”




  I try to keep my teeth from clattering. “I . . . I . . . am.”




  “Good. Now use that. Use whatever you’re feeling right now to reconfirm your commitment to the Objective. You are not the person you used to be. You are not a traitor like

  him.”




  The way he says “him” I’m not sure if he’s referring to Rio or to the boy from my memories. The one who helped me escape. But I know better than to ask. It doesn’t

  matter anyway.




  I’m not like either of them.




  “Okay?” he asks me.




  I take in a shuddering breath. “Okay.”




  He leans in and places a gentle kiss on my lips. “Good.” He wraps his fingers around mine and gives me a tug. “C’mon. Let’s get back. Evening meal starts in a few

  minutes.”




  





  5




  WATCHFUL




  The Residential Sector is large and well landscaped. It’s where most of the compound employees spend their free time. In the center there is a complex of five tall

  apartment buildings connected to the rest of the sector with landscaped pathways. These are the housing units for the scientists, employees, and their families.




  Kaelen and I live in the Owner’s Estate with Dr. A and his staff. It’s a beautiful house at the back of the sector that was modeled after a pre–Civil War Southern

  plantation.




  I’ve heard some people complain about how out of place it looks among the ultramodern architecture of the rest of the compound, but Dr. A doesn’t seem to mind. Plus, he’s

  placed VersaScreens in every window, so when you peer out from within, it looks like the house is surrounded by green meadows and cherry blossoms.




  When we reach the entrance to the sector, a MagBall game has commenced on the Rec Field. The few teenagers who live on the compound—children of Diotech employees— like to play it in

  the evenings, after the weather has cooled down.




  They all stop and stare at us as we pass, letting the silver oblong ball linger in the air, untouched and unguarded. A few of them whisper to each other.




  I have grown accustomed to this reaction. It’s become an everyday occurrence.




  It doesn’t bother me.




  “You and Kaelen are so special,” Dr. A likes to tell me. “You will elicit awe and envy everywhere you go. You were kept a secret for so many years. Give the Normates time to

  get used to the idea of your existence.”




  That’s what Dr. A calls them. Normates. An amalgamation of normal and primate. It amuses me that he uses the word so loosely, when he himself is plagued by the same

  limitations they are.




  I stop walking and stare back at them. I don’t mean it to be a challenge, but they appear to take it that way, because they all look away and return to their game, pretending that they

  don’t notice me. I watch the action for a minute. I know the rules of MagBall from an upload. When I asked Dr. A if I could join in one time, he told me that it would be unfair. Their

  strength and speed would be no match for mine.




  The team in red sends the MagBall into the goal at the other end of the field, eliciting an eruption of cheers. I’m about to turn and leave when I notice one boy has not returned to the

  game. He’s tall and lanky with electric-blue hair that’s been fashioned into slopes atop his head. He’s standing at the edge of the synthograss, watching me. Our gazes connect

  and, unlike the other players on the field, he doesn’t turn away. He’s not afraid of me. In fact, he almost looks like he wants to say something to me.




  I send a query through my DigiLenses, capturing his face with a blink and running it through the Diotech personnel database to find a name.




  The result appears across my vision a moment later.




  

    

      Klo Raze


    


  




  Raze?




  Like Director Raze? Is this boy Director Raze’s son? I didn’t even know Raze had any family members on the compound. Why has he never mentioned Klo before?




  He takes a hesitant step in my direction but freezes, his body visibly tensing. Like a deer caught in the beam of a hovercopter. His eyes dart to something behind me and I turn to see Dr. A

  strolling down the path from the Owner’s Estate to greet Kaelen, who I now notice is a good ten yards ahead of me.




  “Sera?” Kaelen calls back. “What are you doing?”




  I hurry to catch up with him, offering Dr. A a smile that I pray looks genuine. “Good evening.”




  “It most certainly was,” Dr. A replies, a tad too sharply for my comfort. He gives me a once-over and I’m suddenly extremely self-conscious about my windswept hair.

  “Now it’s practically night.”




  “Sorry, Dr. A,” Kaelen is quick to reply. “We were kissing in the gardens and lost track of time.”




  I wince inwardly at Kaelen’s brutal honesty. Does he have to tell Dr. A everything we do?




  I guess I should be grateful that he hasn’t mentioned Rio. Or at least not yet. But it doesn’t really matter. My memories will give me away eventually. That moment is bound to show

  up on my next random scan. And I’m bound to be reprimanded for it.




  Dr. A cocks an eyebrow. “In the gardens, you say? Interesting venue. Then again, I created you two with the inability to resist each other. So how could I ever fault you for what’s

  in your DNA?”




  Dr. A guffaws as he reaches out to ruffle Kaelen’s hair before throwing an arm around his shoulders and guiding him toward the Estate. “Join me for a drink, my dear boy. We have much

  to discuss about tomorrow.” He pauses long enough to glance back at me with disapproval. “Sera, gem. Why don’t you change into something more suitable for evening meal? And fix

  your hair. You’re looking a bit . . . rumpled.”




  I nod obligingly and follow them. As we reach the end of the tree-lined pathway that leads to the Owner’s Estate, I brave a glance back at the MagBall field.




  The boy is still there. Still watching. Even though the game has gone on without him.
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  FORTUNATE




  I watch stony-faced in the ReflectoGlass as the nanopin disappears against the silky golden-brown fibers of my hair.




  “There,” Crest says, stepping back to admire her handiwork. “All finished.”




  As usual, her efforts are more impressive than the final result. The elaborate half updo she has attempted sits slightly off center on my head. As Dr. A’s personal assistant, fixing my

  “rumpled” hair is not necessarily in Crest’s job description, but she seems to enjoy helping, even if she’s not very good at it. I don’t complain though. It saves me

  the trouble of doing my own hair. A task I despise, even though I’ve received multiple uploads that have made me a rather accomplished hairstylist.




  “It’s a bit warped,” she says, frowning at her creation. “But I majored in business. Not beautification.” She sighs. “Next time you want to prance around in

  thirty-mile-per-hour winds, how about wearing a hat?”




  “Sorry,” I say, my vibrant purple eyes still staring at my reflection.




  The Feed has been minimized to a small window in the corner of the ReflectoGlass, pulling my focus away from the shimmery blue dress that I haphazardly picked out of my closet. A reporter is

  talking about the highest-performing stocks of the day. Of course, Diotech Corporation is at the top of the list. The stock has been soaring ever since the announcement of the Unveiling. And Dr. A

  predicts this rise is only the beginning. Once the first product line of the Objective has been released into the marketplace in a few months, Diotech will be untouchable.




  Crest’s jubilant face appears next to mine. She gives my head a light bump with her own. “Why so sad, my pearl? Is it really that horrible?”




  She’s referring to my hair and I immediately feel bad. I always try my best to praise Crest for anything she does for me. Especially since I’ve never heard Dr. A offer her a single

  compliment, or even so much as a thank-you. And Crest works so hard for him.




  “No. I love it. It’s beautiful. Your best work yet.”




  She laughs, her dark eyes dancing. “You should probably request an upload on the art of lying. You’re dreadful at it. Now, tell me. What’s wrong?”




  “I ran into Dr. Rio again,” I tell her, cringing as soon as I realize my mistake.




  It’s just Rio now.




  His brain isn’t capable of advanced science anymore. His title and accolades have been stripped away. He’s no longer himself. He only looks the same. Apart from the creepy eyes and

  permanently ajar mouth.




  “And?” Crest prompts.




  “And I completely warped out.”




  I can always confide in Crest. She’s the only one who doesn’t judge me for the reactions I can’t seem to control, no matter how hard I try. Kaelen doesn’t understand my

  anxiety about disappointing Dr. A. He’s always been his favorite. If anyone can understand the pressures of pleasing the president of Diotech, it’s Crest.




  She sits down next to me on the small velvet bench, but keeps speaking to my reflection. “So?”




  “So,” I echo. “That means I failed him. What if Dr. A sees that memory in my next scan? What if he thinks it means I’m still the girl who betrayed the

  Objective?”




  “Don’t be silly. That was over two years ago.”




  How could I forget? That date has been seared into my memory like an engraving in stone. I know it better than I know my own birthday.




  January 9, 2115.




  The day I left the compound. With him.




  “Dr. Alixter has forgiven you,” Crest assures me, referring to him by his full name. Kaelen and I are the only ones who call him Dr. A. He told us to. He thought it sounded less

  formal. But hardly anyone calls him by his first name, Jans. “He’s fixed you.”




  I nod. I want to believe this, but I’m not sure I can. There’s an iciness when Dr. A addresses me. A distance. One that doesn’t exist between him and Kaelen. Just further

  evidence that I have to keep trying. I have to keep proving myself.




  I study Crest’s face in the glass. Her sleek curtain of jet-black hair is cut in choppy, uneven layers. A chunk of longer strands falls to the bridge of her nose, splitting her short bangs

  in half. I can never look at Crest for too long. She has more nanotats on her body than anyone I’ve ever seen. And sometimes staring at them makes me dizzy. She says she’s addicted to

  them. That they give her a sense of control.




  I point to the one on her cheek, which she’s reprogrammed since yesterday. Now it’s displaying a loop of two people kissing in slow motion. “Who are they?” I ask.




  She gives me a surprised look. “You’ve never seen The Rifters? It’s only the best show on the Feed.”




  “Fictional shows don’t interest me. I can never believe the stories.”




  She shakes her head in disappointment. “Dr. A made you too logical for your own good.” She points at the moving graphic on her cheek. “You see, that’s Ashander and

  that’s Glia. They are hopelessly in love but they can never be together because their blood is incompatible due to the alien experiments. But that’s a whole other plotline. Anyway, in

  this scene Ashander braves death and the destruction of their two worlds just to steal one kiss from her. It was the most thermal, romantic thing ever.”




  Crest’s eyes close and for a moment I wonder if she’s fallen asleep. But then she snaps to and beams at me. I can tell she’s waiting for a reaction so I force a smile and say,

  “Wow.”




  I expect that’s what she wants from me. Some kind of mutual enthusiasm for what she’s explained.




  She chuckles and stands up from the bench, giving my cheek a light tap with the comb in her hand. “Dreadful liar.”




  “You told the story well,” I offer as consolation. “You were very passionate.”




  “Well, it’s about as much passion in my life as I can hope for right now. Once again, I’ve proven disastrous in the love department. Jin still hasn’t returned any of my

  pings.”




  Jin is a lab assistant Crest has been pining after for months. She calls him her “Dark Matter.” Partly because he works in the Aerospace Sector, but mostly because she says

  there’s a darkness around his heart, like a semipermanent storm cloud. That’s why she’s obsessed with him.




  Crest sighs and her thoughts disappear into another place for a moment. A sad place. When they return, she says, “You know how lucky you are, right? You and Kaelen. To have someone

  created just for you. Your perfect soul mate. It’s something out of a fairy tale.”




  I want to remind her that Kaelen and I are Print Mates, not soul mates, but something tells me to simply reply with, “Yes. I know.”




  She is visibly relieved. “That’s good.”




  Something on the glass catches her eye and she grimaces and expands the Feed window until it’s taking up almost the entire wall. “Oh flux, not this idiot again.” She turns up

  the volume and a silky charismatic voice floods my bathroom.




  “The time to act is now. Before Diotech unleashes these monstrosities into the world. Is that what we want? Synthetically engineered humans walking among us?”




  From his inflection on the word human, he could easily have replaced it with rodent and no one would have noticed.




  “As if those horrible labor robots they shoved upon us weren’t disturbing enough, are we going to let this godless company take over our country with synthetic beings?”




  Shouts of opposition follow his question and the cams zoom out to reveal a giant crowd gathered around the speaker at the podium. His dark, graying hair is concealed beneath a Western-style,

  wide-brimmed hat, and the whites of his eyes are tinted blue by the prescription glasses he’s wearing. He clearly doesn’t believe in corrective eye surgery. The strip of text at the

  bottom of the Feed window reads: Pastor Peder: Church of Eternal Light.




  Crest groans. “Godless,” she echoes with disgust at the man’s face. “Well, you’re heartless!”




  “We must band together,” he goes on, eliciting cheers from his spectators. “God has tasked us with this tiresome challenge. Are we going to turn down God’s

  request?”




  A resounding “No!” shakes the ReflectoGlass.




  “Then help me!” Peder pleads to his audience. “Join me in opposing this disgraceful corporation and all that they are attempting to do to corrupt us.”




  “Oh, shut it,” Crest grumbles, and deactivates the Feed. Peder’s face vanishes and I’m grateful for the silence.




  Dr. A says I’m not supposed to worry about Pastor Peder. He’s not a threat to us. He just enjoys hearing himself talk. But it still doesn’t mean I like having that man in my

  bathroom. And it doesn’t help that nearly every time I turn on the Feed someone is talking about him.




  A ping flashes across the glass a moment later. It’s for Crest, from Dr. A. He’s reprimanding her for not correctly packing his hovercase for tomorrow’s departure.




  She paints on a grin. I can tell she’s trying to renew the same enthusiasm she came in here with, but she’s struggling to find it. “Well, duty calls. You should really get down

  to the dining room.”




  I turn toward the door, but stop when I feel Crest’s hand around my arm, squeezing just a little too tight. When I look back at her, the sparkle in her eyes is gone.




  “Life is messy for the rest of us. You have it really good here, you know? Promise me you won’t forget that.”




  Her intensity unnerves me but I manage a smile. “I won’t forget.”




  





  7




  MORE




  By the time I get downstairs, it’s after nine and Dr. A, Director Raze, and Dane, the head of Diotech publicity, are already deep in discussion about the next

  steps in the Objective. I find them in the living room, sipping a deep brown liqueur out of what look like real crystal glasses. Crystal is now manufactured synthetically but Dr. A has an obsession

  with old-fashioned things that were built before Diotech mastered synthetics.




  “It’s not as valuable if you can just whip it up in a lab in a matter of minutes,” he’s been known to say. “But it is nice to be able to offer a cheaper version to

  the masses, isn’t it?”




  Every time he says something like this I wonder about my own value. And Kaelen’s. We were, as he said, “whipped up in a lab.” Perhaps it wasn’t in a matter of minutes,

  but isn’t the concept the same?




  Kaelen does not have a drink in his hand. He says he doesn’t like the way it dulls his senses. I’ve never tried it. Not that Dr. A has ever offered.




  All four men stand when they see me. Kaelen has changed into a dark gray suit with red trim. He looks striking.




  Dr. A’s gaze dips over my dress, a full-length shimmering blue evening gown with swirling silver and gold nanostitching embroidered into the hem. I watch his reaction diligently.

  It’s the only one I care about. After all, it’s Dr. A who insists we dress up for evening meal.




  His lips split into a grin. “Gorgeous as always, my gem,” he says, and I feel my shoulders relax. Even though my various uploads have given me an impeccable fashion sense, the

  hundreds of stunning garments in my closet still make me feel awkward and slightly off balance. As if they were meant for someone else.




  Kaelen walks over to me, kisses me on the cheek, and whispers one word into my ear. “Luminous.”




  I can’t help but smile. “You have to say that.”




  “No, I don’t.”




  “It’s in your DNA.”




  “To love you? Yes. To think you look especially beautiful right this second? Not that I’m aware of.”




  “Don’t be so sure of that.”




  “Excellent timing,” Dane chirps. “I was just about to show everyone the final edit of our new Feed ad.”




  He commands the wall screen to activate and selects a file from a pod on the internal network. The familiar Diotech logo covers the entire wall, eventually bleeding into fast, stylized cuts of a

  girl’s full, pink mouth, a man’s tanned, toned biceps, a slender feminine leg, a pair of dazzling iridescent eyes, hair that sparkles in the light.




  “This will stream directly after the Unveiling,” Dane explains. “You won’t be able to turn on the Feed without seeing it.”




  The ad continues with two bodies in motion. Running, punching, kicking, leaping. The slow-capture effect almost makes it look like they’re flying. We never see either of their faces, but

  it’s obvious from their agile turns and soaring heights, these are not Normates. Normates don’t move like that. Only ExGens move like that.




  It doesn’t take me long to recognize that the two people in the footage are Kaelen and me. I remember when they captured it a few months ago. We stood in front of a green screen in the

  publicity building for nearly a day while Dane told us what to do, how to pose, where to look, how high to jump.




  A voice booms over the imagery. A deep, clear voice that demands attention. Demands to be heard.




  “Be stronger. Be faster. Be smarter. Be more.”




  The Diotech logo appears again, this time with two lines of text beneath it.




  

    

      The ExGen Collection


      Coming Soon


    


  




  The screen fades to black.




  “What do you think?” Dane asks, his face radiating with pride.




  Everyone in the room breaks into applause. I hastily join in, desperate to hide my real reaction.




  In truth, I’m torn. The advertisement does exactly what it’s supposed to do: promote Diotech’s newest product line. Make people want to improve themselves. But

  everything about it is misleading. Normates won’t be able to actually become ExGens like me and Kaelen. They will only be able to purchase a handful of self-administered genetic

  modifications that will each enhance one specific attribute. Like eye color, skin tone, muscle capacity, hair sheen, brain function, body shape.




  “Absolutely splendid,” Dr. A commends. “They will be lining up outside every drugstore in the country! Well done, Dane.”




  Dane grins, basking in the compliment. We all know how rarely Dr. A dishes them out.




  Dr. A puts his arm around Kaelen’s shoulder and leads him toward the dining room. “Let’s eat. It’s quite late and I’m starving.” He flashes a glance back at

  me and I know what he’s thinking. It’s my fault we’re eating late.




  I bow my head, accepting the blame.




  Dane comes up behind me and pinches my waist. “Don’t worry. I kept him distracted. It’s part of the job.”




  I give him a grateful smile.




  “Now,” he whispers to me, checking to make sure Dr. A is out of earshot, “what did you really think of the ad?”




  “I loved it.” My response is quick. Maybe too quick.




  Dane scowls in disbelief. “C’mon. It’s me. You can be honest.”




  “I’m just confused,” I concede.




  He nods. “Okay. About?”




  “The ad, the Unveiling, the name of the collection. It makes it seem like people can pay to be exactly like Kaelen and me, but they can’t. With the number of enhancements being

  offered they’ll never even come close. Isn’t that . . . lying?”




  Dane laughs a little. “No, it’s marketing. You never give them exactly what they want. Otherwise you lose all your power. Ad firms have been doing it for years with

  strategic lighting and airbrushing and digital models. You show them what they can’t have, then you turn around and sell them the next best thing.”




  I struggle to follow his logic. “And you’re sure that’s what people want? To be more like Kaelen and me?”




  Dane places a warm hand on my cheek and offers me a mirthless smile. “The truth is, Sera, people want what Diotech tells them to want.”
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  THREATS




  We take our usual seats in the formal dining room. Dr. A at the head of the long rectangular table, Kaelen and I seated to his left, and Dane and Raze on his right.

  Crest is never invited to dine with us. She says it doesn’t bother her, that she’s far too busy managing Dr. A’s schedule to sit down to a meal, but it bothers me. I’ve just

  never articulated it.




  Luly, the kitchen maid, delivers our customized meal choices and Dr. A turns his attention to Kaelen and me. “Dane and I have some excellent news about the Unveiling.”




  My whole body tenses and I remind myself to take deep breaths. Stay calm. If the nanosensors running through my veins right now detect any abnormal rise in my heartbeat, Dr. A will know. An

  alert will go off on a screen somewhere in the Medical Sector. He’ll get a report on his Slate later tonight and he’ll match the time stamp with the hour this conversation took

  place.




  This is what I’m here for. This is my role in the Objective. To show the world how Diotech products can improve their lives. He can’t know that the very thought of fulfilling my duty

  makes my system go into hyperdrive.




  I start to count by 89s, opting for a prime number to keep my mind engaged.




  89, 178, 267, 356, 445 . . .




  “What’s the news?” I force myself to ask, cringing at how strangled my voice sounds.




  Dane grins wildly. “Take a look.”




  He turns to the wall screen behind him and gives it the command to resume playback. Suddenly, Mosima Chan, the most famous Feed journalist in the country, is in the room with us, her hologram

  springing to life as she begins speaking in great earnest.
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