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      For the people with PTSD who read thrillers as therapy.

      I see you. I’m one of you.
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      CONTENT WARNINGS

      This book contains on-page instances of murder, bodily harm and blood, injuries, ableism, family discord, discussion about sex (but no sex), and a few swear words. There are also references off page to self-harm, bullying, child abuse, and police brutality.

      

      AUDIENCE

      This book was written for a young adult audience—particularly around the ages of 16-20.
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        * * *

      

      With all of this information in mind, feel free to decide if you’d like to proceed with this story.
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      Caitlee “Cai” Ito

      [kayt-lee “k-eye” ee-toe]

      (she/her)

      Truth or Dare Signature Colors: bright yellow and black

       

      Analisa Patel

      [ah-nuh-lee-suh puh-tail]

      (she/her)

      Truth or Dare Signature Colors: light pink and black

       

      Lian Patel

      [lee-in puh-tail]

      (he/him)

      Truth or Dare Signature Colors: green and black

       

      Sevyn Evans

      [seh-vin eh-vehn-z]

      (they/them)

      Truth or Dare Signature Colors: neon blue and black

       

      Brandon Jiu

      [b-ran-duhn j-yoh]

      (he/him)

      Truth or Dare Signature Colors: red and beige

       

      Solana Díaz

      [so-lah-nuh dee-ah-s]

      (she/her)

      Truth or Dare Signature Colors: bright purple and black

       

      Ever Wright

      [eh-ver right]

      (xe/xem)

      Truth or Dare Signature Colors: brown and white

       

      Jared Farley

      [j-air-ed far-lee]

      (he/him)

      Truth or Dare Signature Colors: plum and black

       

      Joane Lu

      [j-own loo]

      (she/her)

      Truth or Dare Signature Colors: lilac and white

       

      Eric Foucault

      [eh-rick foo-cull]

      (he/him)

      Truth or Dare Signature Colors: navy and brown

       

      Daraja Jones

      [duh-rah-zh-uh joh-nz]

      (they/she – they most of the time)

      {Clementine – [kleh-men-tie-n] – he/him – protector and introject alter

      Didi – [dee-dee] – she/her – child alter

      Bridget – [br-ih-jet] – they/them – gatekeeper and ex-persecutor alter}

      Truth or Dare Signature Colors: neon green and white

       

      Flutura Leka

      [flew-too-rah lay-kah]

      (she/her)

      Truth or Dare Signature Colors: orange and white

       

      Truth or Dare Referees:

       

      Comedy

      [kah-meh-dee]

      (she/her)

      Truth or Dare Signature Colors: bright yellow, pink, and white

       

      Tragedy

      [tr-aa-jeh-dee]

      (he/him)

      Truth or Dare Signature Colors: faded purple, black, and silver

       

      Cai’s Family:

       

      (Auntie) Tera Ito

      [teh-ruh ee-toe]

      (she/her)

      Cai’s human great-aunt

       

      (Gram) Aru Ito

      [ah-roo ee-toe]

      (they/them)

      Cai’s human grandparent

       

      (Grampa) Dix Ito

      [dih-x ee-toe]

      (he/him)

      Cai’s human grandfather

       

      Alexis Ito

      [uh-lehk-sis ee-toe]

      (she/her)

      Cai’s human mother

       

      Kiran

      [key-rehn]

      (they/them)

      Cai’s alien parent
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            Truth or Dare Rules

          

          Also For Your Convenience

        

      

    

    
      Dear Player,

      

      Here are the rules of Truth or Dare for your reference. Don’t worry, you can look these up at any time in the game without penalty.

      

      
        	(12) Twelve people spend (6) six days in the simulated forest cabin. Each player who remains in the game until the end is allotted $500,000 to their winnings.

        	On the first day, each player gains (1) one accusation for every other player, totaling (11) eleven accusations. The accusations are cumulative, so if a player chooses to save all (11) eleven of their accusations from the first day, they may have (22) twenty-two accusations on the second day. Note that these accusations can only be applied to the respective players—in this case, (2) two per player.

        	The accusation process starts with the question: “Truth or Dare?” The accused player must respond with either “truth” or “dare” within the minute, otherwise the accuser chooses for them. After the accuser states the truth question or dare, the accused player is given a time limit to complete the accusation by the referees.

        	If the accused player doesn’t complete the accusation within the time limit, the player is issued a warning. For every warning a player is issued, $100,000 is removed from their potential winnings.

        	If a player completes the accusation within the time limit, a prize amount determined by the referees will be added to their winnings. The prize amount awarded per accusation will be somewhere between $0 to $100,000.

        	If the referees question an accusation’s entertainment or extreme level, it will be put to an audience vote. If the accusation is denied due to audience vote, the accused player does not need to complete the accusation and the accusing player isn’t reimbursed an accusation. If the accusation is approved, the player must complete the accusation as usual, with additional prize money as compensation.

        	Besides an audience vote, the only way an accusation can be negated without penalty to the accused player is by the accusing player retracting the accusation. If an accusing player retracts an accusation, they are not reimbursed an accusation.

        	A player may start a vote for the audience to remove another player from the game. If the latter player is removed due to audience vote, their winnings are given to the former player. If the latter player is spared due to audience vote, the former player is removed, and their winnings will be given to the latter.

        	For a player removed from the game for any reason, besides an audience vote, the prize amount accumulated by that player is divided evenly among the remaining players. This is added to the prize money gained from completing accusations and receiving winnings from player removals.

        	The referees reserve the right to adjust the rules and hold audience votes at any time.

        	The No-Liability rule applies. As a summary, anything you admit or do in the game cannot legally be held against you, or anyone involved in the production of Truth or Dare. Please see the attached Terms and Conditions and Privacy Policy for details.

        	Everything is televised. Every conversation. Every truth. Every dare. What is seen will remain online even after the game’s completion.

      

      

      We hope you have the time of your life in this round of Truth or Dare. If you have any questions, feel free to contact us.

      

      Your Referees,

      Comedy and Tragedy
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      I kicked the avocado plushie off the bed again while I slept. It looks up with that smiling face, judging me silently.

      My contact lenses notice that I’m awake. Logos and notifications cross through my sharpening vision. It makes it difficult to gauge the distance from the floor as I swipe at the plushie. I scoop it up as unread text messages overtake my eyes. The text swarm after waking up isn’t unusual, but seeing multiple missed messages from Analisa worries me. Did I forget a date?

      An impulsive smile forms as I read her inquisitive texts: “Good morning, beautiful. Awake yet?” “Cai, do you remember what today is?” A GIF of an animated clam with googly eyes follows the texts. Clams are one of Analisa’s favorite creatures. As she puts it, they’ve got even fewer limbs than she does, but they get through life just fine.

      Knowing that she’s likely saying these messages out loud makes it feel more personal. She won’t trust the generative writing in her contact lenses for much of anything. She even wrote her most recent physics paper by dictating it in the middle of the mall.

      I say, “Yes, I’m awake. Why?’” The text ripples across my eyes as it sends.

      Analisa responds with: “Yay! Updates in thirty minutes!”

      The tree bark on my back warbles in nervousness. Ugh—my alien parent likely thought it was a gift for some of my skin to be like theirs. Sure, the way the bark rubs together to make noise is cool. And when my parents taught me that it’s called warbling, it stuck with me as something that could’ve been neat. But if my skin were to make that singing kind of noise in public, someone might question whether I’m fully human.

      The whole reason I’m nervous enough to warble is because I forgot that Analisa wanted to go to Updates today. It’s where everyone goes to get checkups on their contact lenses. At certain ages, people can upgrade the information, places, and privileges accessible with their contacts. Since Analisa and I are both eighteen, we can update our contacts to Version 20.

      I set the avocado plushie on a pillow and leap out of the bed. I fling on my yellow robe and step over my comfy corner of plant plushies covering the beanbag. My desk chair almost trips me again since I attempted to hop around the folded, clean clothes I left in a pile by the foot of the bed.

      I snap my fingers for more light. The bulbs strung across the ceiling flash on. My little plant-shaped lamps also illuminate the furniture. The electronic wall wakes from its night mode, igniting with digital photos and posters. I can’t help but smile at the several photos of Analisa and me. For years, we’ve commonly taken selfies to show off our outfits, commemorate when we find posters for game shows, and capture silly moments.

      When I enter my personal bathroom, I snap again to turn on the bright lights. My elbows press against the marble counter as Analisa sends, “Remember we’re just visiting. We don’t have to do it today. If at all.” An uneasy shiver runs across my skin, but fortunately, the bark doesn’t warble this time.

      I suck in a breath of lavender-scented air, trying to calm my mind as I arm my toothbrush with toothpaste. Despite her claims that this is only a visit, I know Analisa’s ready to update her contacts. Usually, I tried new things when she did, like when we got our matching carnation tattoos. But the idea of actually going through with Version 20 is a whole new kind of commitment.

      Another text: “Hey, Cai? We can go another day. I don’t want you to feel pressured into this.”

      I give an exhausted glare at myself in the mirror as I finish the onerous task of brushing my teeth. I don’t feel pressured; I feel stupid for agreeing to this visit and suddenly getting cold feet.

      Oh great, my green skin is starting to show. I have to apply skin gradient every day, since it wears off after enough time—or after using enough cleaning supplies. The bark texture on my chest is easy enough to hide with a shirt, but I need the skin modification to make myself look fully human. Why is it so easy for me to change my skin, but it feels difficult to change my contact lenses?

      My fingers trail over the glass door entrance to the skin modifier pod. As the pod is just big enough for me to comfortably stand inside, it doesn’t crowd the bathroom. Fortunately, I was able to purchase it after winning a local kids Trivia game. I have my history fixation to thank for helping me win that a few years ago.

      I step into the pod and close my eyes when the chiming countdown starts. Music plays as steam ripples over my body. As the music diminishes, the soft drying jets blow warm air. My eyes blink, wary of the vapor drying on my lashes. Relief settles into my tense muscles when I see the light tone on my arms. I step outside the pod and admire the change in the mirror.

      My fingers work to put in the gold leaf promise earring that matches the one I gave Analisa. My anxiety grows as it takes me a few extra seconds than usual to pinch it into place. I push open my closet doors and slide the hangers around, considering my black outfits. The scarf with neon yellow highlights was a gift from Analisa, so I choose that as part of the look. I pick through my clean clothes pile for the blouse that matches the scarf best. A black jacket would be good. Damn it—my usual pants for this outfit are in the hamper.

      My mind lingers on the Updates visit as I pull on ripped leggings. Getting Version 20 might not be so bad. The main advertised appeal is that it gives a person access to applying to serious game shows. All the local, barely-televised kiddy games are left behind—no more Hide and Seek, Hot Potato, or Trivia. Version 20 allows people to apply for broadcasted game shows like Mother May I, Never Have I Ever, and Truth or Dare. The last one has been my favorite for years, since it was the first show I watched with Analisa.

      Playing well-funded games like those means more money to win and more notoriety to gain. If I want to keep my alien parentage a secret, staying away from attention-grabbing things like those shows would be best.

      Aside from the game show aspect, Version 20 is appealing for different reasons. With Version 20, I’d be treated more like an adult. I could drink alcohol and take pills. If I had the money for it, I could apply for off-government housing. I’ve even heard that there’s better service at restaurants as a teenager with Version 20. That’s probably why Analisa’s excited about it.

      But she’s been awestruck by the serious games since she was little. She’s joked that we could win something big together on one of them. Am I so nervous about this Updates visit because I’m scared of her applying to one of the shows?

      I’m wasting time thinking. I snatch buckled, black boots out of my closet and pull them on.

      Another text from Analisa: “How about I try it today, and if you feel more comfortable with it, you can try it later? Who knows, I might play something and win enough to get you to DU.” She adds a cartoon clam GIF with a heart.

      She would be willing to play a serious game to get me into Darilek University? I’ve had my eye on the place because it has one of the best history departments in Tribu Amalricus; it’s arguably one of the best schools in the entire North American Region. And it’s right here in the city. If I won a major Version 20 game, or even a few small Version 20 games, I could pay for tuition.

      But the cost of winning depends on the game. To start, you have to sell yourself on how interesting you are to become a contestant. Then, whatever happens in the game is on your online record. If I do something embarrassing or say something horrible, my reputation could be ruined. The games guarantee that players can sue if someone discriminates against them based on what’s revealed. Still, I don’t feel secure enough about that being enforced.

      Regardless, Analisa wants to upgrade to Version 20 today. I should be there to support her.

      Analisa’s supported me countless times throughout my years in New York. Her encouragement has been even more resolute since she learned that I’m a lab-created being. My alien parent, human mom, human grandparents, and Auntie Tera are the only other ones who know. Gram and Grampa made sure to delete any online evidence of me as a kid with green, barky skin. They’re cool like that. My parents—who used an incubator with a random-generated characteristics blend—are not.

      I let a bot apply my makeup and a metallic gold sheen to my dark brown hair. After I have my contact lenses add yellow flecks to my brown irises, I say, “Command, text Analisa.”

      I do a final mirror check. The reflection now shows an East Asian Amalrican teenager dressed up in typical New York fashion. Without the green skin and bark on my torso showing, I look like my human mom. No one would question my humanity.

      I send a message to Analisa: “You should get your update today. I’ll be there in ten to support you.”
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      My flat shoes slap against the sunny sidewalk. Updates isn’t a far walk from my apartment; soon, I’m standing outside the store. I appreciate the warmth of the sunlight on my face—it’ll give me some extra energy. The wind licks at my scarf, encouraging me toward the sidewalk edge.

      I lean against the railing as I look down at the water-filled streets carrying jet skis, SUBs, and boats of all kinds. The whooshing of the water and engines beneath my feet is calming. As interesting as a pure, sea-street city like Houston was, I prefer having more space to walk above it all.

      “Cai!” Analisa squeals.

      My chest lightens as she strides over to me with her walking stick. I squish her until she pokes my stomach, laughing at me to let her go. As energizing as the sunlight is, nothing beats the wholesome feeling I get from Analisa’s touch.

      Her glittery, metallic eye shadow is so on point—she always applies it herself. She went with gold in her contacts today, complementing her brown skin. I’m tempted to touch her hair, which has flower braces wrapped around the pink streaks. Interesting, she’s even wearing her favorite dress and fishnet tights, showing off her curvy figure. I knew she’d be excited to go out today, but I didn’t anticipate this much.

      “Someone’s looking especially beautiful today.” I give her an obvious glance-over.

      “I know! My girlfriend has such good style.” Analisa shoots that look back at me. It shifts into an adorable smile that tries to mask her sheepishness.

      “Me?” I wrap my arm around her shoulder and point at a nearby shop. “You see those mannequins? They try to sell people the idea of beauty. But you? You’re the perfect twenty-third-century princess. Wonderful in every way.”

      She rubs her head against my shoulder. “Wow. Seven months in and you’re still a sweet talker. What did I do to deserve you?”

      Giddy that my arm-around-the-shoulder tactic worked to get her closer, I suddenly lose my ability to speak. “I…” Is there a cute pun I can make here? Or something cool to continue the banter? “Uh.” I know I don’t need to impress her, but I would prefer some ideas over none.

      “Looks like I spoke too soon.” She laughs and takes my hand. “It’s okay. You don’t need to be nervous. Is the upgrade idea still bothering you? If so, let’s go to the mall instead. We could look at jewelry to celebrate the new semester. Lian told me to get him some more fabric anyway.”

      I shake my head as I stare at the Updates sign. “You wanted an upgrade, so you should get one. I don’t want to miss out on your special day.”

      Her eyebrows slant with concern. “Are you sure?”

      I step toward Updates, lifting our held hands. “Of course. Ready?”

      As soon as I walk into the sleek salon with all its black marble and pristine mirrors, my discomfort fades. Now all I want to do is sit in a cushioned chair. I don’t even know what I was so worried about.

      When the stylist plucks our contacts out, the dry chill around me makes my eyelids squeeze shut. I coerce my eyes open while our stylist works on our contacts. As my gaze wanders, there’s no time blinking in the top right, no text notifications, no desktop, no Internet access, no email, no dictionary, no calculator, no books or movies… nothing.

      Analisa giggles. She’s futilely outstretching her arm like she’s trying to manipulate a part of her vision. “So weird! What do you think, Cai?”

      I nod. “Definitely weird. It’s like my eyes are naked.”

      “Oh, how scandalous!” She covers a hand over her temporarily brown eyes, peeking through her fingers a bit. “Don’t look, Cai! I’m indecent!”

      I roll my eyes, trying to hide my smile. “Like you care when I see you indecent.”

      “Wow, you make it sound like we’re indecent around each other a lot.” She wiggles her eyebrows.

      Warmth flushes to my cheeks. We’re far too asexual for that kind of thing. Kissing, holding hands, and cuddling are normal for us. After enough times of Analisa complaining about sex scenes in movies, we figured out that we were both disinterested in sex. Apparently, that doesn’t stop Analisa from teasing me. “I just meant we change clothes around each other a lot.”

      Before Analisa can think of something else embarrassing to say, our stylist approaches. I cool my face with the back of my hands. I try not to look at Analisa, but I know she’s watching me because of her little giggle.

      The stylist opens a couple of shiny cases, containing the upgraded contacts. After the stylist gently sets lenses in Analisa’s eyes, their gloved hands insert my contacts as well. My vision sharpens. All the icons load onto the desktop bar at the side of my vision, the time blinks in the top right corner, and everything else boots up… including the new app that connects to Version 20 games.

      We test out the contacts, confirming that everything works the same. After we send our payments, we leave the salon. Now, when I look at Analisa, her public profile lists “Version 20” beneath her name and pronouns.

      “You want to get some food? I swear, I got dehydrated just from having the contacts out for five minutes.” Analisa laughs lightly.

      “Yeah, that sounds good,” I agree.

      She’s got an extra spring in her step now. “We did it! Now we can apply for Version 20 jobs. We could even play the major games if we wanted to.”

      We did it. A breathy grin forms on my face. “Yeah. I guess we could.”

      No way I’m playing any of those games though.
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      Analisa gapes at my plate. “They gave you fries!”

      A bit of bile circulates at the back of my throat. “Yep.”

      She whirls toward the automated food desk. “Hey, she didn’t ask for fries! We need a new steak here, and maybe a mechanic. Gotta fix up this doofus of a machine!”

      The automated desk robot tilts its serving tray arm, as if questioning her.

      I tap her arm. “It’s fine. I can just eat the steak.”

      “Okay, but if I were a mechanic, I’d piece you apart right here and now!” Analisa points at the machine. “You know those Gen-Ren people? I’d fix you up quicker than them, you piece of work!”

      As I guide her away, the serving tray arm gives her a middle finger. It’s for the best that Analisa doesn’t notice.

      Analisa leads the way through the crowded tables in the food court. The buzz of overlapping conversation blankets the environment, encouraging me into a trance-like state as I focus only on avoiding people. Analisa has always been better at pushing through crowds; I still haven’t figured out how to mimic her bold presence.

      We reach a small table that a couple of people just left. The hovering cleaner robot finishes sweeping the trash and drying the sanitized table before we sit. I quickly thank the robot as it chirps and flies away.

      Analisa gives an exasperated sigh as she sits. “You know, your Gram and Grampa could probably fix that food server bot. By Gret, if only I were an engineer.”

      “Maybe Grampa could,” I note as I sit across from her. “Gram is more like you. They prefer physics.”

      “Ah, so it runs in your family to be attracted to physicists.” Analisa lilts her voice jokingly. “That explains a lot.”

      I roll my eyes. “Sure. My family explains a lot about me—that much is true.”

      She places her hand on mine. “It only explains as much as you want it to.” After the pause that comes from thinking about my parents, Analisa continues, “Speaking of, what are you going to do about those fries?”

      “You can have them,” I suggest. “It’d be a waste to throw them away.”

      Her mouth twists in the way it does when she wants something but wants to deny it. I’ve seen that expression when we order food at a place with decent vegetarian options.

      “Have them. You really don’t have to only eat meat around me,” I insist.

      Her unsure eyes flicker between me and the fries. “Well, it’s our first day with Version 20. I’ll make an exception today, because wasting food is bad for the environment. And because that idiotic machine gave it to you.”

      The machine stops what it’s doing to give Analisa another middle finger. While I glance over Analisa’s shoulder, she scrapes the fries onto her plate.

      “Do you want ketchup?” I ask. The packets are nearby; I might as well offer so she feels better about eating a vegetable in front of me.

      Her eyebrows pinch incredulously. “Of course not! Ketchup is made from tomato.”

      “Mustard?”

      “That’s also a plant.”

      “Mayo?”

      “Who puts mayo on steak?”

      She’s so stubborn. It’s ridiculously cute. “Relish?”

      “Made from pickles.”

      “Tartar sauce?”

      “Also has pickles.”

      I grin. “You’re an omnivore, Analisa. You can get away with cutting out animals from your diet, but you can’t cut out plants, even if it’s only when I’m around. You’ve gotta pickle your battles.”

      Her face becomes deadpanned. “You did not do that whole spiel just to set up a pun.”

      “I may-o may not have done that.”

      She shakes her head. “No.”

      “You have to ketchup to my level, Analisa.”

      “No.”

      “I’m relishing your reaction right now.”

      “Ugh. I’m dying right now. You are literally killing me.” Her forehead rests on the table.

      “You can’t even mustard the energy to look at me?”

      She slides down into her chair, so much so that her head goes beneath the table level. She dramatically reaches her prosthetic right arm toward the ceiling. “Still dying!”

      A crackle of static tickles my ear, followed by a wrinkly voice. “Oh, dear. It seems Cai is killing her girlfriend. Cai, why would you do that?”

      Grampa hacked into my headphones again. My grandparents could call people instead, but since they’re technologically confident enough to link their headphones to other ones—and they enjoy surprising me out of nowhere—their voices often jump into my life.

      Now I’m the one to set my forehead on the table. “Grampa, what are you doing?”

      Analisa’s excited voice rises as she sits up. “Grampa! She’s killing me with puns again. Please tell her to stop.”

      “Cai, why would you do such a thing? We didn’t teach you to be like this.” Gram Aru jumps on the line too.

      “Excuse you, sweetie, but puns are the ultimate charming method,” Grampa Dix argues. “After all, you’re with me.”

      “Wrong. I am with you despite your unfortunate infliction of puns.”

      Analisa whispers, “What are they saying?”

      “They’re bickering,” I relay as I sit up. “And yes, Gram Aru’s on your side again.”

      “Yes!” She balls up her fists victoriously.

      “This wasn’t what we called for,” Gram Aru redirects the conversation.

      “Yes, but your comment about puns was uncalled for,” Grampa Dix undirects.

      “Sweetie, I’m going to block your voice unless you settle down.” After allowing Grampa Dix to grumble for a moment, Gram Aru asks, “Cai, my dear, how are you?”

      “I’m doing alright,” I say. “I’m getting food with Analisa.”

      “Ah yes. A few stores away from Updates.”

      I rub my forehead. They know.

      “What are they saying now? Anything about…” Analisa points at her eyes. I shake my hand in front of my neck, which makes it clear to her that she’s right.

      “Well, did you do anything fun today other than dining out?” Gram Aru asks.

      I rub my forehead. I haven’t mentioned the idea of upgrading to Version 20 yet to my family. Upgrading is something that normal families can talk about without it being a big deal. It’s just a common aspect of growing up as a human, like being excited to drive even the short trip to the grocery store after getting a boating license, talking an in awkward cluster of friends at a school dance, or having a first sip of alcohol only to hate the taste but appreciate the independence. I’ve only experienced those instances vicariously via television shows, but my argument still stands.

      With my family, anything that associates me with change is often followed by an argument with my parents. “Alright, I know you know, Gram. I’m sorry I didn’t bring it up. I just thought that it was time.” I sigh. “Do Alexis and Kiran know?”

      “It’s about time you upgraded. I thought you didn’t like new technology for a couple years. It scared the heck out of me,” Grampa Dix exclaims with a relieved laugh.

      “What your Grampa is trying to say… is that it’s alright; you didn’t have to discuss it with us. And no, we haven’t told your parents. We thought you should tell them yourself. Perhaps tomorrow when they’re in town?”

      “Tomorrow?” I planned on trying to hide the upgrade for at least a week.

      “Your Grampa Dix and I can create software to change your Version number to 10 in front of your parents. Still, you should tell them soon. Hiding things from those you care about never turns out well.”

      They’re such cool grandparents. Especially when I’ve learned about what they’ve been through. I grew up listening to how they became engineers, broke down the Houston government, and handled their friend who once took over the world. Hearing their stories about the past is what encourages me to read about history. And Version 20 might help me pay for the tuition to study history in college.

      “Okay,” I respond. “I’ll try to tell them next week, at the latest.”

      “Good,” Gram Aru says. “Now put me on speaker. I want to say hi to Analisa.”

      I blink the controls to change one of my headphones to speaker mode and set it on the table. I rub my ear, appreciating how it feels to remove the headphones every so often. Usually, I keep them in so I can put on music whenever there’s annoying or overwhelming noise in public. That also means more opportunity for my grandparents to talk to me on a whim.

      Gram Aru’s voice emerges. “Hi, Analisa!”

      “Hi, Gram!” Analisa leans over the table to respond.

      “Has Cai been treating you well?”

      “Cai’s been wonderful. She came with me so I wasn’t alone when I got my update. I’m afraid I might’ve coerced her into getting one too. I’m sorry.”

      “No need to apologize, dear. We saw the footage; it appears that it was Cai’s own decision. I’m glad to hear that you’re both treating each other well.”

      Of course they watched the footage. I wouldn’t be surprised if they’re watching us now through the mall’s food court cameras. I say, “I mean no offense, Gram, but most people of your generation don’t hack into security cameras anymore.”

      “How else are we supposed to make sure our only granddaughter and her girlfriend are doing okay? What if you were kidnapped? You know, back in our time, we were kidnapped by a terrorist group. They hijacked the security cameras, so no one knew.”

      “Didn’t we willingly go with them? They hijacked the security cameras so no one knew we were traitors,” Grampa Dix corrects.

      “Oh, right. Well, what choice did we have? We had to get away from that dangerous so-called politician my birth father worked with.”

      “Dude, you’re getting off-topic again.”

      Analisa giggles. “Cai, your grandparents lived such interesting lives! I can’t believe they’re so cool.”

      “Look at that, we’re still cool,” Grampa Dix says, a bit of pride in his old voice. “It’s not like people still have me tattooed on their arms, but whatever.”

      Analisa gasps. “Did someone really do that?”

      “It was one person you met in an airport. Get over it, dear.” I can hear Gram Aru roll their eyes. “Did we have anything else to tell them?”

      “There was something else. Your Aruzheimer’s is kicking in.”

      “I don’t have Aruz—Alzheimer’s! I thought there was something else.”

      “A thing about a game, maybe? Oh, a birthday gift?”

      “Cai’s birthday is months away.”

      “A game?” I ask, the word getting my attention.

      “Oh! Yes.” The uncertainty fades from Gram Aru’s voice. “Be very careful about the Version 20 games. Although your Grampa and I did some dangerous things at your age, these games are unnecessarily cruel. I warn you: don’t take part in too many, or any at a high scale of risk. A person almost died playing Truth or Dare last week, and I don’t want you or Analisa to get seriously injured. Do you two understand me?”

      I haven’t seen last week’s highlight video yet, so I don’t know whether Gram is being overly concerned. The dares on Truth or Dare can get semi-dangerous—it’s part of the entertainment value. Although the show occasionally produces severe injuries, no one ever dies on the show. Still, trying to explain that to Gram isn’t worth the worry it might cause them.

      Analisa nods toward the earpiece, indicating she’ll side with what I say. I nod back, saying, “Yeah, we understand, Gram. Thanks for telling us. We’ll keep that in mind.”
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      Our two-week break from school just ended. The history classes concluded before the break, so today, I start my next chosen history class: Fashion History. I even get to take it with Analisa.

      Students meander around the school’s reception area. Their voices overlap as they dictate and type assignments at the last minute. I squeeze into one of the large elevators along with several students. My class is on the fourth floor above the main city walkway, so I press against the wall until the students from the other floors leave.

      I step out of the elevator on the fourth floor when someone waves at me out of the corner of my eye. Ah, it’s Lian—his hair is shorter since I last saw him. His profile divulges that his name is Lian Patel, he uses he/him pronouns, and he has Version 10. I know him as Analisa’s twin brother.

      “Hey.” Thin, neon green lines cover his jacket today. He set his iris color to green, accenting his relaxed eyes. Even though the contact lenses correct his vision, he wears oval glasses for style. His Indian accent is stronger than Analisa’s. “I’m glad to see someone I know. Do you know where room 450 is?”

      “Yeah. That’s my next class.” I raise my eyebrows. “Did Analisa not tell you where it is?”

      “Ah, no. Did she know this whole time?” His voice sounds irritated and amused like there’s a joke I’m missing.

      I gesture for Lian to follow me as I walk down the hall. “She’s in this class too.”

      Lian gapes. “She did not tell me!”

      I shrug. “She’s probably just messing around. Or she’s trying to surprise you. I didn’t realize you’d be interested in this class.”

      “Are you kidding?” He gestures down at his outfit. “I dress up for school! Sewing this was not inexpensive. It took me two years of tutoring to finally make a week’s worth of clothing I truly like.”

      His dramatic voice gets me to smile. He’s always able to carry on a conversation, even with someone as generally reserved as me. “I just mean… I thought you already knew a lot about all this.”

      “Ah, yes, I do. But it’s a class credit with a topic that I am interested in, and knowing more can’t hurt.” He squints at me. “Say, what is your favorite color, Cai? Mine is green, in case you can’t tell.” He gestures to his outfit.

      I tug on my yellow scarf. “Yellow. It’s bright and positive.”

      “Hm!” His eyes widen. “Interesting choice. You don’t hear too many people say yellow, but it is a good color, isn’t it? It makes quite the statement.” He leans closer, as if sharing a secret. “Needless to say, I like your scarf.”

      My smile grows wider. “Thanks. Although, I’ll have to credit Analisa for giving this to me for our six-month friendiversary a few years ago.”

      “I see!” Lian nods emphatically. “Don’t tell her I said so, but her fashion sense isn’t terrible. I still cannot believe that she did not tell me about this class.”

      I pause at the open doorway, gesturing. “Here it is.”

      “You first. I insist.” Lian holds out his hand.

      I nod in thanks and step inside the classroom.

      Students talk with each other in clumps around the room. I recognize a few acquaintances among many strangers. There’s no one here that I’m all that comfortable with. Keeping to myself is what I’m used to anyhow.

      I slink into a seat in the back row. Desks and fashion event posters pack the sunlit room. The large windows reveal the metallic urban environment around us. It’s reminiscent of the bright view I saw when I went to school in Houston—at least, on the days when it wasn’t pouring rain.

      Lian’s face lights up as he approaches some of our classmates. They quickly welcome him into their conversation. It’s impressive how he can talk with anyone.

      I blink my visual desktop into view and click on a song by Heka. Grampa Dix introduced me to her music a few months ago, and now I’m immersed in her albums from the 2200s. The orchestra seeps me into a calm atmosphere, making this classroom feel like a setting in a musical. The day would be more entertaining if my classmates started dancing and singing like in the movies Analisa adores.

      My face lights up when Analisa walks into the room. She waves at a few of our classmates and asks how their break was. I blink the volume down on my headphones so I can hear her peppy voice.

      When she walks over and slings her backpack onto the floor, I eye her pink platform boots with amazement. “You never cease to amaze with what you can walk in.”

      “What can I say?” She takes my hand as she sits down, swinging it between our desks. “My balance is better than ever. You’ve seen my medals.”

      “How could I miss them?” I ask, thinking about the recent line of gymnastics medals in her bedroom.

      “Well, it’s one of my many talents. Speaking of talents…” She holds up my hand, examining the gold nail polish I applied last night. “I love this. Your hand’s gotten much steadier.”

      “Thanks.” I squeeze her hand, lifting her red nails. “The red goes well with your outfit.”

      “I know! I still enjoy dressing a little extra for the first day back from breaks.” She laughs.

      Lian slips into the seat next to Analisa, clearing his throat with his chin high in the air. Dressing up special for the first day of school seems to run in their family.

      Analisa rolls her eyes as she turns to face Lian. “What is it, Lili?”

      “You did not tell me where this room was. I told you I was in this class.” Lian tips his head up higher. “You ignored me.”

      “Not ignored. I jested.” Analisa reaches her non-prosthetic leg over to kick his calf.

      Lian gapes before dusting off his pants. “Rude.”

      Analisa and I part hands as an older person steps into the classroom. I read our Fashion History teacher’s profile while she introduces the class material. I double-blink to screenshot some of the slideshow images.

      About midway through the class, the teacher pauses, listening to something in her earpiece. She blinks a few times before continuing with her presentation.

      Analisa picks up her backpack. Lian too. As they walk to the door, Analisa looks back at me with her eyebrows raised.

      After the two of them leave the classroom, a message pops into my vision from Analisa. “Called to the office. We’re being picked up early for some reason. I’ll keep you updated.”

      I blink to give the message a thumbs-up. An unexpected early pickup on the first day after a break is odd given how school-emphatic their parents are, but it’s probably fine.

      When the bell rings, I lift my bag and turn up the music in my headphones. I have twenty minutes until my next class. I’ve got time to journey to the moderate-volume library. There, I sit on the balcony overlooking the book-filled environment. I mutter, “Command, text Analisa: ‘Everything okay, question mark.’” The text appears in the middle of my vision as it sends.

      I close my eyes and pluck a random book from the history shelf. My fingers trace a title about the Acceleration in the late 2040s. I know the general gist of the events when the effects of climate change skyrocketed, but I don’t know them well.

      I spend my remaining break time reading. My contact lenses send the words into my earpiece, allowing me to listen while my eyes parse the book. Sometimes, my eyes skip lines and flip some of the letters around, so I appreciate the extra help.

      By the time my timer goes off, Analisa still hasn’t replied. I tab the page in my contacts and check out the book. Then I head to Mathematical Archaeology. Then lunch. Then Journalism in New York City. Then another twenty-minute break. And finally, Chemistry in Art and Artifacts.

      When school finishes, I turn up the music and leave the building. Auntie Tera doesn’t get off work for another few hours, so she can’t pick me up from school. Usually, I walk with Analisa and Lian, since their apartment is on the way to Tera’s. I’ll be at the building in about three songs.

      The corner of my eye catches the jetskis and SUBs surging on the streets beneath my feet. I peer over one of the bridges, watching the traffic in the water flowing beneath the sidewalk. I catch an involuntary smile, realizing that the sight doesn’t ever stop being neat.

      I pass under a canopy with public water fountains lining the edges. A ruggedly-dressed nomad sits on a bench, strumming a guitar and singing to a small group of children. I lower the volume in my headphones to catch some of the familiar folk tune. After I meet eyes with the nomad and offer a smile, they grin and change the next lyric from “kindness of a stranger” to “kind smile of a stranger.” The acknowledgment sets off a delighted warmth in my chest as I continue walking. Brief, uplifting interactions with strangers are part of why I like this city so much; it feels so human.

      The apartment building is in sight. Auntie Tera is well off enough to stay on a floor to herself since she works in the Tribu Amalricus government. She was even able to take me in after the break with my parents a few years ago without it straining her finances. Even though she can’t tell me what exactly she does, I imagine that she’s important.

      I should get some groceries to make her something. She liked the dumplings I prepared a few weeks ago. We’ve got to make something anyway since my parents are visiting today. I veer in the direction of the grocery store before I forget.

      I journey through the aisles, blinking ingredients off the list as I place them in a cart. I need enough to feed all four of us, but the amount is getting too big to fit into my bag. I also get a six-pack of flavored water, ensuring my alien parent has enough to drink.

      I glare at the half-full shopping cart. Although the shipping fee is only fifty dollars, it still seems silly to have the store fly this stuff a few blocks away. Regardless, it’s too much for me to carry alone. I sigh as I select the drone delivery option and charge it to the bank account Tera opened for me.

      Before I arrive at the apartment, I receive a notification saying my bags have been delivered. Once I’m inside, I put the ingredients away. Since Tera hasn’t come out, she’s either busy or not home. Or maybe she’s got on the noise-cancelling headphones that Grampa Dix made her.

      In my bedroom, I boot up my electronic desk and work through assignments for my classes. Midway through filling out an introductory questionnaire for the fashion class, Analisa texts, “Sorry for responding so late. Can you talk?”

      “Sure,” I respond.

      Analisa starts a voice call. She’s sniffling. “Hey, Cai.”

      “Hey.” Concern tugs at my chest. “Are you okay? What happened?”

      “I—uh, well… no.” Her voice drops, although it tries to stay near its usual pitch. “Is Tera nearby?”

      Tera can hear everything within a few miles of her because of some technological experiment she went through as a kid. If Analisa’s asking about that, she probably has something serious to say. “I don’t think she’s in the apartment, so she probably wouldn’t pay too much attention to my voice right now if she’s in the city. Why?”

      “I don’t… I want you to know. But I also don’t want to tell a lot of people.” She sniffles again. “I don’t know.”

      “I’m here. I’m listening,” I assure. My eyes stare into the wall as if my focus could traverse the streets to comfort her.

      “My father has cancer. I’m in the hospital right now. They say it’s bad. And rare. He collapsed earlier, and now he’s—” Her voice cracks. “I don’t know what to do. Apparently, it’s been around for a while, but maybe he’s been hiding it or not dealing with it. They say the treatment is so expensive, and insurance won’t cover most of it. He might… they’re saying he might not make it, Cai.”

      My heart jerks at her voice. Although I’m not close with her father, he’s always kind whenever I go to their apartment. From how Analisa talks about him, he’s been a positive influence in her life. “That’s horrible. I’m sorry, Ana. If there’s anything you need right now—food or delivering something, whatever you need—I’m here.”

      She sniffles. “Thanks, Cai. I seriously think… I’m thinking I need to apply for Version 20 games. If I win enough prize money, it might pay for the treatment.”

      My throat tightens.

      “I know it sounds insane,” she adds quickly. “I mean, my mom might hate me for doing something so public, but I’ve been watching the shows for years. I know all the ins and outs of them. I might be good at it. It couldn’t hurt to apply, right?”

      I cover my open mouth, stopping myself from saying something too soon. If I were to do something so impulsive as joining a Version 20 game, doing it for her feels like a worthy reason.

      “Aren’t you going to tell me it’s not worth it?” She gives a sad laugh. “I know it sounds insane, but I don’t know…”

      “Wait until tomorrow to apply.” My dry throat has a difficult time swallowing between my words. “They’re more likely to pick people who know each other for games like Never Have I Ever and Truth or Dare. Take the night to think.”

      “Yeah. I don’t think Lian would do it though. I’ll ask him, but still. He doesn’t really watch the shows.”

      “What I mean is…” My mouth stutters as I admit something I might regret. “I don’t want to jump into anything, but I might apply with you.”

      “You would do that?” Her hiccupped tears are clear enough from her despondent voice. “I can’t ask you to take that risk for me.”

      “If we both apply, you’re more likely to be chosen. And if we’re both chosen, then that’s twice the possibility of winning enough for your father to get treatment. If we apply tomorrow, they still might put us in a game next week.” The more I talk, the more resolved I become. “Is there anything else you need? Otherwise, I’m going to start preparing for my parents.”

      “No, I’m—thank you for even considering it. You’re too sweet, Cai.” She sniffles. “Good luck with your parents. Talk tomorrow morning?”

      “Yeah, thanks. I’m sorry this is happening, Ana. I’ll see you tomorrow.” My hands rub together to knead out their unease. “I’ll have an answer for you by then.”
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      As I cut the dough, I hear the locks on the front door disengage. Even though no one can enter this floor of the building without authorization, Auntie Tera is extra careful with the living space portion—where we relax and sleep.

      I continue shaping the dough pieces into circles as Tera walks in. “Hey, Auntie.”

      Her eyes are always distant like she’s not quite able to pay attention to the people around her. She always tries though, even if she’s distracted by the sounds in the city. Since she’s able to hear everything within a few miles of her, I’m surprised she hasn’t gone insane.

      She smiles. “Cai.” She pats my shoulder. “It looks like I arrived for my favorite part. Do you need help pleating?”

      Non-verbal cues reach her faster, so I nod, gesturing to the dough. She helps me pat little clumps of meat, vegetables, and noodle filling into the dough. When we let them sit in the steamer baskets, Tera collapses onto one of the clean couches in the living room. She adjusts her hearing aids—probably to make them block out more noise.

      I heat some meat without any plants in it for myself. Using metal chopsticks, I push the ground beef around the sizzling pan, letting myself get lost in the mesmerizing act while the meat changes color.

      My thoughts return to the Version 20 games. Analisa and I are lucky to be in New York, which is the biggest hub for the broadcast games. But playing any of them might expose some things to the world. I focus on my beige hands, still pushing the meat in the skillet.

      I can apply multiple layers to my skin tone. Hopefully the gradient would last at least a week before starting to fade. I don’t want to think about the possibility of it running out before we finish a game. The games themselves tend to last less than a week. They can be longer when combined with introductory interviews, closing ceremonies, and other events.

      “Cai,” Tera’s voice calls from the couch. I turn to look at her. “Thank you for cleaning.”

      So she did notice my efforts from this morning. Since she’s letting me stay here for free, I try to keep the space clean for her. I smile. “You’re welcome.”

      She stares at me, squinting. “Ah. Version 20.”

      My skin shivers. Grampa Dix’s software should prevent my family from seeing that I have Version 20. “Yeah.”

      She leans back with a sly smile. “Interesting. It still says Version 10 on your profile.”

      I tip my head up, slightly irritated that I let that slip so easily. She must’ve heard Analisa and I at Updates. “Yep. I wanted to tell you and my parents before you saw it.”

      She stares into space, shrugging. “It’s become the norm to have Version 20 for many reasons. I don’t think you need to ask us for permission. Especially if you’re using your own allowance from cleaning the apartment.”

      I squint, wondering if I’ve forgotten that I have an allowance. My face slackens when I realize what she means. It’s a defense against my parents, saying that I worked hard for what they might call an unnecessary expense. “Thanks, Auntie.”

      As I package the cooked meat, Tera asks if I want to play one of her old combat video games. Since we’ve got several minutes until I need to reduce the heat on the dumplings, I change into a tank top and shorts.

      By the time I’m ready, Tera’s stretching with the remote system strapped on and the television set up. She might be in her late fifties, but she still clings onto an intense exercise regimen.

      I strap on the remote system. When I click on my saved character, the resistance bands tighten.

      The video game screen returns us to our next quest. We jog our characters into a dungeon and punch, kick, and jump through fantasy monsters. I find myself smiling as Tera and I work together, moving through it all.

      She’s still quick. Gram Aru has shown me videos of Tera from her younger years—she learned to fight well, and I bet it’s still in her muscle memory. Glancing at her, I know it’s embedded in her form. Although I’m not certain if I want to learn martial arts, I imagine she’d teach me if I asked.

      After a few minutes, the steamed dumplings are done. While I pack the food, Tera passes me a wet towel. I wipe it over my shoulders and neck as I go change into clothes that cover my barky chest.

      By the time I leave my room, Tera’s in a more casual outfit. I pick up the heavier bag of food and Tera lifts the other one before we leave the apartment. She adjusts her hearing aids while we walk to the park.

      Tera confirms in her earpiece that the part of the park we usually go to is “closed for eco-friendly renovation.” Because of Tera’s connections, there’s even an invisible cloak over the hill where we’ll meet my parents so no one can see us from afar.

      It’s all out of precaution. Hardly anything surprises anyone living in New York City. Plus, most people know by now that there are aliens living on Earth. The concealing effort is probably for the best though. People still tend to get scared of a walking tree.

      Tera’s handprint allows us through the park barrier. My parents already sit on the hill we usually picnic on. They’ve got a checkered blanket laid out, and they wave as we approach.

      My mom, Alexis, is human. She cut her hair short again, but she’s still wearing that long, green coat she found a few months ago at a thrift store. As I hug her, she beams. Her voice does the gravelly thing it does when she squeezes me. “It’s so good to see you, my little sapling!”

      I admit a slim smile. She’s gotten nicer over time. Maybe this picnic won’t feel too awkward.

      Kiran, my alien parent, warbles as I hug them. My arms reach about halfway around their trunk. Their branches brush against my back. Although my parents tried teaching me both English and warbles, my understanding of the warbles isn’t as certain as it used to be.

      As they hug Tera, I unpack the dumplings and flavored water onto the blanket. There’s already some flavored water, potato salad, a pack of grilled shrimp, and an unseasoned omelet in containers on the blanket. I smile at the last two odd things—probably trying to cover their bases for whatever I might feel like eating.

      We pass around the food. Tera points out that I did most of the effort on the steamed buns, and my mom compliments my cooking. Before touching the ground beef, I eat the omelet to be polite. Kiran opens some of the flavored water I brought and pours it on their trunk. They warble something about how good my choice of water is.

      Tiptoeing through lighthearted conversation feels odd. Still, the more time I spend apart from them, the more hopeful I feel about mending our relationship. After all, they’re not talking negatively about my choice to appear as a human. Maybe it’s a sign that they’re trying to accept how I want to present myself.

      I slide off my shoes and socks to match my mom. I grew up walking barefoot on the dirt floor of our house in the Houston outskirts, following my mom’s footsteps. She’d praise the callouses I developed, telling me all about how my tough feet would carry me wherever I wanted to go.

      The game show possibility lingers in my mind. Is that where I want to go now?

      If I’m considering whether to enter a televised game, I shouldn’t leave it as a surprise to my parents or Tera. I should bring it up. But I prefer the lighthearted conversation about harmless things—how their plane trip was, how Tera’s been feeling about work, how my first day back at school was.

      At least, that last part seems harmless. But when I tell them that Analisa’s dad is in the hospital, I realize how close I am to talking about the games. If I’m going to tell them, now is the time.

      Kiran warbles in concern. They say something about how they hope the parent improves—Analisa’s father, I realize.

      “It’s really bad from what it sounds like.” My fingers rub each other anxiously. “Analisa’s even thinking about entering a Version 20 game to raise the money for his treatment.”

      Tera’s eyebrows rise. I’m not sure how present she is right now, but with the
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using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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