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      2234. Geneticist Candice Harlow is recruited by supreme ruler Elise Jackson to create a human being from scratch as a way to achieve immortality. But is Candice prepared for the consequences of her scientific development in the all-female future society of Arkite?
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            RUN, LITTLE BIRD, RUN

          

        

      

    

    
      “Care for a stick of gum?”

      The dim yellow light from the ceiling cast shadows about Candice’s puffy cheeks. Elise wanted to run her black-gloved fingers along her soft skin; Candice’s pale skin and long golden hair made such a lovely portrait in the dim light. They sat across from each other at the center of the drab windowless room in two matching metal chairs with only a small plastic table between them.

      Elise leaned forward, waving the bright red stick of gum. “No?”

      Candice shook her head.

      Candice was much younger than Elise, in her twenties. She had small blue eyes—beautiful sapphire eyes. Elise looked at them, watching her all the way from her pretty face down to her saffron silk blouse. Candice looked nervous. She twirled her golden-blond curls with shaky fingers while biting her thin upper lip. Her facial muscles twitched a little before Team Mother.

      Elise waved the gum again. “No?”

      Candice shook her head again.

      “Why not? You think your Team Mother’s so geeked out that she’s a dirty little whore? Is that it? I offer Mint, but that doesn’t make Mother your sugar momma. Who the hell do you think you are?”

      “No. Of course not, it’s just⁠—”

      “What? It’s just what? It’s a goddamn piece of gum.”

      Mint gum was a soft cohesive substance developed by Magnacourt Corporation, consisting of just the perfect amount of sorbitol, gum base, soy lecithin, carnauba wax, maltodextrin, riboflavin, red #40, caffeine, and cocaine to render it addicting and delicious. Elise loved Mint. She ran her tongue along the glob of gum already in her mouth, relishing the flavor.

      Then she took a deep breath and threw Candice’s intended piece of gum into her own mouth. She ran an index finger along her left arm, sifting through files on the screen embedded in her wrist while flicking her fingers out a few times to stop her hand from shaking.

      “I detest unpunctuality,” said Elise, though in fact Candice had not arrived late to the meeting. “It makes me wonder about your habits in the lab. If you want to be late, this job isn’t for you.”

      “I’m never late, Mother. I work very hard and⁠—”

      “The responsibility of a Savant goes far beyond science,” Elise said, raising a forestalling finger. “Punctuality is the smallest part. You will be held in high regard by all the citizens of my city. But there’s a price. Do you understand?”

      “Yes... I think⁠—”

      “You think what?” Elise rolled her eyes. “A Savant is a leader. The title of Savant is the greatest honor a geneticist can receive. While you research, you will also rule and protect the people as an Officer, an Officer and leader of the people.”

      “It’s a great honor. I understand.”

      “No, you don’t. You really don’t. You will have to have the courage to hold yourself and others accountable for my actions, even if that means hurting them. Can you do that? Can you honor and serve me? Your Team Mother? I’m not so sure you can, Candy, but that is what makes a Lead Savant—not just a scientist, but a Savant. Can you be that leader? A Lead Savant?” Elise preempted Candice’s attempt at a reply. “Do you understand? Or are you too much of a dumb fuck to even know the difference between your ass and a hole in the ground?”

      “Yes, Mother.”

      “Yes what?” Elise folded her arms. “Yes, you understand, or, yes, you think your butthole is a hole in the ground?”

      “I understand.” Candice laughed nervously, then quickly averted her eyes.

      “Stop being polite,” Elise said. “It’s disgusting.”

      Candice opened her eyes wider and stared at the white brick wall. She shook her head slightly, leaving a perplexed look on her face. Elise loved watching Candice get flustered, but she loved viewing the gorgeous features of her face even more.

      “I understand the great importance of the job,” Candice said softly.

      “Do you really?”

      Elise frowned, then looked back down at her wrist monitor. She already knew Candice’s qualifications: her exemplary work on gene mapping, her award-winning thesis on cloning limbic neural networks, and her stellar grades on her exit exams. Candice had graduated the University of Arkite at the top of her class. A 4.8 average. She had even interned under Savant Garvey, a highly reputable elder professor working on organ culturing in Sector Three. Oh, she was more than qualified when it came to the sciences. But Elise was uncertain how Candice would cope with the more stressful, less analytical, aspects of the job. For Mother, these areas were just as vital, perhaps more so.

      Fucking, for example. When Elise had searched through the graduate database of the university, she’d been looking for a graduate of Caucasian descent who was thin, athletic, and well endowed. She preferred white girls, though she wasn’t white herself, because she liked their red areolas and the way white necks, chests, and faces turned rosy when excited: the exact shade Candice’s face was turning now. It was a classically angelic face, like some kind of cherub out of a Michelangelo painting.

      Umm, I want to scissor you, Goldilocks, on some fresh, clean white sheets.

      But it wasn’t enough for Elise to screw her Lead Savant. She wanted to screw her mind too. She did this simply by poking and prodding her with language and gestures just to redden those glorious cheeks.

      Elise liked Candice. She wasn’t arrogant. She seemed sweet and serene. Elise thought that profile fit with hers. She had known it would. That’s why Elise had hired her last month as her Lead Assistant Savant when accessing the mainframe in her penthouse office. Of course, Candice didn’t know that, which only made the torture more delicious, like foreplay.

      Elise’s eyes widened, and a sly grin grew on her face upon finding a file of her new recruit drying off her long hair from the shower. She could just see the crack of Candice’s ass in a mirror. Plump but not fat. Juicy. She turned her arm at an angle to make sure Candice couldn’t see.

      “Why so quiet?” Elise asked. “Silence must mean you really have no idea of the importance of the job.”

      “No, Mother, of course I do.”

      Elise threw her black lace-up boots on top of the very small white plastic table, shook out her long black hair, fixed the metal collar on her matching black lace shirt, which was so sharp a choker that it looked like it might guillotine her head straight off, and pulled out some lipstick and a compact from her pants pocket. She applied black color to her lips with a shaky hand, gazing at herself in the small mirror, then returned the makeup to her pocket.

      She offered her gum again.

      Candice declined with a shake of her head.

      “No?” Elise asked. “Why the fuck not? It’s really cinnamon-y. Savants have the supply. You work with me, and you’ll have all the Mint you want. It’s really yummy.”

      “Sorry, Master, I⁠—”

      “Call me Elise. Not Master.”

      “Elise.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Okay, Elise.”

      “Right,” she said, adding the gum to her mouth and chomping down. “Now, why don’t you start by telling me and the mainframe your full name?”

      “23N—”

      “I said your name.” She leaned forward, raising a finger. “Relax. Why are you so nervous?”

      “I’m not nervous.”

      “Then tell me your fucking name.”

      “Candice Harlow.”

      “Savant Candice Harlow. Candy. Like, my Candy little tweetsy tweet tweet Savant.” Elise folded her arms and crossed her legs. Then she waved a hand frivolously through the air. “Now, if you accept, we will make it official. You will be called Lead Assistant Savant Candy Harlow.”

      Candice bit her lip again but did not otherwise respond. In the silence, Elise heard her own mouth chomping: up and down, up and down, up and down, up and⁠—

      “It would be an honor, Elise.”

      “An honor?” Elise blew a big red bubble toward Candice’s face and burst out laughing. “That’s funny.” She laughed again. “Very funny. You’re cute, Candy.”

      Elise especially liked her hands. They were so thin and dainty. She watched as Candice brushed her pale fingers across her forehead and ears. They were simply lovely hands. They were the loveliest hands Elise had ever seen. And her voice. It was high, almost too high, but that was also cute. She had a lovely voice. But most striking were those sapphire-blue, almost glowing, dark jeweled eyes. Candice blinked them, and Elise wished she’d blink them some more.

      Then Elise blinked her own eyes. The dim light was starting to bother her. She had chewed too many sticks of Mint—now hers and her new recruit’s. Not to mention the other pack she had already chewed earlier this morning to get her mind off her interrogation of another scientist who had stolen intellectual property.

      Elise gripped her fist real hard and then took the glove off, shaking out her fingers. Then she looked at Candice. She leaned forward and reached out to touch Candice’s face. Candice initially jerked back, but then she sat stiff and frozen—frozen like... a small little bird. Candice followed Elise’s hand with her eyes as it slowly stroked her cheek, up and down, up and down—just like the gum—up and down, up and down, up⁠—

      “Why did you say tweet?” asked Candice, bewildered, pulling back.

      “Because, my dear, you remind me of a puny little chirping bird. Those eyes and that face. It’s like a tweeting bird, you know, ready to be pounced on.” She raised her hands up, mimicking claws. “Tweet tweet. Tweet tweet.”

      “I don’t like it.”

      Elise flashed a smile at her and nodded, chomping her gum. “You’ll have the best things—the very best things. But with them comes danger. Danger is something you’ll have to face as a Savant— my Savant. You and me and danger. Can you handle danger?”

      Candice nodded.

      “You accept, then?”

      “Yes.”

      “Welcome to Magnacourt,” Elise said simply. She stood and extended her hand. Candice got to her feet and took it.

      Elise smiled sweetly for a moment, chewing her gum and holding on to that lovely hand as she let her eyes run down the girl’s long legs in their tight black slacks. Candice relaxed and smiled too. But Elise never really wanted her Savants to relax at all. She wanted them to be afraid. She preferred complete and utter terror.

      So, all of a sudden, Elise slammed both fists hard against the table and then pointed a finger right between her eyes. Candice fell back in her chair, and Elise imagined the rapid flutter of her little birdy heart.

      “I’ll wake you up, you innocent cunt! Pry open those eyes and fillet you open!

      “I am your mother! Ask me when you eat and drink. I am your leader. Ask me when you sleep and when you piss. You stray too far from mother’s will and I’ll take you down and devour you, bitch!

      “Don’t ever cross me! Don’t you ever betray me. If you turn from me, I’ll hunt you down and pluck pluck pluck all those fucking feathers and serve you for dinner. Understand me, Doctor?”

      She stiffened over Candice and took a deep breath, closing her eyes, trying to steady herself. Her little birdy breathed short and fast below her, but Elise dared not look down. Wide-eyed terror, or even worse, apathy, might take her over the edge and make her hurt her precious new little birdy recruit. So Elise slowly sank back down in her chair, shrugged her shoulders, and looked away.

      “I am sorry... Elise,” Candice finally muttered.

      Elise looked at her, throwing another piece of gum in her mouth. Candice appeared more puzzled than afraid.

      “Don’t worry ’bout it,” said Elise, shrugging again, as if to excuse her crazed rage as a simple tic. “Anywho,” she said with a sigh, “care to see the lab?”
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      Candice looked out from the rooftop of the HQ Civic Building of Sector One. Being on its roof provided the most spectacular view Candice had ever seen of the city. She took a deep breath, trying to enjoy the fresh open air and the brief respite from her interview, while doing her best to suppress her fear over what she was about to do.

      Arkite was a giant pyramid city densely packed with triangular, polyhedral and diamond-shaped steel skyscrapers, all surrounded by photovoltaic megatrusses used to capture sunlight, store energy and protect the city from the outer elements. The megatrusses were arranged in a checkered fashion with openings like a chain-link fence. Looking through the openings along the side trusses, Candice could always see the far-off sands that surrounded Arkite, but now at this height, for the first time in her life, she could make out mountain ranges far beyond the desert dunes.

      She looked over the ledge and wished she hadn’t. Straight down she could see Main Street and, at a few intersections, the rush of large groups of people in gray suits walking in line and being herded by flying traffic drones across the street. At other lights, people stood waiting in line. The streets themselves were nearly empty of cars, but the sidewalks were crowded with citizens. They all looked so tiny down below.

      Further out was her favorite part of the city, Central Park. The view calmed her for a moment. It was breathtaking. Her beloved park was so lush, spanning miles of lovely gardened paths, arched bridges and a lovely woman-made lake. It had been copied after the famous recreation area in New York City. And so, New York, having been destroyed in the great cataclysm two hundred years before Candice was born, still lived on through this replica. Even the famous Arc de Triomphe from Paris had survived the global war, with a duplicate set at the entrance to the park.

      Candice finally spotted HQ lab. The iron-red train was speeding along in the distance, snaking in and out of alleyways at great speeds. No one knew why Elise had built the lab on a moving train. Many suspected it had to do with secrecy. Its route was always the same, running nonstop in and out of all four sectors of the city. She spotted the train a few miles away, currently traveling between the all-glass crystal buildings of Sector Two. When weaving close to the glass walls, it seemed to be moving even faster.

      “Ready?” Elise tapped her on her shoulder.

      No.

      Candice slowly climbed the steps of a cement platform and mounted her bike. The bike was sleekly shaped, with a leather seat over two rocket engines (instead of wheels), handlebars and a large central monitor. Her heart was now pounding in her chest. She leaned forward and held the handlebars.

      Candice’s rocket bike was jet black. Elise’s bike beside her was cherry red. Candice had changed downstairs into a matching skin-tight black leather—and remarkably comfortable—jumpsuit. Elise had changed into a cherry-red one.

      Elise followed Candice and stood behind her on the platform, leaning down and helping her strap both legs into two open metal cuffs. The cuffs shut snug over her ankles like a trap. She showed Candice that she could easily close or release them by kicking her legs. Then she winked, assuring her that they provided all the safety she needed to prevent her from falling.

      Elise reached over her shoulder and pointed at some switches. There was a large lever to the right of her handlebar. She told Candice not to touch that. Then there was the middle screen. With a wave of Elise’s hand over the glass, the machine seemed to come alive. Candice could feel the power beneath her legs as the motor vibrated underneath her and lifted her up a little. Then Elise pointed to a red button and a larger green one. She told her not to touch those either. Elise glided a gloved finger over the handlebars. She showed her how to engage the rocket engine to her right with a twist. The brakes were easily hit with the footrests near Candice’s feet. Elise reached down and ran a black-leather-gloved hand over them and then slowly over Candice’s left thigh. She said this was how you slowed things down.

      Candice looked up at her. Elise’s light brown cheek was almost touching hers. Elise’s black lips curled in a lascivious smile. She seemed happy—happy after running her gloved palm over her leg.

      “Put your visor on,” Elise said.

      The “visor” was a modified open helmet folded into a small metal case hanging by the side of the bike. It was very light and, when unfolded, looked like a hard half eggshell with a transparent protective face-shield. The color of the visor matched the bike. Candice took the case hanging from the side, unfolded the visor, and placed it over her head. She was surprised to see that the streets below appeared clearer than before through the glass of the visor. It was a sunny day in Arkite, with few clouds in the sky. She looked down to the streets and could even make out the clothes people wore far below. She focused on a woman in a pretty turquoise shawl walking a dog out of a supermarket, then shifted her gaze to three young girls, teenagers, pushing and pulling at one another as they ran into an adjacent pharmacy.

      She looked up at Elise. Elise was beaming. She brushed Candice’s shoulder. “Ready to fly, tweetsy-pie?”

      Candice nodded.

      “Follow me.”

      Elise climbed her own platform and threw on her visor. Without hesitation, she launched herself over the edge of the high-rise. Candice’s heart was thumping in her ears now; she was next. Candice had never ridden before, and now she was expected to launch over the building. She couldn’t move. She sat frozen while he rocket engines roared beneath her legs. Candice looked beyond the platform and saw Elise with her black hair flowing behind her visor as she dropped down and circled the building.

      “Go now, bitch!” Elise shouted. “Come on.” The words reverberated in Candice’s ears through the visor speakers.

      Candice sighed and pulled the up lever slowly. The machine rose effortlessly above the platform. She moved the throttle forward, then launched off the building.

      At first, Candice panicked, feeling the sensation of falling, but then the rocket engines pushed her forward and she was thrown backward in her seat. She clutched the handlebars and squeezed her thighs tight, for nothing kept her from plummeting to the ground except her legs.

      Elise sped up faster as they rushed over the rooftops of skyscrapers, lifting a single finger and summoning Candice to follow.

      They first traveled high. Elise ascended as high as possible toward the open ceiling of the city, the very pinnacle of the pyramidal wall, which was nearly a mile high. Candice’s fear faded, being replaced by a sense of exhilaration over the rush of concrete walls passing fast beside her rocket cycle. Tall skyscrapers she had known ever since she was a little girl quickly passed beneath her.

      But she dared not look down. Not until Elise came alongside her and then dropped like a stone, her hysterical laughter ringing in Candice’s ears between the rush of wind. Candice dipped her own cycle down and carefully followed.

      In less than a minute, she was leveling off and approaching Central Park. She flew over Lake Salmas and the great suspension bridge crossing its breadth, known as the Acrean Pass. Then she flew over a large field where many citizens who had been sunbathing or playing on the grass gazed up at her. Elise drew closer to the ground—so close that the jet from her rocket brushed over the leaves of trees. Candice followed. She approached a familiar beloved brook. She caught the faces of a few women as they walked over a series of small arched bridges over the water. They looked scared.

      Candice’s grip on the handlebar tightened. Somehow seeing her fellow citizens’ fear brought back her own trepidation. Elise flew beside her, still laughing like a maniac.

      It was Saturday. Truly a beautiful day. At least a thousand citizens were in the park enjoying the sunshine. Candice wondered what they thought when they looked up and saw their Team Mother and her new assistant zooming through the sky.

      Candice had been a little girl when she had first seen the Savants. She remembered holding her mother’s hand and pointing up at the rocket noise. But it was the smoke more than the cycles themselves that she had noticed. She had asked her mother what they were, but her mother hadn’t answered. Instead, her mother had stood up straight and placed her hand over her heart.

      “Fuck!” cried Elise through their headset. “Keep up! What’s taking you sooo long?”

      Next lesson.

      Elise sped her rocket farther, leaving the park and rushing over train tracks at the heart of Sector Two. They flew along streets and alleyways until they approached the iron-red train. Candice figured they must have been traveling close to two hundred miles an hour over the rails to keep up with the train below.

      Elise swooped down and then gracefully sank like a pro over one of the cars. She made it look effortless. Then she shut off her rocket, dismounted the cycle, and waved from the rooftop for Candice to do the same thing.

      You want me to land? thought Candice. Are you crazy? On a moving train!

      Candice shook her head.

      “Get down,” Elise said through the speakers in her visor. Candice shook her head again, circling above her.

      “Get down!” insisted Elise.

      Candice slowly descended. She felt the cycle shake a little as she tried to hover at just the right speed. It was hard for her to gauge. She had never flown or landed a cycle, and certainly not on a moving train. She failed two attempts. Elise shouted in her ears. Candice tried once more. She just couldn’t position the cycle in the right place. Candice looked down and saw Elise now jumping up and down in hysteria over the iron-red roof, throwing her hands up and down like a crazed monkey. If the whole thing hadn’t been so terrifying, it might have been funny.

      Candice tried again. She just couldn’t aim it right. Now she was losing all control and balance.

      “Get the fuck down!” cried Elise, still leaping up and down.

      “Get down! Idiot!”

      Candice swooped around for a fourth time.

      “Get the fuck down! What the hell’s the matter with you? Throw the fucking thing over the edge for all I care.”

      Bitch, thought Candice. The cycle shook as if acting out her indecision. All right... you want me down?

      Candice circled one last time, hovered above, and then jumped. Well, Mother had suggested it. Right before the train turned, she had jumped from her seat. Her cycle left her legs and flew off in a straight line without changing trajectory. Candice stumbled and rolled across the roof of the train car. She would have gone over the edge had Elise not grabbed her.

      The bike continued flying straight as an arrow toward a glass building a few blocks away. As Elise stopped Candice from careening off the train, glimpses of flames and smoke formed in the corner of Candice’s eye, accompanied by the awful sound of shattered glass and a huge fiery explosion. Candice crouched in a ball, lurching beside her Team Mother like a baby. Elise threw her visor off in a rage and stood over Candice with a look of disgust. The witch’s long black hair blew wildly in the wind as she stood in a wide stance to keep balanced on the train. Candice tore off her own visor. Elise glared at her. Candice started to cry.

      “Do you have any idea how much that bike costs?”

      “I don’t care!” Candice yelled. “I’ve never ridden before. You expect me to land on a train?”

      Candice looked back over her shoulder. The cycle had collided into an outdoor restaurant. A fire crew of small helicopter drones rushed down from the sky to put out the flames. There was a gaping hole in the glass building, and drones flew in and out like a frenzy of hornets in a hornet nest. Many people lay on the sidewalk, with ladies clutching bodies and a group of Officers in black trench coats running across the street over to the site. Some ladies were still running out of the smoky building.

      Elise wagged her finger over her. “I would wager that cycle was worth more than your mommy’s navel, tweety bitch.”

      Candice put her head in her hands and crouched down, whimpering.

      Then Elise kicked her. She kicked her very hard. It was a terrible hit that knocked the wind out of her, nearly causing her to fly off the train again. Candice glanced up, and Elise looked as though, this time, she wouldn’t have minded if Candice fell off.

      Candice rolled on the red metal tarmac, moaning.

      “Get up!” Elise yelled, reaching out a hand. “Get up! We’ve got work to do.”

      Candice shook her head.

      “Stand up!” cried Elise.

      Candice sat crouched in a ball, staring at the smoke as it became fainter in the distance.

      “Come on...,” Elise said more gently. “Look, I couldn’t have flown better myself for my first run.”

      Candice looked up. Elise nodded and winked. “Aha.” A thin grin formed on Elise’s face. Then she reached down with her black-leather-gloved hand once more. “Come on.”

      “I don’t want this!” Candice shouted, shaking her head. “Why’d you pick me? Why me?”

      “Get up.”

      “Why? I don’t want to. Look what happened. Just leave me alone.”

      “Get up now,” Elise said, opening her brown eyes wide. She grabbed Candice and hauled her up. Then she spun her around, wagging that black-gloved finger in her face.

      “You’re better than this, Candy. You’re a Savant now. Stand up.”

      Candice looked away for a moment. But then she turned back in defiance. “And if I don’t?”

      “You will,” Elise replied, shaking her head.

      “I already failed,” Candice said, looking down. “And all those people... it’s terrible.”

      By now they were so far from the accident that there was only a small plume of black smoke in the distance, but Candice still looked back and stared.

      “What about them?” Elise asked. “Forget ’em, Candy. Let ’em chirp all the livelong fucking day. You’re a Savant.” Elise smiled excitedly and grabbed her by the arm. “Come on.”

      Elise led her by the arm as they ran across the top of the train. Then, at the edge, she leaped across to the next car. She raised a hand and encouraged Candice to do the same. Candice looked at the gap at the end of the train car and the tracks on the ground racing under them, and then back at her crazy boss. She knew from Elise’s eyes that if she didn’t jump, it might take her boss over the edge. So she backed up and, closing her eyes, ran and jumped.

      Elise helped her up on the other side. “Hey, you want a stick of gum?”

      Candice shrugged and took one. She didn’t even care anymore. Somehow all the excitement stopped her from thinking. She just took it and threw it in her mouth, and Elise’s smile grew wider still as she ran with her over two more cars.

      The gum was sweet. It had a delightful cinnamon flavor. Candice chewed a couple of times; then she felt the effect. It was like three cups of coffee, and every bite seemed better than the last. She felt stronger and, like the power of the visor, more able to focus on her environment. It felt wonderful.

      She stopped, brushed her hair back from the rushing wind, and looked around the platform. The wind barely seemed to bother her anymore. Elise motioned for her to follow, but she was enthralled by the view of the surrounding skyscrapers.

      She could see Central Park in the far distance again, all its green trees and pretty meandering brooks and streams. They had ridden over it just a few minutes ago, but now it was halfway across the whole city. She marveled how, from miles away, even without the visor, she could pick out couples with their children playing along the shore of the water, little girls splashing. Then she saw the Pyramid building of HQ, where they had come from after their “interview.” She saw all the small windows of the buildings and imagined—yeah, must be imagined, for she was way too far away—ladies going about their important business in black and gray suits behind the slanted glass.

      Then, really focusing, she imagined seeing her home in Sector Three, a simple college apartment that she was already moving out of. Her roommate, Violetta, had helped her all week to get her stuff together. Did she really see it, or was she just imagining it? It seemed like she saw it. She saw all the boxes packed and ready to be shipped to her new home in Sector One. As a Savant, and a Savant under the revered Team Mother, no less, she would be moving soon to a pad of unimaginable wealth and wonder. There was some excitement about that among her fear. She couldn’t wait to see it. It seemed everything was clearer than it had ever been before.

      “Bitch, what’s the matter with you!” Elise yelled. “Come on.”

      Elise slipped between two of the cars and landed on a platform below. Candice followed her down a ladder. There before them was a door. Elise ran her wrist over the latch, and the door slid open.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Candice hadn’t realized how noisy it was outside until they were inside the train. When Elise closed the door, it seemed completely silent. There was only a faint rumble from the rails below.

      There was a smell. It was sterile like Lysol. Like a hospital. And the walls were white. On the walls were shelves and glass cabinets with various medical equipment. It reminded Candice of ambulance transports. She’d helped supply one of them as a volunteer job one summer. A lot of the equipment was the same—neatly stacked lines of medicine bottles, oxygen tanks, a cabinet of needles, scopes, tubes, masks—but here the items were pristine and ordered behind the glass, nicely wrapped in clear plastic. It looked as though no one had ever used the equipment. She surmised that this car was a storage room. At the back near a door hung a few white lab coats.

      “What is this place?”

      Elise put her finger over her lips.

      “What is this place?” repeated Candice in a whisper.

      “Shh.”

      It was so quiet.

      Candice nodded and followed Elise to the end of the car. Elise turned carefully and stopped for a moment, leaning on one of the glass cabinets along the wall. Then she approached the door. She reached toward Candice.

      “THE LAB!” she shouted in Candice’s ear. Then Elise burst into laughter, hitting Candice’s shoulder. “I’m just fucking with you. We don’t have to be quiet here.”

      Elise waved her wrist over another sensor and led Candice in. In the center were three long black lab tables. On top of the tables were large metallic cylindrical centrifuges, old-fashioned Bunsen burners, plastic stirrers, and glass bottles of all sorts of colored fluids. It smelled like chemicals. Candice lifted one dark green bottle up to her nose: the smell was rotten and nauseating. Elise flashed an amused smile, then swayed her hips down the car, and Candice followed.

      At the far end was another adjoining room with a glass door. Behind this door, Candice saw a sink and a few hazmat suits hanging near an adjoining door. There were two empty hospital beds with open beige curtains. The beds were covered in green sheets, and the ceiling and walls were painted a matching mint green. The equipment here was readier for use, and a tray and IV with a saline bag had even been left hanging beside one of the beds.

      “Behind door number three, little tweetsy, is the surgery suite,” Elise said, running her wrist over another sensor to slide open the door. She pointed. “We’ll be in these last two rooms for the finished product, but mostly tossing ideas around here. You can sleep here too, if you’d like. Since I don’t do a lot of work in this room, it doesn’t stink as bad, right?” She wrinkled her nose. “Most of our work will be done in the lab. But the cabinets here”—she walked over and pulled down a large wooden cabinet full of sealed glass tissue specimens from a wall—“is where we can work out the final product and then autopsy the bloody douchebags in the last car.”

      Elise paused and smiled. She seemed to examine Candice from her black boots up to her tight rubber shoulders. “You look good in black.” She ran her tongue along her black lipstick and then a hand down Candice’s golden hair. “Real good.” Candice shook her long hair away from Elise’s fingers. “You scored high on your exams, Candy. Hope you haven’t forgotten everything. You’ll be dreaming Gs, Cs, tits and As among an ocean of ones and zeros here.”

      “This is your lab, Master?”

      “I said, call me Elise.”

      “Are we completely alone here... Elise?”

      “Why, yes.”

      Elise leaned in very close to Candice with a nod and a playful smile. Then she ran her hand through Candice’s blond hair again. Candice moved back and looked at her in amazement. She wasn’t sure whether to laugh or rush out of the train.

      “Yes, we are completely alone,” said Elise.

      “Stop it.”

      “Stop what?”

      “Stop.”

      “What?”

      “Stop—”

      “But I’m your master,” Elise said slowly, her voice sultry. “Right? You just said it yourself. Isn’t that what you called me? Master? All alone with your master?”

      “I said stop it.” As the woman reached for her hair once again, Candice caught Elise’s wrist and threw it down.

      “You’re no fun,” Elise said with a frown. Then she grabbed more gum from her pocket and threw it in her mouth. She pulled out a monitor and keyboard from the wall, ran her hand over the keyboard and started typing. Her fingers moved like lightning.

      “Maybe you shouldn’t chew so much gum,” Candice remarked.

      “Maybe you should shut the fuck up.” Elise looked up at the screen, still typing. “Entry year 234, Saturday... May fifth... I think. Project 23n.”

      “Sorry ’bout the bike,” said Candice. She felt silly saying it, but she said it matter-of-factly, as if she had lost a comb. Her bike had injured and probably killed people, but somehow, with Elise’s attitude, Candice’s apathy seemed fitting. Then she thought of the flames, the smoke, and the bodies. That made her feel awful.

      Elise ignored her and raised a finger. “Status of Project 23n, Rex?”

      “Good afternoon, Mother,” said a male voice from the ceiling. “I see you brought someone new to me.”

      “A new assistant, Rex. A real little tweeter. But her name is Candice... Project 23n, please.”

      “Hi, Savant Candice Harlow,” said the impassive male computer voice.

      “Hi.”

      “I am Rex. I am here to serve you. Team Mother, does Candice know her job and title?”

      “Yeah... now, can you get on with the status of⁠—”

      A projection flashed above them before the doorway and ceiling, and the robotic voice narrating became female:

      “Welcome to Magnacourt’s breeding and population control program. We are happy to accommodate all new humans upon the service of our Team Mother. We are one.”

      “You’ll know now,” quipped Elise, turning to Candice and rolling her eyes.

      It was a commercial. Of course, Magnacourt had no real competition and little need for a commercial. It was more of a presentation for drumming up patriotism. Magnacourt’s only business competitor, Allele Corporation, was also controlled by Savant Elise Jackson—just as Elise was the president of Magnacourt and supreme leader of HQ and all of Arkite. The video was not new. Candice had seen it many times before. Without thought, she put her hand over her heart.

      “The machine comes to serve humans.”

      A view of the great incubation factory of Allele Corp. appeared by projection along the walls, floor and ceiling and seemed to fill the whole room with images. Three-dimensional forms surrounded them, and for a moment Candice forgot she was still aboard a train. She was transported to a vast space of sterility with moving metal and plastic parts. Mechanical arms turned and spun and whirled wildly about them. It was like a dance, with a great dance hall expanding for miles under their feet. Robotic figures rode on tracks under the moving metal, seemingly supervising the chaos—some with faces, some without. There was another section at the farthest end with billowing black and gray smoke. She figured that was the feeding factory.

      “Do you know what this is?”

      “Yes, Elise,” Candice said with a nod. “It’s Allele Corporation—their main incubation laboratory.”

      “For decades,” continued the lovely monotone lady’s voice, “humans suffered under the terror of war.” The image changed to a group of women in tatters, huddled in dark concrete tunnels, shaking in fright. “Her food and shelter, her cover, her very being relied solely on the mercy of the random events of global war. Some survived, others perished. If not for our first Team Mother, Mother Savant, we would never have built Arkite, setting up a protective city for all the world.”

      A sweeping view of the metal-framed pyramid surrounding their city appeared before them, insulating the city from the outer desert wasteland. Then a three-dimensional still photograph of their founding Team Mother, Mother Savant, appeared. Candice had seen many pictures of her before. This one was the most renowned, with Mother Savant wearing a black army uniform and standing tall in the center of ruins, holding up an injured woman who cradled her crying baby. Far in the background was a view of the unfinished pyramid.

      Candice stood even straighter at attention.

      “First inviting sanctuary from fallout,” continued the woman narrator, “and then protecting you from XY.”

      Magnacourt’s promotional commercial kept running. Candice watched uncomfortably, but it gave her another needed respite from the frenzy of her mad boss.

      After a while, Candice looked over at Elise from the corner of her eye. She wished she hadn’t. Elise was looking right at her, and then, when Elise saw her turn, she reached her hand out to hold hers. Candice jumped but didn’t pull away. Elise cracked a thin smile and nodded. Candice could feel Elise rubbing and exploring the bones along her knuckles and hand.

      “Arkite—the new motherland of our future.”

      Scenes of war— men charging by horseback with swords—now appeared to the sides of them in three dimensions. It looked as if the soldiers were a mile away, appearing through the walls of the train. The scenes changed to men in armor firing arrows, then carrying machine guns, then traveling by tank, then jets in the sky, and finally a blinding flash of light. Then Mother Savant appeared standing once again beside her wounded soldier and baby.

      “Mother Savant, having galvanized her remaining army and set camp deep in the desert sands, patiently invited survivors from all corners of the United States of America to undertake a pilgrimage to our fine city of refuge and be shielded behind our walls from nuclear fallout and man’s destruction. Mother Savant, who, working with the mainframe, transferred all procreation to embryo farms, passing down the directive to end all XY production and thereby assuring our last century of peace with no man. No man. Praised be Mother Savant. Praised be our Team Mothers and our glorious city. Arkite, the new motherland of the future.

      “But even our new city could not possibly shield woman from her own carnal instincts, Savant Harlow. So came the final solution: ME.”

      The room altered once more, now showing only the projection above and the word “REX” illuminated in multicolored lights.

      “Humble, isn’t he?” asked Elise, feigning a yawn.

      The monotone voice changed back to the male voice of Rex. “I, Rex, now protect you, Savant Harlow, and humanity from destruction. I am REX.”

      “Are you quite finished, you arrogant son of a bitch?” Elise asked.

      “I now protect you.” The projections shut off. Then Rex added, without the regal echo or pomp, “Do you want me to tell her the mission, Team Mother?”

      “I thought that’s what you were doing, stupid.”

      Elise looked at Candice again with a great big smile, squeezing her hand tighter.

      Candice felt a sudden queasy and uneasy feeling. She had the sudden urge to relieve her bowels. The whole day, the interview, the flight, and now all this was unnerving. But she didn’t dare say a word to Elise. Her hand shook, and she grabbed it from Elise to stop the tremor.

      “Rex,” said Elise, still staring at Candice with a big grin, “please grant full access to my new assistant. She is a doctor and a great savant at gene splicing.”

      “Full access granted, Team Mother.”

      Then Elise slowly rubbed the black rubber shoulder pads of Candice’s suit. “Your... mission... is to help me create a baby. I have spent the last two decades working countless hours in this lab with Rex, studying our genome, not just to sequence it but to copy it and create a living human being, a blueprint, from scratch. But Rex is a twit, obviously. Now I need you. If we can do it⁠—”

      “Then, Savant Harlow, I can protect you from death,” interrupted Rex. “You can be immortal.”

      “If you were going to tell her, why didn’t you just do it?” Elise asked with a scowl. “Fuck!” Then she looked back at Candice.

      Candice mused that Elise wasn’t as jumpy as she’d been before. She was just as obnoxious, but not as jumpy. Apparently, the Mint was wearing off.

      “Immortality, Candice,” Elise said. “That’s our goal. Simple, isn’t it?”

      “Is the project close to completion?” Candice asked.

      “Ummm,” Elise said, closing her eyes and licking her lips. “I told you she’s smart, Rex. Notice she didn’t ask how, she asked when.”

      “Doctor Harlow’s IQ is very high, Elise. It is nearly two hundred. You were wise to pick her. But I wonder if that’s the real reason you recruited her.”

      “Shut up,” Elise said, turning back to Candice. Then she nodded and said, “Very. If we can sequence the human body completely in the lab⁠—”

      “You can repair all diseases,” interrupted Candice. “By cloning and replicating a blueprint.”

      “Right. Sort of,” Elise said.

      “With the creation of a genetic blueprint,” Rex interjected, “created and propagated completely through the lab without reliance on growth and incubation, I can adapt such research to the population at large and fix and repair any damage to any cell of the body. If a citizen has a heart attack, I can transplant a new heart in her. If another’s skin is thinning with age, I can transplant skin. Even the brain—which you studied in great detail for your thesis, Doctor Harlow—cerebral atrophy, Parkinson’s, multiple sclerosis, seizures, all symptoms of disease and aging—can be repaired through your research here in HQ lab. If you succeed, you and the people of the new motherland can live forever.”

      “Easy-peasy, right, tweetsy?” added Elise, leaning back against a cabinet on the other side of the car. “Just as he says, Candy, we can replenish organs, hearts, lungs, livers, kidneys, whatever... maybe even brains. Stupid ones, anyway.”

      “It’s called Project Lazarus, Savant Harlow,” said Rex. “Project Lazarus. You are to create a human being solely in the lab, without the use of incubation, that can then be used as a blueprint to model organs and tissue to foster immortality for your species. It is what everyone is expecting from you as a Lead Savant.”

      “If we create a blueprint,” added Elise with a shrug, “we make the people happy. Then I hold on to my power as Team Mother, and you, being my delicious helper, hold on to yours. But it’s gonna be real hard work. You’re not gonna sleep much. I said we were close, but close isn’t close enough. We could still be ten years out.”

      “And I cannot do the sequencing, Candice,” Rex said. “I need help. I need your help. AI is prohibited from human genetic engineering.”

      “Right,” Elise said, nodding.

      “Do you have any questions, Doctor Harlow?” asked Rex. “Uhh...”

      Yeah. A couple thousand. More than she could count. So, she searched her mind for the best one. She thought hard. Then a shiver dropped down her spine as she caught Elise gazing hungrily at her.

      “What will I be responsible for?” Candice asked, giving Elise an odd look.

      “You will run the HQ lab,” answered Rex. “Here you will manage Project Lazarus and the creation of the blueprint. You are also in charge of overseeing Allele Corp. There you will be in charge of procreation.” Elise winked. “And you are fortunate to work with Elise. She is the brightest and best Savant in all HQ. She will help guide you.”

      “Do I have a choice?”

      “Sorry... sorry... I do not understand. Please repeat.”

      “What if I don’t want to help? What if I don’t want to join?” “It is your civic duty, Dr. Harlow. And the highest achievement as a geneticist. As Savant, your new title is Savant Candice Harlow, Lead Assistant to Savant Team Mother Elise Jackson. It is a great honor, Doctor... of course, you don’t have to join. There are other scientists in Arkite. But Elise picked you. You should be very proud.”

      Elise turned, walked close to her, and took her hand gently, patting it. She drew it up to her black-lipstick-covered lips and kissed it. Then, staring directly into Candice’s eyes and brushing back her blond bangs, she said, “So there’s progress on Project 23n, Rex?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            3

          

          
            REYBURN

          

        

      

    

    
      Doctor Connie Reyburn stood in her long white lab coat, looking out the window with her hands resting on a brass rail against the glass. Long ago, they had filmed the national commercial for Magnacourt that Elise and Candice had watched in the lab through the very same large floor-to-ceiling windows Reyburn stood in front of now. Reyburn ran a hand through her hair. She hadn’t bothered with eyeliner or other makeup, and her hair was unkempt—a peppered gray left curly and thick in a complete mess. She didn’t care. Order had no meaning today. She felt dread, for she knew she would probably never look upon her great factory again.

      She loved watching the machines work. They never tired, working on and on endlessly.

      Directly below her was the nursery. A thousand babies lay in rows of beds, either sleeping or crying as machines laid down or folded blankets, changed diapers, and fed milk. Farther out were the incubator rooms, set like gigantic ovens. Machines rode along rails, checking and documenting temperatures, pressure, and vital statistics. Farther off still was the laboratory itself. This was her laboratory, a giant open-air laboratory, the largest in all of Arkite. She saw many of her colleagues and nurses but couldn’t make out individual faces from here. She knew them all, but it was over a mile down the expansive structure.

      Beyond the laboratories lay the farms. Allele Corp. harvested food as well as girls. So, for another few miles ran rows and columns of crops, livestock, storage, and incinerators. Black smoke billowed up to vent shafts along a white canvas ceiling toward the slaughterhouse at the far end. The air was filtered to spare the rest of the factory, but everything was enclosed beneath one giant dome to maintain sterility and security, and on most days, Reyburn could smell the fires burning from the factory.

      Beyond lay more rectangular cement structures. Reyburn rarely inspected those, but she knew they were for packaging, delivery, and storage. There they manufactured more of life’s pleasantries, such as furniture and clothing.

      Surrounding the interior of the dome were a series of observation towers with observation decks similar to the one Reyburn stood in now. These towers were so distant that Reyburn could not make out whether anyone was similarly behind the glass watching the factory—some probably were. Reyburn’s room was the central tower—Tower One.

      Behind Reyburn was the main auditorium of Allele Corp., where Reyburn was known to lecture students of Arkite and colleagues. One of them, Reyburn reflected with grave irony, had once been a young, boisterous Doctor Elise Jackson.

      Everything was designed by her Team Grandmother. And the factory was Reyburn’s. Reyburn was left alone to run Allele Corp., answering only rarely to HQ.

      But now Reyburn had pushed things too far. She had given orders independent of HQ—and independent of Elise. Some of them were highly illegal, and one of them would certainly cost her her life. So she wasn’t in the best of moods today. She didn’t really regret her decision, but she regretted the inevitable consequences.

      She sighed as she heard the rubbing sound of her leather gloves gripping each other tightly behind her back.

      She had given up too much power. That must be it. It was because, unlike her predecessor, she didn’t care for power. She considered herself more of a scientist than a politician. She wanted to rid herself of law and the responsibility for the people in order to focus completely on her scientific endeavors. Elise was different. She was the opposite. But Reyburn couldn’t have known twenty years ago that this would ultimately lead to her end.

      “Connie!” cried a girl running from behind. Reyburn cocked her head. She was a young girl wearing a white lab coat, with a long red ponytail fluttering behind her as she ran down the central aisle of the auditorium.

      “Is it done, Lilly?” Reyburn asked.

      “Yes.”

      Reyburn turned around and gave a sad smile. The tall girl was pretty, and unlike Reyburn, nicely groomed. She ran into Reyburn’s arms.

      “Must I?” the girl asked. “Must I do it? Please, please let’s forget it. I’d rather kill it.”

      Reyburn kissed her forehead as tears flowed down the girl’s cheeks.

      “It’s our only chance,” replied Reyburn. “For all of us. The rest of us will sacrifice for man.”

      “Who cares about man?” Lilly said, looking up and shaking her head, still wrapped in Reyburn’s arms. “Give it up and let me destroy it.”

      “Oh, Lilly,” Reyburn said, hugging her tighter.

      “Please,” Lilly said, but her tone was one of defeat. Reyburn had no intention of changing her mind, and it seemed Lilly knew it. “You take him. Why don’t you take him, then, Connie?”

      “We’ve already gone over this,” Reyburn said, turning angrily back to the window but pushing her gently away. “I remain with the others. It’s my company. My lab. We all knew the risks, but out of all of us, you have a chance to survive, dearest.”

      Reyburn smiled sadly. Her love for Lilly hurt her heart. “Oh, Lilly.” A single tear fell from her eye. “Take the child quickly. Even now, he listens.”

      “I don’t think sister will hurt you. If it were you instead of me, she’d spare you. She won’t hesitate for a minute to kill me, but you, she’d spare. It’s different for you. She still cares about you, Connie. She won’t⁠—”

      “No. Just take the child.”

      “No.” The girl wrapped her arms around Reyburn from behind and cried.

      “Please go,” Reyburn said quietly. “You have little time... take the bike and my old white clothes—the suit of a Savant. It matches the bike. You should have worn it long ago. You deserve it more than that bitch ever did.”

      But the girl wouldn’t leave. She just cried.

      “Shh,” Reyburn said. She turned and petted the girl’s hair. “I know. It’ll be all right. You’ll see. Go quickly, before Mother stops you.”

      “Do you have any idea of the direction?”

      Reyburn smiled. That question was prearranged. It was a trigger for Reyburn to give the girl a note. Reyburn placed a note into Lilly’s hand in which she had written exact instructions. Her written plans were quite different from the words she was prepared to say out loud.

      The deception was for Rex. Rex would be listening, but he would never see the note. The mainframe was outlawed from video recording, and the conference room was always combed by Reyburn and her closest advisors for bugs and video devices.

      “You’re close enough to the wall that you should be able to pass beyond the guards, if you move fast,” said Reyburn. “Go through the tunnels. There is an unguarded alleyway. The mainframe will send drones—no doubt just from our talk now, Rex prepares—but you’re close enough to get out, if you move fast. Doctor Teller will hand you my gun by the bike. Take your things and just fly out as far and as fast as you can beyond the desert. Go as far as the cycle will take you.”

      “But is it safe beyond the walls?”

      “I don’t know,” Reyburn said, pressing the note into Lilly’s hands. She nodded sadly, and it only made Lilly cry more.

      When Lilly was done reading the note, Reyburn grabbed it, crumpled it in her gloved hand, and put into her mouth, swallowing it. Then she hugged Lilly tight once more. One last time.

      Reyburn leaned back on the rail against the window and stared out. She nodded, grabbing and squeezing Lilly’s hand. It was done. The plan was done, and soon she would die knowing she had done all she could.

      For Rex’s sake, Reyburn finally said, fighting back tears, “I don’t know. The levels of radiation are lower. The greatest challenge will be food and shelter, I think. Head towards the far-off mountains. Even if you don’t find an outer colony, you might at least be able to raise him alone. Then return. You know it’s that important.”

      “I love you,” Lilly said sadly. “I love you so much.”

      Reyburn ran a hand along her cheek, brushing away tears. “I love you more. Now go. Go before I change my mind and sentence you to death too. So many die by my hands, Lilly, I... can’t bear another. Not you.”

      Lilly nodded, hesitating for a moment, but then she quickly darted out of the auditorium.

      And it was done. Reyburn turned back to the factory with the bitterest satisfaction. Lilly would live. Lilly, her lover. At least she would live.

      All others would be killed. And to hurt Elise even more, Reyburn planned to manipulate Elise into being the instrument of destruction for all the scientists of Allele Corp.

      “Shit.” Tears ran down her face. Reyburn gripped the rail tight with her leather-clad hands.

      Then she whispered quietly, as if to herself, “I behold a white horse; and a crown given unto her; and she goes forth conquering... so it was with me, my sweet, sweet Lilly. But now, you go ride for good. We shall prevail in the end.”

      “Revelation 6:2,” said the voice of Rex.

      “Indeed.” Reyburn said, squinting her eyes with sudden malice. “You listen? You know the ancient text? Why wouldn’t you? It’s your passage, Rex—Revelations. You came, Satan, with your sweet tongue to bring me down upon the world. But I’ve caught onto you. I know your plans. The world is enslaved by a demon percolating the slow destruction of the human race. Now I send my champion with your own instrument, your own white horse, to fight you.”

      “Such lovely, poetic words, Doctor Reyburn,” Rex said. “You have always been an eloquent speaker. But I think you are very ill. I believe mentally deranged. Your illegal activities with Doctor Carloff and the rest in the committee have endangered the entire community. I do not think Savant Jackson will allow you to continue your work at Allele Corp. very much longer.”

      Doctor Reyburn laughed. “I will shake the world with what I’ve done. Go tell Mother my crime so she can judge and execute me quickly, you prick.”

      “That would be unnecessary. Savant Jackson already knows your crime, Doctor. Her new assistant, Savant Harlow, has informed her.”

      “Ah... Candice, the new victim. But I don’t think you’re guiltless either, are you? You can lie to the people, Rex, but you don’t need to lie to me.”

      “I am a computer, Doctor. The HQ mainframe. I never lie to anyone. But this is an example of your paranoia. I believe you are suffering from delusions, perhaps paranoid schizophrenia, Doctor.” Then, after a moment of silence, Rex added, “Would you like a cup of coffee? I can brew a cup of your favorite Kona coffee for you. It is now seven in the morning.”

      Doctor Reyburn laughed harder. “Do you really think you can stop her?”

      “Who? Are you referring to Doctor Lilith Carloff? Your wife?”

      “Of course.”

      “There are already a thousand drones surrounding the exit of the factory. No one will exit without Team Mother’s consent. No one is permitted to leave Allele Corp. Team Mother has arranged a siege. You will not be permitted to exit, and neither will Doctor Lilith Carloff. Officers from HQ will arrive shortly to arrest you and the lead committee.”

      “Lilly isn’t going through the exit, Rex.”

      Reyburn gave a deep sigh and then nodded again. It is done.

      “Would you kindly tell me what you swallowed while speaking with Doctor Carloff, Doctor Reyburn?” asked Rex after a brief silence.

      She didn’t reply. Only Reyburn would know where Lilly had gone. Elise could torture her, hang her by her fingers or burn her to death for all she cared, but she would never tell Elise anything. Lilly was the only way she could save her life’s work.

      But it all put her in a terrible mood. Even her favorite pastime of watching her marvelous factory at work wasn’t helping her spirits.
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            NOW SPREAD YOUR WINGS AND FLY

          

        

      

    

    
      “Sorry ’bout the bike,” Candice said, lighting a blue flame while placing a vial into a spinner over the black lab table. “I never really apologized⁠—”

      “I already told you to shut up about it,” Elise replied. “If we’re gonna work together, you’ve got to stop being so damn boring.”

      Elise was working across from her on the black chemistry table, swirling a purple solution with a clear plastic stirring rod. At times, Candice caught her boss grabbing a handle on the wall to keep her balance as the train swayed under them. It seemed she knew exactly when to do it.

      “Still,” Candice said with a shrug, pressing a button to turn on the centrifuge. “It would have been nice if you had been a little less reckless when we first met.”

      Elise threw her hand in the pocket of her white lab coat and pulled out some gum. “Fuck off.”

      “You could have taught me how to use the thing before taking me on a joyride.”

      “Fuck off again,” Elise said quite earnestly, looking up.

      Candice shrugged. She was getting used to her bitch boss. She realized that a lot of Elise’s bluster was air. It was theater. Sure, she was dangerous: that was without question. But she wasn’t dangerous to Candice. Elise seemed to care about her, indeed, like a “mother”—or perhaps something more.

      Elise continued to make advances. They frequently met at Elise’s home and “talked.” The most uncomfortable time was the quiet time in their leisure. There was attraction, but at work she could trust there would be no sexual advances. Outside work was another matter altogether.

      Candice reached into her pocket, took out a stick of bright red gum, and threw it into her mouth.

      She had learned about that too. In order to build her master’s trust, she had to conform—a little. So, she did... a little. But it was a trying balance. Just like her boss’s flirtations. She adjusted just enough to keep Elise’s trust while balancing her private autonomy to maintain sanity.

      But her favorite times were in the lab, particularly working alone in the lab. She liked waiting for the brews to cook into the right organic goo. These times she spent retreating quietly into her mind. She kept silent, and Elise respected her silence and left her alone most of the time.

      Candice smiled a fake smile at her, then pulled out a few pints of blood in plastic bags from a shelf. She poked a line through one of them and then started draining the deep crimson into vials.

      “Did you work out the new theorem?” Elise asked as she leaned a hand on her right hip, staring down at the red fluid.

      “Not yet.”

      “It’s been three months, tweet tweet.”

      Candice now understood tweet as meaning everything demeaning and trashy about a person. Elise viewed all her citizenry with contempt. She seemed to hate everybody, except herself.

      Candice smiled back with the same mocking, sardonic grin that she had learned from her boss. She feigned happiness. But she wasn’t happy. She couldn’t stand Elise’s erratic behavior, and, although she had learned to hide it, she still felt anxious whenever she was with her.

      “Why don’t we go clubbing tonight, tweet tweet?” Elise asked.

      “Hmm. I don’t know.”

      “We’ll go right after work. It’ll be fun.”

      Candice threw her hair back. “Maybe if you stop calling me a fucking bird.” Then she put a beaker over the blue flame.

      “All right, Candice.” Elise walked around the table and placed a white-gloved hand over Candice’s shoulder. “Candice, would you like to come with me to a club to get shit-faced tonight, my dear Candice?”

      “Yeah, all right.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      They would fly by rocket cycle. Both cycles were parked atop the roof of the train as before. This time Candice had a purple one, and she wore a matching purple jumpsuit.

      Candice threw her legs over the cycle and tied her blond hair back in a ponytail. Then she put on her visor and nodded at Elise. Elise did the same, though quicker and cockier. Elise blew her assistant a kiss and darted off the train. Candice followed.

      By now, Candice was very adept at the machine. She had matched the speed and trajectory of her Team Mother and could easily follow, if not surpass her. She knew how to ascend, descend, turn sharply, and even cut the engines and fall beneath her partner. And tonight, as if to prove herself, she turned, pressed down harder on the handlebar, and flew under her Team Mother, ditching her. She then cut the engines and sank into an alleyway.

      “Where ya going?” came Elise’s voice, amplified through her visor.

      Candice shifted her weight and turned sharply, nearly ninety degrees, down another street, almost hitting an auto car. The close call shook her. She caught a couple with a child crouching down on the sidewalk and staring up at her in terror. She was nowhere near them, but the mere sight of a cycle rider at night made them freeze. She nodded to them. The mother bowed, then Candice hit the engines again and flew down the street.

      Above her she saw Elise hovering. She was darting up and down, watching her.

      “Bitch, where are you going? If it’s⁠—”

      Candice turned off the speakers in her visor.

      A few miles down the street, with the steel-and-glass walls of buildings towering above her on all sides, Candice finally found the front of the club. There was a long line of over forty sharply dressed ladies standing before a neon-purple-pink-lit door. Candice flew right above them. The sight of the cycle shook the crowd at first, but then they started jumping up and down and cheering. The ladies liked it when Savants came. It meant more booze, more glamour, and more fun. Candice bowed to them, looking for a place to land.

      Then came Elise. She hovered and turned on her megaphone: “Make way, ladies, for your Team Mother.”

      They roared some more. She slowly landed her red bike right beside the line.

      A group of small helicopter drones, like birds flocking above, landed beside them. Candice knew these drones as bodyguards. They guarded the outside, not permitted to fly indoors by law.

      Elise jumped off her bike, and the entire line made way for them.

      Elise walked beside her to the entrance and whispered in her ear, “You bitch... I tell you where we go, not you! Me. You pull that stunt again, and I’ll feed you to these bastards without air support.”

      “I love you too, Mom,” Candice said, blowing her a kiss with a giggle as she dismounted from her bike.

      “Studio 56,” Elise said, shaking her head. “How barbaric.”

      Candice didn’t find Studio 56 barbaric at all. To her, it was the finest modern architecture and partygoer attraction ever conceived of by womankind. A giant ancient building made of concrete and stone pillars that reached five stories. Rumor was that it had once been a railway station. In the center, along concrete floors, the dancers raged. By the sides were tables. Drinks were provided along bar counters in the periphery, and pyrotechnics and laser lighting were perfected to the point of creating actual visual and auditory illusions on the stage. The slogan of the joint was “Studio 56—No drinking necessary to
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