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4881-63’s midnight would have found Klase Hendza, youngest Lead Biologist of his time, crouched before his desk in Sector D-50 of the Genetic Generations (GENE2) Facility. And as all Lead Biologists do at some point in their lives, the 17-year-old was embroiled in balancing a petri dish, test tubes, and an avocado sandwich. 

Klase promised himself that he would never overtime again. Unless...Miya needed help with stem cells, of course, or Jask with novel codes. What Lead Biologist would say no to that? It wasn’t their fault parents were really pushing it these days, requesting bizarre add-ons like ‘Pianist-soloist-orthologist, and no angsty rebellion phases!” 

Klase rolled his shoulders, aching with all the work he had left. A break was okay, right? Besides, all he needed to rejuvenate his spirits was a peek at the semipermeable membrane ensconcing their world. 

Screw it. Klase’s eyes drank in the faint rainbow dancing against grey ocean. Now this was a scientific marvel. Each cell meticulously programmed to keep seawater out, but draw air, nutrients, even light, in. If his hands weren’t full, Klase would have clutched his heart. Just like Olise Siwey, his favourite character in the show Tech Troubles. (Her partner Rayle would then crack a joke about posing. Klase knew his stuff.)  

Wait, what were the late-night staff doing? Klase blinked twice. A tiny parade was headed through the sole connection bridge between D-50 and GENE2: coats flapping, waving Identifier Cells (ICs) in their wrists, frantically outrunning the tapering membrane. A strike? Like that unrealistic Tech Troubles episode? Klase blinked a final time, then slid back to the sink. 

Curious, the membrane shrinking around the bridge. It was almost as if- 

“Ah!” Klase barely kept hold of his apparatus as the floor beneath his feet jerked. Even with noise-proof walls, brutal scraping shrieked around him. Klase shoved them in his pockets before slamming his hands over his ears. Wild tremors buckled his knees, sent water sloshing onto his already-frizzy curls. Sector D-50 was howling all around him, vicious. 

The quake finally ended. Klase’s hands shook so hard they could barely move. Luckily, the lights were still bright overhead, letting him see the destruction in full, ghostly glory. Swathes of crushed glass and spilled solution arrayed the floor far as he could see. Adorning his left sneaker was a new streak of avocado. 

Klase lurched over to the cracked window. GENE2, the city beyond. His home, slowly fading in the dim light of the ocean. Sector D-50 was drifting away, trapped in a tiny bubble of membrane. 

For the first time in his life, Klase Hendza felt a primitive, unprogrammed urge inside of him. He screamed and screamed, pounding desperately on the glass.  

…

“Hey!” Arms banded around him. “Stop it. Your screeching will kill us before the water even gets a chance.” A low, yet vaguely familiar voice muttered in his ear. Klase shuddered, but still stilled. 

He was released with a sigh. “Finally.”

Unfortunately, there wasn’t much the person could do about the erratic breathing. 

“My…home,” Klase gasped. “How…?” Black spots, darker than the murky sea, blotted across his vision. 

“Sector’s Nucleus is to the left. Now, Lead Biologist, up. Your IC gives us access.

Right. They were in the Sector D-50. The pride, joy and brain of GENE2. Programming the membrane back to rights lay in the facility’s Nucleus. After all, its system even had a back door to every genetic programming software to install updates. And it had him, the youngest Lead Biologist of his time, Klase Hendza.  

Actually, scratch that. They’d be much better off with Olise. Klase pictured her stern posture, sharp eyes and that always-perfect silver hair he was so envious of. She would have stayed calm, put her energy into solving this. Then it was back home by the time Klase stopped screaming. 

Well, copying her was better than nothing. At least his degrees would help with it. 

“So, um,” Klase scrambled over to where the person was tapping her foot. His vision had cleared up enough to reveal a short bob of dark hair, the white ends a good example of poor aesthetic planning. Especially since her round face meant she wasn’t much older than him. “What’s your department? I’ve never seen you around before.” 

She stared at him, then strode out into the hall. “Try opening with my name next time?”

“Ah!” Embarrassed, Klase tripped after her. “Sorry! It’s just that you look familiar, and I rarely forget anything. You know, enhanced memory and all that. So, what’s your name?” 

“Ize. Must be nice having rich parents.” 

“Oh, we aren’t that well-off. They just chose to splurge on my brain, which I guess is pretty evident seeing as I’m here now. Although have you seen the next generation? We might as well all be replaced!”

They exited the compound, stepping into one of the many glass bubbles that floated between each mini-building of the Sector. Beyond the membrane was a host of crumbled structures, seaweed waving up at them through windows like pitted eyes. Klase waved back. 

“First time, huh?”

“Definitely! Wait, what do you mean by-“ 

“SEA MONSTER!” 

Ize’s yell had Klase slamming himself into the glass’s curve. A behemoth creature loomed over them, a mixture of shadowed fur and scales. Flat, empty eyes stared down a long snout, jaws parting...

“The revered god of the old civilization, Sea-Cat-” Ize gasped, face ivory-white.

Klase’s mouth fell open. “You mean it’s real?” 

“-and that’s the big statue they built to make it clear for future historians.” With a faint chuckle, Ize straightened.  

“Oh... Hey, you tricked me!” So much for trying to copy Olise. Klase peeled himself off the wall, flushing.

“Glad to know I’ve still got it.” Ize sighed. Huffing, Klase mirrored her crossed arms and looked away.  

“…But seriously, what do you have installed? I’ve never seen someone able to make their face pale like that before.” 

…

As the glass bubble travelled through the different compounds, Klase didn’t tear his eyes away from what lay outside. The twisted remains of domes, densely algae-ed. Huge letters crowning mangled metal. What had the people been like? Working in concrete, perhaps perched on the letter O. Born, without knowing their purpose. Klase shivered, glad when the REM finally appeared before them. He held out his wrist to be scanned as the bubble connected to it. 

“What would you have been… if you lived out there?” Ize’s soft words stopped him.

“I don’t know. But that was their point, right?” Klase ducked into the winding corridors that would try their hardest to mislead them. Ize stared hard at him. 

“True,” That small smile eased her strained features. Klase grinned back, ignoring the whisper that he’d seen her before. 

“I think I would have tried playing an instrument, though it would have sounded as bad as your screeching.” She chuckled. “Maybe even an actual career in-.” Ize cleared her throat hurriedly. “You?”

“Probably a Lead Biologist.” Klase’s shoulder was whacked. “Ouch! Do you bodybuild or something?” They rounded a sharp corner. “Actually, I don’t think I would have gotten a choice.”

“Why? There was no programming back then. Not until this extent, at least.”

“Well, remember how I said my parents splurged on brain functions? It was a package deal: why stop at curing your baby of a deadly disease? Ensure they succeed.”  
 
“Oh. I’m... sorry. Wait, I don’t mean to imply that-“

“It’s fine.” Klase sighed, knotting his fingers together and staring down the dark corridor. “For a hostile stranger, I honestly expected you to ditch me after that little FYI.” 

“I would never.” Ize’s eyes were icy. “Anyone who does should be fed to the sea-cat.”

Klase laughed. “Thank you.” 

Ize quirked her head stiffly. “Thank you for trusting a hostile stranger. I’m still sorry, Klase.” 

“Don’t be. It’s obvious you don’t like the system, and I just happened to be the poster boy for it.”

“And what does the poster boy make of what he represents?” Some Ize’s earlier tension entered her voice. 

“Well I guess…. it works, huh?” Klase laughed. He only got an unamused glare in return. “Okay, bad joke. But good news is that the Nucleus is right through here!” 

With a blue-tinted scan and a catchy beep, the door slid open. Ize let out a gasp as they stepped into a silver sphere. Screens covered the left wall, sleek docks spaced evenly before them. Each was pearly, rotund, fitted neatly with control screens. Their sunken centres were cushioned with the best imitation-cotton that gene-editing favours could buy. Now this was truly a great example of aesthetic planning. Strangely, Ize’s dark eyes paused instead on the frosted glass screening the upper right wall. That girl really needed a lesson in design. 

Klase jogged to the centre, flinging open his arms. “Feel free to make yourself at home. Security systems are managed here, and upstairs are the high-profile labs where high-profit projects get the most high-tech programming. Oh, so that’s why they’re on another level!”

Casting her eyes ceiling-ward, Ize slipped forward and gently pressed her fingers against a glass door set flush to the right wall. 

“Oh!” Klase flashed his IC at the dock. “Please give all security clearances to IC…?”

“44709. Thanks.” Ize barely shot him a grin before vanishing into the elevator.

“Huh.” Klase murmured, fiddling with his coat. “Anyway, let’s get on with this!” 

The mock-cloth was the most luxurious thing Klase had ever felt. “Dock, pull up the coding on the membrane and scan for anomalies. Play some music of your choice too!” 

A gentle synth echoed as lines of code sprawled across the screens. Nodding his head to the beat, Klase deftly swiped his fingers across the panel. “New membrane cells programmed with exact coordinates and an exocytosis order. Amateurish, but... scary. This can’t have happened on its own.” The synth shifted into a more insidious bass, perfectly synced with a shiver down Klase’s spine. He swallowed, quickly pulling up the security footage for the rest of the Nucleus. Familiar dark hair in Lab 0 had him sighing in relief.  

A blink, then every feed vanished. 

Klase clapped a hand over his mouth, stomach lurching. 

“Dock,” he whispered. “Who disabled the system?” 

Denied. 

“Where’s IC44709?”

Denied. 

A scream tore his throat. His left hand continued a trembling scroll down the anomaly alerts as Klase’s eyes darted around the brightly lit sphere. A faint ‘ting’ jerked him upright, only for him to realise that it was the dock alerting that he’d hit the bottom of the anomaly list. His eyes widened. 

“Beam this up on screen.”
 
The grainy footage reassembled into clear video of a hooded figure, posing next to the connector bridge between D-50 and GENE2. Passing eyes would have noted the snapshot-taker in their outstretched hand, and not the test-tube they pressed into the membrane. Alarms rang out, and in the chaos, they slipped in. Klase’s eyes followed their figure to the very edge of the screen, when a passing scientist shoved past. Their hood falling back, Klase again caught that flash of white-edged hair. 

Just Ize. Klase relaxed, then vaulted right out of the dock. “It’s Ize!” The exclamation ripped out of his mouth, as if it wanted the Ize on screen to shake her head, exasperated. Klase felt like he’d been hurled through the membrane and into icy water. 

“Where is Iz-IC44709?” 

Denied. 

“No! You don’t understand, I have to-” To what? Stop her? Talk? Ask her why, how, had everything been faked? 

“Give me all the information you can about her!” 

White text scuttled over blue screens. Heart pounding, Klase’s eyes darted left to right, back again. 

IC44709/Olise Siwey

Enhancements: Strength--speed--fast_learning--quiet  

Remarks: Still able to act in Tech Troubles (4863 - 4879)

Despite years of specialised education, Klase couldn’t tell if his heart was speeding up or slowing down. He stumbled, clutching the dock. “Can’t…” Ize and Olise both flashed in front of his eyes, superimposing, blurring until all he saw was that silver hair, proud posture and a determined stride. His legs moved of their own accord and Klase found himself sprinting to the elevator.  
  
No. There were too many soft features, a lacking confidence in her eyes, hair that was silver, not bleached white. More than that, how could the real Olise, the hero, sabotage the heart of their embryo programming system? She knew it had saved thousands like him, was the catalyst for their society rebuilding beyond its former glory within a few short years. 

The elevator door inched open. Klase darted down the corridor, skidding until he crashed into the clinically white door of Lab 0. It hissed to the side, allowing him to stagger through. A pair of dark eyes froze him in place. Ize stood before a screen, ‘DISENGAGE ALL SYSTEMS?’ displayed upon it. The scent of bleach stung his nose from where a pile of glass-encased DNA samples had been shattered and doused on the floor. 

“You can’t be her.” Klase blurted. 

Ize’s jaw clenched, even as she casually lifted an eyebrow. 

“You… why are you doing this? Don’t you care?” 

At that, the wariness in Ize’s eyes steeled into a simmering fury. “Klase,” Her voice was quiet. “I care more than anyone who believes that the ‘system works.’” 

“Well, great job of showing it! Thank you so much for ensuring those of us born without smarts, looks, a functioning body-” His voice caught. “-Never make it in this world.” Klase realised that his eyes were burning. “You can’t- I trusted you!” Dimly, he felt a tear slide down his cheek. “Looks like both of us could never come close to being Olise.”

Ize’s throat bobbed as she looked away, her hands trembling slightly as they hovered over the screen. 

“You do, Klase. I would know. Spent most of life trying to live up to her, after all. Failed, rather.” She smiled bitterly. “That’s why they had to get a new one”  

The two Olises, the distorted, touched-up features. Evasive interviews on growing up, strict diets. Klase froze. “The Olise I’ve been watching... she’s an enhanced clone of you.”

A small, strained smile on her face. “They did better than that. Olise 2.0 was the hero the original acted. Charismatic, charming, smart… The cameras gobbled everything up, never having to do more than one take. She was Olise, Klase. The Olise. What does that make me?” 

Her rigid posture finally caved in. “And the finale? That was opening the door one day and seeing Rayle sitting on the ground, clutching the new poster for Season 5. ‘I don’t know where to go’ he said.” Ize gritted her teeth and fisted her hands, looking Klase dead in the eye. 

“The efficient system didn’t care about him, or me. They’ll just engineer someone else into a better part and slot it right back in. But if there’s anything you’ve proven to me, Klase, it’s that we’re more than just a Lead Biologist or a failed actor. We deserve to be more than that.” 

Ize turned back to the screen. Her hand reached, an inch, a millimetre... 

“Wait, Ize! I finally got it. The real answer to your question.” Ize stopped. Klase could see her red-rimmed eyes on him in the screen’s reflection. His rib cage felt like it was contracting, everything snarled up in his chest. “It’s an avocado sandwich.” 

“What?” Ize’s scoff was mixed with a broken laugh. “Klase, the mood isn’t really one for bad jokes right now.”

Klase chuckled past the tightness in his throat. “Hear me out, Ize. Avocado sandwiches need balance between bread, your life, and filling, mine. Sometimes, we Lead Biologists still have to balance them with petri dishes…” He pulled it out of his pocket. “Right.” His other hand held a test tube. “Left, and wrong.” 

Klase looked up. “And sometimes nobody can tell which is which. So that’s why everyone needs a bite of this sandwich, and to make their own. They need our stories so they can have a choice. The one thing you’re denying us, the one thing we’ve always been denied. Because you deserve to choose your story too. To get the chance to be Ize, not an Olise’s shadow nor a villain who destroyed the system.”  

Ize’s piercing stare should have been nothing new, yet it cut him to his bones. Her lips trembled. 

“I disagree.” She swallowed. “You’re too cheesy to be an avocado.” With that, she barrelled across the room and wrapped her arms around him, tight.

“What? You, I-” Klase hugged her back, voice choked with laughter and tears. “I’m getting mixed signals here.” 

Ize laughed. “You convinced me, Lead Biologist.” Rubbing away her tears, she tugged Klase forward to the screen.  

“So we’ll stall the system temporarily. I did hear that scientists in GENE2 suffer from massive overtiming. They’re still people, they should be cut some slack.” 

Klase beamed. “I think we’d like that very much. It’ll give us the time we, and any others might need.”   

Ize took in a breath, her hand hovering over the screen, next to Klase’s. 

“We’ll change this, Ize. All of us can.” 

And Ize gave him that small, soft smile. 

“When I started this, I knew exactly what would happen, even when I couldn’t leave you screeching in that room. Now, I don’t, but I think that’s better. You won’t see any other pattern to carve when you believe the future’s already set in stone.” 

And together, they switched off the screen. 

…

In truth, jamming the system took several more hours of coding. It almost seemed wasted with how quickly it would be resolved, but it gave them precious time to board a re-programmed membrane capsule and head home. As Klase watched the seaweed wave goodbye, he couldn’t help but wonder: without his coding, who should he have-

No. He was Klase Hendza, proud, worthy and choosing to be the goofy, panicky, Lead Biologist of Sector D-50.
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