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LIZA PULLED BACK HER LONG BLACK hair and wove the
beginnings of a tight braid as she waited in line at the Dearden
University Student Center mailroom. A digipad was clenched in
her bright white teeth, while manicured fingers deftly manipulated frizzy
hair into a well-established pattern. It felt good to get the stray hair away
from her face. The twenty-person student queue wound its circuitous
way from the service window back to where Eliza stood. The line was
outside and it was a late August morning in Illinois. Not surprising, it
was overwhelmingly hot and humid.
She finished the French braid just as she reached the front of the
line. Quickly Eliza wiped her saliva off the digipad in time to place it
into the waiting clerk’s outstretched hand. He grimaced as he gingerly
took it, read the scan code (the Dearden equipment was too old to
auto-interface) and handed it back to her. Eliza basked in the cool airconditioning escaping from the window as the clerk, a gangly teen with
shaggy purple hair and a tattoo of a wolf on his forearm, turned to locate
her package from a large assortment of boxes shelved in the back of his
office. After a minute, he returned with a plain brown box the size of a
weekly assembler refill kit and weighing about two kilograms.
“Eliza Ricos, one package. Need your ret-print here, please,” his
thought-voice was transmitted through the digipad translator to her
aural implant. He held up his own digipad and she looked into the
ancient retinal scanner attachment. She couldn’t help but smile at the
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outdated equipment. Except for the Vorhani Science Center, Dearden
University was firmly entrenched in the conventions of the past. So was
Eliza, which was one of the many reasons she had chosen this particular
school.
When the scanner beeped a confirmation, she took the box and
reluctantly left the vicinity of the wonderful air-conditioning, to make
room for the sweaty jock that was next in line. As she retreated, Eliza
could sense the clerk’s eyes on her shapely backside, which was barely
concealed beneath an orange form-fitting tank dress. She stopped around
the corner to put the box into her pack before starting the short trek back
to the residence hall.
With the fall semester about to begin at Dearden, the main quad
was a hive of activity. Droves of new students were swarming among
dorms, offices and the campus store, faces displaying a wide mix of
excitement, anxiety, and overwhelmed confusion. This was an old
campus: five-hundred-years-old this month. As such, it eschewed such
modern conveniences as moving sidewalks and a weather bubble-dome.
Many students used hovscoots (the latest fad) to get around, but Eliza
preferred to walk. Dearden was a relatively compact campus and Eliza
could cross from one end to the other in under five minutes. It wasn’t
big or high-tech, but it was prestigious, hands-on, and most important,
private. As long as the tuition was paid, your space and time were your
own.
Once back in her room on the fifth floor of Harrison Hall, Eliza
closed and locked the door before emptying the contents of her pack
on the battered desk. She had paid a high fee to have a room to herself,
but there was no other option. Hiding from the world was hard enough
without a roommate.
The dorm room was cozy and efficient with a bed, antique wood
veneer desk, and a short dresser stashed inside the modest closet. There
was little in the way of decoration on the dusty beige walls except for one
holoposter that cycled through pictures of her extensive and extended
family. A previous occupant had programmed the recycler cover to look
like a bright yellow smiley face with a gaping black mouth. The standard
household food and clothing assemblers were conspicuously absent.
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They were prohibited by school rules since the dorm wiring was so old
it could not support the power draw of modern appliances. Students
were encouraged to use the food assemblers in the main cafeteria, as the
price of food pacs was already included in the tuition.
Clothing assemblers were available for general use at the Student
Union. Credits from the worn clothing and other things Eliza recycled
would post to her account weekly. Therefore, her closet contained just
enough outfits to last a week. She planned to spend twenty minutes
every Sunday at the Student Union creating new clothes for the coming
week. It was more expensive than doing laundry, but a lot faster and
considerably more fun. Depending on her mood, she could be as
flamboyant in color choice and style as she wished. Her silky black hair
made anything look good. Thankfully, the older Dearden assemblers
did not require the ability to thought-interface; a skill Eliza had never
been able to master because her brain simply did not operate within the
acceptable parameters.
Eliza took a quick look at herself in the mirror over the desk. An
athletic, 1.7-meter frame and a very attractive face with dark brown
eyes, high cheekbones and thin lips stared back. She scowled, noticing
a small lesion developing on the side of her face. It resembled severe
sunburn, screaming red and blistered.
I only missed two day’s worth! It used to be that I was able to skip
two weeks without noticeable effect! Of course, that was back in the
days when my age still matched my face, she thought.
Eliza grabbed the package off the desk, ripped it open, and selected
an eight-centimeter long plastic vial from the thirty that were enclosed.
She pressed her thumb on the top of the vial to unlock the vacuum coldseal, then flipped open the lid and downed the contents in one smooth,
practiced motion. The dark, sticky fluid drizzled down the back of her
throat, leaving a salty-sweet and slightly metallic aftertaste. Tossing the
used vial into the recycler, she placed the remaining vials in the back of
her sock drawer.
At the bottom of the box she found a data key and popped it into
her digipad. As the worn device automatically decrypted the contents,
Eliza flopped onto the bed to listen to the letter she knew was enclosed.
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Her family Patriarch’s smooth contralto washed over her senses as she
closed her eyes to fully concentrate on his words. His propensity for
formal speech never made for easy listening.
“Dearest Eliza,
I hope this package finds you well. I’m very sorry
for the tardy delivery of its contents. Senior
Patriarch Morgan promised these a week ago. But as
you well know, things have been strained between our
families since you turned down young Steve’s marriage
offer for the second time. It is becoming apparent to
all that you are not going to take any of his line
seriously, so I have begun the process of locating a
new sponsor family for you. While I appreciate your
quest for knowledge, not to mention the valuable
research you have already done, please consider the
fact that no Patriarch will want to sponsor you if
you are not agreeable to marry and produce at least
one child of their line!
But enough of that, we’ve been over it before.
Now on to conversation you actually wish to hear.
The suspicion that brought you to Dearden may have
some validity. After our last conversation, Mona and
I went through the ancient trunks in the attic, the
last remnants of the Barceló family’s presence on
this farm. I was very surprised to find that they held
up so well over the last 350 years, good thing my
great-grandfather put in those early static seals! We
found an old picture [see attached] of the original
test group and checked the back. Someone had written
down all the names, along with the note ‘and Tasha
behind the camera’ at the bottom.
According to Senior Patriarch Morgan, who heard
many stories about the Founders from the first Senior
Patriarch Morgan, Tasha Redding was always a loner
and disappeared about fifty years after the V Society
inception. Apparently, at the time, there were
rumors that Tasha might have been pregnant by her
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sponsor, Founder Jones. We have spoken to several
other families but seemingly no one ever looked into
it. This is particularly intriguing, considering the
general knowledge that all the Founders were sterile,
but it could also be nothing more than a fable.
Everyone seems to have assumed that she died not long
after her disappearance, since she never sought a new
sponsor after Jones died in 2060. I was surprised by
the obvious lack of interest in her apparent demise.
If your suspicions are correct that some of the
Founders are still alive after all this time, they
may know exactly what happened to her. I’m sorry we
haven’t been able to find a description of her.
Per your request, I did not mention to anyone that
you are at Dearden. If you find that not only is Tasha
still alive, but is not sterile and has no need of a
sponsor, it will rock the foundations of the whole
Society, especially if you can isolate and replicate
the genetic difference.
Write when you can. And perhaps consider young
Alexi Ventana? Senior Patriarch Ventana was asking
about you at the last board meeting.
Love,
Senior Patriarch Ricos”

I’m not marrying a Ventana, either! Eliza thought vehemently.
She sighed and pulled up the picture of the Founders. There were
nine people in the photo. On the back were only first names, in no
discernible order. Eliza thought back to her Founder lore, trying to place
a name with each face. As the Founders had withdrawn from the Society,
they had taken with them almost all physical evidence of their existence.
Now all that remained was an inaccurate oral record. Since the Society
placed a high value on privacy and secrecy, the stories had never been
written down or recorded.
The picture was a little blurry and the colors had faded over time. The
faces were almost too small to distinguish unique features even after she
ran it through the most sophisticated digital enhancer available. In the
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back row stood five men. Mathius Marsden was the easiest to identify.
From the stories she had heard, he had been handsome and extremely
tall. In the photo, the guy on the left stood a full head taller than everyone
else. Next to him had to be Sendar McFadden, the only East Indian
in the group. Harder to tell apart were the three remaining men. Eliza
thought the next one might be Rick Barceló, who was supposed to have
been short. That left Tom Brenner and Ray Jones, but Eliza just wasn’t
sure which was which.
There were four women in the front row. The petite one on the left
was probably Leah Mason, based on height. Next could be Gabriella
Petrovich or Anne Haverly, Eliza wasn’t sure. Judging by where she was
standing, in front of Sendar, Eliza guessed it was probably Gabriella.
Her previous research had produced a marriage certificate for Sendar
and Gabriella in 2033. Next to her was a girl with long dark hair and
thick glasses. That had to be Alice Samour, especially since she was
in front of Rick Barceló. They had married in 2010, just after their
graduation from Dearden. Anne Haverly must be the fourth girl. She
and Tom Brenner had married in 2012.
Well, it isn’t a great photo, but it’s the only one I’ve ever seen of the
Founders, so I suppose it’s better than nothing, Eliza complained to
herself.
Once Eliza deleted the letter, she rolled off the bed to cross the room
and toss the data disk into the recycler. It made a soft whirring sound
as it shredded the disk into millimeter-sized particles, then a noticeable
whoosh as the pieces were dumped into the trash shaft. The readout on the
recycler displayed her current credit balance. Dearden did little of its own
recycling. Instead, it sent trash to a local facility where it was reduced to
reusable molecular chains and sold to off-shore assembler plants.
Taking another glance in the mirror to make sure the ugly blemish on
her cheek had vanished, Eliza was pleased to see her skin had returned
to its normal, pearlescent glow.
Time to do some research, she mentally reminded herself.
Sitting at her desk, she docked her digipad in its charger. Setting it
to projector mode, it made the slow process of digging through records
a little easier.
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Staying up-to-date with the changes in technology was a real
struggle. Most people these days only used digipads when they were
children. As soon as they were old enough, they would get their first
digimplant for thought-interface and retinal projection. The minimum
age for implants kept dropping. She tried getting one every few years,
as the technology improved, but they never worked right, so the output
was always garbled. She had special-ordered her current digipad, with
the old-fashioned capability of projecting images, from an adaptation
store that created equipment for the mentally disabled.
Garbage in, garbage out, I suppose!
A keypad was projected onto her desk while the images were
displayed on the wall above it, making them much easier to see. Though
she could speak notes directly into her digipad, she found it much faster
and more accurate to type... a lost art nowadays. Eliza pulled up the
school directory and started checking the pictures and backgrounds of
each staff member, beginning with the professors. She ignored anyone
who looked over the age of thirty, concentrating first on those who were
still single and looked rather young for the job.
Hmm…nothing here…
After hours of searching University archives, staff resumes and
backgrounds, Eliza was getting frustrated. It didn’t help that after
taking a dose from the vile she felt strong and energized, which was not
conducive to sitting still for hours on end.
What time is it? she wondered.
Checking she saw it was 7:40 pm. Advanced Micro-Genetic Biology
began in twenty minutes, according to her digipad. This would be her
first class at Dearden, a tick of the clock on the way to getting her third
Master of Knowledge degree.
Standing up, Eliza sorted through her pack. She found her favorite
heavy-duty sunscreen and slathered it over her body. In a few seconds
it bonded with her skin, forming the necessary protective barrier
against the harsh setting sun. Then she changed into a more presentable
lightweight black mini-jumper before heading out the door.
While she was waiting for the slow elevator (an honest-to-god
hydraulic relic! Who the hell uses elevators anymore besides Dearden?
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Did they never replace anything?) she checked the secure messages on
her digipad. There was one from Mona, probably to make sure Eliza
had received the package, and one from her V-friend Sharon Westfield.
“Hey Lizzie, how’s school? Heard from Steve Morgan
that you turned him down again. I can’t believe you,
he’s such a tasty treat! Anyway, if you don’t want
him, mind if I take him? Dad’s been on me to choose
someone anyway, so might as well be eye candy like
Steve! Senior Patriarch Morgan already talked to Dad
about it. So that’s all for now. See ya for fall
break? Bye!”

Eliza thought, Sharon and Steve Morgan? Well, there’s no accounting
for taste. Steve Morgan is an idiot, always pandering to his elders for
favors. Then again, I love Sharon dearly, but she isn’t exactly above the
IQ bell curve. Maybe it’ll be a good match after all. She could easily do
a lot worse.
It wasn’t as if Eliza wanted Steve or any other boy Patriarch Ricos
kept pushing her way. She wished she felt confident enough to tell him
the truth. The previous Patriarch had almost let it slip a few times so
Eliza didn’t want to take any chances with the new one. Senior Patriarch
Ricos was happy thinking he was playing the old man father-figure to
the family orphan. Eliza saw no reason to correct his false assumptions.
Eliza responded to Sharon with a quick message into her sub-vocal
implant.
“Yeah, sure. Whatever you want.”

While Eliza couldn’t thought-talk, she could certainly do a good
job of faking it. The digipad picked up the signal and translated it
into a suitable message format, which she reviewed and sent. She
was dropping the digipad in her pack just as the elevator doors finally
opened. A broad-shouldered blond boy with a vacant expression and
a petite little redhead that just had to be a first-year student already
populated the musty, poorly lit compartment. As Eliza entered, the girl
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met her eyes with a look of permanent confusion, as if requesting pity
from everyone around. Giving the girl a superior, I-have-no-pity-forthe-foolish smile, Eliza then turned to face the doors in a centuries-old
psychological tradition.
Once outside the barely-renovated Harrison Residence Hall, Eliza
walked along the ancient concrete path across the grassy quad in the
direction of the Vorhani Science Center. It was one of the few truly
modern facilities on campus, although the prominent Vorhani family
had constructed it more than three hundred years ago. According to the
Dearden brochure, the family had established a large trust fund, which
paid for all the equipment in the VSC to be replaced every three years.
Eliza couldn’t wait to get into a lab; it had been upgraded just last year.
The college where she achieved her second Master of Knowledge
degree (in Chemical Engineering) had not contained anything
approaching this level of professional equipment. Her first college
(BS and MS in Biochemistry) was practically in the Stone Age by
comparison. Places where she had worked between degrees had relied
on varying levels of technology, but none of them even came close to
the VSC. It had taken Eliza ten years of saving to pay for her time here,
but she knew it would be worth it. There was no better school for a
Master of Knowledge in Genetic Engineering.
As other students were de-energizing their hov-scoots, Eliza dodged
around them and through the automatic doors into a blast of cool air. She
checked the Center map on her digipad, headed down the granite stairs
to the lowest level and followed the typical, green-gray institutional hall
to the main student lab. Once there, she found a seat at a lab workstation,
set the digipad on end to configure it to record, then placed it so the front
of the room would be in clear view.
While waiting for class to begin, Eliza studied her fellow students. To
her right sat a mousy woman in desperate need of genetic replacement.
Well, a lot of people do get into this major as a form of self-help, she
thought wryly.
On her left slouched an average-looking guy wearing a Delta
Upsilon fraternity shirt that proudly stated, “You Can’t Spell Dumb
Without D.U.” Eliza caught him giving her the once-over, so she met
9
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his eyes and flashed her best smile. He turned red and looked away. To
be honest, she wasn’t sure if he had been checking her out or checking
out her digipad.
As far as she could tell, Eliza was the only student who needed to
use the antiquated device. By current standards, she was considered
mentally challenged. The rest obviously had digimplants, microscopic
chips embedded in the back of the neck that could interface directly
with their brain activity. Modern students could take notes with their
thoughts, save everything they saw and replay it in their mind’s eye.
I guess I’m here for self-help, too, she thought with a sigh.
Just then the professor entered and the suspended virtual board at
the front of the classroom came to life. She was a petite, brown-skinned
woman with pristine complexion, perfect teeth and balanced body
proportions, a prime example of expert genetic manipulation. Eliza
had learned to “spot the fakes,” so to speak. Even with the advances in
science, having cosmetic genetic modification wasn’t cheap. There were
still little telltale signs that someone familiar with the process would
recognize. The human genome was an incredibly complicated structure
with interconnections that were not necessarily consistent from person
to person. Invariable ones were the most often used, so that results could
be absolutely replicated. Eliza could tell that the professor’s perfect
teeth were the outcome of gene enhancer modulation because her jaw
structure was within predictable parameters.
“As you all may have guessed, I’m Professor Vorhani. And as you
have probably read in the school’s handbook, at least one member of my
family has worked and taught at this school for the last four hundred
years. We firmly believe in the human approach to learning, so you will
never have an AI for an instructor here at Dearden.”
As the professor thought-spoke, the board above and behind her
flashed pictures from the handbook. Eliza’s digipad sent the speech to
her ear amid the silence.
Professor Vorhani continued, “Consequently, there’s no better school
in the world for the genetic sciences. The research we’ve conducted at
Dearden has cured 213 genetic disorders, as well as help extend the
average lifespan more than twenty years.”
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Eliza’s keen eyes recognized the professor’s expression and a barelyperceptible glint in her ear. The professor can’t thought-control, either!
Eliza realized. She wondered why, but was happy to see she wasn’t the
only one having difficulty adapting to thought-tech.
“We’ve worked to increase crop production, produced healthier
livestock and invented the designer organ. Did you know that when
we began at Dearden, hospitals that needed blood for operations and
organs for transplants had to rely on volunteer donors? But enough of
the history lesson, let us focus on the here and now.”
And with that, Eliza’s first real lesson in genetic manipulation
commenced.
***
After seven grueling weeks at Dearden, Eliza was swamped.
She couldn’t remember what life had been like before Dearden. The
assignments were impossibly complex, endlessly frustrating protein
puzzles. Patience and a heavy reliance on modern recombination theory
had gotten her through so far, but she was getting distracted by nagging
worry. There had been no word from anyone in her family for over two
weeks and she’d left lots of messages.
Eliza had just returned from a late-night study session in her favorite
quiet spot. Although the dorm room was private, the walls were not
particularly thick, so sound could carry through from several rooms in
either direction. During her first week’s explorations she had found that
the Harrison Hall stairwell door to the roof had a broken lock. So far, it
seemed she was the only student to make the discovery this year, even
though evidence on the roof suggested it had been a favorite place of
Dearden students for generations. She was tempted to put a lock on it
herself, just to keep it her own little hideaway.
Checking her blood supply for the second time that day, Eliza
figured that by taking only one vile every other day, she had barely
enough left for the week. After that the lesions would start showing,
and three days later she’d need to stay out of direct sunlight. By the end
of two weeks sunlight would have to be avoided altogether, even with
the use of heavy sunscreen. Eliza’s family had never gone longer than
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a week without calling or writing and they had never missed returning
a call!
This is not good, she worried.
And she still had no information about Tasha Redding. During the
little time she could spare around classes and schoolwork, she had
thoroughly investigated every staff member on campus. Recently she
had started looking through student records.
It was late Friday night and Eliza considered hopping an arcflight
home to Kansas for the weekend. Though she had a lot of labwork to do
and couldn’t afford to take the time, she could not get over the feeling
that something was very wrong.
Eliza was consulting her digipad for flight schedules when there was
a knock on her door. Opening it revealed a stunning Amazon with long
blonde hair, bright blue eyes and a face that was perfect without genetic
manipulation. The woman was wearing a knee-length, expensive-looking
sports suit in a wild array of autumn colors that clung to and highlighted
her best attributes. Though it was well designed, the seamless fabric was
obviously assembler-made. She looked to be in her early twenties, but
Eliza knew well that outward appearances were meaningless.
“Eliza Ricos?” the woman asked quickly, using regular tongue and
teeth speech.
“Yes, and you are?” Eliza asked in return, trying to keep up with the
blonde’s speech as she pushed past her into the room. She was moving
faster than should have been possible, like a satvid on fast-forward.
The woman dropped her pack down on the desk and, opening the
closet, grabbed Eliza’s small suitcase. She commenced stuffing it with
the closet’s minimal contents. Finally Eliza’s brain caught up with her
mouth, which had dropped open in surprise.
“You’re Tasha Redding, aren’t you?” Eliza asked.
She whipped around and looked intensely in Eliza’s eyes. “Yeah,
yeah, I know you’ve been looking for me. And irony of ironies, I just
spent the evening looking for you. Now, please hurry and pack your
things. We have less than five minutes to get you out of here!”
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