


BALTAZAR

I	realized	I	 loved	her	sometime	in	between	jumping	off	 the	top	of	the	building	and
hitting	the	ground.

My	class	was	in	Level	F’s	underground	testing	arena	for	an	experiment	when	I	first
saw	her.	We	were	 idling	on	 top	of	 a	makeshift	 structure	 that	 stood	 approximately
thirty	stories	high.	The	other	classes	were	safely	working	on	projects	on	 the	arena
floor,	 but	 they	 made	 sure	 to	 take	 a	 moment	 to	 stop	 and	 watch	 when	 any	 of	 us
jumped.	I	assumed	the	sight	was	more	entertaining	from	the	ground.

The	control	group	had	gone	first.	As	all	evidence	indicated,	we	confirmed	that	if
you	fall	three	hundred	feet,	you	leave	a	sizeable	splat	upon	impact.	The	mess	never
remained	long,	though.	Giant	robotic	wipers	gave	the	target	area	a	clean	sweep	after
every	jump,	restoring	it	to	a	pristine	condition.	After	fifteen	equally	brutal	trial	runs,
an	 experimental	 gel	 cushion	 was	 applied	 to	 the	 landing	 target.	 The	 substance,
designated	 Substance	 37X,	 foamed	 up	 into	 a	 blue	 puffy	 material	 that	 resembled
pillows	from	afar.	The	goal	was	to	show	that	this	substance	could	help	a	free-falling
body	 land	 with	 minimal	 damage,	 despite	 the	 force	 produced	 by	 such	 a	 long	 fall.
Normally,	I	would	find	an	experiment	like	this	fascinating,	taking	extensive	note	of
every	conceivable	observation	with	my	datapad.

This	time,	though,	I	didn’t	really	give	it	too	much	thought.	I	was	too	busy	staring
at	 the	girl	standing	next	 to	Dr.	Douffman,	and	I	was	noting	how	she	made	me	feel
like	my	skin	was	on	fire.

I	went	with	 the	usual	observations	 first.	She	was	about	my	height,	although	 that
doesn’t	prove	much	because	I’m	below	average	for	a	sixteen-year-old	male.	Her	skin
was	 as	 light	 and	pale	 as	her	 full	white	hair,	which	hung	 to	her	 shoulders.	Nothing
completely	out	of	the	ordinary.

It	was	her	eyes	that	really	stood	out	under	the	fluorescent	lights	of	the	arena.	I	had
seen	plenty	of	people	in	video	torrents	with	blue	eyes,	but	never	up	close	like	this.
They	almost	appeared	to	glow.	One	glance	from	her	had	me	so	entranced	that	when
the	line	moved,	Tern	had	to	push	me	along	because	I	hadn’t	noticed.

“Who’s	that?”	I	whispered	back	to	my	roommate.

Tern	tucked	his	thin	arms	under	his	bony	armpits	and	stole	a	few	glances	at	her,
pretending	he	had	 something	 in	 his	 eye	 to	 cover	 up	his	 staring.	 “I	 don’t	 know.	A
transfer,	maybe?”



“Who	are	you	malfunctions	talking	about?”	Zeke	asked,	turning	around	from	his
spot	 in	front	of	us.	I	sighed	and	subtly	nodded	toward	the	girl,	hoping	not	to	draw
any	attention.	Unfortunately,	subtlety	was	not	one	of	Zeke’s	stronger	attributes.

“Pretty	thermal,	boys,”	he	barked	loudly.	“Pret-ty	thermal.”

She	looked	toward	us	 immediately	and	we	darted	our	eyes	 in	other	directions	as
though	 convinced	 the	 sterilized	 steel	 walls	 of	 the	 arena	were	 the	most	 interesting
things	in	the	world	at	that	moment.	If	she	thought	something	was	amiss,	she	didn’t
show	 it	 and	 looked	 away	 after	 a	 few	 seconds.	 I	 elbowed	Zeke	 in	 his	 ribs	when	we
were	clear.	The	sweat	under	his	grey	 t-shirt	made	my	skin	moist.	“Way	 to	make	 it
obvious,	quark.”

Zeke	 rolled	 his	 eyes.	 “Oh,	 please.	 A	 new	 student	 joins	 our	 class	 and	we’re	 not
supposed	 to	 stare?	We’re	 scientists,	 for	 crying	 out	 loud!	We’re	 supposed	 to	 be
nosy.”

Tern	shook	his	head.	“I	think	the	word	I’d	use	is	‘inquisitive.’”

“The	word	I’d	use	for	you	…	I	can’t	say:	there	are	children	nearby.”

“Will	you	two	solder	it	up?”	I	whispered	harshly.	Dr.	Douffman	was	staring	at	us
disapprovingly.

Our	professor	cleared	her	throat,	tapping	on	her	datapad	with	her	ruby	nails.	“As
we	begin	the	experimental	portion	of	this	exercise,	class,	take	note	of	the	gel’s	form
upon	impact.	Remember	Protocol	#248.”

“Studious	notes	 can	make	or	break	an	 experiment,”	we	 recited	 in	 unison.	With
our	 datapads	 at	 the	 ready,	 my	 class	 huddled	 closer	 to	 the	 jump	 point.	 I	 was	 still
struggling	 to	 fake	an	 interest	 in	what	we	were	doing.	This	mystery	girl	had	my	 full
attention,	and	any	attempt	to	reclaim	it	was	futile.	The	force	of	attraction	was	just	too
much	to	resist.

Once	the	gel	was	ready	below,	the	scientists	monitoring	the	impacts	gave	us	the
signal	 to	begin.	Freedman	deposited	his	datapad	 in	 the	safety	bin	and	 took	a	deep
breath	before	jumping.	I	didn’t	see	the	landing,	but	the	sound	of	his	bones	breaking
echoed	throughout	the	arena.	My	class	let	out	a	collective	groan.	The	wipers	got	to
work	shortly	after,	cleaning	up	what	was	left	of	him.	It	was	just	the	first	trial	run,	but
the	 early	 evidence	 seemed	 to	 indicate	 that	Experiment	#114165	was	 going	 to	 be
unsuccessful.

I	 pretended	 to	 take	 notes	 as	 my	 classmates	 leapt	 one	 after	 another.	 Each	 run



sounded	 the	 same:	 the	 clang	of	 a	 datapad	being	deposited	 into	 the	 safety	 bin,	 the
thud	 of	 flesh	 and	 bone	 hitting	 solid	metal	 at	 high	 speeds,	 and	 then	 the	 squeak	 of
industrial	strength	brushes	coated	with	cleaning	solutions	gliding	across	the	floor.

Clang.	Crunch.	Squeak.	Clang.	Crunch.	Squeak.

The	 blue-eyed	 girl	 next	 to	 Dr.	 Douffman	 must	 have	 been	 focusing	 on	 the
mechanical	sound	of	it	as	well.	She	tapped	her	feet	along	with	the	rhythm	while	her
eyes	focused	somewhere	off	in	the	distance.

I	followed	her	gaze	to	a	giant	banner	of	Dr.	Parkman	that	hung	on	the	wall	of	the
arena,	 his	 trademark	 slogan	 underneath	 it,	 “How	 will	 you	 live	 forever?”	 It	 was
foolish,	 but	 the	 image	 of	 him	 suddenly	made	me	 feel	 guilty.	 I	 was	 spending	more
time	ogling	a	girl	than	focusing	on	the	experiment.	Most	people	never	got	to	see	him
in	 person,	 but	 Dr.	 Parkman	 was	 known	 for	 having	 little	 patience	 with	 unfocused
scientists-in-training.

As	 if	 he	 was	 tuned	 into	 my	 thoughts,	 his	 voice	 suddenly	 blared	 from	 the
loudspeakers	built	 into	 the	walls.	 “Remember	Protocol	#121,	 students!	Pain	and
progress	go	hand	in	hand!”

Dr.	Douffman	nodded	her	head	in	agreement,	waving	the	next	student	up	to	the
jumping	 line.	 I	wanted	 to	 remind	 both	 of	 them	of	 Protocol	 #291:	Time	wasted	 is
irreversible.	It	was	clear	to	any	of	us	that	this	experiment	was	a	bust,	but	it	was	likely
they	 would	 have	 debated	 that	 watching	 us	 fall	 thirty	 stories	 was	 hardly	 a	 waste	 of
time.

Easy	 for	 them	 to	 say	when	 it	wasn’t	 their	 bodies	 experiencing	 a	 three-hundred-
foot	fall.

Zeke	went	 next	 and	did	 a	 short	 dance	before	 leaping	off,	 eliciting	 a	 laugh	 from
everyone	 and	 lightening	 the	 mood.	 I	 smiled	 with	 the	 rest	 of	 them,	 but	 then	 got
caught	up	again	in	the	white	noise	that	the	sight	of	the	girl	created	between	my	ears.

Last	summer	we	had	done	several	experiments	in	zero-g	and	I	always	remembered
how	the	lack	of	gravity	made	me	forget	I	had	a	body.	Looking	at	her	felt	similar	in	a
lot	of	ways,	I	noted.	It	was	as	if	I	was	just	a	floating	consciousness	with	no	attachment
to	the	physical	world.

I	was	so	lost	in	my	thoughts	that	I	didn’t	hear	Dr.	Douffman’s	command	for	me	to
jump	next.	Tern,	the	good	friend	in	a	crisis	that	he	is,	thankfully	grabbed	my	datapad
and	pushed	me	from	behind,	sending	me	tumbling	through	the	air.



The	fall	only	lasted	a	few	seconds,	but	it	was	all	I	needed	to	form	a	hypothesis.	The
professors	always	spoke	fondly	of	pivotal	moments	in	research.	These	snap	seconds
when	 the	 data	 and	 experimenting	 pay	 off	 and	 the	 answer	 to	 a	 mystery	 suddenly
reveals	itself.	The	parts	clicking	into	place.

Falling	 from	 the	 top	 of	 the	 makeshift	 building	 toward	 the	 quickly	 approaching
blue	gel	provided	enough	clarity	to	help	answer	the	question	of	why	the	sight	of	an
unknown	girl	distracted	me	so.

It	was	love.

Then	 I	 hit	 the	 ground,	 a	 crunch	 filling	 my	 ears	 milliseconds	 before	 everything
went	black.

Then	blue.

I	 woke	 up	 an	 hour	 later	 in	 a	 rejuvenation	 chamber,	 submerged	 in	 oxygen-rich
water.	My	feet	were	still	being	re-grown,	but	everything	else	appeared	normal.	The
scar	on	my	shoulder	 from	the	terrible	bug	experiment	was	still	 intact.	My	crew	cut
was	 still	 slightly	uneven	at	 the	 top.	Even	my	nails	 still	 needed	 to	be	 trimmed.	The
nanomachines	that	were	in	my	blood	during	the	experiment	meticulously	recorded
every	detail	of	every	cell	and	transmitted	the	data	to	the	chamber,	allowing	me	to	be
re-constructed	from	scratch,	so	to	speak,	to	the	state	I’d	been	in	1/1,000,000	of	a
second	before	the	fatal	landing.	No	harm,	no	foul.

Another	victory	for	science.

On	the	other	side	of	 the	glass	an	electronic	banner	of	Dr.	Parkman	hung	on	the
wall	for	me	and	my	classmates	to	stare	at	while	we	waited	to	be	fully	re-grown.	With
his	 slicked	 back	 hair,	 he	 pointed	 his	 sharp	 index	 finger	 at	 us	 while	 the	 words,
“Science	Thanks	You	for	Your	Participation!”	scrolled	across	the	top	over	and	over.
There	was	also	the	occasional	reminder	of	dinner	specials	scattered	 intermittently.
Chicken	and	rice	tonight,	with	a	side	of	steamed	asparagus	and	a	slice	of	blueberry
pie	for	dessert.

I	didn’t	want	to	sound	like	a	quark.	I	always	liked	hearing	the	thanks,	even	if	it	was
just	 from	a	scrolling	banner.	Science	itself	 thanks	me	 for	my	pain	and	suffering.	 It
was	 a	 reminder	 that	 I	was	 a	 cog	 in	 a	great	machine,	driving	 the	whole	human	 race
forward.	That	would	be	my	legacy.	Granted,	I	could	have	done	a	better	job	being	a
useful	cog	on	this	one,	paying	more	attention	to	 the	experiment	rather	 than	a	girl.
But	this	was	certainly	a	beautiful	girl.	A	girl	that	I	hypothesized	I	loved.



I	twirled	in	the	water	and	leaned	back,	feeling	the	sinking	sensation	all	around	me
as	 I	 sunk	 to	 the	 bottom	 of	 the	 chamber.	 My	 debriefing	 would	 follow	 once	 I	 was
released.	I	managed,	thus	far,	a	perfect	average	on	arena	tests	and	didn’t	want	to	start
making	 errors	 so	 close	 to	 midterms.	 But	 the	 girl	 kept	 making	 her	 way	 to	 the
forefront	of	my	mind.	It	was	the	blue	of	the	water,	reminding	me	of	her	eyes.	A	name
would	be	a	good	place	to	start,	I	decided.	First,	her	name.	Then,	a	conversation.

A	few	minutes	 later,	Zeke,	 fully	re-grown,	walked	by	my	tank	and	banged	his	 fat
fists	on	the	glass.	I	 tried	getting	his	attention	to	ask	him	about	the	girl,	but	he	was
too	 busy	 pulling	 his	 pants	 down	 and	 pressing	 his	 butt	 against	 the	 glass.	 My
classmates	around	him	thought	it	was	extremely	humorous	and	he	took	a	bow	before
walking	 away,	 not	 noticing	 the	 bubbles	 flying	 out	 of	my	mouth	 or	my	 attempts	 to
wave	him	down	with	my	hands.	I	let	myself	sink	to	the	bottom	again	and	just	opted	to
watch	 my	 feet	 grow,	 wiggling	 each	 toe	 once	 they	 regained	 feeling.	 Zeke,	 that
Neanderthal.	I	was	going	to	shove	his	face	into	his	dinner	when	I	caught	up	with	him
in	the	mess	hall.

After	 the	 reconstruction	 process	 was	 fully	 complete,	 Dr.	 Colonna	 came	 by	 to
release	 me	 from	 the	 rejuvenation	 chamber,	 the	 water	 flooding	 out	 into	 the	 floor
drains.	I	changed	into	some	warm	clothes	before	she	took	my	vitals	to	make	sure	that
the	body	just	grown	was	actually	me,	and	not	some	zombie	that	would	go	into	organ
failure	in	a	few	minutes.

“Start	 from	the	top	again,”	she	said	and	tapped	her	stylus	against	her	datapad.	I
groaned	 involuntarily.	We	 locked	 eyes	 for	 a	 second	 before	 she	 went	 back	 to	 her
notes.

“In	a	rush	today?”	she	asked.

I	was	fond	of	Dr.	Colonna.	She’d	been	a	student	not	too	long	ago	before	earning	a
position	with	 the	Parkman	 Institute	of	Science	 and	Solutions,	 so	 she	 remembered
what	 it	was	 like	after	a	 fatal	experiment.	The	last	 thing	most	students	wanted	to	do
after	 experiencing	 physical	 death	 was	 to	 take	 a	 test,	 especially	 when	 there’s	 a
pending	conversation	with	the	potential	girl	of	my	dreams.

“Let’s	 just	 say	 I	have	bigger	goals	 in	mind	at	 the	moment	 that	don’t	necessarily
promote	the	progress	of	PISS,”	I	said.

She	 rolled	 her	 eyes	 and	 gave	 me	 a	 hard	 lemon	 candy	 to	 suck	 on.	 I	 promptly
accepted	her	gift	 to	help	get	 the	 taste	of	oxygen	water	out	of	my	mouth.	“I	hate	 it
when	 students	 call	 this	 place	 that,”	 she	 said.	 “And	 if	 you’re	 serious	 about	 being



asked	 to	 stay	 underground	 after	 you	 graduate,	 you	 should	 be	 mindful	 of	 who’s
around	before	you	feel	free	to	insult	the	Institute.	If	there’s	one	thing	Parkman	looks
for,	it’s	loyalty.”

“I	know,	I	know.	I’m	confident	in	the	details	of	my	report,	though.	Can	we	just	go
through	the	basics?	Please?”

She	huffed	but	then	I	saw	the	hint	of	a	smile.	“Name?”

“Baltazar	Harris.”

“Today’s	date?”

“March	11th,	2167.”

“What	were	you	doing	before	you	died?”

“I	 was	 a	 subject	 for	 Experiment	 #114165,	 testing	 Substance	 37X’s	 ability	 to
soften	the	impact	of	a	body	in	freefall.”

“Result	of	experiment?”

“Uhhh	…	 a	 conclusive	 failure.	 The	 subject	 was	 fatally	 injured,	 necessitating	 a
cellular	re-growth	from	the	bottom	up.”

“The	 Parkman	 Institute	 of	 Science	 and	 Solutions	 thanks	 you	 for	 your
participation	in	this	experiment.	Without	its	valued	students,	the	Institute	would	be
unable	to	help	mankind	rebuild	society	and	expand	its	understanding	of	the	known
universe	 and	blah	blah	blah,	 sign	on	 the	bottom.	Watch	 for	bleeding	or	 any	other
sign	that	your	brain	is	rejecting	your	reconstruction.”

Now	I	was	the	one	smiling.	I	scribbled	my	name	near	the	big	X	and	grabbed	my
things.

“Remember	 we’re	 doing	 rounds	 soon,”	 she	 reminded	 me.	 “Make	 sure	 your
midterm	experiment	is	up	to	snuff.”

By	that	point,	I	was	out	the	door,	but	I	shouted	back,	“Don’t	worry,	 it’s	coming
along	 great!”	 before	 making	 my	 way	 toward	 the	 mess	 hall.	 That	 comment	 was
actually	 a	 fairly	 large	 lie	 because	 my	 AI	 project	 was	 coming	 along	 terribly.	 I	 was
secretly	tossing	and	turning	with	worry	every	night.	However,	I	was	a	firm	believer	in
keeping	professors	on	a	“need	 to	know”	basis.	Right	now,	 it	was	all	 about	 finding
out	the	girl’s	name.	Tonight	I	could	schedule	time	to	panic	about	my	project.

I	walked	the	glass	halls,	dodging	the	occasional	mini-sweeper	that	shimmied	by	to



ensure	the	floor	was	spotless	at	all	times.	Senior	scientists	in	white	lab	coats	moved
back	and	forth,	clogging	my	line	of	sight,	but	I	was	able	to	catch	a	glimpse	of	Tern
walking	 with	 Ash	 ahead.	 I	 knew	 Tern	 had	 feelings	 for	 her	 and	 interrupting	 their
conversation	 would	 qualify	 as	 a	 crotch-block,	 but	 Ash	 always	 knew	 the	 latest
happenings	on	Level	F.	She	would	know	who	my	mystery	girl	was,	which	was	worth
having	to	endure	Tern	whining	about	my	interruption	later.

I	zigzagged	through	the	crowd	to	catch	up	with	them,	bumping	into	Tern	in	the
process	and	almost	knocking	him	over.

“Hey,	Balt,”	Ash	said,	her	datapad	pressed	against	her	chest.

Tern	rolled	his	eyes	at	the	sight	of	me,	apparently	correctly	deducing	everything	I
was	thinking	in	an	instant.	“Told	you	he	would	want	to	know.”

“So	you	know	who	she	is?”	I	asked,	sounding	more	desperate	than	I’d	hoped.

“I	do,”	Ash	replied,	pausing	and	taking	pleasure	in	watching	me	squirm.

“Sooooo	…	are	you	going	to	tell	me?”

We	reached	the	doors	of	the	mess	hall,	the	din	of	the	students	inside	spilling	out
into	 the	corridor.	Tern	shot	me	a	sympathetic	 look	and	patted	me	on	the	shoulder
before	heading	 inside	 to	secure	us	seats.	 I	 stayed	by	 the	doors	with	Ash,	 suddenly
hot	and	sweaty	despite	the	blowing	air	conditioning.

“You	sure	you	want	to	know?”	she	asked.

“Of	course	…	but	I’m	starting	to	suspect	that	I’m	not	going	to	like	the	answer.”

Ash	raised	an	eyebrow,	as	if	she	was	about	to	deliver	a	crippling	blow.	“Zoe	Culth.
Our	year.	Transferred	in	from	Level	H.”

Chemicals	boiled	over	in	my	mind.	Her	name.

“Zoe,	huh?”

“Yes,	 but	 before	 you	 get	 all	 excited,	 here’s	 the	 wrench	 in	 your	 gears:	 her	 last
testing	group	was	H100C.”

My	 head	 cocked	 back,	 fitting	 this	 jagged	 piece	 of	 information	 into	 the	 puzzle.
“Wait,	what?	You	mean	…”

Ash	slowly	nodded.	“Yep.	She’s	the	only	survivor.”



ZOE

“So,	what	do	you	think	of	the	facility?	Dr.	Douffman	told	me	she	gave	you	the	grand
tour,	 as	 it	were.	 I	 know	 it	doesn’t	have	 the	 vegetation	and	animal	habitats	 you	are
used	to	on	Level	H,	but	Level	F	has	a	reputation	of	excellence.	More	than	seventy-
five	percent	of	our	classes	score	“proficient”	on	their	Parkman	exams	and	we	have
over	a	five	percent	retention	rate	for	junior	professor	positions.”

I	shifted	in	the	plastic	chair,	causing	the	material	to	squeak.	What	was	this	guy’s
name	 again?	 I	 had	 met	 so	 many	 professors	 and	 scientists	 and	 degree-holding
lemmings	with	 datapads	 in	 the	 past	 few	 hours	 that	 they	were	 all	 starting	 to	 blend
together.	Instead	of	making	an	effort	to	remember	this	one,	I	decided	to	just	stare	at
the	painting	behind	his	desk.	An	ocean	scene.	I	wouldn’t	know	what	to	think	if	I	saw
that	much	water	in	real	life.

I	gnawed	on	my	bottom	lip	before	saying,	“It’s	okay,	I	guess.”

The	doctor	nodded,	flipping	through	a	file	on	his	datapad	that	probably	contained
every	last	detail	of	my	life.	“Well,	I’ve	spoken	to	the	board	regarding	your	…	,”	he
paused,	adjusting	his	 tie,	“…	 special	circumstances.	They’ve	gone	to	great	care	to
make	sure	the	transition	is	as	easy	as	possible	for	you.	You’ll	be	enrolled	in	classes
on	this	level	to	continue	your	studies.	I	know	engineering	is	not	your	focus,	but	we
felt	having	someone	with	your	expertise	could	be	helpful	 to	many	ongoing	student
projects	here.	However,	instead	of	taking	part	in	experiments	in	the	arena,	it’s	been
decided	that	you’ll	come	here	during	those	time	slots.”

“Here?”	I	asked,	my	eyes	drifting	around	the	dark	office.

“Yes.”

“And	what	are	we	going	to	do	here?”

“Just	talk.”

“About	what?”	 I	 slumped,	 rubbing	my	eyes.	How	many	days	had	 it	been	since	 I
slept?

The	doctor	cleared	his	throat	again.	“It	was	a	terrible	accident	that	occurred	with
your	testing	group.	I’m	sure	things	have	felt	difficult	lately.”

My	gut	reaction	was	to	smack	this	stony	microbe	in	the	face	and	upend	his	desk.	I
know	he	thought	he	was	being	sensitive	and	nice	to	me,	but	every	word	that	dribbled
from	his	mouth	made	it	that	much	harder	to	stay	seated	and	not	strangle	him.	Did	he



really	 think	 that,	when	 I	 remembered	seeing	my	best	 friend	and	classmates	 turned
into	charcoal,	I	said	to	myself,	“Gee,	this	is	difficult?”	That	was	the	problem	with	all
of	 these	 lab	 coat-wearing	 scum:	 they	 thought	 that	 if	 they	 read	 about	 it	 in	 a	 case
report,	they	understood	it.	As	if	life	were	that	simple.
I	 scanned	 the	 rippling	waves	 in	 the	 painting	 behind	 him	 again.	 I	 guessed	 there

would	be	plenty	of	opportunities	ahead	to	show	him	how	wrong	he	was.	No	need	to
rock	the	boat	just	yet.

“I’m	just	tired	is	all,”	I	replied	curtly,	biting	my	nails.

He	 nodded	 again.	 “I	 can	 imagine.	 I’ll	 prescribe	 you	 some	 sleep	 aids.	 Just
remember	 that	 anything	 you	 say	 in	 here	 remains	 between	 us.	 In	 my	 experience,
students	often	feel	hesitant	to	speak	their	mind	to	administration	such	as	myself.	As
if	Dr.	Parkman	and	the	Institute	 is	some	form	of	 ‘big	brother’	watching	everything
the	students	say	or	do.	But	that	simply	isn’t	the	case.	You	can	trust	me.”

I	 nodded,	 lacking	 the	 energy	 to	 express	my	 doubt	 about	 that.	 Like	 I	 would	 be
imbalanced	enough	to	trust	any	of	them	after	what	happened.	After	what	Helena	saw
with	her	own	eyes.

There	was	the	standard	portrait	of	Dr.	Parkman	and	his	slogan	hanging	on	the	wall
alongside	the	ocean	panting,	 looking	as	stoic	as	ever.	His	skin	was	pale	and	just	as
pristine	 as	 the	 hallways	 here,	 but	 his	 gaze	 fell	 heavily	 upon	me.	 I	 found	 it	 hard	 to
believe	he	wasn’t	watching	us	all,	constantly.

How	will	I	live	forever?

Why	did	that	have	to	be	my	goal	when	just	living	a	normal	life	was	hard	enough?

“Dr.	Douffman	doesn’t	need	to	know	what	we	talk	about	in	here.	Same	goes	for
Drs.	Herzman	and	Lebowitz	…”

Now	 this	guy	was	 really	pushing	 it.	 I	 took	a	breath	and	 the	 room	 felt	 like	 it	was
closing	in	on	me	all	of	a	sudden.	Colder.	I	needed	to	get	out.	Immediately.

“I	just	want	to	head	over	to	the	dorms.”

“You’re	not	hungry?	You’ve	had	a	long	day.”

“I’m	fine.	I	just	want	to	set	up	my	room	and	get	some	sleep.”

He	looked	at	me	for	a	second	before	getting	up	to	open	the	door.	“Make	sure	you
have	a	big	breakfast	tomorrow,	Miss	Culth.	Your	body	needs	the	energy.”	He	smiled



and	offered	me	his	hand	to	shake,	which	I	took	reluctantly.	Surprisingly,	as	dark	and
cold	as	his	office	felt,	his	hand	was	warm	against	mine.

Dr.	Douffman	was	waiting	outside	 to	 take	me	 to	 the	dorms.	She	had	 a	 scratchy
voice	that	grated	in	my	eardrums	like	claws	scraping	against	glass,	so	of	course,	she
was	my	main	lab	teacher	and	I	would	get	to	listen	to	her	lecture	for	four	hours	a	day.
She	started	telling	me	about	the	projects	they	were	working	on	in	class:	 integrated
robotics,	advanced	artificial	intelligence	construction,	the	usual	refuse	engineering
students	 toyed	with.	 I	drifted	 in	and	out	of	 the	conversation,	 thanks	 to	all	 the	eyes
watching	 me,	 as	 we	 walked	 through	 the	 halls,	 the	 walkway	 lights	 reflecting	 off
everyone’s	spotless	white	pants	as	they	strolled	past.

It	took	me	a	second	to	figure	out	what	it	was	about	me	that	seemed	to	be	getting
everyone’s	attention.	Then	I	realized	mine	were	probably	the	only	blue	eyes	any	of
them	had	seen	 in	a	while.	 It	was	 just	another	 reminder	of	how	things	were	now.	 It
was	them	and	me.	And	this	distance	was	only	going	to	grow.

We	rounded	the	halls	until	we	got	to	the	student	dorms,	the	tall	arches	instantly
looking	familiar.	The	layout	was	a	lot	like	the	one	in	Level	H:	a	common	room	at	the
entrance	and	stairways	 that	 led	 to	several	 floors	of	sleeping	quarters	designated	by
class	and	sex.	But	 that’s	where	 the	similarities	ended.	Everything	on	 this	 level	 just
felt	soulless	and	dead.	The	hallways	were	clean	but	sterile.	The	sliding	doors	didn’t
make	 that	 cheerful	 beep	 as	 they	 opened	 and	 shut.	 I	 looked	 down	 and	 caught	 a
glimpse	of	my	reflection	in	the	floor,	blurred	from	foot	smudges.	Nothing	was	going
to	feel	like	home	again.

I	 registered	 my	 thumbprint	 and	 Dr.	 Douffman	 finally	 let	 me	 loose.	 I	 headed
straight	 to	my	 room,	 a	 ten-by-ten	 foot	 single	 on	 an	 all-female	 floor.	 I	 flew	 up	 the
staircase	and,	after	shutting	the	door,	I	lay	on	the	soft	foam	bed	and	let	the	material
shape	itself	to	my	body.	It	was	almost	like	a	hug.	Almost.	I	closed	my	eyes	and	basked
in	the	first	silence	in	what	felt	like	forever.	Even	the	air	seemed	to	stand	still.	Then	I
heard	 it.	A	quiet	sound	 indeed,	but	 I	had	been	on	edge	 for	so	 long	 that	my	senses
were	heightened.

It	 was	 the	 sound	 of	 a	 refocusing	 camera.	 That	 soft	 glide	 as	 the	 lens	 clicks	 into
place.

They	were	watching	me.

Instead	of	trying	to	find	it,	I	played	along.	I	sat	up	and	began	looking	through	my
bags,	 everything	 seemingly	 as	 I	 had	packed	 it.	But	 I	 knew	better.	 I	 bet	 they	 spent



hours	 going	 over	 every	 fiber	 of	 my	 clothes,	 examining	 and	 re-examining	 every
particle.	I	slowly	folded	my	things	and	put	them	into	drawers,	humming	a	song	the
whole	time.	I	made	sure	to	smile	too,	hoping	they	would	see	it.	Maybe	I	was	being
overconfident,	 but	 I	 figured	 that	 if	 they	wanted	 to	 get	 rid	 of	me,	 they	would	 have
already	 done	 so.	 I	 was	 the	 only	 successful	 candidate	 left	 in	 Dr.	 Herzman	 and
Lebowitz’s	experiment,	and	if	I	died,	so	did	their	breakthrough.

When	I	was	younger,	I	used	to	read	this	book	on	my	datapad	that	had	a	bunch	of
interesting	facts	about	pre-war	animals	that	weren’t	genetically	archived.	What	was
unique	about	it	was	all	the	pictures	were	hand	drawn;	lead	lines	filled	in	by	pastels.	I
read	it	so	many	times	I	had	it	practically	memorized.	The	illustrations	weren’t	empty
like	 everything	 was	 here.	 Those	 drawings	 were	 the	 invention	 of	 a	 real	 person,
sketched	to	show	us	how	we	should	remember	real	animals.

One	part	told	about	the	Hognose	snake	and	how	when	its	predators	drew	near	it
would	play	dead,	leaving	its	mouth	gaping	open	and	letting	every	inch	of	its	body	go
limp.	It	would	remain	like	this	even	while	being	prodded	and	tossed	about,	keeping
up	the	act	until	 its	predator	was	sure	 it	was	safe	 to	eat.	 It	was	at	 that	moment,	and
only	then,	when	it	would	spring	to	life	and	attack—at	the	very	second	its	predator’s
guard	was	fully	down.

Drs.	Herzman	and	Lebowitz	could	feel	comfortable.	I	would	play	dead.	For	now.

When	I	was	done	unpacking,	I	sat	on	the	bed	and	listened	to	some	music	on	my
datapad,	 tracing	 the	Hognose	 from	memory	 like	 the	 artist	 in	 that	 book.	 I	made	 it
limp	against	a	tree	with	the	slightest	hint	of	a	glimmer	in	its	eye.	A	spark.	My	finger
glided	 along	 with	 howling	 music	 blaring	 through	 my	 headphones,	 feeling	 myself
become	so	detached	that	I	jumped	at	the	sound	of	a	knock	on	my	door	through	the
beats.

I	pressed	my	 thumb	against	 the	scanner	on	 the	 lock,	opening	 the	metallic	door.
“Hello,”	 a	 short	 girl	 greeted	me.	She	was	 about	my	 age	with	black	 frizzy	hair	 and
freckles	stretching	across	her	nose.	“Your	name	is	Zoe,	correct?”

“Yeah,”	I	responded.	I	didn’t	smile	back,	somewhat	annoyed	that	so	many	people
already	knew	who	I	was.

“I’m	Cindee,”	she	said,	extending	a	hand,	which	I	reluctantly	took.	“Some	of	us
girls	are	going	to	view	some	torrents	in	the	lounge	if	you	wish	to	join	us.	That	is,	if
you’re	 not	 preoccupied	 with	 unpacking	 or	 anything	 of	 that	 nature.	 I	 mean,	 the
torrents	are	just	the	ones	PISS	rents	out,	but	they	look	pretty	entertaining.”



“PISS?”	I	asked.

“Yes,”	she	laughed.	“That’s	a	nickname	we	call	the	Institute	on	this	level.”

“Seems	 about	 right.”	 I	 wasn’t	 in	 the	 mood	 to	 socialize	 with	 a	 bunch	 of	 girls	 I
didn’t	know	and	who	probably	already	knew	my	blood	type	and	last	quarter’s	grades,
but	 I	 figured	 it	wasn’t	 like	 I	would	get	any	more	privacy	 in	my	room.	“Let	me	 just
grab	a	sweater.”

Cindee	nodded	and,	after	I	changed,	I	followed	her	to	the	carpeted	lounge	down
the	 hall	 where	 four	 other	 girls	 were	 curled	 up	 on	 couches	 with	 snacks.	 Cerilla,
Cinder,	Cadza,	and	Cait.	Yep,	I	was	certain	to	remember	these	names.

“So	 how	was	 it	 that	 you	 escaped	 the	 explosion	 in	 the	 arena?”	Cadza	 asked	 the
second	I	took	a	seat.	“I	mean,	you	can	imagine	how	it	seems	rather	suspicious?”

The	girls	pinioned	me	with	hungry	eyes	and	I	wanted	to	crawl	back	into	my	room
to	escape	their	ambush.	Cinder	leaned	in	close.	“What	was	the	experiment	for?	All
the	reports	are	classified.	Not	that	you	need	to	tell	us,	but	you	can	trust	us.”

“Definitely,”	Cait	added,	her	hands	folded	on	her	lap.

I	shrugged	and	stayed	quiet,	hoping	they	would	just	stop	asking	questions.	It	felt
like	the	only	escape	was	to	close	my	eyes.	There	was	no	haven	to	be	found	from	what
happened,	 no	 matter	 which	 level	 they	 stuck	 me	 on.	 Cindee	 finally	 noticed	 my
discomfort	 and	 changed	 the	 subject,	 the	 interrogation	 averted	 for	 the	 time	 being.
The	screen	on	the	wall	clicked	on	and	I	let	the	image	bleed	into	my	eyes.

The	first	torrent	was	from	the	early	twenty-first	century	about	some	girl	obsessed
with	 clothes	 and	 struggling	 not	 to	 spend	 too	much	money.	 Pretty	 inane	 stuff,	 but
even	I	loved	watching	how	the	world	worked	before	the	war.	The	city	streets	on	the
surface	teemed	with	people,	dogs,	and	birds,	and	a	girl’s	most	pressing	concern	was
making	sure	she	looked	good.	Not	just	living,	but	living	well.	Must	have	been	great.

After	that,	we	watched	a	short	about	a	 family	on	the	surface	after	the	war	ended.
The	land	was	scorched	and	all	they	could	do	was	wander	the	wasteland,	scavenging
anything	 they	 could	 find.	 But	 then	 they	 found	 one	 of	 the	 domes	 Dr.	 Parkman’s
grandfather	 was	 building	 where	 people	 were	 banding	 together	 to	 survive.	 All	 the
Parkmans,	whether	 it	was	the	grandfather,	 father,	or	the	pompous	son	who	ran	the
Institute	now,	were	always	played	by	the	most	intellectual	and	charismatic	actor	they
could	 find.	 Somehow,	 I	 doubted	 the	 real	 thing	 was	 the	 same	 up	 close.	Call	 it	my
growing	intuition	to	see	through	bullcrap.



In	 this	 torrent,	Dr.	 Parkman	 Sr.	 gave	 a	 dramatic	 speech,	 laying	 out	 his	 plan	 to
build	laboratories	underground	so	they	could	use	the	core’s	warmth	for	energy	and
begin	science’s	quest	to	rebuild	the	world.	The	Institute	would	be	his	legacy,	and	it
was	our	duty	 to	pass	 it	on.	To	contribute	and	 find	a	way	 to	“live	 forever,”	 through
what	we	create	and	add	to	the	greater	good.

The	crowd	watching	clapped	and	cheered.	One	of	the	little	kids	standing	near	the
front	came	by	and	grabbed	his	hand.

“You,	little	one,”	he	said	in	a	husky	voice,	“are	the	future.”

The	girls	sobbed.	I	rolled	my	eyes.

We	 all	 knew	 the	 rest	 of	 the	 story.	 Because	 there’s	 so	much	 to	 be	 done	 on	 the
surface	to	make	it	habitable	again,	the	adults	stay	in	the	domes	to	work.	The	children
are	 brought	 underground	 to	 live	 in	 the	 labs.	To	 learn	 and	 grow,	 to	 be	 fulfilled	 by
science.	 We	 will	 create	 and	 test	 the	 latest	 and	 greatest	 inventions	 until	 we	 turn
eighteen,	 when	 we	 are	 either	 deemed	 intelligent	 enough	 to	 stay	 in	 the	 labs	 and
continue	contributing,	or	found	to	be	not	quite	sharp	enough	and	sent	back	to	the
surface	 to	 lend	a	hand	 in	 the	ongoing	struggle	 for	 survival	 (and	 to	 roast	under	 the
radiation	clouds).

I	didn’t	say	anything	during	the	torrents,	biting	my	lip	hard	to	make	sure	I	kept	it
that	way.	I	had	heard	these	bedtime	stories	so	many	times	I	could	recite	the	tales	in
my	sleep.	But	now	I	saw	them	for	what	they	really	were.

Lies.



BALTAZAR

I	had	a	naked	dream	that	night,	but	 it	wasn’t	 the	sexy	kind.	 I	was	 in	 the	chem	 lab,
alone,	working	on	my	AI	project.	The	scene	appeared	normal	enough,	but	then	Zoe
entered,	approaching	me	from	behind	while	I	was	huddled	over	a	workstation.	She
whispered	 something	 in	 my	 ear.	 Her	 voice	 was	 so	 soft	 though	 that	 I	 couldn’t
understand	what	 she	was	 saying,	 so	 I	 turned	 to	 face	 her.	 In	 doing	 so,	 I	 ended	 up
spilling	some	jethro	carbonate	and	was	immediately	engulfed	in	flames.

Directions	for	what	to	do	in	just	such	a	predicament	were	spelled	out	on	the	wall,
but	Zoe	was	standing	 in	 the	way,	blocking	my	view.	For	some	reason	I	didn’t	have
the	heart	to	say,	“Pardon	me,	I’m	currently	engulfed	in	flames	and	you’re	blocking
the	 emergency	 directions.”	 I	 also	 didn’t	 shout	 “ahhhhhhhhh!”	 I	 just	 stood	 there
burning	until,	for	some	unexplainable	reason,	the	fire	just	burned	off	my	clothes	and
then	stopped.	There	I	stood,	naked,	and	Zoe	was	gone.	It	got	really	cold	and	I	just
sat	on	the	floor	shivering.

Then	I	woke	up.

No,	there	was	nothing	remotely	sexy	about	this	dream.

Needless	to	say,	I	wasn’t	feeling	very	energetic	or	engaged	in	class	the	following
morning,	 and	 the	 rather	 dry	 lecture	 topic	 certainly	 wasn’t	 helping.	Dr.	Douffman
was	droning	on	and	on	about	the	signs	of	radiation	poisoning—something	those	who
would	be	heading	to	the	surface	after	graduating	“should	be	sure	to	research.”	We
had	heard	it	all	countless	times.

“We	wouldn’t	want	you	to	become	disfigured	or	mutated	to	the	point	where	your
legs	 swell	 up	 and	 you	 become	 relegated	 to	 activities	 that	 require	 you	 to	 remain
sedentary	 all	 day,”	 she	 explained,	 adjusting	 her	 thick	 glasses	 every	 few	 seconds
because	they	kept	sliding	down	her	long	nose	when	she	spoke.

Tern	 vigorously	 shook	 his	 head	 in	 agreement	 while	 taking	 notes.	 Zeke,	 on	 the
other	hand,	seemed	to	have	realized	his	life’s	calling,	raising	his	hands	in	the	air	in
triumph.

I	 gave	 my	 eyes	 a	 hard	 rub	 and	 started	 scrolling	 through	 our	 textbook	 on	 my
datapad,	 examining	 pictures	 of	 the	 irradiated	 surface.	While	 the	 domes	were	 safe
and	 didn’t	 appear	 that	 dilapidated,	 everyone	 living	 inside	 appeared	 haggard	 and
worn	out.	Their	populations,	including	the	parents	none	of	us	could	remember,	had



to	work	 long	hours	under	 tough	 conditions	 just	 to	 survive.	 I	 examined	 their	 faces
closely.	None	of	them	looked	like	me.	They	never	did.
All	communication	between	students	and	surface	workers	was	forbidden	because

PISS	felt	emotional	ties	would	be	a	distraction	for	both	sides.	Most	felt	the	rule	was
rather	harsh,	but	I	actually	agreed	with	it	for	the	most	part.	None	of	us	knew	if	our
birth	 parents	were	 alive	 or	 dead	 or	 even	 how	our	 old	 friends	who	 graduated	were
doing	up	there.	Part	of	me	didn’t	want	to	know,	if	I	was	being	honest	with	myself.	In
the	end,	we	all	had	a	role	to	play.	Personal	feelings	shouldn’t	get	in	the	way	with	that.

I	needed	to	remember	that	when	thinking	about	Zoe.

“Just	 remember	 Protocol	 #307,”	 I	 heard	Dr.	Douffman	 say	 when	 zoning	 back
into	her	lecture,	“When	in	doubt	.	.	.”

“Vomit	it	out!”	everyone	chanted	enthusiastically.

I	couldn’t	argue	with	that	either.

“And	before	we	break	for	lab	time	to	work	on	midterm	projects,	I	would	like	each
one	of	 you	 to	 come	up	 and	briefly	 update	 the	 class	 on	 any	progress	or	 difficulties
you’re	 facing	 or	 may	 face	 in	 regards	 to	 your	 experiments.	 Remember,	 we’re	 a
scientific	 community	 here	 and	 it’s	 important	 that	 we	 support	 and	 learn	 from	 one
another.	 Why	 don’t	 we	 start	 with	…”	 she	 paused,	 her	 eyes	 scanning	 the	 room.
“Zeke!	Please	step	forward	and	address	the	class.”

“I’d	be	happy	to!”	Zeke	responded,	and	groans	could	be	heard	 from	the	 testing
lab	on	the	other	side	of	the	wall.	“Aww,	I	promise	it	won’t	be	that	bad,”	he	joked,	and
everyone	 laughed.	 I	 had	 to	 admit,	 what	 Zeke	 lacked	 in	 scientific	 prowess,	 he
certainly	made	up	for	in	showmanship.

“So,	if	you	remember,	I’m	working	on	a	food	additive	that	will	make	the	subject	to
which	it’s	applied	taste	like	bacon.	Not	just	have	bacon	flavor	though,	but	give	off	the
same	aroma,	have	the	same	texture,	you	know,	really	fulfill	that	bacon	craving	we	all
get	from	time	to	time.”

More	 laughs	 came	 from	 my	 classmates.	 Tern	 and	 I	 just	 looked	 at	 each	 other
smiling	and	shaking	our	heads.	Zeke	was	certainly	an	unorthodox	roommate.

“I	 see,”	 Dr.	 Douffman	 said,	 seeming	 less	 entertained.	 “And	 you	 feel	 that	 this
experiment	will	benefit	mankind	as	a	whole	…	how,	exactly?”

Zeke	craned	his	neck	forward	and	squinted,	as	though	she’d	just	asked	why	water



was	 wet.	 “Well,	 mankind	 loves	 bacon,	 Dr.	 Douffman.	 And	 with	 the	 limited	 pig
population	remaining,	we	must	do	all	we	can	to	insure	that	we	never	lose	bacon.”

“You	 will	 live	 forever	 through	 bacon!”	 Cadza	 shouted	 from	 the	 back,	 and
everyone	clapped.	Quite	frankly,	it	was	hard	not	to	be	inspired.	Even	I	was	suddenly
craving	bacon,	ready	to	help	Zeke	lead	the	charge	to	a	bacon-utopia.

Dr.	Douffman,	however,	just	closed	her	eyes	for	a	brief	moment	and	said,	“Thank
you,	Zeke,”	once	the	ovation	died	down.	“Baltazar,	why	don’t	we	get	an	update	from
you	next?”

My	stomach	churned.	I	disliked	speaking	in	front	of	the	class,	let	alone	having	to
follow	the	one-man	comedy	act.	Zeke	winked	at	the	digital	photo	of	Dr.	Parkman	on
the	wall	before	heading	back	to	his	chair,	patting	me	on	the	shoulder	as	we	passed.
The	squeaks	from	my	shoes	against	the	linoleum	floor	echoed	as	I	walked,	my	panic
levels	rising.	My	midterm	project	last	year	on	hover	shoes	received	gold	honors	and	a
group	 of	 scientists	 on	 Level	 Q	 were	 expanding	 on	 the	 concept	 for	 use	 in
construction	projects.	Expectations	were	high	 for	what	 I	would	produce	 this	 year,
and	 I	aimed	 to	meet	 them	at	 the	very	 least.	But	 for	now,	all	 I	had	was	a	 ineffective
robotic	 head	 that	 would	 say	 “you	 are	 great”	 in	 a	 monotone	 voice	 whenever	 I
smacked	the	work	table	in	frustration.

It	couldn’t	even	be	objective.

Rather	 than	 being	 honest	 with	 everyone,	 I	 opted	 to	 devise	 a	 way	 to	 tactfully
circumvent	my	lack	of	progress	with	my	project.	I	took	a	breath,	but	the	door	to	the
class	opened	before	I	could	say	anything.	Zoe	walked	in	and	all	the	oxygen	fled	my
lungs,	my	brain	sending	sensations	of	electricity	throughout	my	body.	She	seemed
even	 more	 beautiful	 than	 yesterday	 and	 when	 she	 looked	 at	 me,	 I	 could	 barely
remember	my	name	let	alone	the	finer	details	of	my	project.

“Ah,	Zoe,	welcome,”	Dr.	Douffman	greeted	her.	“Class,	this	is	Zoe	Culth.	She’s	a
promising	transfer	student	from	Level	H.	Zoe,	you’re	just	in	time	to	hear	about	one
of	 the	most	 interesting	midterm	 projects	 we	 have	 this	 year	 from	 one	 of	 our	most
promising	students.	Please	take	a	seat.”

“Yeah,	Balt!”	Zeke	shouted	 from	the	back,	and	a	 few	of	my	classmates	cheered.
But	then	the	silence	came	and	I	could	feel	Zoe’s	blue	eyes	stare	at	me.	My	tongue	lay
lazily	in	my	mouth	and	my	throat	felt	parched.

I	coughed.



More	silence.

“I,	uh	…”

Major	error.

“Well,	why	don’t	you	start	by	reminding	the	class	what	your	project	 is	on?”	Dr.
Douffman	offered,	trying	to	assist.

I	grimaced	and	ran	my	hands	through	my	hair,	trying	to	get	my	thoughts	straight.
But	every	 time	 I	 felt	 ready	 to	say	 something,	 I	 looked	 to	Zoe	and	noticed	how	she
crossed	her	legs	as	she	sat.	Or	how	soft	the	skin	around	her	neck	appeared.	Or	how
chaotically	perfect	 the	wisps	of	her	hair	 fell	 about	her	 shoulders.	My	 face	 twitched
and	I	desperately	tried	piecing	words	together	to	make	some	sentences.

“I’m	working	on	an	AI.”

Correction,	one	sentence.

More	silence	ensued.	Tern	was	giving	me	a	perplexed	 look	from	the	back	of	 the
classroom	while	Zeke	was	mimicking	a	choking	victim.

Dr.	 Douffman	 cleared	 her	 throat.	 “And	 what	 is	 the	 purpose	 of	 this	 artificial
intelligence?”

I	 looked	 to	 Zoe’s	 beautiful	 blue	 eyes	 again.	 No	 one	 really	 knew	 what	 exactly
happened	to	her	class.	PISS	kept	that	sort	of	thing	confidential.	But	students	never
died.	 Ever.	 It	must	 have	 been	 horrible,	 whatever	 the	 circumstances	were.	 She	 sat
straight	up	 against	 the	 chair.	 She	had	great	posture.	What	were	 the	odds	 that	 she
would	end	up	in	my	class,	I	wondered.	Well,	there	were	ten	student	levels,	each	with
thirty-two	classes,	so	one	in	three	hundred	and	twenty.	Pretty	fortunate.

It	was	only	 then	 that	 I	 remembered	 that	 I	was	still	 standing	 in	 front	of	 the	class.
And	Dr.	Douffman	had	asked	me	a	question.	About	something.

Colossal	error.

“Why	don’t	you	take	a	seat,	Baltazar?	I	can	see	you’re	not	 feeling	quite	yourself
today.”

I	nodded	and	awkwardly	shifted	toward	my	seat,	my	shoes	squeaking	again	on	the
way	back.	I	didn’t	dare	look	at	Zoe	this	time,	realizing	how	much	of	a	malfunction	I
must	 have	 appeared	 with	 my	 initial	 impression.	 I	 looked	 to	 Tern	 to	 verify	 if	 the
situation	 was	 as	 poor	 as	 I	 thought.	 He	 winked	 at	 me	 in	 an	 overly	 exaggerated
manner,	mouthing,	“Nice	job.”



Solder	it,	Tern.

I	kept	my	head	down	as	Dr.	Douffman	began	speaking	on	my	behalf.	“Well,	I	will
let	you	know	that	Baltazar’s	project	is	one	that	all	of	you	should	take	as	an	example	of
what	 kind	 of	 work	 we	 are	 hoping	 to	 see	 out	 of	 our	 students	 with	 their	 midterm
projects.	As	you	know,	you	are	all	currently	 living	and	 learning	 in	part	of	what	 the
Parkman	 Institute	 of	 Science	 and	 Solutions	 calls	 the	 ‘new	 labs.’	 State-of-the-art
equipment,	more	classrooms,	more	robust	testing	arenas,	etc.	But	a	large	portion	of
the	staff,	including	myself,	grew	up	and	were	educated	in	the	‘old	labs,’	which	have
since	been	sealed	off.	Sixteen	years	ago,	they	became	overrun	by	variant	AIs	left	over
from	 the	 Final	War.	Horrible	machines	whose	 sole	 purpose	 is	 to	 destroy	 and	 kill
whatever	life	they	come	across.”

Dr.	Douffman’s	tone	was	grim	and	the	room	grew	silent	except	for	the	sound	of
the	occasional	student	shifting	in	their	chair.	Many	of	 the	older	professors	became
wistful	when	they	spoke	of	the	old	labs.	Thousands	of	people	had	died,	from	what	I’d
researched,	equaling	almost	seven	percent	of	the	remaining	human	population.	The
labs	were	sealed	around	the	 time	I	was	born,	so	I	didn’t	 remember	anything	about
them.	The	facility	must	have	been	impressive	though,	to	make	people	take	a	moment
to	collect	themselves	when	speaking	of	it.	It	was	these	types	of	responses	that	gave
me	the	idea	for	my	project.

“Many	good	scientists	and	security	officials	died	to	insure	that	this	institute	would
survive	here,	including	Dr.	Parkman’s	father,	the	second	in	a	line	of	proud	scientists
who	conceived	humanity’s	redemption.	But	Dr.	Parkman’s	decision	to	seal	 the	old
labs	gave	us	another	chance	to	continue	our	work	and	ultimately	heal	the	world	with
the	power	of	science,”	she	continued,	her	hand	over	her	heart.

“Balt’s	experiment	aims	to	help	us	regain	some	of	this	past.	Using	the	talents	and
skills	he	has	developed	during	his	time	here,	Balt	is	hoping	to	create	an	AI	that	will
enter	the	old	labs	once	again.	Once	there,	it	will	track	the	other	AIs	and	learn	of	ways
to	eliminate	them,	hopefully	obtaining	valuable	data	that	can	be	used	to	create	a	safer
environment	for	all	of	us	here.	Perhaps,	one	day,	it	will	even	allow	us	to	re-enter	the
old	labs.	This	project	is	intelligent,	it’s	ambitious,	and	most	importantly,	it	benefits
mankind.	Always	remember	that	that	is	our	main	goal	here	in	the	Parkman	Institute
of	Science	and	Solutions.	That	is	how	you	will	live	forever.”

Zeke	sent	me	a	message	on	my	datapad.	“Would	bacon	spray	be	useful	in	this	epic
endeavor?”

A	somber	silence	overcame	the	class	as	Dr.	Douffman	let	us	ponder	the	legacy	of



the	old	labs.	I	understood	she	meant	the	pause	for	reverence,	but	all	I	could	consider
was	how	disappointed	all	the	professors	would	be	once	they	saw	how	poorly	my	AI
was	turning	out.	I	wondered	if	even	Dr.	Parkman	himself	knew	about	it.	I	didn’t	look
up,	but	I	could	almost	feel	his	picture	on	the	wall	watching	me.	Disappointed.

Hopefully	he	didn’t	even	know	about	my	project.

Mitchell	 Braverman	 went	 up	 next	 and	 updated	 us	 on	 his	 advanced	 piston
configurations	 for	drilling	 equipment.	 I	 feigned	 interest	but	was	 actually	 checking
the	schedule	for	upcoming	experiments	in	the	testing	arena.	Maybe	there	would	be
one	 that	 would	 allow	 me	 to	 throw	 myself	 in	 a	 blending	 apparatus.	 Between	 the
pressures	 of	 getting	 my	 AI	 to	 work	 as	 intended	 and	 appearing	 like	 a	 complete
malfunction	in	front	of	Zoe,	it	would	be	a	welcome	relief.	Perhaps	the	Balt	that	would
be	reconstructed	would	not	be	as	much	of	a	disappointment.
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