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CONSCIENCE 

 

“A knowledge or sense of right and wrong, with an urge to do right; moral judgment 

that opposes the violation of a previously recognized ethical principle and that leads 

to feelings of guilt if one violates such a principle.” 

 

Source: Collins American English Dictionary. 

  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Prologue 
  

 

Dr. Evana Taylor locked her office door and walked briskly out of the building. 

Tugging the collar of her brown cashmere coat up over the nape of her neck, she 

strode across the empty parking lot, the wind whipping her long copper-colored hair 

in a mass of tangles all over her face.  

Though it wasn’t yet November, the cold weather had arrived with a bang. The icy 

layer snaking through the dark night air slapped her skin as brutally as a punch to 

the face. Wincing, she picked up speed and walked with renewed vigor, desperate 

for the warmth and safety of her car. 

Her thoughts flipped to her husband and she sighed. Her recurring tardiness 

angered him. It was becoming more of a regular occurrence as her client list grew, 

and she sensed his mounting frustration. Since she had received the coveted 

NextGen Psychologist Award, she was in high demand. Her research on cognitive 

behavioral therapy continued to win her numerous accolades, and she was cresting 

a wave she’d only ever dreamed about.  



 

 

This was her once-in-a-lifetime chance to develop the type of career she’d always 

desired and an opportunity to build a nest egg that would secure her family’s future. 

Although it required personal sacrifices—most of which she was willing to make—

she deplored missing her son’s bedtime. Peeking at her watch, she sighed loudly. 

She would have to wait until morning now to see her little Glenn. 

An ominous sense of foreboding swept over Evana and she instinctually glanced 

over her shoulder. The Psychiatric Facility was bathed in eerie darkness; the only 

visible light a dim glow from the small security desk in the front lobby. Shaking off her 

paranoia, she picked up her pace and strode with purpose toward her car. 

A monstrous gust of wind swept the length of the lot, and tiny hairs rose to 

attention on the back of her neck. Inexplicable fear sent her heart rate skyrocketing 

as blood stampeded through her veins. In her haste to reach her car, Evana tripped 

over her feet and took a tumble. Silently cursing, she pushed off her hands as a 

blinding ray of light immersed her form on the ground.  

Shielding her eyes, she looked up and froze. An icy tremor ripped up and down 

her spine as her body became weightless, and she began to float off the ground. 

She tried resisting the pull, but her muscles stubbornly refused to cooperate. She 

opened her mouth to scream, but her vocal cords were paralyzed, and the scream 

lay dying on her tongue. Trapped within herself, she had no way to release her 

panic.  

As she ascended, she fought the urge to close her eyes. But her lids grew heavy 

and cumbersome, and eventually darkness swooped in and laid claim to her. 

*** 

Heat radiated underneath Evana’s body, and she was cocooned in a heady 

sensation that feathered skin deep. A steady thrumming sound reverberated around 



 

 

her, and the gentle swaying motion of her surroundings, combined with the 

pleasurable warmth, enveloped her in a heavenly blanket. A satisfied moan escaped 

her lips.  

“She is conscious,” a voice said in a lilting, heavily accented tone. Evana’s heart 

slammed against her ribcage as renewed panic set in. Parking lot. Lights. Body 

floating upward. Too afraid to open her eyes and confront reality, Evana prayed, as 

she’d never prayed before in her life.  

“Dr. Taylor,” a strange voice said, “open your eyes.” Her eyes fluttered open upon 

his command despite her reluctance and fear. 

A man and woman loomed over her, scrutinizing her as if she was a mutant insect 

or a science experiment gone wrong. Anxiety prickled underneath the surface of her 

skin, but she was immediately drawn to the man, and she couldn’t tear her eyes 

away.  

He was tall—well over six foot—and in his early forties, if she had to hazard a 

guess. His jet-black hair was graying at the temples, and fine silver lines weaved an 

artistic path across his head. It gave him a distinguished look, a regal presence, as if 

he was a member of old royalty or some lauded dynasty. The curve of his taut 

jawline and the smooth even lines of his skin revealed a face that was remarkably 

well preserved for a man of his years. Frowning, she wondered if her initial 

assessment of his age was wide of the mark.  

One thing she was sure of: He was the most beautiful man she’d ever met. 

Mesmerized, she couldn’t look away. 

That assessment held until she zeroed in on his eyes, which were a startling 

azure blue at first glance. Upon closer inspection, she spotted the cold, harsh, 

inhumane glare lying underneath. His eyes scanned the line of her body with barely 



 

 

contained disgust, and she shivered despite the warm blanket of air encasing her on 

all sides. When his eyes fixed on hers, she drew in a sharp gasp at the blatant 

hostility reflected in his stare.  

Outwardly, he may look like a man, but she knew, deep down inside, he wasn’t 

human.  

Terror spiked inside her, yet strangely, she found herself taking his offered hand 

and swinging her legs off the elevated bed. 

“We’re so glad you could join us, Doctor,” he said in that weird intonation, his 

words clearly at odds with his chilling facial expression. He made it sound like she’d 

accepted a formal dinner invite when this was a clinical case of alien abduction. Fear 

battled with acceptance in her mind as she placed one foot in front of the other.  

She walked alongside him, the woman trailing at their heels. He led her down a 

sleek passageway and brought her into a huge room, which appeared to be a 

personal chamber of sorts. Only then did Evana heed her surroundings.  

Large tinted glass windows rimmed the perimeter of the room on all sides, 

granting her a breath-stealing front row seat. Earth was clearly visible in the frame, 

like a gigantic circular blue ball with sporadic green and white streaks crisscrossing 

the circumference. Stars twinkled and sparkled against the inky black backdrop of 

outer space.   

She stumbled clumsily as the reality of the situation hit her full force. The man 

slung an arm around her waist and steadied her. “Take a seat.”  

She slumped down on the narrow couch.  

The woman moved her hand in a graceful sweeping motion, and a holographic 

screen materialized in the space in front of them. Evana tried to swallow her fear at 

the displayed image of her husband and son. Failing, she let out a strangled cry.  



 

 

“Cooperate and they will come to no harm. Refuse and you will never see them 

again.” The woman spoke without any trace of emotion, any hint of hesitation. 

“What do you want from me?” Evana asked in a shaky voice. 

“We require your psychological expertise,” the man responded. 

“For what purpose?” Wrapping her arms around herself, Evana fought to stave off 

the violent trembling taking hold of her. 

“We need you to train us how to behave like humans. How to emulate their 

actions and thought processes.” 

“Why?” Evana asked the question though she dreaded the reply. 

“Because, when the time comes, we want to blend in without detection.”  

A messy ball of emotion pressed down on Evana’s chest as his words sunk in. 

Staring at the image of her husband and son, a single tear slid down her cheek. An 

amused grin tugged up the corners of his mouth.  

“I don’t have a choice, do I?”  

He shook his head. 

She paused considerably before responding. Knowing she was making a deal 

with the devil, she also understood she was damned no matter what choice she 

made. “Okay.” 

“Perfect.” He rose to his full height. “Leave us, Leandra.” He dismissed the woman 

with a disrespectful wave of his hand.  

“My king.” She bowed at the waist.  

As she walked out of the room, she threw a scathing look at Evana. It was a look 

loaded with vengeful promise. Evana’s whole body shuddered as repressed fear 

surged into every cell, every tissue, every nerve ending.  



 

 

“This way,” the king said, gesturing with his hand. “Let me introduce you to your 

students.” 

  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 1 
 

 

The stench of stale sweat, unwashed skin, and rancid body odor assaults my nostrils 

and I gag. The temperature in the carriage must be pushing ninety degrees, and a 

steady line of sweat coasts down my spine, gluing my shirt to my back. A craving to 

crawl out of my skin hits me like a bullet to the chest.  

It’s not a new sentiment. It’s an urge I feel at least once every hour. 

A potent desire to be anyone but myself.  

To live any life but this one. 

Heat rolls off the large body behind me, and the man grunts. The desire to shed 

my skin accelerates, and I shudder uncontrollably. Everywhere I look, I’m confronted 

by a sea of grimy bodies in dirty, sweat-encrusted work clothes. Being short sucks 

almost all the time, but being stuck in the middle of an overcrowded, bursting-at-the-

seams subway carriage, during one of the hottest heat waves New York has known, 

sucks butt on a stratospheric level, and has me cursing the genes that stalled my 

growth at five feet one. 



 

 

Claustrophobia swoops in, surrounding me in an anxiety-laced cloud. I know I’ve 

reaching my tipping point. 

I can’t bear this a second longer.  

With my lungs screaming for air, I push my way forward and fling myself out onto 

the platform in the nick of time. The train eases out of the station as my legs make a 

break for freedom. I bound up the stairs two at a time, my entire being straining for 

release. 

Bursting out of the station gate, I slow my pace, and my breathing returns to 

normal. I set out in a westerly direction. The setting sun leaves a dull orangey-red 

trail in its wake as it rapidly falls in the advancing nighttime sky. Nevertheless, it’s still 

hot as hell.  

My eye flits to the holographic Commi-Reel projected in the sky against the 

backdrop of the fading day, and I shriek when I spot the time. Dammit! I’m going to 

be late. If I breach curfew again, that will make it three times this month.  

My parents will literally kill me. 

My body clearly understands the criticality of the situation as my legs move of their 

own accord, and I start pounding the pavement.  

High-rise residential blocks encroach on all sides as I run. The tall, gray concrete 

slab constructions fill the skies as far as my eyes can see. Intermittent, drab 

storefronts are the only break in the monotony of my surroundings. Each Sector 

mirrors the previous one. Dense, thick smog fills the air and I splutter at regular 

intervals as my lungs claw for something clean and fresh to inhale. 

There isn’t a sinner in sight.  

Of course, there isn’t.  



 

 

Most of them are already crammed into their boxy apartments or en route home 

via the sweaty death trap they call a subway. A rapid-transit high-velocity 

transportation system has been in operation in the Core and Midi Circles since 

before my birth, but here in the Outer Circle, we have to resort to using the old New 

York subway system despite the safety risks and considerable concerns.  

Last year’s massive subway crash cost thousands of lives, but the government 

stubbornly refuses to extend the Velo network to the Outer Sectors. Lack of finances 

was spouted. A likely story. Irrespective of protests to the contrary, the lower classes 

are more than expendable and don’t we know it. I’d bet my miserable life the 

government arranged the crash themselves.  

That’s one unique way of tackling the mounting overpopulation crisis.  

I round the corner into Sector Seventeen. Three more to go but my legs already 

ache. Squinting up at the Commi-Reel, I clock the time and mentally calculate the 

distance. Twenty-four minutes until curfew. Two miles to run. If I can maintain this 

pace, I might make it. If I’m lucky. 

But Mother Luck never shines on me.  

Wiping my hand across my moist forehead, I stumble sideways as my body slams 

full force into an Imposer. Landing unceremoniously on my ass, I wince as a dart of 

pain shoots up my spine.  

A metallic hand is extended and I’m pulled to my feet. “Wrist, please,” he 

commands. This one talks in a human voice, so I know he’s part of the Robo-Police 

force—part-human, part-robot, and not one of the pure cloned kind.  

Flipping my arm, I reluctantly obey, thrusting my wrist upward as the Imposer 

scans my skin. “Sadie Owens. Seventeen years of age. Sector Fourteen. Medi-Tech 



 

 

employee number 133779. It’s twenty-three minutes to curfew. What are you doing 

out on the streets?”  

I’m reluctantly impressed. He said all that without drawing a breath. “Um, I … I felt 

sick,” I lie, glancing at the dwindling time ticking away on the digital clock. I need to 

get out of here and fast. “So I had to get off the subway and make it home on foot.”  

“Two infractions already this month.” He scans the holographic report skimming 

over the film of his eyes. “Don’t make it a third. Move on.” 

I maneuver around him and start sprinting. I’m never going to make it now. Mom 

will be furious. I’m mentally preparing myself for a tongue lashing when the latest 

government news bulletin blares out from the Commi-Reel.  

The announcement is typical. Updates on the political talks between the 

Sovereign Northern States of America—our ruling government—and the newly 

Unified States of West and South America. The Independent Republic of Central 

America and the Eastern Seaboard States have yet to throw their hat into the ring.  

I zone out. Same old, same old.  

None of the proposed reforms will do anything to change my life or alter my fate. 

I’m stuck right where I am until I die. Unless … 

My mind wanders and I drift off into La-La Land. I dream about Thalassic City. 

About opportunity. And second chances. About actually living. 

The sound of gunfire breaks through my reverie, and my eyes dart to the screen. 

Screeching to a halt, I blink twice in case my eyes are deceiving me.  

PRISON BREAK.  

The words flicker in and out on the screen, and I stand there with my mouth agape 

as I watch the recording of the daring convict escape.  

Six men. Five days on the run. All orchestrated by one prisoner.  



 

 

Something like this has never happened before. At least not in my lifetime.  

Wow.  

ARMED AND DANGEROUS. WATSON MANLY ELEVATED TO NO.1 ON MOST 

WANTED LIST. IF SPOTTED, DO NOT APPROACH. CALL 1-899-201-304. 

REWARD FOR INFORMATION LEADING TO HIS CAPTURE. 

I wonder what this Watson Manly person did to deserve a spot in the penitentiary 

and how he managed to escape. Although I don’t know him, and I’ve no idea what 

crime he’s committed, I’m already rooting for him.  

Not sure what that says about me. 

A loud peel of laughter travels up my throat. Something out of the ordinary has 

finally happened, and it sends a spark of electricity directly to the dull lump in my 

chest.  

I start to run but stop mid-jog. Nineteen minutes to curfew. I’m screwed now 

anyway, so I might as well give my lungs and my legs a break. I stroll forward at a 

more leisurely pace, ignoring the panic waiting in the wings.  

As I approach the next Sector, I’m half-watching the rest of the news on the 

screen and half-lost in my obsessive inner monologue, when a hand snags my elbow 

and I’m yanked sideways. 

I scream as a hand clamps down over my mouth and I’m hauled backward against 

a solid form. I’m dragged roughly through a door, my feet trailing the ground in front 

of me. Adrenaline surges through my veins, and I twist and turn in my captor’s arms.  

“Dammit. Stop squirming. I won’t hurt you,” a gruff male voice says. 

Raising my legs in front of me, I swing back and kick him in the shins. He cusses 

but his hold doesn’t loosen.  



 

 

Of course, it doesn’t; a kick in the shins from me is probably akin to a feather-

tickling.  

Tugging me down a darkened passageway, he lashes out at something on the 

ground, and the sounds of telltale scurrying fill the air. I emit a muffled scream.  

“Keep quiet or he’ll find you.”  

My frantic breathing echoes in the quiet space.  

“I’m going to release you if you promise not to scream. I repeat. I will not hurt you. 

Tap my arm in agreement.”  

Reaching up, I land my hand briefly on his arm. Bunched tendons strain under my 

fingertips. 

Slowly, he releases me and I try to get my errant breathing under control. I’m only 

short of a full-blown anxiety attack. “I want to show you something. Come on.” He 

acts as if he’s my new best friend; as if this is totally normal. Straightening up, I risk a 

peek at my captor. Long, shaggy, dark hair falls to his broad shoulders. Warm, 

brown eyes meet mine and I swallow, hard. He towers over me.  

Then again, most people do.  

In my head, I weigh up my chances of a successful escape as my eyes dart to the 

door.  

“Don’t run.” He astutely assesses the situation. “I promise I won’t hurt you. It’s not 

safe to be out there right now. If you follow me, I’ll show you why.”  

Biting down on my lip, I’m dubious, but realistic enough to know that I can’t outrun 

him.  

“This way.”  

Wary, I follow him, taking small, tentative steps. The room is large and dark and 

visibility is poor. My feet crunch on litter and debris as I walk across the space 



 

 

toward the window. A damp, squalid smell fills the air, and I slap my hand over my 

mouth. A few shapes are huddled over a makeshift fire in the center of the floor. 

Hushed voices talk lowly. Intense shuddering rocks my body and I drag in a gulp of 

air.  

This was a bad, bad idea. I hover uncertainly. 

“Look,” my captor says, beckoning me. He stares out the dirty, blackened window.  

I inch toward him, careful to keep a reasonable distance. Peeking out, I spot the 

black and amber Police Autovee parked across the street. A formidable figure steps 

out, clad in the official State Police uniform. His jacket buckles under the myriad of 

shiny buttons adorning the front.  

“That’s Commissioner Williams,” I acknowledge, recognizing him instantly. His 

face is always plastered over the Commi-Reels, and I feel as if I know him on a 

personal level. “Why is he in the Outer Circle?” I wrinkle my nose. Few dignitaries 

grace our shores for fear of being heckled, mugged, shot, or worse. 

“Watch.” 

Gulping, I watch the scene unfolding across the pavement. A police officer 

appears in the doorframe clutching two clearly frightened young girls. The girls are 

flung roughly into the back of the Autovee, and the Commissioner climbs in the front 

passenger seat, glancing surreptitiously around him before the door closes. The 

vehicle glides away and I slump against the window. Remembering my 

surroundings, I flinch back and scrub my hands down my arms. 

“What’s going on?” I eyeball my captor. 

“I’m not quite sure, but from what I’ve gleaned so far, they show up in one of the 

Sectors of the Outer Circle on a nightly basis, and it’s always the same deal. Two 



 

 

girls taken away from their families. Never to be seen or heard from again. I saw you 

walk by and I was afraid they would notice you.” 

“How do you know all this?” I pin him with a probing look. 

“Let’s say I have certain contacts who are very well-informed about the goings on 

in our society. And, um, certain skills that enable me to find out things that I shouldn’t 

be able to.” 

My eyes sweep his face, noting the layer of dirt sticking to his skin, the tiny amber 

fleck in his chocolate brown eyes, his strong masculine nose, and the advanced 

discoloration of his teeth. There’s a softness to his features. 

He won’t hurt me. I’m certain of it. In fact, I think he just saved me.  

The last vestiges of my stress flee. “Thank you.”  

“You’re welcome.” He rocks back on his heels. “What’s a pretty girl doing alone on 

the streets at this hour? You do realize it’s almost the eight p.m. curfew?” 

A rosy red flush blooms in my cheeks. Self-consciously, I tuck my wavy, silvery 

ash blonde hair behind my ears. No one has called me pretty before. Dumb, selfish, 

idiot, fool, and freak are more the types of sentiments I’m used to. “Um, I know.” I 

shift from foot to foot. “I better get going. My mom is going to string me up.” 

Booming music blares from the Commi-Reel attracting both our attention. I lean 

into the grimy windowpane—earlier disgust forgotten—as the image of Thalassic 

City appears on the edge of the screen. It could be my imagination, but I swear my 

captor sways toward it too.  

President Bane addresses the nation. “Today we stand on the cusp of stupendous 

change.”  

I snort and my captor chuckles. That man always sounds like he’s ingested a 

dictionary along with a box full of silver spoons.  



 

 

“Our evolutionary journey takes the next logical step forward with the imminent 

announcement of the commencement of ‘The Experimento.’ Those selected will be 

contacted within the next hour. Thank you to all those brave souls who registered 

their interest. Your willingness to support your government as we attempt to tackle 

the problems, which plague our society, is more than admirable. On behalf of the 

government of the Sovereign Northern States of America, I thank you for your 

commitment and loyalty. And to those individuals chosen, I wish you the best of luck. 

Know that you carry with you the hopes, desires, and aspirations of the nation.” 

The President’s broadcast cuts out; however, the Commi-Reel continues to 

display image after image of the Thalassic City experiment. I’m spellbound as I stare 

at the magical new city under the sea. 

“It’s the coming of the end. You mark my words,” a gravelly voice says at my ear, 

and I swear I jump ten feet off the ground.  

“John,” my captor says to the bedraggled older man standing in front of me. “Not 

this again. You’re scaring her.” 

“It’s not me she should be scared of.” He drags dirty fingers through his straggly, 

coarse, gray beard. “They’re coming and there isn’t a damn thing any of us can do to 

stop them. I couldn’t stop them. They took everything. This is the beginning of the 

end. We are all doomed.” He waggles his finger in my face, and I step back, alarm 

clearly evident on my features. He stares at me a moment longer before shuffling off, 

muttering to himself.  

I stand rooted to the spot, too freaked out to move. 

“Sorry about that.” My captor shoves his large hands in his pants pocket. “Don’t 

mind old John. He’s a bit delusional these days.” He taps a long finger against his 

temple. “But he means no harm.” 



 

 

Self-preservation kicks me in the butt, and the need to flee propels me into action. 

“I need to get home.” 

“Of course. Come on.” He lifts one shoulder and gestures for me to follow. “I know 

a few shortcuts. Curfew has nearly expired, and you don’t want to be found 

wandering the streets now.” 

I hesitate, fear welling inside me again. While I don’t know him, and technically, 

he’s kidnapped me, if he wanted to harm me, I figure he would’ve done so by now. 

And I’ve already accepted that his motivation was to protect me from capture, so it’s 

silly to be hesitant now. 

Decision made, I shadow him as we walk farther and farther into the abandoned 

building. “Which Sector do you live in?” he asks when we emerge onto an empty 

sidewalk. Streaks of navy, gray, and black hover over our heads as nighttime 

stealthily creeps up on us.  

“Fourteen.” 

“Right. This way.” 

We move from one derelict building to the next, dashing across back alleys and 

crumbling passageways. I’ve no idea where we’re going but I’m not afraid. A small 

part of me actually wishes I didn’t have to leave him.  

That I didn’t have to return to a life I hate.  

Thoughts of Thalassic City waft through my mind, and I let my imagination 

wander. How amazing would it be to trade this life for one with so much promise, and 

the prospect of a different future? For a split second, I allow myself to imagine that 

I’ve been chosen, and my heart swells with joy at the prospect.  

I recall my most recent tarot session and the hope it instilled in me. While I try not 

to exercise my talent for reading the cards too often—my grandma always advised 



 

 

against it—I couldn’t help it after I registered my interest in Thalassic City. I was too 

eager to see what the cards would predict. The three cards I’d pulled were major 

arcana cards, which are indicative of a life-changing event. It points to something 

transformative in my future, and since my reading, I’ve done little else but think about 

what it means, hoping it means what I want it to mean. 

Please pick me. Please pick me. Please, please, please, PICK ME. My thoughts 

are a silent plea, a cherished inner mantra the whole journey home. 

“What you thinking about?” he asks, a few minutes later. He lowers his chin and 

his eyes penetrate mine. 

“Thalassic City,” I blurt out, in a moment of unusual transparency. I normally keep 

things close to my chest.  

It comes naturally.  

The consequence of living in a family where I’m virtually invisible. Where little 

regard is given to what I think, what I feel, and hardly anyone asks whether I hope or 

what I dream. 

“Did you enter?” He speaks quietly.  

I nod, biting down on my lower lip. I haven’t told anyone that, and now I’ve 

blabbed my secret to a total stranger.  

It’s weirdly exhilarating.  

Hope swarms through me and my silent mantra starts up again.  

“Me too.”  

We stare at each other, unspoken words passing between us. Wouldn’t it be great 

if we were both chosen? It would be nice to go in there semi-knowing at least one 

other person. That’s what I think but I don’t verbalize it. After all, I am the queen of 

keeping things locked up inside. 



 

 

“What’s your name?” He steps out of the shadows, and the glow of the rising 

moon lights up his face.  

I get a proper look at him for the first time—he looks so young! Not that much 

older than me. “Sadie. What’s yours?” 

“Um.” His face contorts and he looks away.  

I frown.  

Schooling his features carefully, he stares at me, as if he’s contemplating the 

weight of the world. His eyes search mine expectantly, and the image resurrects in 

perfect clarity in my mind. 

“Oh my God,” I exclaim, stepping back. “You’re him! You’re Watson M—”  

He fastens his hand over my mouth. “Shush, not out here.” His head whips around 

as he scouts the area. Removing his hand, he drags his fingers through unkempt 

hair. “Are you going to turn me in?” 

“No.” The word shoots out of my mouth with urgency. Despite the fact that my 

family could use the substantial reward money, there’s no way I’m turning snitch for 

the State. I don’t care what he’s done or alleged to have done. I just know he isn’t a 

bad person. I couldn’t do that to him.  

“Why not?” 

It’s a perfectly reasonable question. One I’m not quite sure how to respond to. “I 

don’t know,” I answer honestly.  

He looks at me anxiously.  

“You’re not a bad person. And I’m not a snitch,” I add, hoping it conveys my 

sentiments adequately. 

Air whooshes out of his mouth and he smiles. “You’re a good person, Sadie. I 

hope you get picked.”  



 

 

We enter the backend of Sector Fourteen five minutes later. “I’ll have to leave you 

here, Sadie,” Watson says.  

“Thank you. And good luck.” 

“You too.” He holds my two small hands in his larger ones and squeezes. “I hope 

we meet again.” And with those parting words lingering in my ears, he ducks back 

down the alley and disappears. 

Leaning against the wall, I crane my neck and stare up at the dark sky. Today had 

started out like every other mind-numbingly boring day. But boy, it sure didn’t end up 

like that. Caught up in the adventure of the absurdly abnormal, I can almost deflect 

my growing hysteria. 

Almost.  

I’m over twenty minutes late now, and I know I’m in for it the minute I step foot in 

the apartment. But I actually don’t care.  

It was worth it to feel truly alive if only for a fleeting moment in time.  

*** 

As soon as I walk through the door, the onslaught starts. Mom screams. Dad shakes 

his head in disappointment, and my elder brothers take turns throwing scathing 

remarks at me. Only my sister, Ella, remains quiet. She shoots me a “grin and bear 

it” look. They only stop when the screen flares to life and the official announcement 

of my curfew breach is confirmed.  

Mom curses as one hundred Nuvis are deducted from our family currency 

account. I sit down in the only vacant chair and zone out. Ignoring the shrieking 

voices and hate-filled faces, I stare blankly in front of me.  

Every second that passes, I die a little more inside.  



 

 

I deploy my usual strategy. Throwing up my imaginary shield, I visualize a thick, 

solid brick wall laced with barbed wire on top in my mind’s eye.  

Please pick me. I make one last silent, solemn plea to every deity known to 

mankind as a solitary tear escapes my eye. Quickly, I brush it away. I never lower 

my defense or show any signs of weakness in front of them. My family doesn’t falter 

and the horrific verbal insults endure.  

One would think I’d be well used to this by now.  

I briefly drop my guard and latch onto Mom’s current tirade.  

“What a pity they didn’t introduce the ban a year earlier, and then you’d never 

have been born. What did I do to deserve such a disobedient, selfish fool for a 

daughter?”  

I zone out again.  

The TV flickers to life a second time, and my ears are given a merciful reprieve. 

Hope blooms to life in my chest. “Sadie Owens.” My head darts to the screen and I 

stare at the tall, thin brunette with pinched features staring back at me. 

“Yes.” I jump out of the chair. 

“You’ve been chosen to participate in ‘The Experimento.’ You have thirty minutes 

to pack your belongings and make your goodbyes.” 

  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 2 
 

 

They picked me! I can’t believe it. I pinch myself once, twice, three times, and it’s 

real. It’s happening.  

I’m getting out of here.  

Ignoring the shocked faces of my family, I smile widely and offer up thanks to 

God, the Universe, Mother Nature, Karma, and anything and everything that played 

a hand in this. 

“An escort will collect you,” the woman adds. “Everything will be explained once 

you reach our Mock-Up Facility in Sector Eight. Good luck, Sadie. I hope you enjoy 

your time in Thalassic City.” 

Silence pervades the room. I can’t recall a time when my entire family was mute. 

A self-satisfied grin spreads across my lips, and I feel like jumping for joy.  

“What have you done?” Mom asks, a new variation on a familiar scowl lighting up 

her face. 

The grin slips off my mouth.  

Stalking toward me, she catches me roughly by the shoulders. “Answer me!” 



 

 

“I registered my interest in ‘The Experimento,’” I mumble.  

Dad scratches his head and stares at me peculiarly. “Why’d you do that, Sadie?” 

“I …” Watching the incredulous and suspicious faces surrounding me, I wish to 

blurt it all out. To finally be free to speak my mind and let them know what I’m 

thinking.  

I hate this life, and if it’s all this world has to offer me, then I’d rather be dead.  

I want out of this messed-up dysfunctional family.  

I want the opportunity to go back to school and to pick up on an education that 

was halted at age thirteen when I was forced into the workforce.  

The thought of working as a factory operative in Medi-Tech for the next sixty-some 

years makes me want to tear strips off my skin and throw myself off the top of our 

stifling high-rise.  

I dream of finding someone to love and cherish me, someone who will treat me 

with understanding and respect, a boy to devote myself to.  

I want to explain how the government’s new pilot project, ‘The Experimento,’ 

offers me a much-needed lifeline and a chance to escape my normal dreary 

existence, if only for six months.  

Secretly, I’m harboring hope that somehow, someway, my life will permanently 

change for the better after the experience. Maybe someone will notice something 

worth investing in me. 

But I say none of those things. 

Because I’m a coward.  

And I don’t want to leave this apartment with their mocking laughter ringing in my 

ears. So I do what I always do. I bottle the truth and tell them what I think they want 



 

 

to hear. “I did it for you. For the Nuvi reward. It’s more than I’d earn in a year in Medi -

Tech.” 

Mom grunts in a most unattractive fashion. “What kind of idiot do you take me for? 

You did this for you.” She points a finger at me. “You think they’re going to show any 

interest in you?” Planting her hands on her skinny hips, she levels a scornful look my 

way. “You’ll be back here in six months’ time. No question about it. And if you have 

any other notions in that head of yours, you’d do well to displace them now. No good 

comes from daydreaming, Sadie. This,” she says, gesticulating with her hand around 

our worn, sparse apartment, “is your reality. It always will be.” 

A red siren resonates from the screen as the lodgment is credited to our currency 

account. I’m forgotten in the instant excitement of witnessing all those zeros 

mounting. Seizing the opportunity to escape, I tiptoe into the bedroom I share with 

my sister.  

Pulling a black backpack out from underneath the bottom bunk, I set it on top of 

my shabby comforter and open it wide. Crossing to the small wooden closet, I 

remove my clothes and fold them neatly into the bag.  

My sister walks into the room and quietly closes the door. “Oh my God, Sadie.” 

She circles her arms around me from behind. “I’m so happy for you! Are you 

excited?” 

I curl into her embrace. “I am. I can’t believe they chose me!” 

“Why didn’t you tell me you applied?” She holds me at arm’s length. 

“I didn’t want you involved in case Mom took offense. At least this way, you can 

say you knew nothing and it’s the truth.” 

“I think I’m off the hook either way. She’s far too excited over the currency bump  

up. Do you think I’ll be able to talk to you while you’re there?” 



 

 

I shrug. “I honestly don’t know. But sure, she probably won’t permit it anyway.” 

Ella hugs me again. “I’ll try my best. Promise.” 

The door creaks open and Mom’s eyes widen. “Ella,” she snaps. “It’s your turn to 

make dinner. Get a move on.” 

Ella gives my hand a discreet squeeze as she spins around. “Of course, Mom. 

Coming now.” 

I finish my packing and walk to the bathroom. I glance briefly at my reflection in 

the mirror. Cherry-red lips and rosy cheeks accentuate my pale skin, and the hidden 

blue behind my gray eyes shines vibrantly. I look as excited as I feel. Collecting my 

toiletries, I return to my room. Once they’re stuffed in the bag, I retrieve my hidden 

stash of books and my tarot cards from under the loose panel in the floor.  

A dog-eared faded photo falls out from one of the book sleeves and lands silently 

on the ground. I pick it up and stare numbly at the picture of Mom and me.  

I’m a toddler and she’s cuddling me on her lap, smiling expansively for the 

camera. I don’t remember it, but I wish I did. I have no recollection of receiving any 

love from her at any time during my seventeen years, and my heart aches with 

loneliness. I don’t understand what I did to make her hate me so much. To resent my 

existence. To wish I hadn’t been born. 

Sighing, I tuck the photo, cards, and books in the pocket of my bag and smooth 

away my tears. 

No more crying. No more denying who I am. 

From this point on, I’m a new person. Or not. I struggle to gather my muddled 

thoughts. I don’t need to hide anymore. I can show myself to the world without fear of 

ridicule or persecution. When my feet land in the underwater city, no one will know 

who I am or where I’ve come from. 



 

 

I can choose to be anyone I want. 

I choose to be me. 

*** 

I open the door and greet my police officer escort. Grabbing my backpack, I face my 

family. “Um, bye.” I chew on the inside of my cheek as I take—what I hope is—my 

last look at our apartment.  

It’s as if I’m truly noticing it for the first time.  

Paint peels off the walls as if it’s clamoring for freedom. Originally a fresh cream 

color, it’s now marked and stained and as sour as the people that live here. The 

battered leather couch is ripped and torn, and one of the arms has collapsed, sinking 

downward into the ground. The threadbare rug hides the waterlogged stain in the 

middle of the hardwood floor. No family photographs adorn the walls or the 

mantelpiece, and there’s nothing warm or inviting about the space.  

I won’t miss it. Not one teeny, tiny bit. 

My family stares at me in a familiar way. Dad looks like he wants to say something 

but obviously thinks better of it. Ella hugs me but no one else offers any form of 

goodbye, so I silently follow the police officer out the door.  

When we exit the building, he strides toward the large, sleek, black transporter 

parked out front and opens the door. I climb inside and move through the vehicle, 

locating an empty pair of seats near the back. None of the faces I pass is familiar, 

and most people are minding their own business or talking privately. I scoot into the 

window seat and buckle myself in. The transporter glides seamlessly out onto the 

pavement, and we begin the trip to Sector Eight. 

I’ve never traveled to any Sector outside the Outer Circle, so my eyes are riveted 

to the window the entire journey. I know the moment we move from the Outer Circle 



 

 

to the Midi Circle because it’s like moving from a black-and-white world into one that 

shines with vibrant color. Gone are the slate gray concrete high-rises and the drab 

storefronts of my world. My eyes are on stalks as I try to take it all in.  

Glistening glass storefronts offer a glimpse into this middle-class life. We pass 

clothing and jewelry stores that dazzle me with their effervescence. Cafés and 

restaurants bustle with life, and people converse in groups on the sidewalk, talking 

and laughing jovially. No curfew restrictions then, I surmise. Huge high-rises are the 

dominant feature here, too, but the contrast couldn’t be more marked. Sleek, glass 

frontage showcases elegant residential buildings that stretch upward into the 

twinkling nighttime sky.  

As we move farther out of the city areas, the landscape changes, and an inherent 

ache builds in my chest. Row upon row of tree-lined pavements surrounds picture-

perfect family homes. Children play noisily on lush front lawns and race up and down 

the sidewalks on cycvees. A severe hankering for my stolen childhood overwhelms 

me and I feel bereft. 

I was one of the few children my age to adore school. I lapped it all up, and my 

thirst for knowledge was unquenchable. Thanks to a photographic memory and an 

ability to speed read, I devoured books quicker than most people eat. The memory of 

my thirteenth birthday will forever be etched on my mind because it was the first day 

I fully understood how trapped I was. Removed from the school that was more a 

home than my actual home, and forced to take up an assembly-line job in the Medi-

Tech factory, I was inconsolable at the realization this was the sum of my life until I 

reached retirement.  

Nothing left to look forward to.  

Until now. 



 

 

My heart races to attention. This is the first time in my life that I’m free of my 

familial chains, and I’m both elated and terrified. I’ve wanted this every single day 

since my thirteenth birthday. The chance to break out on my own, to try to forge a 

new path in life.  

Now that the moment is upon me, I’m scared out of my wits.  

So used to being invisible, I’m not sure I have what it takes to occupy center 

stage, and it’s these thoughts that flit through my mind the rest of the journey. 

“Five minutes to destination,” the officer says over the PA, dragging me back into 

the present. 

Pressing my nose to the glass, I peer out the window at the flat landscape. While I 

was immersed in my own world, we appear to have driven far beyond the residential 

sectors of the Midi Circle.  

The transporter swerves smoothly into a stationary line of vehicles parked in front 

of a massive building. Shiny, mirrored panels cover the lower level of the structure 

from left to right. Several men and women in standard-issue police attire are 

scattered on the sidewalk, digipads in hand, doling out instructions to the various 

people alighting from the vehicles in front of us.  

The line moves slowly forward. When it’s our turn, the door opens automatically, 

and everyone piles out in single file. 

Sliding my arms into my backpack, I gulp nervously as I scan my surroundings. 

Miscalculating the step on the sidewalk, I stumble and fall sideways into a tall, red-

haired girl. Catching her off guard, I grimace as she wobbles and drops to the 

ground, butt first.  

“Ouch!” she exclaims. “That is definitely gonna bruise later.” 



 

 

Somehow, I’ve managed to stay upright, but barely. My cheeks are fire engine red 

as I extend my hand to help her up. “I’m so sorry! I’m such a klutz.”  

“No harm.” She rubs her butt. “That’s like something I’d do.” She smiles widely at 

me and I can’t help but smile back. “I’m Jenna.”  

“Sadie. Are you here for Thalassic City too?”  

“Yep. Do you want to stick together?” 

“That would be super.”   

“Great. Come on then.” Jenna throws a burgundy duffle bag over her shoulder. 

“Let’s get this show on the road.” 

We walk to the nearest police officer—a stout lady with a grim smile—and state 

our names. She records some details and advises us to enter via block nine.  

“What Sector are you from?” Jenna asks. Her piercing blue eyes infiltrate mine as 

we walk and talk. 

“Fourteen. You?” 

“Twenty-five.” She tucks her short raven-colored hair behind her ears. “Which 

factory do you work in?” 

“I’m on the assembly line in Medi-Tech. You?” 

“I work as a machinist in Fabrix. I’d recently been promoted to undergarments. 

Lucky me; I get to make panties and bras day-in, day-out. Although it has its 

advantages.” Casting a quick glance over her shoulder, she pulls me off to the side 

and lifts up her shirt, revealing a generous cleavage encased in the most gorgeous 

bra I’ve ever seen. “Have a feel.”  

I sputter something incomprehensible.  

She chortles, maneuvering my hand to the silky material. “The bra, Sadie,” she 

confirms, chuckling again.  



 

 

My fingers brush the firm pink silk of the cup and trail over the black lace 

decorative panel. I’ve a mad case of bra lust, which is totally ridiculous because even 

if I managed to snag me one of those, it’s not like anyone is going to see it.  

Forming relationships is strictly forbidden within the lower classes; however, 

casual flings are more than tolerated—they’re encouraged. Bile rises up my throat. 

It’s only then I realize my fingers are still sliding over Jenna’s bra, and I drop my 

hand as if electrocuted. 

She laughs as she tucks her shirt back into her pants. “Pity you’re not the same 

size,” she says, as we resume walking, “I have tons of borrowed sets, and I’d be 

happy to give you a few.” Stooping over, she stares at my chest, and I fold my arms 

protectively across my smaller bust. She laughs raucously. “Relax, Sadie. I was only 

trying to gauge your size. B-cup I’d wager. Am I right?”  

I nod in affirmation.  

“Yes!” She mock punches the air and I roll my eyes. “I should be able to 

customize some to fit, provided I can get my hands on the right equipment once we 

are in Thalassic City. Do you think we’ll get to choose what we want to do there?” 

My gut tightens as I consider her question. I’ve been so preoccupied with being 

chosen that I haven’t given much thought to what life will actually be like once I reach 

the new underwater city. Knots of worry form in my stomach. I hope they won’t force 

me to do similar work. I think I’ll go crazy if I’m stuck underwater and forced into 

monotonous factory life again.  

I have to stay positive. Things are going to be different. I feel it in my bones. “I 

hope so,” I answer Jenna. “I’ll freak out if I have to do a similar job.” Then something 

else occurs to me. Another thing I haven’t considered thus far. “Do you think there’ll 

be people there from all the Sectors?”  



 

 

I can’t recall anything in the registration rules that stipulated you had to be from a 

certain Sector or that it was restricted to residents of a particular level of society. But 

now I wonder. If there are going to be upper- and middle-class representatives in 

Thalassic City, will they allow us to freely mix or keep the usual segregation? The 

knots in my gut tighten further as my concern reaches crescendo-level proportions. 

I don’t know what I’ll do if this self-titled second chance doesn’t materialize as I’ve 

hoped. I don’t know that I have the strength to go on if it’s more of the same—if I’m 

forced to relinquish all my newly resurrected hopes and dreams. 

“Good question.” Her brow furrows. “I presume so. I mean, this is the 

government’s new plan for dealing with the overpopulation crisis, and I can’t imagine 

they would only choose us lower-class lowlifes to occupy their shiny new underwater 

cities. If anything, I’m surprised we’ve been given this opportunity at all.” 

“I guess we’ll find out soon enough anyway.” I toss all negative thoughts from my 

mind as a male police officer steps in our path. He quickly ushers us into the 

building. Our bags are inspected and then we are escorted to our living quarters. 

The long, narrow room contains ten sets of uniform bunks, all dressed in clean, 

white bed linen. A large wall-to-wall closet lines the far end of the room. Walking over 

to a steel door located at the other end of the room, I push inward and peep inside. 

It’s a large bathroom with separate shower and toilet cubicles. 

Jenna plops down on an empty bunk and I dump my bag on the bunk opposite.  

“You are required to attend a welcome meeting in block twelve in fifteen minutes. 

Don’t be late,” the officer says, handing each of us a digipad. “I’ve added the 

coordinates to your devices.”  

The room fills up quickly as girls arrive one after the other. Jenna takes it upon 

herself to make all the introductions. I watch the girls covertly, my eyes honing in on 



 

 

their wrists. Every single one displays the bronze star tattoo, which symbolizes the 

lower class. 

As we make our way to block twelve for the welcome meeting, I share my 

observations with Jenna.  

“I wouldn’t read too much into that. I doubt they’d let any bullions or coins share 

accommodation with the dregs of society,” she surmises, referencing the slang terms 

us stars use to refer to the upper and middle class.  

Every citizen of the Sovereign Northern States of America boasts a tattoo on their 

inner right wrist. Gold bullion for upper-class citizens, silver coins for the middle 

class, and bronze stars for me and my fellow lower-class servants.   

Hence the imaginative nicknames.  

Though there’s a ring of truth to Jenna’s logic, I’m still suspicious. Her tone has 

also pissed me off a little. I can’t contemplate why she’s so damn quick to disrespect 

her own place in society and so eager to criticize her own people.  

I was born and raised a star, but in my mind, that’s only the categorization that 

society has inflicted on me. It doesn’t define who I am or what I’m capable of 

achieving. 

It’s the same for the tattoo I bear on my wrist, the one that showcases my place in 

society. It sickens me that I’m branded in such a way. That others look at my position 

in society and only see what they want to see, what they’ve been told to see. The 

upper and middle classes refuse to open their eyes or accept there are people in our 

sector who are intelligent, with similar ambition and aptitude for bigger and better 

things.  



 

 

Just because someone was born into a position of privilege in the Core or Midi 

Circles doesn’t mean they are better than me, smarter than me, or more ambitious 

than me.  

All it means is they were a part of the right gene pool at the outset.  

I absolutely refuse to accept that because someone was born into a certain 

societal classification it indicates they are a better or lesser human being. 

I know I’m smart and I have an aptitude for learning. I also want to make a 

difference in this world—to find a better way. Maybe I’m stretching, but a girl has to 

have something to cling to. 

I’ve wandered off the point again. That’s what happens when you spend so long 

being the only person in your world: You get used to talking to yourself. But I’ve 

made a silent promise to act differently in Thalassic City, and I fully intend to abide 

by that. 

*** 

The amphitheater is dauntingly huge with row upon row of seats stretching back at a 

gradual incline. Tilting my head, I stare at the vaulted ceiling, which narrows to a 

triangular peak at the top. Jenna and I take seats in the middle and watch as the 

auditorium quickly fills.  

My head whips around continuously as I observe the boys and girls, men and 

women, chosen to participate in ‘The Experimento.’  I can’t help but fixate on their 

wrists. I’m swimming in bronze stars. Everyone appears to be from the Outer Circle 

and I’m definitely suspecting foul play now. 

I’m about to broach the subject with Jenna when a tall man with graying hair steps 

out onto the podium. He holds himself stiffly in his slim-fitting charcoal dress suit. 

The room quiets in a nanosecond.  



 

 

“Good evening, ladies and gentlemen, boys and girls,” the man says in an 

authoritative voice. “President Bane sends his apologies. Unfortunately he had a 

prior engagement this evening so he was unable to be here with you in person.”  

I disguise my derisory laugh as a cough. Jenna smirks beside me.  

The man continues. “My name is Vice President Horace Tonnard, and I’m 

delighted to be here with you to officially open the Thalassic City Experimento.” 

Yeah, he looks totally thrilled. 

“I’d like to start by highlighting the importance of the task you are about to 

undertake. The issues that are a drain on our society have been well documented. 

Overcrowding, spiraling rates of illness and disease, declining energy and fuel 

resources, dwindling food supplies, and increased political unrest with some of our 

neighbors. The government has been working round the clock to identify solutions to 

address the issues that threaten to derail our future. This project heralds the start of 

a new era, and it’s one of many solutions we are testing.” He pauses, letting his 

words sink in. “All of you have been chosen based on a specific set of criteria.”  

From where I’m sitting, it looks like the only selection criteria that mattered was 

the lower-class ranking in society, but I wisely keep those opinions to myself.  

“This selection is indicative of the diverse community that we hope will live in 

these new underwater cities into the future.” He pauses briefly to take a drink from 

the glass in front of him while I ponder his last statement.  

If my observations are correct, he’s just stated that the government intends to 

house the lower classes in the new cities. For the life of me, I cannot fathom why.  

“Nothing as bold or as brave has been piloted before in the history of mankind,” he 

adds, peddling his particular brand of bullshit.  

Spoken like a true politician. I roll my eyes in exasperation.  



 

 

“You will spend three weeks in this Mock-Up Facility in preparation for life 

underwater. It is not without its challenges. While our scientists have done all they 

can to replicate the atmospheric and gravitational components of our outside world 

under water, there are certain side effects to living a life in arti ficial conditions. That is 

the main reason why we implemented this pilot project. We need to determine the 

effect on the human body and identify any health concerns so we can work out how 

to alleviate them. All of you will undergo some preliminary medical testing to ensure 

base conditions are agreeable. Some of you may be sent back home.”  

A surge of angry protest builds around the room as my own blood thrums noisily in 

my veins. I can’t get sent home! I’d rather die than go back to that apartment. All of a 

sudden, I don’t give a monkey’s ass what’s up with all the lower-class volunteers. As 

long as I’m one of those who travels to Thalassic City, I don’t care about anything 

else.  

“Hush now.” He gestures wildly with his hands. “There’s no need for concern.” He 

guzzles his drink before continuing. “You’ll be segregated into groups of one 

hundred, and each group will be assigned a designated unit within our Mock-Up 

Facility for the duration of the stay here. During this time, you’ll meet with your 

Adaptation Officer who will be with you each step of this exciting journey. He or she 

will explain their role and outline how life will work in Thalassic City. There are 

certain things you need to decide before leaving here. A team of medical experts will 

be monitoring individual health on a daily basis to ensure that everyone who travels 

to Thalassic City is acclimatized. This is a fantastic opportunity for you all and an 

important next step for society. On behalf of the president, I’d like to thank you for 

your commitment, and I wish you all the best of luck.” 

He turns on his heel and all but runs off the podium. Running scared, Mr. VP?  



 

 

“Well, that was a big fat waste of time.” Jenna stands stiffly. 

“You’re not wrong. What a total idiot. I can’t believe he’s entrusted with assisting 

the president to run this country. I could have recited that speech with more 

emphasis and feeling in my little toe.” 

Jenna barks out a laugh as she loops her arm through mine. “Here I was thinking 

you were a quiet one. I may have underestimated you, my friend.” Her words warm 

the coldest parts of me. 

Police officers line the corridors outside the amphitheater, directing us to the giant 

cafeteria on the lower level. Thereafter we are to retreat to our residential quarters 

for the night. Some medical forms have been sent to our digipads, and we are 

informed that we need to complete and submit same before we go to sleep. 

I’m standing in line in the cafeteria with Jenna when the strangest sensation 

overwhelms me. A desperate, burning need accosts me. My body tingles all over as 

every cell and nerve ending strains and writhes. My subconscious screams at me to 

turn around. Twisting around, I urgently scan the line. 

My eyes sweep left to right as I search for the source of the energy and emotion 

churning inside me.  

Then I spot him and everything else fades into the background. 

  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 3 
 

 

 

Wide, keen, blue eyes, the color of the ocean, lock on mine, and I forget how to 

breathe. He’s tall with fair skin and sleek jet-black hair that falls in waves over his 

forehead into his eyes. His expressive mouth parts gently as he notices me staring, 

and his lips curve upward. 

I know I should look away but I can’t.  

It’s as if my eyes are superglued to him.  

He is easily the most gorgeous guy I’ve ever seen. Like. Ever. He redefines “hot.” 

They should just list his name underneath. No further explanation needed. He’s 

totally all that and more. 

Broad shoulders fit snugly under his white shirt, and taut muscles flex in his arm 

as he grips a tray. He’s not a muscle-bound freak though, thank God. I don’t like that 

“I have boulders in my biceps” look that a lot of guys seem to favor these days.  

Although, it’s not surprising really. Being in peak physical shape is important—the 

healthier we are, the longer we can work—so the government permits daily gym 

sessions. Every factory has a state of the art gym outfitted with the latest equipment. 

The guys in Medi-Tech are addicted to training, and they never miss their scheduled 



 

 

hour. Me? I indulge on the odd occasion, but I’m not a physical kind of girl. Being 

slight, I’m afraid to develop muscles, in case I topple over on myself. 

 I shift from foot to foot and side to side, angling for a look at his lower half. But the 

girl in front is an impenetrable barrier to my ogling. I pout in frustration. Our eyes 

meet again and now he’s staring at me strangely, a mix of awe, fear, and disbelief 

blazing in his eyes.  

I’m instantly self-conscious, and heat lands with embarrassing transparency on 

my face. I want to look away but I’m transfixed. It’s as if he’s cast a spell on me. He 

winks and I practically expire on the spot.  

“What are you staring at?” Jenna hisses, thankfully breaking me free of my trance.  

Spinning back around, I exhale noisily. Oh. My. God.  

“Dayum. That is one fine specimen.” 

“Look away!” I implore, tugging her elbow.  

What the hell came over me? I cannot believe I stared so blatantly at a guy. And 

what in the world made me turn around in the first place anyway? I’m feeling an 

extremely strong urge to look at him again, but there’s no way I’m going back for 

seconds. That’d be beyond humiliating.  

I already want the ground to open up and swallow me. 

“Okay. You spotted him first. You can have first dibs.” Jenna’s face is a picture of 

sincerity. 

“What?” I splutter. 

“But if you mess it up or he’s not interested, then he’s fair game. Agreed?” 

“You can’t be serious,” I stutter, gobsmacked. “You know relationships are against 

the law, right?” 



 

 

“Of course, I do. Who said anything about a relationship? I’m all about the fun.” 

She elbows me in the ribs and winks. 

“How old are you?” I’m suddenly intrigued. From her reaction, I’m sensing Jenna’s 

had plenty of “fun.” 

“I’m seventeen. What’s that got to do with anything?” She shuffles along the line, 

inadvertently nudging the guy in front with the side of her tray.  

He glares at us. Jenna ignores him and focuses her full attention on me.  

“Wait up.” She bends over, whispering in my ear. “Have you ever been with a 

guy?” 

“Yes,” I say, even though that quick fumble with Luca Parry in the factory closet 

doesn’t count for much. He was all grabby hands, sloppy mouth, and slimy tongue. 

It’s an experience I’m in no hurry to repeat. Ugh. A severe shiver travels up my spine 

with the memory. 

“Hmm.” She trails a finger along her lower lip. “I need to investigate further.” 

“Not here,” I shriek. “Later.” I only say it to distract her.  

I’ve no intention of getting into any conversation about my love life, or lack thereof. 

It’s not that I’m disinterested in boys. I like them all right. A lot. I’ve had crushes and 

been asked out on dates, but what’s the point when I’m not allowed to form any real, 

lasting attachment? 

When we reach the top of the line, I opt for spaghetti and sauce and swipe a 

carton of milk from the refrigerator. I follow Jenna to a table at the back and slide into 

the seat beside her. 

We’re both quiet while we eat, and I get lost in my mind.  

It’s a well-practiced habit.  



 

 

The government had introduced the ban on procreation in the Outer Circle the 

year after I was born. Concerned with the rising headcount—especially within the 

lower sectors of society—they’ve decided we’re not allowed to marry and have 

children anymore. We serve only one purpose: As lifelong workers of the State. 

When I retire—at age seventy-five—I will be permitted to marry whomever I choose. 

But it’ll be too late to have children. And I doubt I’ll have much enthusiasm or desire 

to get married so late in life. It’s only a token gesture.  

Five years ago, the government had introduced an addendum to this policy. Each 

year, the city selects ten percent of the lower-class population and grants them 

special exemption to marry and have children; however, it’s capped at two children 

per household.  

The government presented it as evidence of their generosity of spirit, but that’s 

pure bull. Everyone knows it’s only because they need to cultivate a new generation 

within the lower classes to ensure they have a steady stream of future workers. 

While it’s totally deplorable, and goes against everything I believe to be ethical and 

fair, it’s my back-up plan if impressing the powers-that-be backfires during the next 

six months.  

If that doesn’t work out, and I end up back at home, caged within the reality of my 

so-called life, then all I’m permitted are casual hook-ups. While we are allowed to 

date, we can’t date the same boy for more than three months, in case we form any 

serious attachment. My brother, Daveed, says the only reason we’re permitted to 

date at all is because sexual frustration doesn’t engender happy, productive workers.  

So, casual sex with numerous rotating boyfriends is totally acceptable, but a 

loving, stable relationship with the same partner for life is forbidden. As if we need 

any further proof of how fucked up our society is.  



 

 

Of course, bullions and coins don’t have to succumb to anything so demeaning. 

Coins, the middle classes—those who live in the Midi Circle Sectors—are allowed to 

marry the partner of their choosing and start a family, provided they don’t produce 

more than three children. The upper class, or bullions as we call them, reside in 

Sectors one through four—otherwise known as the Core Circle—are not restricted in 

any way. They can choose to live their life exactly as they please.  

We’re the only ones who are treated as subhuman. Nonetheless, we’re supposed 

to be grateful for all the government is doing for us. What a joke. I’m seething inside. 

Someday, all this pent-up rage is going to explode with disastrous consequence. 

“Ready?” Jenna asks, pushing her plate away. 

“Yeah. Let’s get out of here.” I purposely avert my gaze as we walk the length of 

the cafeteria. While one part of me desperately wants to steal another peek at the 

hottie, another part of me begs to run and hide. Forever. I know I’ll be totally 

embarrassed if I bump into him again.  

I think my chances of keeping a safe distance are decent if the throngs of people 

swarming the cafeteria are any indication. The government never announced how 

many volunteers they were seeking, but there are literally hundreds, if not 

thousands, of people here.  

It shouldn’t be too difficult for one small, inconsequential girl to hide in the crowd. 

“So, come on,” Jenna says, once we’re back in our dorm, sitting side by side on 

my bunk, “What’s the dealio with you and boys?” 

“I told you, I’ve been with guys. Well, one guy,” I begrudgingly admit.  

I’m not much of a liar. A hoarder, a hider: most definitely, yes, and sometimes I’m 

dishonest by default because I find it difficult to share that innermost part of myself 



 

 

with others. But never a conscious liar. I don’t think I have it within me to deliberately 

mislead anyone. 

“Ah.” Her tone and look soften. I wish she wouldn’t look at me like that, as if I’m 

something to be pitied.  

I want no one’s pity.  

“And this guy … did you, you know, have sex?” She shoots a lopsided grin at me 

as her question hangs in the air.  

God, she’s forward. I’m a total novice at this stuff, and I’m not sure I want to share 

my minimal experience with someone who is basically a virtual stranger. I’m getting 

ready to deflect her when I stop myself. 

I’m not doing that here. I’m committed to opening up more. 

“No,” I admit. “It was more of a grope and run type of thing.”  

“So, you’re still rocking the V-card?” She says it like it’s a terminal illness and then 

looks at me in the same pitying way. 

I flinch. “Don’t do that.”  

She looks at me questioningly.  

“Stop looking at me like I’m to be pitied. It’s by choice, okay? I resent that I’m not 

allowed to form a lasting relationship, so I’d rather not put myself through that in the 

first place. And I respect my body. I’ve no interest in hooking-up unless I love the 

boy.”  

I’m proud of myself for speaking my mind. I’d never have the guts to say anything 

like that at home in front of my family; I’d sit there and take their pitying looks and 

their accompanying abuse. 

She pauses considerably before replying. “I don’t pity you. I’m surprised. It’s 

normal in my sector to be sexually active from a young age.” She lies on her 



 

 

stomach and rests her head in her hands, a reflective look on her face. “You don’t 

get teased for that?” she asks.  

I shake my head.  

She looks pensive again. “I think that’s admirable, Sadie. And dignified. You 

should hold onto that conviction.” 

“Thank you.” Then part of what she says clicks into my brain. “It’s normal for girls 

to … do it, when they’re young?” I’m aghast all over again. How can our society 

stand by and permit this? It’s wrong on so many different levels. 

“I can’t speak for other Sectors, but, yeah, it’s normal in Sector twenty-five. Of 

course, most have already taken the shot by the time they first start working, and 

some of them opt for early sterilization.”  

“What?!” I pull my knees up to my chest and pin her with a shocked look. All 

females receive a regular annual contraceptive injection as soon as menstruation 

starts. The government isn’t taking any chances when it comes to unwanted 

pregnancy.  

Mom told me once that the first few years after they introduced the ban on 

marriage and motherhood, some women got pregnant anyway in direct 

contravention of the law. All were removed from their families and never seen again. 

One doesn’t need an active imagination to visualize their fate. Thereafter, the 

government introduced some new rules to ensure they didn’t have to deal with such 

situations again. 

The annual contraceptive injection was introduced, and compulsory sterilization at 

age twenty-five is the law unless you’re one of the chosen ten percent. I’m totally 

sickened that some girls would volunteer to have the procedure earlier. I cannot 

comprehend how any girl would willingly make that choice. 



 

 

“I know,” Jenna says, apparently reading my mind, “I think it’s wrong too. But 

some of the girls I know are quite happy with the way things are. They know the 

chances of being selected in the ten-percent pool are minimal and they’d rather get 

the op out of the way early. Personally, I’d never volunteer to sign away my right to 

kids. Who says I might not be part of the ten percent? If I’ve already had the op, I’ve 

already sealed my fate. I think it’s beyond foolish.” 

“I totally agree. I … I’d love to have kids,” I admit, sheepishly. I’ve never told 

anyone that. “And a husband.” A faint blush blooms in my cheeks. 

“So would I,” Jenna says. Her eyes glaze over and I know she’s dreaming of a 

future that’s well out of reach.  

I should know. It takes a dreamer to recognize a dreamer. 

“I thought you were all about the fun,” I say, getting into my stride now. 

“A little fun along the way doesn’t do any harm.” She smirks and I laugh. “You 

should totally indulge in some fun with that hottie from the cafeteria. I bet he gives 

good fun.” 

I snicker as if I’m three years old, and it feels so good to giggle. “Oh God, I hope I 

never meet him again. I’d die of embarrassment.” My face is flaming and I fan my 

cheeks with my hands. 

“That’s a Goddamn lie and you know it.” She rips my hands away from my face 

and stares me straight in the eye. “You couldn’t take your eyes off him. Admit it, you 

want him.” There’s a mischievous glimmer in her eye. 

“The only thing I’m admitting is a temporary bout of insanity. I’ve never stared at 

any boy like that. I’ve no idea what came over me.” I inwardly cringe as I recall my 

wanton behavior. 



 

 

“That’s because you’ve never seen anyone as hot as him before.” She twists onto 

her back. 

“I can’t deny that. He’s totally gorgeous, isn’t he?”  

“Hells, yeah. I’m hoping he has a clone because I’d so like me a piece of that.” 

She stares off into space. 

 I wonder exactly what’s going through her mind. I swat her with my pillow and she 

shrieks. “What was that for?”  

“I was trying to knock those dirty thoughts out of your head.” She chuckles darkly 

and I know I’ve hit my mark. “You know I don’t have any claim on him, and it’s not 

like he’s into me or anything, so if you want a piece of that”—I waggle my fingers in 

the air—“you can have at him.” Even as the words leave my mouth, I wish to reclaim 

them, though I’ve no idea why. 

“Delusional as well as innocent,” Jenna mutters. 

“I am not,” I protest. 

“I saw the way he looked at you. He’s interested, believe me. I actually can’t 

believe you’re so inexperienced. If you lived in my Sector, the guys would be tripping 

over themselves to date you.”  

Nothing in her look tells me she’s toying with me. I stare at her as if she has drunk 

ten beers and can’t see straight. “Now who’s being delusional?”  

“Sorry, hon, that’s totally your cap. Please don’t pretend like you don’t know how 

drop dead gorgeous you are. You’ve got that whole exotic pale gray shimmery eye 

thing going on, and the male preoccupation with blondes is well-renowned. And 

you’re a teeny, tiny thing. Guys would kill to wrap you up in cotton wool and indulge 

their inner protector.”  



 

 

“I do get asked on dates, but I think it’s more the ‘freak factor’ than any genuine 

interest.” 

She props up on her elbows. “What?” 

“I shouldn’t have admitted that. Forget it.” I fist my hands distractedly in the 

comforter.  

Jenna stares at me strangely. “Has anyone told you that you’re a little bit quirky, 

Sadie?”  

I think that’s her roundabout way of saying I’m weird.  

“Sure. I’m told that about twenty times a day.”  

She opens her mouth to say something.  

“But I’d rather not talk about that,” I preempt. 

Reaching out, she squeezes my hand. “Well, I think quirky is good. Quirky is 

great.” She smiles reassuringly at me and my heart melts.  

It feels insanely good to have a real friend, someone who actually cares about not 

hurting my feelings.  

Our conversation dries up as the other girls arrive back in drips and drabs. We 

both log onto our digipads and complete the never-ending medical questionnaire.  

As I sink into the downy mattress, the crisp, fresh sheets swathe my skin, and I 

savor the blissful feeling as I fall into a deep sleep. I don’t stir once during the night. 

*** 

Entering the cafeteria the next morning, I trail anxiously behind Jenna, keeping my 

eyes welded to the floor. I’m purposely not looking around in case I see him again. 

Jenna stares at me quizzically but mercifully passes no comment. I scarf down my 

fruit and toast, as if it’s going out of fashion, and heckle Jenna until she’s finished so 

fast she’s developed a bad case of the hiccups. 



 

 

We follow the directions on our digipads to the allocated meeting room. We’ve 

both been told to report to the same room, and I’m hoping that means we’ll be 

assigned to the same unit.  

As I push the door open, the hum of excited chatter reaches my eardrums. This 

room is a miniature version of the amphitheater we were in yesterday. Finding an 

empty row near the front, we plonk down into two adjoining seats as a tall man with 

skin the color of rich toffee enters from a narrow door at the side. 

He drags a chair to the front of the podium and sits down, placing his hands on his 

knees. He surveys the crowd. Most of the people in the room have yet to notice him, 

but as his eyes wander in our direction, he acknowledges us with a subtle nod of his 

head.  

Gradually, people start to notice him until everyone has focused their attention 

and the room is deathly quiet. 

“Good morning,” he says in a strong, commanding voice. “My name is Vin Muller, 

and I will be your Adaptation Officer for the entire duration of your stay in Thalassic 

City.” He stands upright and clasps his hands in front of his body. The man oozes 

quiet confidence. 

“We will shortly travel to our designated unit where we’ll remain for the next three 

weeks. Once we are settled, I’ll outline the schedule for your acclimatization and 

explain the process when we reach Thalassic City. Firstly, I need to communicate a 

couple of announcements which the government has this morning advised us of.”  

He scans the crowd from left to right until he’s assured of everyone’s attention. 

“This is an important new initiative for our country and one which the government 

hopes will help manage the rising overcrowding in the cities. In addition, they hope 



 

 

this will kick-start a new era of growth and prosperity. The importance of ‘The 

Experimento’ cannot be underestimated. You all have a vital role to play.”  

We know all this! I wish he’d get to the point.  

He clears his throat. “The government has decided to create a new project team 

after ‘The Experimento’ has concluded to assist new residents with the transition to a 

life underwater, and to support the authorities in implementing other proposed 

initiatives. They have set aside one hundred positions exclusively for participants of 

‘The Experimento.’ This is your one opportunity to shine, people. Showcase your 

talent, impress the authorities, and your life could change forever.” 
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