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“The Celebration of Genetics has an illustrious history. The noble scientists of the first conference found the genes required for humanity to be forever immune to influenza. No longer were we reliant on primitive technology like vaccines that failed when diseases evolved. A panacea for humanity to be completely immune to all variations of a disease forever was discovered. Later conferences found cures for dysentery, cancer and every pestilence. Ever since, we have looked for a solution to man’s innate flaws. This event awards those who have made efforts to solve these innate flaws, to pave the way for perfection. 

“This year saw many stellar entries but F612216, with its lilac hair, red eyes and long limbs, displays genetic engineering’s newest innovations beautifully and wins the awards!”

Upon hearing the news, my owner, a high-ranking minister, leaped up while beaming like a kid at Christmas. Not surprising, he had won the Inside’s most prestigious event. Originally an academic conference on gene editing, it devolved into a human dog show. This was his first time winning since he started participating thirteen decades ago. However, his smile concealed something sinister. Beneath my pristine exterior the judges saw was an alpine surface of bruises, sculpted by his hands. As the years passed, the alpine surface became even more mountainous, interspersed with red streams of blood as I failed to win. The trends change constantly. Next year, the winner was a pug-like, short armed infant. Nothing they innovated was useful. Every change was superficial, an outlet for their voyeuristic perversion. 

Eventually, my owner decided I was not worth it. As was the fate of all designer kids, I was tranquilized while asleep.

I opened my eyes to a young girl. Despite being surrounded by pests and a pool of blood and diarrhea that tainted her green hair, she was still fresh enough that her features were still visible. Disgusted, I looked up and saw the Windmill, the landmark of the Ring. Behind me stood the Ring Walls. My owner often threatened to abandon me in the Ring if I didn’t submit to his beatings. I immediately understood why.

I sprinted away but the Ring’s narrow and labyrinthe alleys ensured a corpse was always an arm’s reach away. I saw more corpses than humans. I ran for what felt like days, hoping to escape	. Eventually, I tripped on a corpse and slammed into a murky puddle. Repulsed, I vomited my stomach out. 

I laid there and noticed the terrible odour pervading the air. Now that I was able to process my surroundings, it was impossible to ignore the horrific stench of rotting flesh and waste. I attempted to pinch my nose to stop the smell but eventually, my hands grew tired. I resolved to get used to the smell. I was facing larger problems: Hunger and thirst. The only water sources were murky puddles throughout the neighbourhood. My natural instinct told me not to drink from them. My first thought was to steal from corpses but they all died empty-handed, wearing tattered, vomit-stained clothes. Anyways, even if they had something, it wouldn’t have been moral. I wouldn’t like someone plundering my corpse. After scavenging throughout what felt like the entire Ring, I returned to the Windmill, its blades lit up by faint moonlight. 

A stray dog was scavenging the girl’s corpse. Its mouth held a large piece of flesh, reducing her to a husk. Nothing existed to prove that a soul once occupied it. Just a mess of blood and entrails remained. I remember that scene vividly but I’d rather not relive that traumatic sight. I charged the dog while making a loud ruckus. Stunned by the sudden commotion, it ran away, flesh still in its mouth, leaving behind a trail of blood.

Exhausted, thirsty and hungry, I leaned against the WIndmill, attempting to support my weak body but eventually, I collapsed on the ground, beside what had once been a girl. 

 

I looked around. Instead of the Ring’s squalor, surrounding me was a white room and below me was a soft bed. In front of me was a man with black hair and red eyes. A canyon-like scar stretched across his face. 

I attempted to escape but couldn’t find the strength. 

“Relax. You’re still recovering. I'm Dr. L, laboratory 66’s supervisor. Have a cup of water.”

I took it. 

“I’m like you, kid, a designer baby abandoned by those aristocrats. I provide kids like you a comfortable life within the Inside. What's your name?”

“F612216.”

“Is ‘F’ alright?” 

I nodded in response. 

“Rest well. We’ll start training tomorrow.”

“Training?”

“To be geneticists.” 

The next day, I struggled to listen to Dr. L drone about gene editing. 

“In order to make designer babies, we take normal cells and use four specific genes to create stem cells.” He said, pointing at a row of mist.  

“Afterwards, we use chemicals to transform them into embryos which we dump into artificial wombs. That’s where genetic engineering starts.”

He took out two small containers from a freezer and raised one of them. 
 
“This is RNA. It’s used to guide proteins to the part of the genome where editing takes place.” 

He raised the other container.

“These are transposons. Guided by the RNA, it inserts itself into the target. Transposons make up the majority of genes in living beings so we take them from other beings and insert them into humans. Our red eyes are from the genes of albino animals. Your lilac hair comes from a bird. Your long limbs are from Marfan Syndrome sufferers minus all the issues.”

“Why?” I interjected suddenly. 

“Sorry?”

“Why do you serve those scum and help them create items like me that shouldn’t exist? Why do you create us so that we can be toys, to be disposed of like garbage?” I shouted suddenly. Stunned, Dr. L  took a step back.

“Don’t think that taking in us items will overwrite all the hurt you’ve caused!”

Dr. L took a deep breath.

“Don’t be so emotional, kid. Think rationally, else you won’t be able to be a scientist.

“If you can’t prove your worth then you'll be left to rot away in the Ring. Being a geneticist is the only way anyone not from the aristocracy can live here, free from the Ring’s pandemics and poverty. This is the only way I can do some good and save some lives.”

“Tell that to that girl! You’re just doing this to help y-”

“Obviously, I can’t save everybody! I can only go to the Ring monthly and bring back one lucky kid lest others grow suspicious! What do you want me to do?” Dr. L shouted back, leaving me stunned.

“Do you want me to help you? If not, I can just bring you right back!” 

I glared at him before closing my eyes, begrudgingly deciding to keep quiet.

“And besides, it isn’t all evil. It’s just that a lack of regulations has helped to create great inequality, resulting in the majority of editing being done for such purposes. 

“Genetic engineering has helped people by curing basically every known disease and condition. There’s still some good that can be done, we just have to manage the ethics behind it.”

“When was the last time you did something ethical?” I spat.

Dr. L stared at the ground silently.



“How’s the Smith project?” Dr. L asks as I enter his office. 

“It’s alright. Thanks for asking.”

“Three big projects, all handled exemplary. The Smith project is taking two weeks instead of two months. You’ve helped to pioneer several innovations. Out of everyone, you’ve done the best.”

“Why are you saying all of that?”

Dr. L opens a drawer underneath his table. I look over and see him kneeling before a safe. He spits into a tube. After a while, a safe opens, revealing some documents. Dr. L takes them out and places them on the table.

“Have you heard of prions?” 

I shake my head in response. 

“They’re proteins that cause normal brain proteins to fold. They’re one of genetic engineering’s last mysteries. Nobody knows how to make humans immune to them but they’re so rare, the last time a prion ever spread was around three hundred years ago.” Dr. L explains. He passes the documents over. 

“I’ve found a way to engineer one but I'm having trouble finding a way to spread it. This is where I want your help, F.”

“Why?”

“That day, you made me realize I hadn’t done anything good. This is my attempt at righting some wrongs.

“We can overthrow those scum by creating a prion and setting it loose amongst the Inside. That way, nobody will suffer the same fate we did. It won’t kill anyone, it’ll just reverse any previous genetic modifications so that they’ll lead a life like any regular person. That way, they’ll lose the one thing that makes them superior.”

“You’ve lost me”

“Kid, you’re a genius, figure that out yourself. How do you think the rich are able to play god?

“When gene editing was still novel, only the rich could afford it. When pandemics occurred, they remained immune, completely unaffected. Whenever the poor suffered, the rich benefitted. Nobody was out protesting, demanding that they share the earnings from their machines. 

“The rich realized that pandemics were good. Pandemics allowed them to be superior. They collaborated with geneticists to create more virulent diseases which swarmed the unprotected poor but wouldn’t affect them. Unsurprisingly, geneticists complied. Ethics. Responsibility. Morals. They mean nothing. We’re all perpetrators of this. We willingly become accomplices to their malevolence so that we can take their change. Anyways, those who refused were left to die, so most of them helped. The rich then got the government to expel those who weren’t immune out of cities. Not like that’s difficult. Your owner was an official right? Then you should know that the venn diagram of officials and aristocrats is a circle. That’s how we got to where we are, where the rich and their geneticist underlings live in the Inside, where the poor are expelled into the Ring, where the rich are able to play god for entertainment. 

“If we remove all their edits, we’ll send them into havoc. They’ll panic. We’ll inspire the poor to rise up. When they find out the rich are identical to them, there’s no reason for them to remain at the bottom and they’ll upheave this dystopia. We’ll build a new government, where the rich aren’t superior, where genetic editing is strictly forbidden and punished. The only way to cure diseases will be the traditional vaccines and such. That way, nobody will suffer the same fate as us. What do you say, F?”

I stare at him in disbelief, unable to speak.

“I’ll think about it.” I stammer out after an eternity. 



I gaze at the Windmill. The place where my brief sojourn in the Ring began and ended, where my past as a designer baby ended and my present as a geneticist began. The place of my hatred and gratitude. Hatred towards my owner for abusing and abandoning me. Gratitude towards Dr. L for adopting me, giving me a prestigious and high-paying job and allowing me to lead a comfortable life in the Inside.

“Do I hate this society enough to overthrow it?”

The memories of my owner float up. Beneath is a puddle of blood. I cannot feel anything in my left leg anymore. A strong and sudden force hits my stomach, launching me far away. As I land, I skid, only stopping when I hit something soft. I turn around and see that girl, her details clear as that night.

I wake up, tears raining from my eyes. That was a nightmare. It’s all in the past. Even so, those days still feel recent, those places still feel near. The pain still feels poignant.

I despise my owner. I sincerely hope that walking garbage like him die gruesomely.  

Dr. L’s plan is horrible. He hasn’t thought it through at all beyond delusional thinking. It’s going to take a lot more to overthrow this society, his thinking regarding genetic editing is too absolute and what’s to say that what happened in the past won’t happen again?

But if we work together, I’m sure we’ll come up with a better idea. We’ll probably have to kill to succeed, maybe throw a body over into the Ring to tell the poor that the rich are dying from disease. Maybe we can do that to my owner, that way I can get my revenge. Shame I can’t stab him a hund-

I shouldn’t get blinded by revenge. I should lay out my choices and think rationally. Getting emotional doesn’t help anyone. Anyways, this plan isn’t all about revenge. It’s about overthrowing this diabolic system, saving future designer babies from abuse and establishing a better society for everyone.

“I absolutely loathe it.”

I try to sleep but it’s impossible. My mind is in overdrive, thinking of possibilities. Maybe we can have a board of ethicists controlling the geneticists? That way, the geneticists can’t do whatever they please and we’ll have no more designer babies. Are these ideas quixotic? Maybe, but even so, I continue getting drunk on them.

The next day, I enter the shower and get ready for the next day. The first thing I’ll have to do when I get back to the lab is…… meet Dr. L.

I remember my first time here, accompanied by Dr. L. It was after my first day of training.

“This is your house,” said Dr. L, “It’s relatively cheap compared to the ones in the innermost part but it’s still luxurious. Come, I’ll show you around.”

When Dr. L showed me the bathroom, I immediately stepped in the shower. While playing with the buttons, I accidentally turned on the water supply. After the initial confusion and shock, I managed to turn off the water.

I turned to Dr. L’s smiling face, water dripping like a leaky sink.

“I love this place.”

Dr. L simply laughed.

“I hoped so. From now on, you’ll lead a comfortable life. If you need anything, contact me via the telecommunicator. It’s that weird-looking thing over there. I’ll show you how to use it later.”

“Anything?”

“Anything.”

“Even something impossible?” I asked, suspicious of whether he would actually do that.

“I’ll try my best.” Dr. L laughed and smiled. That smile immediately allayed any suspicions. For an instant, it seemed as though my world suddenly became just a bit brighter.     

“Am I willing to sacrifice my comfortable life?”  I mutter under my breath, looking around at the pristine bathroom.  It is through fulfilling the wishes of those scum that I can lead this comfortable life and helping Dr. L will destroy that. 

“Or do I betray my saviour?”



I heave a sigh of relief. The meeting went oddly smooth. The only thing we discussed was the Smith project and nothing else. For a moment, I forgot about the plan.

As I go back to my workstation, preparing to take the baby out, the plan resurfaces. What should I do?

One day removed, let’s think rationally. The motion of debate: Dr. L’s plan. The first thing to evaluate is whether it will succeed.  

No. Even if we were to work together, the plan is too outlandish, yet simultaneously too simplistic. It relies on too many assumptions and is not likely to succeed at all. Dr. L told me on the first day not to be so emotional but it is clear that this plan was not a product of rationality. That’s another strike against the plan. Dr. L isn’t going to be able to carry out this plan smoothly. Besides, didn’t he talk about the benefits of gene editing? Why would he suddenly want to completely abolish it?

What will happen if we fail? We will most likely be banished into the Ring. Is this a consequence I’m willing to accept?

No. I’d rather die than go back to the Ring. Living my current life has made me realize how much I hate, no, how much I fear the Ring. I attempt to suppress the nightmare I had yesterday but it sucks me back in. Battling the pain in my left leg, I attempt to stand back but the pain is too strong. It forces me back down, right next to the girl, her face now barely a few centimetres away. I shut my eyes, hoping to bring myself back into reality but the smell of rotting flesh and waste pierces my nose, drowning me in this nightmare.

“You alright?” Noticing my eyes watering, Dr. L pokes his head in.

“I’m alright, thanks for asking.”

“If you need help, I’m always here, you know?”

Dr. L. He’s been there for me ever since day one. Even if I don’t think his plan will work, even if I fear the consequences, should I not support it, if only out of gratitude? At the very least, I shouldn’t betray him to the authorities.

I’m letting gratitude cloud my vision. It’s preventing me from realizing the fact that this plan will fail. That we will be forced into the Ring. My desire to protect my current lifestyle, to not relive those two days is greater than anything else. My desire for revenge against the diabolic system, my ideals for a better future, my gratitude towards Dr. L, even if they were stacked up on top of each other, would still be dwarfed by the Windmill.

I’ll do anything to avoid returning, to preserve my current lifestyle, even if it means being an accomplice to malevolence.

I walk towards the laboratory’s telecommunicator. 

“Who do you want to contact?” The telecommunicator asks.

“The government.”

Months later, I am standing over my workstation. Dr. L, who usually checks in on me everyday, has gone missing. An announcement arrives, summoning me to the telecommunicator.

“Can I help you?” I ask, confused.

“Hello, Dr. F.” (2999)



