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One

 


…March 2180…

…Nine Years Ago…

 


The darkened room was simple, like any hotel
room found in any large city. One room dominated by mass produced
furniture of questionable taste, vidfon on the nightstand next to
the full-size bed. A large closet and sliding glass door filled
opposite walls. To one side of the closet was a small alcove that
led to the bathroom and the room’s door. An observer would not have
found anything of interest in the room.

Except for the room’s occupant.

She sat in silence on the edge of the bed. In
the hours since the anonymous men brought her here, she had not
moved, not even to turn on the lights at sunset. She remained
still, feet together, manacled hands on her knees. Her head hung
low, straight white hair covering her pretty face. She was
exotically beautiful, looking as if she should be gracing magazine
covers. The muscles that flexed beneath the black and gold bodysuit
she wore suggested the life of a top athlete. An observer might
have noticed the nervous trembling that wracked her
body.

Caralynn Adrasteia took a deep breath and
tried to calm herself. The fact that she had been taken from her
master’s farm in Nebraska and flown east meant nothing to her. In
the six years she had spent on the plantation, she had seen many of
her sort come and go, moved from one master to another, from a bad
situation to a worse one. For her, it was time to change masters.
She knew there was no other way of life for an indentured Enhanced
Human.

She knew it made no sense. Even without formal
training, Carly was stronger than any non-enhanced human. But
strength was useless against a watchtower that could only be
entered from underground. Running at her fastest, she would still
not be able to outrun a blast from a phased plasma rifle. Ever
present guards, armed with rifles and stun staffs, watched her and
the other workers, offering no chance to relax.

Knowing this, she had allowed herself to slip
into the mindless routine of farm work, blindly tilling the soil,
never looking up at the sky.

She allowed her mind to turn itself off
nightly, when she was taken to her master’s rooms for work of a
different sort.

Carly closed her eyes. She could still feel
the velvet lined SM cuffs (reinforced to stand up to her strength)
keeping her arms above her head then a man’s weight on top of her,
his coarse hands on her breasts. She had somehow managed to block
it all out.

Despite it all, she never let herself get used
to being called artificial.

Carly looked up when she heard voices in the
hallway. As she stared at the door, her enhanced hearing let her
understand what was being said. She recognized the voices; one of
the anonymous men that had brought her here. They seemed to be
talking to a third person who remained silent.

“She’s in here, sir. We tried to be as gentle
as we could. There were no problems. We picked up her papers from
Buchanan himself and his foreman brought us to pick her up. She
followed us around without saying a word. It must’ve been hell for
her these last six years. Before you go in, I should warn you. She
doesn’t look like the picture you showed us. Not much,
anyway.”

The second person finally spoke. “I
understand. Thank you for your efforts, gentlemen. I’ll see to your
payment after I’ve spoken to her. Wait here, please.”

Carly’s eyes narrowed. The third voice…she
recognized it! Memories came back to her, of the crèche and the
forty-nine other men and women of her batch. For the first time in
six years, hope touched the back of her mind.

Carly squinted as the door opened and bright
light flooded into the room. She could just make out the tall
figure in the doorway.

“Carly? Why didn’t you turn on the
lights?”

Confusion battled hope in her mind. “Bran? Is
it really you?” Her voice was a whisper.

The man was silent for a moment. “Lights
normal.”

As the room’s lights came on, Carly found
herself staring at a tall, slender man, his narrow face framed by
short white hair. At the sight of him, Carly’s back straightened,
her shoulders squared and her head came up. The nervous trembling
disappeared.

Brandon Zimmer, first member of Batch JCSeven,
stared at her, his eyes wide, a look of disbelief on his face.
Carly didn’t have to wonder what he was staring at; the skin-tight
suit was designed to attract attention. Anger replaced disbelief
when he saw the manacles.

“Brenner!”

The man appeared in the doorway.
“Sir?”

“Why is she still cuffed?”

Brenner’s mouth opened and closed several
times before he spoke. “Buchanan’s foreman was a complete bastard,
sir. He wouldn’t give us the key even when we were leaving.
Gaynor’s looking for a set of lock picks.”

“Tell him not to bother.”

Brandon crossed the room and knelt in front of
Carly. He looked over the manacles then snapped the metal bands
with no effort.

He held them up for Carly to see. “These were
regular cuffs, not a reinforced set. Why didn’t you break them off
yourself?”

Carly looked from Brenner to Brandon. “He
would’ve shot me.”

“No he wouldn’t have shot you. You’re free of
all that. Everything’s going to be alright.” Brandon held out his
arms and hugged her.

He glanced back over his shoulder and watched
Brenner leave the room, closing the door behind him. “I won’t
bother asking how you’ve been. I can take a good guess. We have
other concerns.”

“We?”

“Loretta, Bob and Anna are here with me. Jenna
wanted to come but she has a concert tonight. There’ll be a few
others tomorrow.”

Carly brightened. “Can we watch Jenna?” She
sounded more like a child than an adult.

Though disturbed by his batch sister’s
behavior, Brandon smiled. “I think it’s televised. Of course we can
watch her. Have you had any schooling since you were taken from
Albany?”

“Just training on farm equipment. Does Bob
still spell his name backward?”

Brandon stared, caught by surprise. “Well at
least you remember that. Why don’t you take a shower and put on
something more appropriate? There are some clothes in the closet.
Unless you like to dress like that. Jenna certainly
does.”

Carly looked down at herself and shook her
head. “No. This is too tight.”

She stood and crossed to the bathroom. She
hesitated in the door and looked back. “I’m really free, Bran? I
don’t have to go back to the farm?”

“I just have to get your legal status changed.
You don’t have to do anything you don’t want to.”

“What do I do now?”

“Whatever you want. Are you hungry? I’ll order
Room Service.”

Carly nodded and stepped into the
bathroom.

Brandon watched the door close as a shudder
ran through his body. The stories Anna and the others told me
just didn’t prepare me, he thought.

He took a deep breath, went to the vidfon and
tapped in a code.

 


His vidfon buzzed and broke his
concentration.

Xavier Bernard, director of Division Five of
EarthGov Security, looked up from the screens built into his desk
top, his eyes half-open, vision blurred from hours of reading
reports. For a short time, he had thought he had made more headway
into the long list of reports that had demanded his attention.
Nearly ten hours later, the queue was still full.

Beyond the screens, Xavier saw his executive
assistant, Marissa Tolliver, start for her desk to answer the
call.

“I’ll get it, Marissa. I need a break from
these reports. I think I’m getting cross-eyed.”

Marissa checked her watch. “You’ve been going
over those reports since we got here this morning. What do you
expect?” The sound of Marissa’s voice evoked images of the beaches
in her native Rio de Janeiro.

“I was hoping to at least see the bottom of
the list.”

A wide smile crossed Marissa’s face as she
continued to her desk along the office’s far wall. “What fun would
that be?”

Xavier found himself studying the way her
nearly waist-length hair cascaded down her back as he reached for
the vidfon to his right. “Yes.”

“Reception here, sir. Doctor Martin Carleson
to see you.”

“Good. Send him up to my office.”

He tapped the cutoff and turned to Marissa.
“Dinner tonight?”

Marissa considered. “Only if I get to pick the
restaurant.”

“Deal.”

Xavier watched Marissa settle in behind her
desk and thought, Why do I find it hard to accept that she’s
only ten years old?

He pushed back from his desk, reclined his
chair and continued to watch Marissa work. He would have been the
first to admit a complete lack of knowledge of genetics and of how
Enhanced Humans were designed and grown. That lack of knowledge had
not kept him from knowing the injustice of using Enhanced Humans as
a work force. Knowing that had been the impetus behind the creation
of Enhanced Humans only reinforced in his mind the correctness of
his belief.

He thought. Genetic designers are without
question artists. To be able to manipulate DNA strands and create a
race of people who are stronger and faster than the rest of us yet
look as perfect as Marissa.

Marissa turned, as if she felt his eyes on her
back. She brushed hair away from her eyes and smiled. “Xavier?
Something else you need?”

“Do you have any plans for after
dinner?”

“Why don’t we wait until I decide on a
restaurant?”

“And then?”

“Then we’ll figure out which is closer, my
apartment or your townhouse.”

Xavier smiled as his vidfon rang again.
“Yes.”

“Doctor Carleson to see you, Director
Bernard.”

“Send him in.”

Xavier cleared his screen, stood and
stretched. “Close it down, Marissa. We could be close to good
news.”

“Oh really?”

The office’s oversized door opened. An older
man, whose clothes looked to be too large, shuffled in. His eyes
were half-open, glasses resting on the end of his nose. Unkempt,
graying hair matched his thin beard.

“Hello Xavier,” he said in a tired
voice.

“Martin. Do we have good news?”

Martin Carleson looked sad. “I haven’t heard
from Brandon yet. His people were supposed to pick up Carly earlier
today.”

“There had better not be any problems. My
finances were pushed to the limit to buy out her
indentures.”

“Maybe you need a better negotiator, Xavier,”
Marissa said as she crossed the office. “Pleased to meet you at
long last, Doctor Carleson.”

“Marissa’s my executive assistant. Actually
she runs the division. I just take the credit. Can I get you
anything, Martin?”

“Just some water, please.” Xavier went to the
small refrigerator in one corner of the office, took out a pitcher
and filled a glass.

“You’ve mentioned Ms. Tolliver before,” Martin
said as he took the glass from Xavier. “When were you
born?”

Marissa glanced at Xavier before answering.
“November twenty-one seventy, Rio de Janeiro.”

“At what center and batch?”

“Batch LTThirteen, at the Criacao facility.
Now Doctor…”

“I apologize for the personal questions, Ms.
Tolliver. When you said you were born in twenty-one seventy, it
started me thinking. Your batched confirmed it.”

Martin turned to Xavier, who looked confused.
“Batch LTThirteen, born in twenty-one seventy at the Criacao
facility, was the first batch of the current Gamma body type. I’m
honored to meet you, Ms. Tolliver. Have you been free your whole
life?”

“All ten years, sir. Of course, five of those
years I’ve been with Xavier.”

Martin took a long sip then set the glass on
the desk. “Have you ever felt…”

The vidfon buzzed. Xavier traded a hopeful
look with Martin and picked up. “Yes.”

“Mister Zimmer for Doctor
Carleson.”

“Thank you.”

Xavier waved Martin over. “I hope it’s good
news.”

Martin nodded and sat. After a moment, he
tapped the pickup. The screen cleared to present the image of a
man’s face.

“Hello Brandon. Well…?”

“She’s here and more or less alright. She
keeps whispering.”

Martin closed his eyes as relief swept over
him. “So did Anna and Randall when they were freed. What condition
is her mind in?”

“She recognized me and remembered that joke
about Bob’s name. She also recognized Loretta, Anna and Jenna. As
near as I can tell, her education stopped after she left the
crèche.”

“Expected. When we hang up, I’ll call Loretta
and tell them to get over there. I want Bob to give Carly a
thorough examination. Xavier and I will be by tomorrow.”

“Is Jenna still going to do that song she
wrote?”

“As far as I know she is. I think she’s also
going to make some kind of announcement.”

Martin reached for his glass and took another
sip. “How’re you holding up, Bran? I know this must be hard for
you.”

“A Free Person never gets used to seeing an
indentured Enhanced Human. I’ve been free my whole life so I’m
spoiled. Anna and some of the others told me what it was like for
them but…”

Martin leaned back in the chair. “There’s
something else. I can hear it in your voice.”

The words came in a rush, full of the emotion
Brandon had kept in check since seeing his batch sister.
“Buchanan’s people wouldn’t give Brenner and Gaynor the key to her
manacles. When I asked her why she didn’t break them herself, she
looked at Brenner and said she was afraid he’d shoot
her.”

Brandon turned from his vidfon and tried to
hold back tears. “What kind of life did she lead for the last six
years?”

Martin kept his voice calm and level, trying
to settle Brandon down. “It’s my understanding that while Raymond
Buchanan was a decent sort as masters go, his people were typical
owners. She’s free of that, Brandon. All my children are
free.”

Brandon massaged his eyes and regained his
composure. “You’re right, Father. We’ll get her life back on track.
Assuming you can trust this Bernard person.”

Martin glanced at Xavier and smiled. “I’ve
worked with Xavier Bernard for a number of years, Bran. He’s a good
man who truly wants to help. He’s responsible for buying out the
indentures of over a hundred Enhanced Humans over the years.
Lorelei, Randall, Lucy and Jahn owe their freedom to
him.”

“You’ve been keeping secrets from me, Father.
I didn’t know that. Alright
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