
  Contents

  


  Title Page

  Copyright

  Dedication

  Chapter 1

  Chapter 2

  Chapter 3

  Chapter 4

  Chapter 5

  Chapter 6

  Chapter 7

  Chapter 8

  Chapter 9

  Chapter 10

  Chapter 11

  Chapter 12

  Chapter 13

  Chapter 14

  Chapter 15

  Chapter 16

  Chapter 17

  Chapter 18

  Chapter 19

  Chapter 20

  Chapter 21

  Chapter 22

  Chapter 23

  Chapter 24

  Chapter 25

  Chapter 26

  Chapter 27

  Chapter 28

  Chapter 29

  Chapter 30

  Chapter 31

  Epilogue

















Human 2.0







Fulvia Bonaiuti














All rights reserved © Fulvia Bonaiuti, 2025.







The right of Fulvia Bonaiuti to be identified as author of this work has been asserted by her in accordance with Section 77 of the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988







All characters, names and events in this book are fictitious and any resemblance to persons, living or dead, or events is entirely coincidental.







This ebook is copyright material and must not be copied, reproduced, transferred, distributed, leased, licensed or publicly performed or used in any way except as specifically permitted in writing by the copyright owner, as allowed under the terms and conditions under which it was purchased or as strictly permitted by applicable copyright law. Any unauthorised distribution or use of this text may be a direct infringement of the author’s rights, and those responsible may be liable in law accordingly.

















To Sveva, my biggest fan.


CHAPTER 1










Adi had no secrets. Secrets were not a good idea if you were about to enter GenEngine. They were difficult to hide, and Adi didn't like it when Grandpa suggested he better not talk about something. Being Christopher Newman was not enough of a reason for Grandpa to do what he was doing, like keeping a plant on the windowsill or not taking the drugs the Central Gene Bank prescribed to sectorians. Someone born before the Split and not fully enjoying the progresses in DNA selective assembly, should have paid much more attention to the rules. Rules were for a prosperous society, and the Sector was the best possible society on Earth. Or what was left of it.

“I'm home!” Adi shouted as he came home that afternoon. He took off his jacket before the apartment door swooshed close and threw it on the bench under the empty hanger the way his mother would have hated, then looked up the stairs. He had checked the family’s schedule and knew Grandpa was home, so why wasn’t he answering? His relaxation would start in three minutes, and he hated to be behind schedule. He had rarely been late, and never through his own fault, rather Grandpa’s, or his mother’s when she still lived with them, or someone else’s, but never his father’s. His father was the one who had taught him to respect the rules.

"I'm home," he shouted again, annoyed, and jumped on the third step and further up the stairs with his lanky legs, prising himself over the banister in a recurring stubborn race against the motion sensor. The light went on at the fifth step from the top. He knew he could do better, and this put him in an even grumpier mood. He looked at the wristwatch: two minutes to relaxation. He snorted and reached Grandpa's half-open door.

“Grandpa?” he said as he pushed the door open. His voice trembled, and he didn't like it. The door was cold against his skin, but his mind was on fire; the day had been stressful enough, and he didn't need another Christopher Newman’s secret, especially before relaxation. Especially one week away from GenEngine.

The door opened almost completely and stopped against the cabinet behind. Adi’s irritation at the temporary door for almost two years grew. What if the CGB sent an inspection? How would Grandpa justify his irregular door? He shooed his fears with a quick wave and looked at the room. The outside artificial light filtered through the blinds that screened the wall-width window, and the large building on the other side was a puzzle of glowing little squares peeping out between the slates. Grandpa’s blue orchid stared at him from the windowsill. What if sectorians from the opposite building noticed it? Despite his strict compliance with the rules, Adi risked being under surveillance again just because of Grandpa’s erratic behaviour, and this time he was old enough to suffer the consequences. Grandpa had become a liability, and Adi was only one week away from a job he didn't want to lose for anything on Earth. He forced the air and his anger out of the mouth and moved his gaze away from the orchid.

The room was neat.

Too neat.

Empty-neat.

Suddenly, the apartment door swooshed, and Adi dashed out of the room.

“Where were you?” he asked from the top of the stairs from where he couldn't yet see the front door.

“Where I spend all of my days.” His father’s voice sounded as tired as almost every day since he had started working on project Together. He appeared at the foot of the stairs with a gentle smile forced on his bearded brown face. “They changed my schedule at the last minute.”

“Grandpa’s not home,” Adi said from halfway down the stairs. His father’s smile faded, and a nervous light crossed his hazel eyes before he rushed up and passed by Adi as if he were not there. 

“Jack!” Adi shouted, but Jack was already in Grandpa’s room.

He ran up the stairs again and reached the door that was bouncing off the cabinet. He stopped it with his forearm and pushed it open again. Inside the room, the bed was already unmade, and Jack was flipping over the mattress.

“What are you doing?” Adi said and grabbed his father’s arm, but Jack shoved him away and pulled the two big drawers from under the bed. They were empty.

“Where is everything?” Adi asked in a weird, high-pitched voice that didn't impress Jack who was already at the desk, opening the only drawer that was also empty. 

Jack looked up at the window and the small silhouettes in the bright squares on the opposite building. His jaw clenched under his beard, and he rushed to the control panel for the blinds next to the orchid but hit the purple vase.

With the humming of the curtain closing as a background, Adi saw the vase fall like in a slow-motion movie, hit the ground and shatter in dull big pieces, and the black soil exploded and spread in a large, irregular stain on the floor. The orchid’s naked roots bounced slower and slower until they laid still, as did the delicate blue petals and the bright green leaves that seemed to ask who would take care of them from now on.

Jack didn't even notice the plant on the floor; he had already moved to the wardrobe and touched the small control panel at the side. The white door slid open and revealed a set of empty hangers rattling from a metal rod.

“He’s gone,” he said.

Adi looked at the hangers and down at the empty floor of the wardrobe. He wanted to say that Grandpa was just breaking another rule, that he would be back without explanation and keep behaving as if his actions had no consequences on other people. He wanted to say so to calm down Jack who never lost his calm but, in fact, he needed to say it to himself and feel that the grip on his promising career was still firm. He turned to Jack and couldn't read the expression on his face because he had never seen it before.

“They must be somewhere,” Jack said.

“What?”

“Instructions.”

“For?”

Jack didn't answer. He was no longer listening. His eyes were scanning the room and retracing his search from the cabinet to the bed, from the desk to the wardrobe. He stopped on the hangers still swaying lazily and looked back at the desk.

“Of course!” he said and rushed to the orchid on the floor. He kneeled down and started to draw large circles in the soil with his hands until a small black stick emerged from the tangled roots. He rubbed it twice, straightened up, and put it in the small pocket on his left sleeve. “Clean up that mess,” he shouted, already in the corridor.




Adi placed the soil, the plant, and the purple pieces in a transparent box. As he walked down the stairs watching the hypnotic bouncing of the chubby leaves on the dark soil, he thought about the impossible amount of water the Sector would need if every sectorian had a plant like Grandpa. The man drove him mad with his ideas. Sure, he had left instructions for damage control, but what about respecting the rules in the first place?

He reached the last step and saw the light from the doorless doorway separating the hallway and the kitchen. Through it, in the distance, he could see the second opening that connected the kitchen with the dim living room, in a sort of circle that closed with a third passage between the living room and the hallway, right in front of the apartment door.

It was a big two-level apartment only distinguished sectorians were entitled to, yet not unusual for someone with Jack’s position at GenEngine. When Claire left, Jack was downgraded and put under surveillance. He managed to keep the luxurious three-sectorians apartment the CGB had assigned to him and Claire when they had signed the marriage agreement only thanks to Grandpa who came to live with them. Despite his daughter’s betrayal—or disappearance as he called it in his stubborn denial—Grandpa was still someone in the Sector, and nobody, not even the big guys at the CGB, would treat him as an ordinary sectorian. Yet the apartment was only a minor issue Grandpa and Jack had to deal with in the dark and endless years that followed Claire’s selfish decision, something Adi was too little to understand or feel the impact. Now that the situation was finally back on track and Adi was about to fulfil his lifelong dream, was Grandpa starting his daughter's madness anew?

He walked into the kitchen and saw Jack setting the table for three.

“Have you heard from him?” he asked hopeful. “Is he coming?”

“No,” Jack answered without raising his eyes from the plate he was placing on a light brown table mat. “Throw the plant in the incinerator.”

Adi looked at the plastic box in his hands. “They will understand we had a plant . . .” he said.

“We didn’t have any plant.” Jack stopped his hands and raised his stern eyes on him. “We didn’t even know there was one.”

“Of course we—”

“Throw out that bloody plant and sit down!” Jack placed a quarter-litre long-necked blue bottle in the middle of the table with unreasonable energy. “We don’t have much time before they get here.”

“Who?”

“The Team.”

A surge of fear rushed up Adi’s chest. How did Jack know the Team was coming? He looked at the orchid in the box; they couldn't catch him with it. He hurried to the rectangular hole in the kitchen counter and threw the box in. The hole’s metal lid slid shut with a clang, and a muffled explosion echoed from the other side before the lid opened again. Adi peered at the black hole, then reached the table reluctantly. He drew a chair. His hand was nervous and his grip was weak, and his head was too foggy to think straight.

“Don’t lie,” Jack said as Adi sat down. “Except for the plant you never saw and which Christopher must have thrown in the incinerator before you came home tonight, and the search we didn’t do in his room.”

Adi’s thoughts were scattered all over his head, but one kept popping up: will all this be over in one week? 

“Answer their questions with the truth,” Jack continued. “Tell them about Christopher not respecting his schedule, his irregular door, and anything else you know that wasn’t within the rules.”

“My duty was to report him immediately, and I didn’t.”

“You didn’t because he always has sound explanations and because you trust him. Everybody trusts Christopher Newman.”

“So . . . he really left?”

Jack nodded.

“And the Team comes because they believe he’s a dissident?” Adi asked, and the vision of his bright career blurred.

“First they come for the recollection. They won’t take us away.”

“How can you be sure?”

“He told me.”

“He told you? When?”

“In his message.” Jack tapped his sleeve pocket and lowered his voice as if they were already under surveillance. “Our versions must be identical: you came back, he wasn’t home, you followed your schedule, I also came back and followed mine. We are getting ready for dinner, and Christopher is late as he has been many times.”

“I skipped my relaxation—”

“You didn’t. Your schedule is ok.”

Adi’s feeling of losing control grew. He pulled up his sleeve and uncovered his black wristwatch, touched the small display, and the hologram of his daily schedule filled the space between him and Jack. Towards the bottom of the table, the dinner row was blinking and the relaxation row above it was marked as completed in the far-right column. Adi looked at Jack through the hologram. “I didn’t validate my relaxation time slot,” Adi said with snaking panic.

“I did.”

“You? It’s against the rules!”

“I know.”

“You don’t break the rules . . .” Adi barely heard his own voice.

Jack closed his eyes and breathed deeply. “I had no choice,” he said.

They stared at each other for a few seconds through the blinking row, then Adi touched the display of the watch again, and the hologram disappeared.

“I’m supposed to enter GenEngine in one week,” he said in a new mechanical tone as his sight got lost in the space next to Jack’s face. “Will this be over in one week?”





CHAPTER 2










When the apartment door swooshed, Adi’s grip was already too tight on the spoon. His hand stopped midway towards the mouth, and he looked at Jack across the table, but Jack kept eating as if he hadn't heard the door. Adi knew he had, and even if he hadn't, Grandpa had said at exactly what time the apartment door would open and had spoiled the Team’s surprise.

Surprise was a powerful tool of the Dissident Control Team. While dissidents were on the alert but didn't know when the Team would come, for those sectorians who hadn't realised, didn't want to see, or had hesitated to report a relative’s crime, the visit was a shock that put them in a state of fear and submission and made them confess anything rather than be deported to the Island. How Grandpa knew the exact time of the visit was another secret of his. In his message on the little black stick he had told Jack the time and much more to convince him to do what Jack had never done in his life: break the rules. Now Jack was asking Adi to do the same and trust Grandpa based on a message Adi hadn't seen. There was no time Jack had said, and in fact the Team came faster this time. When she had left, the team had come the following day.

Adi recalled that morning. His father’s nervous hand holding his and pulling his arm because he refused to leave the apartment, the door opening, the men’s shadow appearing on the threshold, his father’s grip loosening, and his head full with only one question: where is mum? The men were polite, calm, and professional. They knew their job, and Adi was not scared; his first thought was that the men would find his mum and bring her back to him. To think of his mum as a dissident was impossible for him at the time, just as it was now to consider Grandpa’s disappearance anything less than dissent.

His grip on the spoon tightened, and he felt his short nails against the flesh of his palm. The idea of his future in jeopardy didn't make him think straight, and he knew it. He looked at Jack again; nobody would have waited for the Team’s visit with such coolness, not even someone as calm as Jack usually was. Was Grandpa’s plan that good?

“Don’t move,” a voice shouted from the hallway.

Jack swallowed his food, and his Adam’s apple moved up and down as if the food had a taste. He lowered his hands on the table, left the spoon on the side of the plate, and raised his eyes on Adi. Four armed men stormed the kitchen and surrounded the table. Adi raised his hands, his arms stiff as if he had no elbows and his heartbeat in his ears. Four weapons pointed at them. Adi recognised the Team’s black skin-tight uniform that covered all but the men’s head and hands. This Team looked more aggressive, still calm but less professional somehow. Weapons were for dissidents, which he and Jack were not. It upset him to have barrels pointing at him.

“Stand up,” a tall, brawny man said in a rough and loud voice. His weapon was aiming at Jack’s head and following him from a short distance as Jack stood up and raised his hands. “You too,” the man said, moving his chin towards Adi.

Adi stood up pushing the chair with the back of his thighs, but the chair fell with a metallic clang on the black and white chequered floor. Weapon arming sounds echoed behind him, and the surprise of more men from the living room made him lose control of his fear. He lowered his arms to protect his head and cowered.

“Hands up!”

Adi stretched his arms above his head immediately and straightened up again. He turned to the man who hadn't moved his weapon from Jack’s direction and looked him straight in the black, dark-circled eyes. That shouting mass of muscles could blow away everything he had worked for, and he needed to control himself better—he was only one week away, and things were already messy enough.

“Keep your hands where we can see them or we’ll fire.” The man looked at Jack as if to make sure he was clear and then back at Adi. “You,” he continued. “Bring them to Christopher Newman’s private space.”

Adi lowered his arms slowly with the eyes glued to the man’s flat face. Ten years before, the Team’s commander was short and lean, with ash blond hair and icy eyes, and his narrow lips reminded Adi of prehistoric computers, those with floppy disk slots, but his voice was smooth, and he didn't need to raise it to make people do what he wanted. He didn't need to order Jack to raise his hands as if he were a dissident or point weapons at him. Instead, he asked him to sit somewhere comfortable, and Jack led him to the living room. The commander sank into one of the two mismatching armchairs opposite the old-fashioned sofa and invited Jack and Adi to sit in front of him, so close to each other their legs almost touched, and so they remained throughout Jack’s entire recollection. The commander placed the recollection chip on Jack’s temple, and the purple ring at its base glowed, making Jack's skin around the chip pulse with a cold light, his pores look bigger, and his hairline thicker and darker. When Jack’s eyes emptied, and he looked like a rag-doll, Adi didn't get scared because the commander knew what he was doing and he didn't need to shout to prove it.

The man in the kitchen pointing a weapon at Jack was nothing like his colleague of the past; he was not a leader. Adi gave him a last glance and turned to see who them were: three, in black suits and with weapons at the ready, waiting for instructions, none with a particularly smart light in the eyes.

“Disarm,” the commander shouted. “Follow him!”

The three put the weapons down and waited. Adi looked at the commander standing between him and the opening to the hallway, the one closer to the stairs. The man’s dark, sunken eyes had something of a black hole, as if they could swallow anything getting too close. Adi turned his back on him and stepped carefully around the chair on the floor. With his head held high, he walked past the three men waiting for him and entered the dim living room.

“Sit down,” he heard from the kitchen and knew Jack would soon look like a rag doll, and after the inspection in Grandpa’s room it would be his own turn.

As he walked across the living room, Adi recalled the sequence of never-happened events he and Jack had agreed on and that would go undetected by the recollection chip. Yes, undetected, Jack had said, because Christopher had manipulated the chips. Adi frowned as he climbed the stairs with the three men following him like a silent black mamba. How powerful were Grandpa’s connections for him to manipulate the Dissidents Control Teams’ recollection chips? How much did he ignore about Grandpa? The staircase light went on when his foot touched the second step from the bottom, and his childish pride whined about the unfairness of a speed challenge with three weapons behind his back. Why do we have to tell the truth about the rest, he had asked Jack. Why do we have to make Grandpa’s position even more complicated? It’s in his message, Jack had replied. Didn’t you see his room? It’s a declaration of war. He wants all lights on him so that we go unnoticed. Unnoticed? It sounded so ridiculous, but then the front door had swooshed, and Jack had just mouthed trust him before the commander yelled.

They reached the top of the stairs. Adi turned right and walked to Grandpa’s door, ajar as usual. He lifted his hand.

“Don’t!”

The man behind him grabbed his arm and pushed him aside. He looked at the door as if had never seen one and inspected it with tense professional movements that reminded Adi of his own mistrust the day Grandpa had replaced his broken sliding door with a temporary one. Adi had never seen a hinged door before. He knew they existed before the Split, that they had knobs and handles to open rather than safer control panels with fingerprints or retina scans and, most shockingly, they had keys to lock them to preserve privacy and encourage secrecy. No surprise the Sector had replaced them as one of the first safety measures after the Split.

The knob caught the man’s attention, but Adi couldn't tell whether it was for the bright colours or the material. He also had never seen ceramic elsewhere in the Sector before that knob and was sure the man didn't even know the word. Whatever the reason, the knob was beyond the man’s imagination and inspection protocols, and it didn't take long for him to move back to his comfort zone and focus on the door control panel on the wall. He pointed a span-long metal rod at the black screen, and a red beam flashed. The screen blinked twice, the doorframe rattled, and the three men pointed their weapons at the door, searching frantically for the origin of the noise. A small metal piece appeared on the right side of the in-wall rail at the top of the door frame and ran to the other end. The three raised their weapons further, but the metal piece was gone already. The control panel blinked again to inform them the door was open and they could access the room.

“What was that?” the man who had stopped Adi asked, his vigilant weapon still up.

“It’s the old door’s opening mechanism.”

The man looked at him uncomfortable. “Is this door approved?”

“My grandfather said it was temporary.”

“Why did he install it?”

“The old one broke.”

“Did he report it to the authorities?”

“He said so.”

The muscles on the man’s jaw flinched. “Open it,” he said.

Adi lifted his hand again and touched the door, then pushed it gently until it stopped with a dull sound.

“Completely,” the man said.

“I can’t.”

The man looked at him with stupid eyes and fired. A whistling green beam enveloped the door. Adi withdrew his hand a bit too late, and the smell of burned skin reached his nostrils. It was the closest demolecularisation he had ever witnessed, barely failing to be part of it. None of the three men seemed as sickened by the smell as he was and marched into the room as if the door had never been there. The one who had fired the green light looked at the cabinet with contempt. “If this too is unauthorised, I’ll report you,” he said.

“It’s my grandfather’s!”

“I’ll report him too.”

Adi opened his mouth but remembered Jack’s words on being collaborative to speed up the visit and move on with the plan. He crossed his arms on his chest and looked at the three searching the room. Each of them had a stick they used on every control panel as if touching them with their hands would be lethal. Red beams opened drawers and cabinets, pulled the blinds up and down and turned on and off every single light. One of the men placed a small shiny cube on Grandpa’s desk. He touched it, and the cube projected the hologram of a table that got filled as the men scanned the empty drawers and the pieces of furniture.

“Is that all?” one man asked as they finished the inventory of Grandpa’s belongings.

“I see nothing else,” a second man replied, running his eyes over the room.

The first man looked disappointed as if he had never seen such a short list of possessions. It would have been five times longer had Grandpa left his stuff, but he had declared war as Jack said. To whom? Anti-secrecy rules were clear on personal possessions: sectorians didn't own them. The word possessions itself was debated, with caressions or protections preferred to make it clear that anything sectorians had belonged to the Sector. Provided they took good care of it, they could use anything as much as they needed until the CGB claimed it back. What Grandpa had done was blatant, as if he rejected what he had contributed to create. As if he hadn't founded the Sector.

The man who had put the cube on the desk touched it again. The table shrank to the bottom of the hologram, and the shape of two red hands appeared above it. As the men scanned the room a second time, the hands turned green, ridge by ridge, and the table rows blinked one after the other until the far right column got filled with a name in each cell. As the scan ended, there were only three names in the column, confirming no one but the three authorised occupants of the apartment had been in the room—at least Grandpa hadn't brought dissidents home!

The man looked at the hologram with a certain satisfaction and touched the cube a third time; the hands and the table disappeared, and the man turned to his fellows. “Out,” he said.

Adi stepped out of the room, and two men followed him, walking backward and pointing their weapons at the room’s emptiness as if it were a threat to the first man who had a long, grey can in his hands and was walking to the window instead. As the two reached Adi in the corridor, the man in the room started spraying the content of the can from one side of the room to the other, following imaginary lines on the floor. A light mist descended on the blinds and the window, on the furniture and the floor, covering everything with glimmering droplets that dried into a sweet, pungent scent hanging in the air that would last for hours. Ten years before, Adi was not at home when the Team completed the evidence sealing procedure, but the same sweet smell was still there in the afternoon when he came back. The man reached the doorway, turned the can upside-down, and sprayed a different mist that stuck to the doorframe and condensed in a translucent film through which Adi saw the blurred outline of Grandpa’s impersonal furniture. A chilly uncertainty ran down his spine again. One week. Would one week be enough to prove he had nothing to do with Grandpa’s mess? Would Grandpa cooperate if he found him?

“We’ve finished here,” the man said. He put the can in one of the many pockets of his uniform and turned to Adi. His eyes were dull and his voice as mechanical as his gestures, and he waited lifelessly for Adi to follow the other two men who were already at the staircase.

Adi moved. He knew the recollection procedure from the Team’s first visit. This time, the recollection chip would be on his temple. Just a few little lies, he kept repeating himself as he followed the two men down the stairs. He felt the third man’s presence behind and wondered how silent his heavy boots were; the three men were like black ghosts in the staircase’s cold light, and he was trapped. Little lies, he repeated. I did my relaxation. Don’t mention the incinerator—they would not check it during the recollection, Jack had said, as they would not check your blood for relaxation drugs. Undetectable little lies. Adi drew a long breath and held the air for a few seconds. Everything would be all right. Trust Grandpa. Everybody trusts Grandpa.

They reached the end of the stairs and entered the kitchen. The commander was removing the chip from Jack’s temple.

“Sit there,” he said as if he had eyes on his nape.

Adi’s chair was up again, and the table was empty. There was no sign of plates, cutlery, food, or the long-necked blue bottle. The Team had already scanned and fingerprinted everything. Adi sat down and glanced at Jack across the table. A shadow of sympathy crossed his face or so was what Adi needed to see before the chip touched his temple. The cold metal suctioned his skin. He knew the light had started to blink. Was it purple or had they changed the colour since? He liked purple . . . Jack’s face blurred, and Adi’s eyelids got lazy, too lazy to even blink, but his eyes didn't burn the way they burned when, as a little boy, he tested how long he could keep them open. He didn't need to blink now, and his body was relaxed, so relaxed . . . better than any relaxation drug.

“Start your recollection.”

The commander’s voice was far, softer. Almost friendly. Adi focused on the rhythm of his own breath and started to recall images. Hyperloop train. Look down to avoid eye contact. My hands. Door opens. Train station. People. Avoid eye contact, look down. My feet. Door opens. Out in the tunnel. Soft light. Breathe. Walk. My building. Fingerprint scan. Retina scan. Door opens. Elevator. Door opens. Bright light. Which floor? One-hundred-ninety-six. Door closes. Pressure on my head. Ping. Door opens. Have a pleasant evening, sir. The corridor. Cold light. My apartment door. Eleven-thousand-five-hundred-three in shiny brass numbers. Fingerprint scan. Retina scan. Door opens. I’m home! My watch. Three minutes left. Prepare for relaxation . . . Jack’s blurred face across the table—Watch your breath! Breathe in. Breathe out. Recall. Little lies . . .

“So I climbed the stairs to my private space, opened the door, went to the nightstand, opened the drawer, and took the blue case. There were pills for another three days. I made a mental note to refill the container—”

“Did you do it?”

“I planned to do it before my sleep time slot tonight.”

The commander’s silence sounded disappointed.

“I chewed my pill and laid down on the mat I had left on the floor in the morning. The drug took effect, and in a couple of minutes I was completely relaxed.”

Adi paused. Jack’s recollection was already in the chip. Would his own light pulse differently if their versions didn't match? The image of Jack’s temple getting brighter as he answered the questions ten years before came to his mind.

“Did you ever suspect your wife’s involvement in any dissident activity?” the blond commander had asked.

“I didn’t,” Jack had replied promptly. 

Dissident was a bad word. As a young boy Adi was not allowed to use it and had always referred to dissidents with the D-word instead. To hear it had distracted him from the purple light pulsing on Jack’s skin. 

“Was your wife pregnant?”

“No.”

The light hadn't pulsed, as if one of the two answers were a lie, but Jack never lied, so the chip was broken. Clearly.

“What happened after your relaxation?” The commander’s voice brought Adi back to the present.

“I followed my schedule and came down for dinner. We set the table and talked.”

“Was it the first time you met your father after coming home?”

“Yes.” 

Was the light pulsing?

“Did you discuss Mr Newman’s absence?”

Breath.

“Yes.”

“Was it the first time for him not to show up at the scheduled time?”

“No.”

“Have you ever reported Mr Newman for not respecting his schedule?”

“No.”

“Why?”

“He always had a good reason.”

Adi heard someone mumbling. Was it about the light on his temple?

“What did Mr Newman tell you about his door?”

“That it was temporary.”

“Did he get any authorisation for it?”

“I . . . I don’t know.”

“Have you ever considered checking what he was saying?”

“No.”

“Why?”

“He is Christopher Newman. I trusted him. Wouldn’t you?”

“I’m the one asking questions here!”

Did he screw up?

A pinch on his temple startled him, his eyelids dropping as if they were made of lead. The world went black, and all the tension came back into his body in a rush; he gasped for air and opened his eyes wide. Jack’s face was blank. 

Did he screw up?

He moved his eyes to the men. Nobody was looking at him. The commander was packing the recollection equipment, and Adi recognised the small round chip cases. Someone at the CGB would soon analyse them. The recollection was over.

Did he screw up?


CHAPTER 3










The door swooshed, and the Team was gone. Adi raised his eyes from the plate; the table was set as if the Team had never been there. Jack stretched his arm to take the blue bottle and filled the shot-size glass in front of him. He drank slowly as if he weren’t as thirsty as Adi, whose tongue was sticky and numb from the recollection. He put the glass back on the table, and the red light blinked again—a gentle muffled sound, discreet but still enough to be detected.

Adi had seen the red light for the first time the afternoon he had come back home after she had left; with the sweet smell hanging in the air he had found the novelty of a tiny red light blinking on the side of the display module. 

“What is it?” he had asked.

“Spinach or tomatoes?” Jack had said while putting together the dinner on the kitchen counter, his back to Adi.

Adi didn't like any of them—she never asked him what he preferred, and he couldn't decide which he hated less. The small bump on the side of the display module had turned dark. “It’s off now. No, it’s on . . . what is it?”

“It’s a recorder,” Jack had said matter-of-factly.

Adi had stared at the red light turning off again. “It’s . . . It turns on when we speak.”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“The CGB is checking on us.”

The CGB always checked on sectorians’ wellbeing; it was one of the first lessons Adi had learnt in school. The light had turned dark.

“Are they looking for mum too?” he had raised his eyes to Jack who was approaching the table with two bowls.

“Sure.” Jack had placed one bowl full of red and green puffed balls in front of Adi. “Eat now. We are behind schedule.”

When Jack had brought home the new display module, a few months before she left, Adi didn't know that only a few families had the chance to enrol in the testing phase of the new model that would be introduced in the Sector within six months. He also didn't know about the module’s enhanced empathy feature, and neither did she or she would have done something to control herself on the night before she left. That night, the display module was projecting news about the epidemic outside the Sector and the exceptional DNA improvements scheme the CGB had implemented to protect sectorians. The volume was high, higher than the old model, which made it special, Jack had said, because it helped sectorians focus on the projection and ignore anything else around them. We won’t be able to talk during dinner, Adi had replied but he was wrong because his parents did talk that night, they argued and she even shouted over the high volume in a way she had never done before. Adi was too young to get the point of the discussion but remembered finding Jack’s position reasonable and familiar, as opposed to her claims that the virus was artificial, lab-made, and the DNA improvements were a theft of sectorian’s freedom. He had sided with Jack silently and looked at her as if she were a dangerous stranger but later, when he had woken up in the middle of the night and found Jack sitting on the bed, his telephone in one hand and his red empty eyes staring at the building outside the window, Adi had panicked and felt guilty for doubting her reasons, whatever they were.

But the small red bump on the module had nothing to do with the enhanced empathy feature. It recorded people’s real emotions, not the augmented ones the model brought to surface while projecting news or any CGB advice on how to improve sectorians’ life experience—commercials as old people called them. No, the red light was not to detect the first signs of dissent, that budding discomfort that people couldn't recognise or stubbornly ignored for fear of seeing the dissident inside themselves. The red light was for surveillance—not wellbeing—when things were already messed up. The chip’s purple light must have blinked at some point during his recollection. Their versions didn't match, and the Team had put them under surveillance while the CGB analysed the chips to confirm they must be deported to the Island. He had definitely screwed it up.

“They have rearranged our schedules,” Jack said in an unreal voice. “Let’s finish here and move to the next task.”

Adi looked at the module’s spying light. “What is it? Family bonding?” he asked with due enthusiasm.

“Not today. I haven’t had my second relaxation, and you got some gaming to help you sleep. We need to be fit for the transfer and the interrogation.”

Jack scooped a mouthful of food from his half-empty bowl and started munching the little dehydrated balls. His casual tone was a punch in the stomach. Adi looked at him and down at his black wristwatch, then activated it with a tense finger tap on the shiny display, and his schedule appeared against Jack’s tranquil face. The dinner row was blinking, and a little meter on the side warned him that the time slot was almost finished. The next twenty-five minutes was for gaming, followed by five minutes of personal care and two hours and fifteen minutes of sleep. Escorted transfer came after them, and Adi thought that twenty minutes for it was much more than the time needed to reach the CGB by hyperloop. He had never been in the hyperloop for such a long time, and it meant only one thing: the three hours and forty-five minutes of interrogation that followed would be held on the Island. He felt sick to his stomach and focused on Jack’s face through the hologram.

“Eat that,” Jack said as if he hadn’t seen the panic in Adi’s eyes. “I bet you don’t want to lose a second of gaming.”

Adi stared at him. Jack had never been a game-before-sleep enthusiast—one of his old fashion traits. “You’re right,” he said with a thoughtful delay before tapping again on the wristwatch. The schedule disappeared. Adi put the last dry balls in his mouth and gulped them down almost without chewing.




On any other day it would be unthinkable for Jack to enter Adi’s private space or be late for his own schedule, but the day Grandpa disappeared didn't belong to the ordinary world they had lived in so far. That’s why Adi didn't protest when Jack told him he had broken his son’s gaming goggles and offered him his pair instead, as he didn't dispute the fact that Jack had no gaming device in the first place; he took the brand-new white goggles and cocooned into the silver beanbag at the foot of his bed. He wore the headset and touched the sensor on the goggles side with a nervous finger.

The game started but was not the one Adi had played as last. In fact, he had never played that game, but it didn't take long for him to understand the rules, and he soon started to interact with online players. One in particular seemed to facilitate Adi’s game rather than compete with him, and when Adi reached the target and was about to jump to the next level, the player paused his game and invited Adi to a hidden chat. Adi knew they existed but had never accessed one. They were illegal, and players risked identification, surveillance, and a long gaming ban. If they were lucky.

The invitation kept on blinking on Adi’s virtual screen. He knew it would disappear eventually; the other player couldn't keep it up forever because any additional second increased the risk for him to be identified. But the blinking didn't stop. The guy was stubborn. Was it a test from the CGB? Despite his thermo-stabilised sweater, Adi was cold. Who was the player? Adi stared at the invitation’s winking letters. The apartment was taped, but virtual reality was an alternative communication channel. Was it Jack? The letters kept challenging him. He stretched his hand out until his fingers hid some of them. His heartbeat sped up, and he drew a long breath before his fingers twitched as if a shockwave had reached them and he entered the chatroom. 

His vision turned to a relaxing electric blue, and a hooded figure came to him. 

“Don’t speak,” the player’s avatar said. He reached Adi and removed the hood. Though the other features didn't tell much, the man’s eyes left no doubts about his identity. “I found Claire,” he continued. “She’s in danger. You too must leave or they’ll deport you to the Island. I left Jack instructions. Follow what he says without questioning as usual. They mustn’t identify you outside the apartment, so listen up. There’s a bone marrow concealer in your pill case on the nightstand. Take it as you would take your sleeping pills. The hyperloop’s body scan will let you in without identifying you. The concealer will last about twelve hours. Second: sanitise your hands. The liquid in the bottle next to the pill case looks like sanitiser but isn’t. Let it dry on your skin, and it’ll mask your fingerprints to the digital scan. Beside the bottle is a small container. Bring it discreetly where the apartment’s cameras won’t catch you—you know where they are. Inside is a pair of contact lenses to fake your retina. Wear them before you leave the apartment. These bio-data hacks will make you invisible to the system. The sooner you leave, the bigger your advantage on the Team will be.” The man paused, and the avatar’s silver grey eyes seemed real. “I know what I’m doing, trust me. Whatever you think you want now, your life is more important.”

Adi wanted to reply that nothing was more important than GenEngine. They had had that discussion many times before, and Grandpa had never agreed with him, of course. It was easy for him—as a founder of the Sector he hadn't fought for a place, he had had his by default and never had to prove he deserved it. Adi had a double burden instead, that of such a heavy-weight grandfather and a chief scientist father to outdo. Grandpa simply couldn't understand.

The avatar smiled briefly and turned round. Adi watched him fade into the electric blueness until his vision changed to a bare land with sketched mountains in the distance and a sad light glooming over them. He breathed out slowly. That whole dissident thing was just a complication on the way to GenEngine, but he was tough, tougher than anyone imagined, and he would show it. Nothing would stop him. He would get what he wanted. 

He touched the sensor on the goggles and waited a few seconds in the dark to collect his thoughts and stubbornness before removing the headset and walking to the nightstand.




He walked down the stairs so slowly the light went off when he was still on the last step, as if even the motion sensor had grown tired of waiting for him. The kitchen was dark, but a feeble blueish light came from the living room. He entered and saw Jack at the desk next to the window, a glowing screen painting his face like a horror movie. He approached the desk in careful silence and looked at the monitor Jack was working at; he had never seen that programming screen before. In between the code lines he recognised his name and that of his father together with time slot labels such as personal care, sleep, and hyperloop transfer. Jack typed something on a touch keyboard at the screen bottom, and it turned to the more familiar daily schedule. Adi’s name was on the top right corner, and the blinking row now was personal care, which Adi had just completed. Next was a ten-minutes hyperloop transfer to the CGB instead of sleep, which was what Adi was about to attempt and his next task when he had last checked his personal schedule. He turned to Jack who was focusing on the screen. Did he just alter their schedules?

The day he and Grandpa had a workout slot at the same time, of the same length, and with a transfer too long for Adi to get to his usual gym but exactly right to reach Grandpa’s old-fashioned one in the peripheral areas, Adi suspected Grandpa had something to do with it. His proposal to join him in his shabby gym sounded accidental, but there was something in it that made Adi uncomfortable. He knew already that Grandpa didn't respect his schedule, sometimes for only a few minutes, sometimes much more, but he didn't think he would dare to change it altogether; only the CGB changed schedules, and sectorians had no means to do it by themselves. Hadn’t they?

They did, apparently. Adi stared at Jack’s profile against the screen until the light went off and Jack disappeared for a moment, the time for Adi’s eyes to adjust to the artificial light from outside the living room window. Jack bent down and collected something from the floor.

“Here,” he said handing a small backpack to Adi. “Come.”

His voice sounded neutrally professional, and there was no rush in his nervous moves. He walked to the front door ahead of Adi and touched the control panel on the side. The screen lit up, and Jack spread his hand on the surface that blinked red before turning a steady green. He removed the hand and revealed the authorisation to leave the apartment. The door swooshed, and the painfully cold light from the corridor hit them.

The sound of Ms Dale’s trotting heels echoed through the bareness of the building corridor. Jack hesitated and there she was, emerging from behind the corner in all her arrogance. Tall, blonde, with long red nails, sheathed in a shiny black minidress and over-knee boots, Ms Dale had started smiling in a different way since Adi was fifteen. At first, he had thought her suggestive looks were for Jack and that there was something going on between the two; after all, the CGB decided for marriage agreements, and even though Jack had passed on his genes already, they might ask him to do it again. Adi found Ms Dale too explicit and would not like to have her around, but if these were the Sector’s directions he had nothing to object to, of course. But then she had started smiling when Jack was not around, when Adi was with Grandpa—and Grandpa was definitely out of any reproduction scheme—and finally to Adi alone, leaving no doubt about her target. Ms Dale’s confident march grew louder as if she wanted the floor to collapse under her unsatisfied desire. She didn't turn her head as she passed before them but smirked splendidly and spread incomprehensible confidence.

Adi turned to Jack who was clearly waiting in the doorway to avoid sharing the elevator with Ms Dale. He looked at the woman ticking away until she disappeared behind the corner and her noise stopped. When they heard the distant ping of the elevator, Jack walked out of the apartment and Adi followed him, letting the door close behind them. When they turned the corner and reached the elevator, Ms Dale’s perfume still hung in the air. The small camera on top of the three brushed metal doors turned to them, and a red light flickered until the door on the left opened and they finally got in, away from Ms Dale’s toxic cloud.

“Ground floor,” Jack said at the voice recognition transmitter.

“Ground floor will be reached in six seconds and forty-eight milliseconds,” a metallic voice replied from the ceiling.

Adi stared at his reflection on the elevator metal walls and counted to six. The door opened on the building’s outside and the lonely hint of Ms Dale. The light of the tunnels welcomed them, and Adi looked at the far ceiling above him and felt safe in a nostalgic way.

“Did you take everything he told you?” Jack’s voice dragged Adi back to the ground.

“I did.” Adi closed his eyes and felt the light discomfort of the lenses. “Where are we going?”

Jack looked at a quiet drone passing over them and sped up. The hyperloop station was only two hundred meters away, and the dark asphalt was like a soft carpet under their shoes. It was a medium-size station like others in the Sector’s affluent areas and reminded him of the clean-lines, essential architectures of the past, those in fashion before the Split. Adi didn't like that station. He found it boring, like anything that reminded of the world before the Split, when human civilisation was at its lowest. The facade was especially boring with its short stairway to the four entry capsules. Adi hated to line up on the lower steps behind shorter people who would tower over him and he always chose the shorter line. This time he had to go for a long one; they needed to enter two scanning booths at the same time. Jack hadn't gone into details, but Grandpa’s plan was clear on the fact that the fake signals the bio-data hacks would send to the central database had to be simultaneous.

They waited their turn to get in the cylindrical booths. The rounded sliding doors closed behind him in a cold embrace, and Adi glanced at Jack through the transparent walls of the booth before the scanning beam appeared from the top and descended on him. As it passed over his face, Adi searched for a distraction from the warm discomfort of the blue light over his eyes that he had to keep open for the retina scan, and his mind started wandering into his anxieties. A soft, annoying alarm went off. He looked around and down. The beam had stopped over his waist; he should have offered his palms to the side panels for the fingerprint scan but had forgotten. Quickly, he placed his hands on the flashing surfaces, and the beam continued his job down to his feet and disappeared into the floor the way it had come out of the ceiling. Out of the corner of his eyes, he saw Jack’s capsule open seconds before his. Did someone else notice it? Jack walked out to the left side stairs. Adi’s capsule let him go, and he reached Jack on the second flight where no one from the entrance could see them.

“Where are we going?” he whispered, but again Jack didn't answer. “There are no surveillance drones here,” Adi insisted in vain.

They reached the top of the stairs, and the space opened on a narrow bright platform separated from a twin one by a partition. Adi knew the station like the back of his hands. A quick, high-pitched sound drew his attention to the projection on the ceiling: train 648 to South 445 was coming. He looked at Jack.

“We take this?” he asked.

The noise increased, and the train’s white, aerodynamic nose entered the station with a whistle. It was a long train—ten pods in total—unusual for their residential station but not as such for the poor and crowded one at the final destination. The doors opened, and people got off under the drones buzzing diligently over their heads. People were busy looking busy, and no one paid attention to Jack moving to the front pod half-hidden behind a column. Adi followed him. Why South 445? He recalled the hyperloop map but didn't remember having ever taken that particular line in his whole life. There was nothing in South 445 apart from a bunch of poor people struggling to get basic DNA improvements. What had South 445 to do with Grandpa’s plan?

“Look where you’re going, you idiot!” a large man barked at Adi and pushed him aside.

Adi looked at him, ready to react. The man was angry with an anger from far away that sparked in his threatening eyes. His long curly hair was stuck to his head with grease and dirt and dangled stiffly over his shoulders. He was dressed in a dull shade of black as if his clothes had been boiled over and over, and they were large over his large body but not enough to hide the flab around his waist. The man was not a resident, he was clearly a worker from the peripheries where rage was common. Adi was ready to react but didn't; he recognised something in the man’s anger that stopped him, as if someone had deprived the man of something he believed was his right. He saw the roots of injustice in the man’s eyes and felt them ringing inside himself. How unjust was it to be denied one’s own rights? How unjust was it to see them slip between one’s fingers? How unjust was it, if you had done nothing wrong to deserve such an injustice?

“I’m sorry,” he said.

The man’s anger wavered for a second, and then his eyes hardened again. 

“You spoiled kid. How many DNA improvements did your parents pay for?”

The man’s breath smelled; he had had no permanent oral hygiene intervention. Nobody in the Sector was as poor as not to get basic DNA improvements, and that man worked in a rich area, after all! Adi’s empathy faded, and he felt embarrassed for feeling it in the first place. No, that fat man was just a sloppy guy lacking even the lowest level of self-care any good sectorian must have. He was the origin of his own misery and deserved whichever injustice he thought he was the victim of. Adi opened his mouth, but Jack’s hand grabbed his arm and pulled him aside.

“We can’t wait for the next train,” he whispered in Adi’s ear, fingers clenched on his arm. “Go to the first pod but don’t enter. Hide behind the column discreetly.” He let go of Adi’s arm and moved ahead with a disciplined calm only Adi noticed.

The door closing alarm went off and increased Adi’s tension. He turned to the angry worker, but the man was gone as if all his rage were a bluff. Adi turned back to Jack and saw him melt with the people at the pod door. He hurried. His heart was pounding in his throat. Where were the drones? Their soft humming was all around but, without looking at the red pointing light on their flat belly, he couldn't tell whether they were spying on him or on his neighbours. He reached the door, and out of the corner of his eye he saw Jack standing behind the column. He looked at the people entering the pod. No one was paying attention to Jack, or the column, or anything else outside the pod. They all were busy finding a seat and securing their belts before the high speed train mashed them against the ergonomic backrest and the Sector blended into a warm indistinct colour outside the pod's windows. He stepped aside like a ghost and squeezed next to Jack. The pod doors closed, and the few people left outside moved back before the train left with a soft whistle. The drones swarmed away over the people on the platform, and another high-pitched sound announced the following projection on the ceiling: train 729 to East 436.

Adi turned to Jack who was looking nervously at the small black stick from the orchid’s root that was now sticking out of the wall behind the column. “What are you doing?“ he hissed.

“We have to get out.”

“Of the tunnel?”

Jack nodded, and Adi’s eyes ran to the tiny display on the side of the stick where orange numbers were chasing each other in a frantic search for the combination to open the service door the column hid. Panic grabbed his chest. Out of the tunnel?

“We can’t,” he breathed in Jack’s ear.

“We have no choice. His friends will help us.”


CHAPTER 4




The stick found the sequence in thirteen breath-holding seconds, and the door swooshed open as if sliding on velvet. Jack pushed Adi out with a firm hand on his shoulder and removed the stick from the slot in the wall with the other hand before walking out. The whistle of the next train covered the door’s soft closing swoosh and the buzzing of the drones inside the station.

From the outside, the tunnel was a long glowing snake with its head and tail lost in the dark. The night coolness made Adi feel vulnerable; despite the darkness, the air outside the tunnels was not certified-free from DNA mutation-inducing particles that solar radiations produced during the day. It was what the tunnels were made for, after all. 

He looked around, but everything was dark beyond the fence that protected the three-square-metre platform they were on. The metal floor was dotted with small bumps at regular intervals along diagonal lines, and there was a gate on the left, towards the far corner of the platform, with a control panel beside it. Jack reached it and inserted the black stick into the lower edge of the panel. The display on the stick lit up and the race of the numbers started over.

Adi's heavy footsteps rocked the platform. "Which friends?" he asked loudly to beat the wind.

Jack drew a long breath. His eyes were on the tiny display and remained so even when the numbers stopped chasing each other and the gate lock clanged. "We have to go," he said, opening the gate.

“We must find Grandpa.”

“He will find us.”

“How do you know?”

Jack kept looking over the platform’s edge. “Go down,” he said.

Adi stared at him. The night Claire had disappeared, Jack hadn't avoided his questions, he hadn't told him lies or tried to hide the helplessness of a man whose world was falling apart; he had looked straight into his ten-year-old son’s eyes and told him he didn't know were Claire was or if she would ever come back. That night, through Jack’s red eyes, Adi had seen his father’s loneliness and understood what dignity meant, but now there was nothing honourable or just about Jack's refusal to look him in the eye. He would have called it fear if Jack hadn't been immune to fear. He looked down from the platform. A metal ladder sank into a foggy darkness. He tried to remember how many flights of stairs they had climbed in the station to get an idea of their height, but he was too busy with all the questions he wanted to ask Jack to count the stairs in the station.

“Drones will catch us,” Jack said with his stubborn eyes on the ladder. “We must be there as soon as possible.”

“There where? This is the most stupid plan I’ve ever heard,” Adi burst. “How far do we have to go? Sure drones will catch us! Who else is out of the tunnels apart from authorised workers and dissidents? I guess his friends aren’t in the CGB. He doesn’t have friends there any more. All he has are those carefully selected losers wasting their time in borderline nostalgic gyms rather than getting DNA improvements and upgrading their lives.”

“How do you know about Christopher’s friends?” Jack raised his eyes finally.

“I know a lot about Grandpa,” Adi said defiant, but Jack was not as shocked as Adi had expected, as if he knew the price to pay for his many absences in the son’s life.

“It will be easier then.” Jack straightened the arm keeping the gate open. “Go down,” he said, but Adi didn't move. “Listen,” Jack’s tone turned conciliatory. “This is our only way. We can’t go back in the station.”

Adi kept looking at him without moving. “Why are you doing this to me?” he asked in a low and bitter voice.

“I’m saving your life.”

A stronger gust filled his ears, and a familiar buzzing grew around him. Adi looked at the dark orange clouds above, but the buzzing echoed like a bullet inside a corrugated metal shed, and he couldn't see any little red dots anywhere against the low sky.

“Down!” Jack grabbed Adi’s jumper and pulled him towards the gate. “Go down.”

The jerk took Adi by surprise. He lost his balance, stepped forward, and clutched at the gate frame. 

“Go down!” Jack said again in a no-negotiation tone.

The buzzing grew. Adi turned and finally saw the tiny red hunting spot approaching. He looked back at the ladder and hoped the dark fog that swallowed it would hide him too. He grabbed the side rails and went down the first rung, then looked at Jack with defiant complicity, and Jack nodded. Ignoring the pride burning in his chest, Adi went further down and felt the vibration of the gate closing. The drones grew louder above their heads. Adi hurried down with his heart racing and his palms getting slippery. His anxious feet forgot caution and, before he even realised it, his right foot failed him and slipped on the metal rung.

What came next happened fast, and he only thought how far from the ground he could possibly be and whether the drones would see him fall. His hands hit the ladder and grasped the air in between the rungs and hit again and grasped and hit forever. He felt no pain. He didn't feel his face crash on the rungs, as if the fog and the wind had made it numb, or his teeth slam against each other over and over again, as if his tongue were not there. A last furious clutch at nothing got something instead, and his left arm stretched under the weight of his own body. He hung from the ladder with desperate strength and with the ears pulsing in a low buzz that was not the drones’ and he remained there forever. When he finally forced his eyes open, he saw a dark blur, and when the water in his eyes ran down his cheeks and he bent his neck enough to look at his feet, he saw the ground was not far beneath, even if those few meters seemed unreachable and the pain in his arm a more comfortable option. The ladder shook. Adi lifted his heavy head to look into the fog that was now above him. A fast shadow came down the rungs, and soon Jack was holding him with a safe arm around his waist.

“Are you ok?” he asked.

Adi’s lips felt huge and unresponsive, and his tongue filled his whole mouth and pushed against his unsteady front teeth.

“I‘m pfpfine,” he managed to say before a warm gush ran down his chin.

All the pain he hadn't felt until that moment reached his skin from his bones and made him feel alive in a way he had never experienced before. He knew what was dripping on the rungs. He had seen blood quite rarely in his life but knew how dangerous an open wound was. He drew a deep breath not to panic, but his chest hurt so badly he had to stop midway and exhale slowly.

“Swallow it,” Jack said.

Adi didn't like the taste of blood. It reminded him of death, and death was something the Sector had tried to eliminate since the beginning. Accidents such
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