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The girl watched placidly as the knife carved its way through her thigh. The seamless manner in which it sliced through layers of tendon and muscle reminded her of the way in which a knife cuts through butter. The prolonged use of substantial amounts of amphetamine had gradually augmented her anaesthesia awareness to unfathomable heights, to the extent where the use of sufficient anaesthesia to render her into a state of unconsciousness would inevitably result in an overdose. Her father had offered to specifically design a simulation for her to avail herself of during each operation, which she had adamantly refused. She would much rather be cognizant of what was being done to her body than left in a state of unenlightenment. “At least it was painless,” she thought.

A plus side to her self-imposed sentience was that she could watch her beloved father, whom she idolised, at work. Dmitri Mikhailov was a world-leading stem cell researcher, who doubled circumstantially as a lead surgeon. One might say that he had been accursed with a grave misfortune, for his wife had passed away while giving birth to his daughter. To exacerbate the already harrowing situation, Alina had been born into this world with Werdnig-Hoffmann disease, an autosomal recessive neuromuscular disorder that results in the loss of motor neurons and progressive muscle deterioration.

Determined not to let his cherished spouse’s death be in vain, Dmitri had changed courses completely, dedicating his entire research to focus on the development of stem cells. Day after day, he toiled relentlessly in the laboratories, working on finding a cure, in hopes of ensuring the survival of his only remaining kin. Inadvertently, his success would not only be beneficial to his daughter, but would also revolutionise the world of modern science. It was capable of blurring the distinct line between science and pseudoscience; a crucial step towards bestowing upon humanity a divinity sought after by many: immortality.

Six years ago, his research finally bore fruits of success, with the breakthrough invention of Seraph. Seraph was a machine that, once hooked up to one’s body, would replicate the healthy genetic information from one’s cells into a set of fresh, imperishable stem cells. They could even be specialised to already have the healthy variant of the infected gene—in this case, the SMN1 gene on chromosome 5—incorporated into their respective chromosomes. These cells would then be released into one’s body, while an equal number of infected cells would be culled. The only downside was that this machine gave off copious amounts of radiation, hence, it could only be administered momentarily, once every other day. Replacing the trillions of cells in one’s body would easily take six years.

Today marked the end of those six years. Dmitri had tried to keep his clandestine research out of the public eye, but to no avail; word spread like wildfire within The Network, the online simulation platform frequented by people from all walks of life. Throngs of people had gathered at the wrought iron gates of the hospital, awaiting the outcome of Alina’s final operation. Agitated security droids scurried to maintain order, beeping frenetically. The atmosphere within the operating theatre itself was shrouded in palpable trepidation. Even the droid surgeons could feel it, and had abstained from their customary habit of cracking light jokes and humming classical tunes whilst operating.

On the other hand, Dmitri himself appeared to be the epitome of serenity, observing the bustling droid surgeons with aplomb. There was not a soul—other than himself—whom he would entrust with the supervision of his daughter’s surgical interventions. The droid surgeons had undoubtedly been prototyped multitudinous times before their actuation. Despite maintaining a calm exterior, every cell in Dmitri’s body was aflame with elation and anticipation, for that very day, everything was to fall into place. His daughter was to become the first ever immortal.
 
***

As the years progressed, Alina had felt herself gradually transforming from a fragile accordion into a health-radiating adolescent. Her willowy frame had begun to fill out, giving her a svelte appearance, leading her to possess an ethereal beauty similar to that of her mother’s. As droid surgeon, P-6L8, sewed up her skin for the final time, she felt revitalised unlike anything before. Another droid surgeon, B-9W4, ran a series of tests to check on her condition, displaying the results on a sleek, modern-looking screen that instantaneously materialised in the middle of the wall. Dmitri scrutinised them meticulously, a contented smile playing at his lips. Everything was exactly as he had expected. Alina was his greatest project by a long shot. And she was finally complete. If only Karina was alive to experience the gratification of his success…

“Beep. Boop. Operation status: 100% complete,” beeped P-6L8 rather belatedly, quickly sterilising and storing the needle back into one of his body’s many compartments. Subsequently, he and his fellow droid surgeon team made a beeline for the automated door, beeping merrily as they went. Shortly after, Alina came to from her stupor, still in a slightly dazed state. Dmitri itched to run forward and envelope his daughter into a warm embrace, but was apprehensive, for his daughter was, afterall, still fresh out of surgery. Instead, he resorted to flashing her a smile, which she swiftly returned.

“How are you feeling, Alina?” inquired Dmitri, his voice conveying the tenderness that his arms could not.

“As good as new. Thank you, Daddy,” Alina marvelled, her delicate voice almost a whisper. She could not help but gaze at the man before her with ardent adulation, for he had accomplished what was perceived to be the impossible, liberating her from her lifetime cripplement by curing her supposedly incurable disease.

“Of course, dear,” Dmitri replied. “You should rest for a bit. I’m sure there’s a whole list of activities that you’d want to carry out later.”

Alina’s eyes lit up in anticipation at the thought. Having been trapped within her father’s research facility all her life, going outside was a luxury she could only dream of.  She fantasised about escaping the claustrophobic, spotless hospital walls; staring at something other than white polystyrene squares arranged in a boring, grid-like pattern. Sure, the accommodations were more than adequate, but a gilded cage is still a cage after all, and her heart yearned to soar free.

The panel of buttons for changing the room’s backdrop—built into the armrest of her hospital bed—had remained untouched, for she persisted in her desire to experience the outside world for what it was in a tangible manner. On that account, books were the only spoiler she would allow for herself, and her imagination did the rest of the work. “Soon…” she thought dreamily...

“But Alina, I am sorry to say that you cannot go outside for now. There are mobs of people outside… They are rioting. It is extremely unsafe.” Alina’s blissful thoughts were interrupted by Dmitri, who seemed to have read her mind, a pained expression etched across his face. Alina tried opening her mouth to protest, but in an instant, she felt her eyelids drooping, and all thoughts left her mind as she succumbed to a cocoon-shrouded slumber.

***

It was late into the night when Alina roused. The ergonomic clock immaculately integrated into a corner of the wall read 02:58. She blinked in bewilderment at her unfamiliar surroundings. From a glance, she could tell that she had been relocated to a different part of the hospital wing; her hospital gown had been traded for a flowy nightgown, made of the softest, finely embroidered silk. The tubes previously affixed to every part of her body were finally gone. Hesitantly, she rolled out of bed, stretching as she got to her feet.

Her dreams still lingered clearly at the surface of her mind: she envisioned herself frolicking in lush, green meadows adorned with a garland of vibrant blooms, dancing the night away on a moonlight dappled beach, listening to the harmony of the ebbing waves… and more that she had envisioned from her books. An uncontrollable, resonating urge to inhale fresh air and experience the feeling of the wind whipping through her hair had taken over her. “The people can’t still be rioting at this time, can they? Surely they must be gone by now,” she thought to herself. “I’ll just go outside for a while and head back in, I’m sure no one will notice.” 

Soon, Alina was wending her way down the hallway, her feet padding soundlessly against the marble floor. Despite having no clue as to where she was heading, she could feel the freedom at her fingertips. It was enough to keep her going, in spite of the uncomfortable premonition deep within her gut.

Out of the blue, a series of repulsive, gurgling noises stopped her dead in her tracks. They were coming from her left, somewhere down the hall. Intuition told her to turn on her heel and bolt, but she was feeling anomalously adventurous that night. Curiosity had gotten the better of her, and in a matter of seconds, she found herself heading straight for the source of the noise.

After venturing through what seemed to be an endless corridor, Alina could descry light emitting from a partially opened door. A pair of double doors loomed above her. They were embedded subtly into the metal walls, almost as though… someone intended for them not to be discovered. The door was ajar enough for someone as small as her to slip through, which she did, treading as lightly as possible. 

Upon entering the room, Alina had to stifle a gasp. A gruesome sight greeted her eyes: hundreds upon hundreds of rows of colossal glass tanks, filled to the brim with a loathsome, green muck. The worst part however, was the bodies. Each tank had several of them, suspended limply amidst the gooey sludge. They turned to gape at her with wide eyes, but their gazes seemed… lifeless and disconnected, almost as though they were seeing her, but were incapable of processing coherent thoughts. It was a tremendously unnerving sight; Alina felt the bile rising up her throat. “What is this?”

Then she saw him. At the heart of it all stood her father, his face scrunched in concentration. In one of his hands was a bizarre-looking metal contraption, which he manipulated skilfully. As he turned each knob, the abhorrent muck within the tanks permuted, changing in colour, amount, density… The bodies followed suit, bobbing up and down like corks caught within the rapids of the ocean. Alina hastily retreated to a hiding spot behind one of the tanks, her mind reeling in shock. “No… It cannot be. I’m sure Daddy would never…” she thought, but an ominous feeling had begun to creep its way up her chest—straight from her gut—causing her heart to palpitate wildly against her ribcage.

Suddenly, a plaque on one of the tanks caught her eye.

Specimen #9473
Sergio Belova (36). A hero. The final piece of the puzzle. He made me realise that what Seraph lacked was an abundance of the hematopoietic stem cells of the bone marrow, not the stromal cells from the same location. He developed bone marrow cancer as a result, but for a worthy cause: Alina is now one step closer to recovering.
Date of Preservation: 16 December, 2458

Alina’s breath caught in her throat. “People have suffered because of me? Daddy has been… experimenting on real humans? Just for me to recover?” she thought. Her worst suspicions had been confirmed. The man whom she had looked up to all her life had turned out to be the diametrical opposite of a hero. An unsupressable wave of emotions washed over her. Shock. Anger. Indignation. Betrayal. 

“I have to get out of here right this instant,” Alina thought to herself. She got up abruptly, attempting to take to her heels. To her dismay, her heel caught on the hem of her nightgown, causing her to trip, tumbling unceremoniously to the ground. Cursing herself inwardly, she shot to her feet, hastily brushing herself off. Her timorous gaze remained glued to the floor, fearful of meeting her father’s eyes.

“A-Alina?” Dmitri recoiled in shock, gawking at his flustered daughter. The metal contraption in his hand clattered to the floor with a resounding clank. It skidded across the platform, coming to a halt in front of Alina, who stared at it with discernible disgust. Disregarding his daughter’s revolted expression, Dmitri started forward, his arms held wide. “What are you doing here, my dear? You should be rest—” 

“Don’t come near me! You’re a monster!” Alina shrieked. Instinctively, she picked up the metal contraption, holding it up defensively. It was remarkably weightless, and she brandished it impetuously.

“Alina, please. Listen to me…” Dmitri pleaded. “It was the only way to speed up the testing process so that I could cure you sooner. It was for your sake...”

“You think it’s justifiable to ruin the lives of hundreds of thousands of people for my sake? You think it’s justifiable to take away their ability to live freely—and not even put them out of their misery—just for me to live a better life? You think it’s justifiable to free one insignificant person from her condition, only to subject loads of other people—who have insurmountable meaning to others in the world—to a state comparably worse than that very condition?” Alina retorted, her eyes brimming with tears. She swiped at them frantically, unwilling to let her father take advantage of her vulnerability.

“Alina… your worth is immeasurable. You mean a lot to me, and to Karina too, wherever she is…” Dmitri assured, a hint of wistfulness in his voice.

“Mummy would have been devastated at the man you have become,” Alina blurted. Her attempts to suppress her emotions proved to be futile; torrents of desolation were now streaming irrepressibly down her cheeks.

Dmitri’s expression darkened, but he tried his best to maintain a calm disposition. After all, lashing out at his daughter was only going to do more harm than good. “Alina, you don’t understand, do you? These test subjects are not only saving your life, they will save trillions of lives down the line. They’re a worthy sacrifice; the key to immortality. Together, we have made history!” he gloated. “Once I have figured out how to properly preserve these bodies, I will be unstoppable.” Alina flinched in horror at the thought.

Suddenly, something captured Alina’s attention. Her tears had landed onto the metal contraption, washing away a layer of finger grime and unveiling a series of buttons along the side of the contraption. She focused on one in particular: “Self-detonate. For emergency use only.”  “Could it be…?” she thought to herself. “Perhaps it is for when Daddy gets discovered by the authorities for his misdoings and needs to obliterate this secret room.” Her father’s inhumane exploitations could not be reversed, but perhaps there was something she could do to put an end to her father’s unbridled rampage and emancipate the “test subjects” from their prolonged misery.

“Alina, no!” Dmitri’s eyes widened as he caught on to what his daughter was about to do. But it was too late. In one swift motion, Alina’s finger had made contact with the “Self-detonate” button.

Click.

A resounding boom reverberated around the chamber. Tremors began fissuring out across the platform, snaking up the tanks and walls, reducing shards of glass and metal to mere smithereens. Revolting green liquid sloshed everywhere, and an array of bodies were propelled outwards. For a split second, Alina swore that she could hear their souls chorusing a joyful ode to freedom. Then, everything was engulfed in a blinding flare of dazzling bright blue light. And she fell into the welcoming embrace of Keres.
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