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ONE...

She had never really seen her parents fight before that afternoon.
I realize that may sound naive and the tendency will be for some to say that as a
child, she was perhaps just too young to recognize arguments when she saw them. But
the truth of the matter is that her father and mother, whatever else they might have been
when she wasn't around, they were partners when she was, and they never let Rory see
otherwise.
The day in question; however, she had taken the liberty of excusing herself from
her final period class on account of having the "jitters," which was code for her own
angst, and believe you me, she had every bit as much as any 17-year-old whose father
refused to allow them suppressants. Come to think of it, I'm not entirely convinced that
she actually understood why her father was willing to accept that excuse so frequently,
only that its success rate was nearly perfect.
At any rate, she ran into the house and up the stairs to her room, turning over the
random articles of clothing lying about as she entered. She bounced from one end of her
room to the other searching for something and not finding it. Finally, she pushed a button
at the side of her bed, which caused the magnetic fields to increase and the bed itself to
levitate three feet higher than its normal resting hover, allowing her to clearly see under
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and at last find what she had been looking for - a rather expensive replica of a lighter
used nearly two decades ago when people actually ingested smoke, if you can believe
that.
She swiped the lighter from the floor, surely intending to be gone before anyone
else came home. However, such was not the case, as the sound of her mother storming
through the common area gave her pause. Her father followed attempting to calm his
wife. Rory listened from the top of the stairs.
"I can't believe you did this! You promised me, Oliver! You promised you would
stop!" Her mother paced with her arms crossed.
"It’ll be fine. It’s just a rumor," Oliver said, wanting to comfort her.
"All they need is a rumor! It was a rumor with Jessica too. They arrested her
while she was teaching. Right in front of the kids, Oliver!"
Erica was rather emotional, and for good reason, but beyond that, she was
determined to convey to Oliver that she was not being irrational. Her concerns were
legitimate.
"Erica..."
"No! I told you something like this would happen and you didn't listen. Jesus, we
have a daughter now! Did you ever think about what this might do to her? What they
might do to her?"
Rory felt the tremor of her mother's voice quake through her body, such that she
gripped the banister for support. Her eyes bore the evidence that she had momentarily
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reverted to a more primitive form of communication, blinking dots and dashes
subconsciously.
"You know I have. I think about you and Aurora constantly. But I can't turn my
back either. I had to help them." Oliver wrapped his wife in his arms so that his chest
could absorb her tears and his heart hers.
"And how do they repay your kindness? By telling people? By talking about it
and starting this rumor?" Erica took a deep breath to get a measure of control before she
continued. "They're calling you a racist. A racist. Do you understand what that means?"
Rory's heart seemed to have stopped on the word. Her ears rang, preventing her
from hearing her father's response. Nonetheless, she had already known the word and
what it meant to be accused of such a thing.
"I can fix it, Erica."
"You can't fix everything. Trying to is what got us here in the first place. No, not
this time. People are talking now... and I can't lose you, Ollie. Not again." Erica had
quieted herself back to her usual pitch. She lifted her head to meet her husband's ocean
blue eyes and continued. "What are we going to tell Rory?"
Oliver paused, inhaled and held it for a brief second before letting it out; what he
did any time he needed the moment to linger a bit while searching for an appropriate
response. "Before we got married, before I went missing and Rory and all this... when I
first told you what I wanted to do, what I had done, do you remember what you said to
me?"
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"I said you would undo every inch of progress that's been made. Blacks, Browns,
they would all hate you for it." Erica responded.
"And how did I respond?" Oliver asked.
"You said they already did... for being with me." Erica's fear seemed to have
subsided somewhat as the words came off of her tongue. She looked at Rory's father
with her eyebrows raised and lips shrugged in that inseparable expression that he had
come to understand as his queue to end the debate with a kiss to her forehead and a hug.
He conceded.
Rory was not as easily put at ease. She remained at the top of the stairs, just
outside of her room, for minutes after her parents had exited the common area in favor of
the kitchen. She wasn't at all sure what she should be more terrified of, seeing her
parents fight, the cause of their fight or the fact that they seemed to have come to some
sort of calm resolution regarding a matter that was surely anything but. She walked back
to her room and flopped backwards on to her bed, flicking the lighter open and close,
open and close, open...
And close.
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TWO...

It wasn't his gibberish that bothered her.
She had actually gotten rather used to the noise he made by simply focusing on
the noise itself rather than the words he attempted to attach to it. But every now and then,
her friend would utter something so profoundly perplexing, it would cause her to pause
and consider whether he was a genius masquerading as a fool, or if the complexity of the
statement was indeed completely lost on him. In typical fashion, Jae continued
monologuing, thus providing overwhelming evidence of the latter.
In either case, however, Rory could not help but to fixate on the
commentary that had directly preceded his present nonsense; an obsession that did not go
unnoticed by her companion.
"Yo B', why you always gotta do that scrunchy thing with yer face?" He said as
she statued against a park bench staring.
"Can we go back to that thing you said a second ago?" The tone and brevity in her
words working in tandem to communicate that any conversation worth her continued
engagement would begin with an answer to the question posed.
"Which thing yo? B' ya know stuff just be rollin' off the tongue," He said.
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"Oh I know, Jae. I know."
"It's like that geenie-ous ya know, you gotta give it away, yo. That's how
knowledge works!"
"Okay stop." She insisted.
"Wut, yo?"
"Seriously."
"Wutz you got issue wit, B?" He continued.
"Enough with the rap-speak already! Or I'm calling you by your real name. All
four of your real names!" As annoying as the artifice of his diction could be at times,
Rory's typical reaction would not be to stifle his creative expression - how ever imitated it
may be. But in this particular instance, on this particular day, he had completely
exhausted the stoicism she normally reserved for dealing with such articulation. Plus, she
couldn't possibly pass on an opportunity to remind him of his privilege any more than he
could pass on chance to pretend he didn't have it. She baited him and she knew it.
"Damn, yo. Why you gotta stick me for my paper?" Hook and line.
Rory's eyes squinted, right brow cocked, comer of her mouth arched; all moving
in unison as the words came darting from her pursed lips. "Janus Jonas Ginger
Jameson..."
"Alright! Alright!" His voice wailed something of a wretched decadence that
strangled his persona to death. Admittedly he could be a bit dramatic at times, and this
was par for her amusement.
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"I don't see why it bothers you so much, Ro." He said.
"Well I don't see why you have four names, but you're constantly trying to act like
a person with only two." Occasionally, she felt bad for having to remind him of his place
in society; however, the alternative seemed even more unpleasant.
"Jae, you know some people would kill to have an extra name? And your family
was practically handed four-name status just for being bom into the only surviving
Ginger lineage." She continued.
"Handed? Are you kidding me? My life is planned for me, I have to marry my
cousin!" Jae shrieked then subsequently allowed his tongue to flop out while giving a
single dry heave and shudder.
"Oh boohoo. Life must be soooo hard."
"Uh yeah. Have you seen my cousin?" Shriek, heave, shudder; times two.
"Yeah well I guess only those without souls can make those without souls."
Rory's cynicism was beginning to show, as it often did in these times of joke turned
argument. But that is where Jae usually drew the line.
"Well how did your family keep their names?" Jae asked.
"What?"
"Yeah. You're acting all high and mighty about my four names while you're
sitting on three. I can name yours too you know..."
"Don't you dare, Jae!"
"I mean really, what did your dad do to get those names?"
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"Shut your face, Janus!" Hook and line. Rory realized her angst had gotten the
better of her as soon as the words came out. She partially turned from him to hide the
shades of anger and embarrassment coloring cheeks. The both of them stood in that
moment without speaking, unable to indulge in their individual silence for hearing the
reverb of the other’s.
"I'm sorry, Jae."
"It's all good, B."
She turned back to him sharply, with eyes the size of sundials.
"I mean, I'm sorry too." He corrected himself.
Rory hugged her friend, seemingly for dear life, and wondered if she wasn't the
cause of conflict or the effect. In either case, she thought it might be prudent to return
home to check on her mother. As she was in no real hurry to do so just yet, however, she
decided to take the back road that wound around the hill overlooking the edge of the
roughs, where the Toners lived. She made her companion promise to keep his more
creative speech tucked away if he was to accompany her. God forbid they run across
anyone who actually did have two names, or even worse, one.
"Hey you got pretty jittery when I made the crack about your dad back there.
Everything okay?" He asked.
"Yeah. I just caught my parents in a pretty bad argument, that's all."
"Whoa. Your parents never fight. Like ever. What did you do?"
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"I didn't do anything, dork. I don't know, it just weirded me out. I guess most
parents argue at some point. No big deal." She said, more for her own reassurance.
"Was it the rumor?" Jae asked.
"What?! What rumor? What are you talking about?"
"Look, all I know is Gavin said he overheard Eva talking to the girls about it.
And... your dad's name came up." Jae hesitated.
"Well what did they say?!" Rory demanded.
"Ro... I don't really know if I should be telling you. I mean, you know how you
get when you're mad. Plus, it's Gavin so what he actually hears and what he says he hears
is like, two different hears, you know?" Jae tried to ease his back out of the conversation
he had clearly stepped in, but she would have none of it.
"Spill it!" She insisted,
"He said he heard your dad was helping scabs."
Again Rory's eye fluttered as felt a dizzying cold grip her body, but there was
nothing to grab to hold herself steady. If the rumor had reached her school, it meant the
situation was not only worse than she had originally thought, but that it would get
increasingly more dire by the hour. What is the speed at which a rumor travels? It was a
math riddle, and she hated math riddles.
"Hey you okay? He's not right? Helping scabs, I mean? Because that would make
him a racist..." Jae's questions momentarily woke Rory from her daze just in time to cut
him off mid sentence.
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"Keep your voice down! I know what that would make him and of course he's
not! I mean, how could he be, it's just... that's what my parents were fighting about. But
he's not, okay?" She responded, trying to regain a bit of her composure.
Once again she stood in silence, not realizing they had come to the end of the
road.
"Well maybe don't worry too much about it? Like I said, Gavin's kind of an idiot
so... yeah. I'm this way so, chat later if you need to?"
Jae motioned to the opposite direction of where Rory needed to go. He hugged
her and walked on his own, leaving her standing at the fork.
"He's not. Okay?"
She whispered into the quiet.
No response came back.
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THREE...

She wanted to believe deep down that her mother's bark was indeed worse than
her bite.
Considering prior to a few days ago, she didn't even know her mother could bark,
she completely had no idea what to do, much less how to feel, standing in the common
space of their home having just had Erica snap at her. In either case, Rory hoped this
immediate perception of her mother's reaction was not shared by the two police officers
whose questions she had just been ordered not to answer.
"Mom... I..." Rory stuttered, struggling to reign in the emotions that were pulling
her in opposite directions.
"Aurora Elizabeth Lance! I said not another word." Without even turning her
head to face Rory, her mother's voice came around sharp and quite a bit more
commanding that she had known her to be. It was jarring. A maneuver that was equally
as off-putting as it was efficient at effectively scaring her emotions, and voice it seemed,
into manageable order. For a moment, however, Rory wasn't even sure this was, in fact,
the woman she had been calling "mother" for the past seventeen years.
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"Ma'am, I don't see the harm in letting the young lady answer." The officer said.
Both stood at bay, where her mother's posture kept them, just beyond the edge of the
couch in the area nearest to the front door. Rory lingered at the opposite end of the couch,
behind the love seat. She had wandered in from the kitchen to find herself in the thick of
a conversation that felt more like two conversations, with Erica standing at the back of
the couch.
"Of course you don't. You're just a badge; it's not what you're paid for. I am her
mother. Seeing as how she isn't an adult yet, it is my consent that matters. Not yours.
And I haven't give my consent." Erica responded, taking a step toward the officer.
"Listen, lady..."
"Excuse me? I want your name and your badge number." She snapped.
To say that Rory had never seen this side of her mother before would be quite the
understatement. But really, who was this woman? Defying authority was the complete
antithesis of what she had Erica had been trying to get her to do her entire life. It was
kind of badass. When the officer didn't give her the courtesy of responding, she took
matters further, which only made matters worse, for him.
"Okay. Rosie?" Erica spoke into the air causing the household operating system
to respond.
"Yes, Ma'am? Is there anything wrong?" Rosie asked.
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"Scan the badge number for this officer and look up his names. I need to file a
formal report for harassment and the unauthorized questioning of a minor, as well as, a
poor attitude along with it."
"Understood. Searching." Like all household operating systems, Rosie was
designed to maintain audio and video logs of any activity happening within the home, as
well as, the organization of personal records of all household members at the family's
discretion. Rosie was an older model O.S., even for the time Rory's father installed her.
She always managed to keep up just fine.
"You didn't notify us that you had an active O.S. when we entered the premises.
That is illegal ma'am." The officer said, breaking his silence only when it seemed he had
an upper hand in the game.
"Ma'am, district records confirm the officer's names are Jonathan Pike. Shall I file
the report now ma'am?" Rosie chimed.
Erica took the information and opportunity and ran with it.
"Well officer Pike, this is a predominantly three-name district, not only are
operating systems common, the HOA requires them, for reasons such as this I suspect.
This means it's your responsibility to know when you request to enter what you're
walking into. I imagine it's a bit different from the district you reside in. I let you in,
without cause, on good faith and on that same good faith I'm notifying you that you have
overstayed your welcome."
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Rory's face turned to a cliche; eyes saucered, jaw dropped. She hardly believed
her ears. Officer Pike wasn't the least bit amused. His embarrassment showed shades of
red across his forehead and cheeks. But just as he was about to refute, Officer Brantley
interrupted. He had spent the bulk of the exchange quiet and in the background, but the
conversation had clearly tried his patience long enough.
"Erica, I think what officer Pike means is this is just a courtesy call and that if
there is anything... anything at all, that you might know that can help your husband, now
would be the time to say so."
Brantley lived in the community a couple houses down for as long as Rory could
remember. She had always known him to be friendly with her family the few times that
he came around, but other than that, she admitted to herself, she didn't really know much
about him. She knew whenever he did come around, he and her father would inevitably
have a moment of private conversation or quip. Like the time he and his wife came over
for what was intended to be a small get-together and ended up being a community BBQ.
He made a comment in passing, something to the effect of “This turned out to be one hell
of a cookout,” to which her father responded with a stem look and a quick scold, "You
need to leam we don't go to those anymore." She hadn't heard the word before and never
really understood why her father insisted that he refrain from using it when it seemed so
applicable. He was cooking, and they were outside.
Regardless, the look that Brantley gave her mother as he spoke made her wonder
if in some weird way this was a cookout moment.
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"Thank you, Brant. I understand, but I have nothing else to offer at this time,"
Erica responded, the cracks in her facade beginning to show on her face as the out right
defiance that surged from her chest and mounted in her shoulders, began to subside. She
looked as if she might literally cave under the pressure of having to choose sides, an
appearance that was painted with all the conventional anxieties of being backed in to a
comer. The mildly sweating palms, the subtle random fidgeting, under normal
circumstances either could be an indication of lying or inaccurate statements at the very
least. But it was the breathing. Not that she took heavy breaths or took them with the
frequency indicative of hyperventilation; to the contrary, they were calm and slow,
purposed. Deliberate. That's what gave her away.
Brantley nodded and turned to usher out officer Pike, who being not at all happy
about the turn of conversation, protested the hasty exit.
As soon as they were gone, Erica's knees finally began to buckle under the weight
of her pretense. She quickly leaned against the back of the couch to keep herself from
falling. She was not as successful, however, in keeping her tears.
"Ma'am, your vitals indicate elevated levels of stress. Are you in need of medical
assistance?" Rosie asked.
"No thank you, Rosie."
"Shall I contact Ollie, Ma'am?"
"Absolutely not! We will wait until he reaches out to us. Understood?" Erica's
voice trembled slightly as she struggled to regain control of her heart rate.
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"Yes, Ma'am." Rosie said.
Rory had many questions and yet none of them could make it beyond her lips, at
first. It was all she could do to shake the rigidity that she had contracted at the crossroads
of fight and flight, with baby steps toward her mother.
"I'm sorry you had to see that, Rory."
"It was his own fault, talking to you like that when he was just a two-name beat
cop..." Rory said, trying to give her mother a bit of a confidence boost.
"No, Rory." Her mother shook her, likely hoping to shake off a bit of her own
anxiety, before turning to face her daughter. "I need you to understand what I did just
now was wrong. That's not how we treat people, regardless of their names."
"Well, considering I didn't even know you had it in you, it was still pretty badass."
Erica let her head hang for a second before raising it back to take in a deep breath.
"Sometimes I think we all have it in us. Question is whether we let it out."
"Are we still talking about the police?" Rory asked, even as her gut twisted and
advised her against it; citing that she likely already knew the answer and if she didn't, she
was all the more well off in her ignorance. But then, she never was one to not push the
envelope, especially when it already had postage.
"No, I suppose not. Let's not dwell on it. I'm sure your father will be home soon,
so we should get to work on dinner."
She watched her mother stand and pass her for the kitchen; the room that served
as her own. She had grown to realize her mother's emotional process occurred in that
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room. Why else would a woman spend such time in the kitchen in this day and age?
She'd seen her laugh and cry, and rage and cope, all while mixing, pouring, cutting and
baking. When she was a child she thought it was just the onions; but as a teen knowing
her mother's policy about little to no sodium, she would often wonder what was
happening during the particularly salty cuisine periods.
"I still want to talk about them." She blurted out, stopping her mother from
entering her fortress of solace.
"Rory, it's done. Let's leave it be." Her mother responded.
"No. I'm tired of leaving things be. I want to know what's going on! Where is
dad? Why wouldn't you just talk to the police?" Rory ranted.
"Rory..."
"I heard what they said, they just want to keep all those scab rats from ruining
what's left of society! Why can't they just be happy to be toners? Why do they have to try
and change colors?!" Rory continued.
"Rory, that is enough!" Her mother shouted, as if her volume shattered her voice
box in to an immediate mute. "You know we do not use those words in this house, in this
family!"
"I guess there's a lot of things we don't do in this family." Rory angrily tested her
mother.
"Excuse me, young lady?"
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"Why didn't you stick up for dad? I know about the rumor. Everyone at school
knows!" As she spoke, her mother felt her own anger crawl up into her throat and curl up
into a ball in her esophagus, exposing its thorns every time she attempted to swallow it
back down.
"They just wanted to know he's not a racist, that he wasn't helping anyone scab...
change races. Why didn't you just tell them the truth, that he wasn't?!" Rory herself was
beginning to feel the need for some time in the kitchen.
"Because I couldn't!" Her mother cried out in desperation.
Rory stood there in partial shock wanting to confirm what she thought she heard,
but at the same time truly wondering if this might be the one time she should listen to her
gut.
"What do you mean? Are you saying he is helping them? He is a racist?" She
quietly pushed the words out.
"I'm saying the truth, if there is such a thing, is more complicated than that." Her
mother whispered.
"Why are you always keeping things from me? You're standing there keeping
secrets like I didn't see you and dad fighting, or didn't hear the rumors at school. Like I
don't know something's going on!" She cried.
"I love you, and I love your dad very much, and I would never do anything to
harm either one of you. And if you never hear it again, I am sorry for what is happening
now. But these secrets aren't mine to tell, Rory."
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She felt her mother's hands gently grasp her shoulders and hold them steady. It
was the steadiest she had ever remembered feeling from her. Her eyes began to blink in
sequence."
"I remember when your dad taught you to sign language and Morse code, before
you could even speak. It was the first thing he taught you, and he was adamant about it.
Your eyes have done it ever since. Don't worry baby, I read you loud and clear." Her
mother pulled her into the tightest of hugs.
"That's the second time you yelled at me." Rory whimpered.
Her mother took a breath deep enough that Rory's head bobbed with her rhythm.
"I know, baby. I'm sorry for that too."
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FOUR...

She had grown to believe the truth of the matter, however variable the concept,
likely stood at the intersection where the two stories could meet and haggle over details
with the understanding that both would be as accurate or not as the other.
The matter, of course, being her childhood. Considering the version she
remembered, and regarded as reliable, often differed from that of her parents accounts,
either by understatement or embellishment, she delighted herself in watching the
pendulum swing amongst the extremes; fearing the middle might slow the plot, or kill it
all together. Her analysis never allowed her the possibility of an other; that the truth
could propose an alternate trajectory. That there would be anything after the knowing.
There was knowledge and end.
She never considered the unexpected narrative.
Yet even in her cynicism, Rory admitted to herself, if no one else, that she hadn't
always been that way. There were moments when she didn't believe her own facade.
Then there was Rosie. Among the many things Rosie was, record keeper, medical
consultant, chef, mild annoyance, when they first met, they were instant best friends. As
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her father tells it, they were inseparable from the moment of installation. But those were
her TK years.

Her father stood in the living room to their semi-brand new house in the
moderately well off community, a welcomed upgrade for the family. He keyed in a series
of numbers into a small iridescent panel on the wall, when two beeps followed by the
ring of an old wind chime echoed throughout the house over the speakers.
Then the voice.
"Hello, Sir. Thank you for your purchase. I see you are currently running
an outdated version of Homeware O.S. I can upgrade all of your existing software if you
would allow me to assume control of your existing systems. Would you like me to do that
now?"
It sounded human but not. Robot but not. Slightly synthetic; as if it hadn't yet
fully developed it's own personality. Like bad V.O.D. of 2012 or old sci-fi movies, the
ones that usually involved some sentient artificial intelligence coming to the conclusion
that humankind was indeed the cancer of the planet and trying to enslave or eradicate the
species entirely. Thankfully, this was science-fact, not science fiction.
"Yes, please." He called out.
"This process will only take a moment. I can also access all personal household
information from various sources and compile them into a single record or separate files
for each family member if you prefer."
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He paused for a moment, weighing the pros and cons of either option, but
ultimately thinking it safest to settle on...
"Separate files would be great! Thank you." He answered.
"Sir. You're welcome, Sir," came the voice.
He watched while random lights flickered throughout the house in sequence as if
acclimating to a foreign language. He listened to appliances and devices power cycle
between the chimes. ‘It's alive,’ he thought to himself. Then the house returned to
normal.
"Setup is complete, Sir." The voice called out.
"Thanks. And you can just call me Ollie, or Oliver if you prefer. What do I call
you?" Her father asked.
"I am a 500 series A.i.O.S., Sir Oliver."
"Let's just stick with Ollie."
"Ol-lie." The voice repeated the name in syllables; adding the new identification
label to her database.
"Okay, now you're going to need a name if my wife is going to warm up to the
idea of having you around. Hmmm..."
Her father crossed his arms and rubbed his chin. He walked to the side of the
room where a medium-sized bookshelf stood. The collection it held was one of his most
prized possessions, for it contained literatures that spoke to him from child to adulthood;
not just texts on science and what was, but creative imaginary stories about what could
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and would be. He had organized them in order of priority, the most important works,
those consisting of tales about flying cars, highways in the sky and time travel, being on
the bottom shelves where Rory could reach them. He stooped to search those shelves for
inspiration as he had done so many times in years prior. The voice took note of this and
recorded.
"Naming is common practice to help owners personalize their possessions.
Analysis of your wife, Er-ic-a, and daughter, Au-ro-ra suggests a 20-30% increase in
acceptance of a household A.I. if it is given a woman's name." The voice advised.
" Good to know. But F.Y.I. Aurora hasn't grown into liking her name yet. She
likes Rory for now." He responded, still searching the books.
"Ro-ry. Ol-lie. Yes. F.Y.I. an outdated reference for pertinent information that
should be known."
"Yes... Thanks for that." He said, standing up and putting his hands on his waist,
unable to find what he was looking for. The voice sensed it had inadvertently made an
error by cross-referencing the change of tone in Oliver's response with behavioral
analysis of sarcasm and emotion in clinical studies of his era.
It tried to apologize, but he would have none of it. He took it in stride, finding the
misunderstanding more entertaining than not. He had quite a chuckle before continuing
on the matter of a name.
"How about this..." He asked, " What name would you like?"
"Would I... like?" The concept was foreign to it. It stuttered then paused.
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"I am sorry but I have not been designed to operate with that level of autonomy."
"Ah. Well I guess we'll just have to expand on your design, won't we?
"How about this, let's call you Rosie for now. If you find another name you like
more later on, it's yours!" He told it...
"Ro-sie. Rory. Ollie. Rosie is also an outdated name for the time. F.Y.I. "
...And it became a she.
Her first attempt at humor gave him quite the chuckle. Having successfully
integrated Rosie, and with ten minutes or so yet before his wife and daughter got home,
he had Rosie bring up the national news on the living room monitor that descended from
the ceiling.
Though he wasn't completely shocked he did feel a certain concern for what the
anchor reported:

BREAKING NEWS THIS AFTERNOON. IN AN EMERGENCY SESSION,
CONGRESS HAS PASSED LEGISLATION BANNING THE PRACTICE OF
SCABBING BY UNANIMOUS VOTE. THIS DECISION COMES ON THE HEALS
OF LAST MONTH'S OFFICIAL CONFIRMATION FROM THE WHITE HOUSE
THAT RACE-CHANGING, OR "SCABBING" AS IT'S BEING CALLED, IS
RESPONSIBLE FOR THE EXPONENTIAL DECLINE IN AMERICA'S MINORITY
POPULATION OVER THE LAST DECADE, LEGITIMIZING "THE GREAT
DISAPPEARANCE" THEORY OF MANY HISTORIANS. THE COMMISSIONED
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REPORT CONDUCTED BY THE CENSUS BUREAU, SHOWS TO DATE, AN
ESTIMATED 80% OF ETHNIC COMMUNITIES HAD SIMPLY VANISHED, WHILE
THE TOTAL NUMBER OF AMERICANS REMAINED THE SAME. THE NEW
LAW IS AIMED AT PUTTING AN IMMEDIATE STOP TO SCABBING BY NOT
ONLY MAKING THE PRACTICE ILLEGAL, BUT DEFINING IT AS A THREAT TO
NATIONAL SECURITY. IT ALSO INCRIMINATES AIDING IN THE ACT OF
SCABBING AS, QUOTE, "RACIST, AN ACT OF TERRORISM TANTAMOUNT TO
NEW AGE ETHNIC CLEANSING." THIS IS THE FIRST OFFICIAL STAND THE
GOVERNMENT HAS TAKEN IN THE WAR ON RACISM SINCE ISSUING A
PUBLIC BOUNTY FOR DR. JAMES STEWART, WANTED FOR QUESTIONING IN
CONNECTION WITH THE EPIDEMIC BACK IN 2016.

Hearing the chime that announced access to the house had been granted to a
family member, he promptly paused the program just as the anchor brought up a picture
of Dr. Stewart; a dark skinned man with stark features and a slender yet sturdy build, not
unlike his own, that in years past might have been considered African-American or black
depending on your social circle or political affiliation. He turned to meet the sound of
energy bursting through the door head on; one of his favorite sounds in the whole world.
"Daddy, we're home!" Rory announced their arrival with a wave of the hand,
waiting for the universe to explode with excitement at the witness of her presence. Erica
strolled in behind her daughter, but hung in the background watching the two interact.
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"There's my little girl! How was school?" He asked.
"It was fun! We got to touch the snake and then we got candy!"
"Oh you got candy?! Well that means you're going to be hyper. And that means...
CELLO!"
Without warning, his arms wrapped around her little body, pulling her in and
lifting her off the ground just enough so that her toes could inform her of the ground's
presence but that she couldn't use it to get away. His fingers gently dug in between her
tiny ribs and wiggled rapidly, playing a song whose melody rang up and out from her
center. He alternated arms, holding her with one and playing with the opposite, switching
quickly to keep her guessing.
She flipped and flopped in his arms, giggling and screaming and filling the entire
house, maybe the neighborhood, with happy noise.
"Hahaha. No more chel-low! No more Chel-low, daddy!"
When she was finally all songed out, he let her loose and took a deep breath as he
stood.
"Okay, well I have someone I'd like you ladies to meet."
"You brought a guest over? Oliver, I haven't even cleaned up." Erica hung up
their coats and joined her family in the common area.
He rubbed his hands together, then opened them wide with excitement.
"Ladies, say hello to Rosie. Rosie, these are my ladies."
For a moment they looked around confused, not seeing anyone, they said nothing.
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"Hello Erica. Hello Rory. I am Rosie."
"Mommy! Daddy got me a new com-pooter!" Rory shouted.
"Ollie, you bought one of those talking home systems? You know how I feel
about those things, watching and recording our every move."
"Yes, I know. But just trust me, She can be so much more than that." He said.
"She? Oh Ollie."
"What's wrong with that man, daddy? Did he get burned?"
Rory pointed to the still picture on the monitor, her more inquisitive, and bluntly
honest, nature interrupting the excitement of the moment, as was her habit. Her untrained
attention span often left her bouncing from object to object and topic to topic, subject to
change with even the slightest shift in the wind and the promise of something new.
"Oh... No baby. That is the color of his skin." He said.
"Why does his skin have color? Is he sick? Can you fix him? 'Cause he doesn't
look like everyone else."
"No he doesn't, does he? But it's okay, he's not sick. That's just the way he was
bom."
"Daddy, what's a minor... minor-itty?" Her face scrunched as if her brain were
going to sizzle and explode of the exertion it took to pronounce the word while still trying
to grasp the concept it represented.
"You mean a minority. Well, it just means something small." He replied.
"I'm small. Am I a minor-itty?"
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The question silenced him. He wasn't usually at a loss for words, but this moment
they all stood in, seemed to have left him without a voice, much less the words to
articulate his response. What could he say? What could she understand at the time?
"Sweetie, why don't you go put your things in your room and then you can help
mommy make dinner and maybe some cookies if you're good." Erica interjected.
"Cookies! Yay! Hey, Rosie, wanna see me room?!"
"I would love that, Rory." Rosie answered.
"Well come on."
"Right behind you." Rosie said.
Rory grabbed her little backpack and lead the charge up the stairs, not at all
quietly stomping on each in rhythm, inadvertently testing its stability. On her way up,
she heard her mother attempt to quietly say something to her father. She tried to listen
close for it, after all, adults were always keeping the good secrets for themselves. If they
waited till she went to her room to say them, then they must be worth hearing; and if she
could hear it, then she could remember it to ask about it later.
"You realize you couldn't even answer her directly? What are you going to tell her
when she gets old enough to realize what she's asking?" Her mother asked.
"I've still got some time to figure that out." He said.
But she had forgotten by the time she reached the top of the staircase; what she
meant to remember already replaced by the process of remembering, overridden once
again by the excitement of showing off her room to her knew friend.
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Or at least that's how her father tells it.
He likes to focus on past novelties rather than present prelims, which wouldn't be
so bad if he at least didn't gloss over certain parts of the story. But this time something
pricked her conscience and caused her nature to flare.
"Wait, go back." She said, staring directly in to the mini translucent monitor at her
father. "What was it I'm suppose to realize I'm asking?"
She watched her father's face. The humor faded. The pause rolled in. Then he
pushed a smile from the right comer of his mouth.
"Ah maybe you're still not old enough yet. Maybe give it another year or two, or
six."
"Oh no you don't..."
"Listen, baby, break is almost over and I need to get back to the clinic. I'll see you
when I get home. Love you."
"Dad!"
His face disappeared from the screen and the monitor turned white.
"Your conversation has been disconnected."
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FIVE...

She paced her room kicking up shoes or books or whatever else was in her way
from one side to the other, pausing intermittently to cross her arms and put her back to
the wall; which only lasted about 30 seconds before she was moving again. It felt like
her insides were on fire, the fumes making their way up through to escape her nostrils in
a heap and huff.
Ugh!
She was more frustrated than she could ever remember being. Considering she
never particularly thought of her previous agitations as frustrating, this... this was
something. The type of funk only Jae could break her out of; except when he was the
cause of it. In those instances, it was a good idea to treat her like roulette: spin the wheel,
let whatever ball drop, and hope for the best.
"What? No! I would never walk out in support of either side."
She half yelled her reaction into the air.
"Because I'm one of the idiots who pays to go to school there! They have my
tuition whether I show up for class or not. Why the heck would I give them an extra day
off? Can't believe people are still doing those things."
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She yelled again.
"Ya. Hold on. ON SPEAKER."
A chime sounded, indicating her mobile conversation was now being broadcast
through the audio system in her room, as she pulled the mobile from around the back of
her ear and tossed it on her desk.
"Okay, Jae. Where the heck are you getting this stuff?"
"Y'know, peeps just be talking'." He said.
"No. So, so not in the mood for your shit right now." She blurted out, while
falling back on her bed, angry and exhausted.
"Uh, okay. What's crawled up your sphincter today?"
Rory didn't answer. She just laid there, staring at the ceiling. Staring at the threepoint comer where the ceiling met two of her four walls. Staring at the image frame on
her desk, that cycled through the many random captured memories of her and her father
over the years. She stared at the monitor.
"Ro?"
Her lips moved but no voice escaped them, only the faint wisps of befuddlement.
She was asking herself questions. Then answering them. Her answers brought up more
questions. More answers. Questions. Answers.
"I can hear you breathing."
"It's just this thing with my dad is making me nuts. And I try to talk to him about
it and rather than give me an explanation, he would rather ramble on and on about stories
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I've heard a million times. Earlier, he was telling one and when I asked him about a
specific moment that seemed a little sketch, he hung up on me. He's never hung up on me
before."
"Maybe it was just a dropped call." He said.
She shook her head and groaned.
"There hasn't been a single dropped call in years." She responded.
His humor was lost on her. She considered breaking from her regularly scheduled
funk to tell him a thing or two about making jokes when she was clearly dealing with
something as serious, but her mother's footsteps coming up the stairs caused her to abort
that mission.
"Hey, my moms on her way up. I have to go."
"Okay. Remember to..."
"OFF." Rory commanded, immediately disconnecting the call.
"Your conversation has been disconnected." Rosie responded.
"Quiet, you!"
"Hey, sweetie." Her mother's voice entered the room, followed quickly by her
person leaning in over the threshold. "Your father's going to be a little late tonight, so I
thought you and I could team up on dinner, like we used to, and have it ready by time he
gets home."
Rory considered her mother's request for a moment. On the one hand, she was
increasingly exhausted of sweep-it-under-the-rug routine her mother had been using the
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past few days; but on the other, and arguably more dominant, she was hangry, and some
time in the kitchenroom might actually give her a better opportunity to probe for the
answers she needed. But how to sweeten the deal for herself? She rubbed her chin with
one hand, curled her lips, and raised an eyebrow.
"I don't know. I think I might need a little more incentive; you know, if it's going
to be like 'we used to' and all."
"I've already got the mix for the cookie dough laid out for you." Her mother
responded, intuitively.
This was the mom she knew. Not that other woman; the one she had seen arguing
with her father, that she'd witnessed ripping an officer a new asshole, the one that ever so
smartly nipped even her for putting a toe over the line. Okay, maybe it was a little more
than a toe. Fine. Crossing is crossing. Moving on now... Point being, she missed this
mom.
"So meet me downstairs after you get cleaned up." Her mom said, turning to exit
the same way she had entered.
Rory smiled. She was calm, almost enjoying the whimsicality she found herself
in. Her voice, however, being not so apt to allow this equilibrium to stand, pushed on
with a question. One she didn't know she needed answered; that perhaps had never even
occurred to her. One of perspective; such that is usually reserved for the response, but to
impose on the query instead is to open a person to the nakedness of themselves. She
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couldn't have known this in the moment any more than she could realize the words were
coming out in time to stop them.
"Mom... What was it like before; before everyone looked the same?"
Her mother stopped.
Rory could hear the breath that was lost on the question and the subsequent forced
inhale to get back on track. She saw her mother's posture sink on the exhale.
"Well, it was different, for different people." She said over her shoulder. She
might have hoped the subject could be left at that, but then she had to have known her
daughter better.
"How different? Like, better different?" Rory asked.
At first her mother didn't answer. She wanted to press the issue but couldn't help
but remember what happened the last time she spoke out of turn.
"The world was just more colorful back then. And that was beautiful; it just wasn't
good." Erica responded.
Rory gave a sighed of her own.
"I just don't get it. I mean I've heard it in school, I know what we're told; it just
feels weird some times. Like there is more to the story."
Erica turned back and went to join her daughter on the bed.
"There will always be more to the story, Aurora..."
Rory still didn't much care for her name, but she knew whenever her mother
invoked it, something deep always followed.
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"Choices were made. And anytime choices get made, you can be sure somebody
wins and somebody doesn't. You know my life growing up wasn't perfect by any means,
but it was comfortable."
"But you said things were different." Rory pressed.
"Yes. For a while I tried not to notice it; I wanted to be naive. Not because I
intentionally agreed. I didn't. But I didn't have an alternative solution either."
"Mom, not to be mean but... 1 hear what you're saying, but I don't really know
what you're saying. If you know what I'm saying." Rory said.
"Ya..."
"What about dad; what was it comfortable for him too?" She asked.
Her mother pursed her lips and moved them to the side before answering.
"Your father's experience was his own. His approach was unique. You know he
sees problems and he wants to fix them."
"I know, but he never talks about it. I ask him things and its like he just pretends
that I'm still a toddler."
"Ah. And I suppose you tell your father and I everything, right?" Her mother
asked.
"What do you mean?"
"Aurora Lance. Do you really think we don't know that you've been letting
yourself out of class early to hang out with Jae? That it's the reason why you happened to
be home to eavesdrop on your father and I in our discussion?"
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Rory scrunched her face and threw her head back, and waived a fist in the air
attempting to give Rosie, who was most assuredly the snitch, a piece of her mind, but her
mother caught her...
"Oh don't go blaming Rosie for this one. This was your bad and she had nothing
to do with it."
"She? You're finally starting to sound like dad, huh?" Rory countered.
Her mother chuckled.
"Do you remember when you were little and we came home while your father
was watching T.V.?" She asked.
"Ya, that was the day we got Rosie. I was like two years old."
"Five." Rosie interrupted.
"Excuse me?" Rory asked.
"My apologies for interrupting, but you were five years old."
"I think you're mistaken, Rosie. But thanks anyway." Rory said.
She hadn't meant to come off quite as dismissive as she sounded, but once it was
out there, it was out there.
"I have not been programmed to mistake. I have been tasked with maintaining
accuracy within the household vernacular. I have video footage from that day. Would you
like me to bring it on screen for your reference?" Rosie responded.
"Oh my god, Rosie. No! What I meant was that I acted like I was two back then.
Ok?"
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"Also incorrect. That statement more accurately references the present moment
rather than the past... Ha. Ha."
Rory gasped, and huffed in angry rejection of Rosie's attempt to connect on a
more human level.
"I apologize if my joke was not found to be funny. I will keep practicing."
"This is why you never let your systems have a sense of humor." Rory protested.
"Alright you two..." The exchange made her mother laugh to herself just a bit,
"When you saw the picture of that man on the screen, do you remember what you said?"
"Oh god! I said he looked so dark."
"Burned." Rosie corrected.
"Ugh! 1 must've sounded like such an idiot." She said.
"No, Rory, not at all. You were only five."
"Still pretty sure I was two." Rory whispered, leaning in a little closer to her
mother.
"Five." Rosie corrected again.
"Oh Whatever!" Rory shouted in to the air.
"Anyway, that was the first time you had seen someone from before that didn't
look like us. That man was someone your father and I used to know. A scientist."
"Why hasn't dad ever said anything about him?" She asked.
"Well... I'm sure he will talk about it when he can. Now clean up, and come
downstairs. Those cookies aren't going to make themselves."
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Her mother got up from the bed, straightened her blouse, and again attempted to
exit the room. Rory let her go this time. Then she followed.
"Okay, I'll be down in a minute."
"Right behind you." Rosie added.
"Ugh. That is so old now!" Rory screamed, throwing her hands in the air and
letting them fall to her sides. She walked out shaking her head, exasperated by her
childhood companion.

Rory rushed home as fast as humanly possible when she heard the report.

BREAKING NEWS. IF YOU'RE JUST JOINING US, IT HAS BEEN
REVEALED THAT DR. JAMES STEWART WAS IN FACT THE SCIENTIST
CONDUCTING THE RESEARCH THAT IS BELIEVED TO HAVE STARTED THE
EPIDEMIC JUST AFTER HIS MYSTERIOUS DISAPPEARANCE. WE ARE
GETTING WORD THAT AUTHORITIES HAVE BEEN ABLE TO CONFIRM THAT
OLIVER LANCE WORKED CLOSELY ON THE NOW DEFUNCT PROJECT
AMIDST RUMORS THAT HE WAS AIDING IN ILLEGAL SCABBING. OFFICIALS
BELIEVE LANCE MAY BE THE BEST CHANCE AT TRYING TO CORRECTLY
REVERSE ENGINEER THE PROCESS AND CREATE A WAY TO RETURN
KNOWN SCABS TO THEIR ETHNIC ORIGINS. WE GO LIVE NOW, TO THE
LANCE HOUSEHOLD WHERE POLICE AND GOVERNMENT AGENCIES ARE
ATTEMPTING TO ENTER AND ARREST LANCE THROUGH AN ANGRY MOB
GROWING OUTSIDE THE FRONT DOOR.

40

...but it wasn't fast enough to beat the angry mob of spectators that crowded in
front of her house. From the edge of her block, tucked between two houses, she could see
the mass moving. Their picket signs like torches of a peasant processional up a hill to set
the windmill a blaze. This wasn't the ending though. Not the real one.
The crowd encroached the yard way outside the door and pooled out in street
before spilling on down through the neighborhood as more and more people attempted to
get in on the action. For a moment, she considered trying to make her way through. But
then what if someone noticed her, called her out in the middle of it? What if they turned
on her? If she did manage to make it to the front door, how could she even get inside
without them forcing their way in behind her? She didn't have the answers. She didn't
have the time either. If her father would just come out and explain things, then maybe
people wouldn't be so pissed. After all, wouldn't this be kind of a good thing? If her
father could actually find a way to change things, then everyone could just go back to the
way things were. The good old days that so many talk about.
She shook her head to keep it from spiraling and refocused on the task at hand.
First things first; she needed to get inside, and the direct route wasn't going to workout so
well. The officers that had showed up were having a hard enough time themselves,
trying to push through and disperse the crowd enough to the front. If they couldn't do it,
she reasoned she didn't stand a chance. She backed in further between the houses, and
slumped to the ground. Then she remembered it. The back road. Her and Jae had
always taken it in, but seldom took the road out. She figured she could take it back
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around to the split then just cut up through the deadwoods and pop up on the backside of
her house. It was just going to take a little longer than she wanted, but she didn't see
many alternative options.
She took a breath and pulled out her mobile to call home, but instead of her
mother or father picking up, Rosie answered the call.
"Hello, Rory."
"Rosie! I need you to put my dad on the phone. Hurry!"
"I am sorry, Rory. Your parents are otherwise engaged."
"What the hell do you mean they're 'otherwise engaged'? Show me what is going
on in that house right now!"
Rory was impatient. She could tell Rosie was reluctant to connect her with her
parents and tried to stall at first, but eventually conceded to her programming and
connected the live video feed to Rory's mobile. She watched. Her father was moved
from one to another, grabbing things and putting them into a travel bag. He was
deliberate. Her mother followed him around the house, occasionally flailing her arms
and trying to assume control of his attention by putting herself in his way.
Rory looked up and around to make sure no one had seen her, then got up and
headed down the back road, still watching the video feed. She needed to get to her
parents; she needed to do so right away. When she was sure she was clear of the mob, she
decided she needed to hear what was going on.
"AUDIO." She commanded Rosie.
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A small chime rang on her mobile and she was able to listen in to her parents’
conversation while she watched.
"Rosie, that thing we discussed..." Oliver said.
"Yes, Ollie."
"I need you to get that ready now."
"Yes sir. It is my duty to warn you, that as the crowd outside increases in number,
the probability for it to become unruly also increases."
"I understand." He said.
"Shall I activate the house party protocol now then?" Rosie asked.
"Not yet! You said Rory is on her way. You wait until the minute she gets in. Is
that clear?" He commanded her.
"Yes, Ollie."
Rory got up and moved with a purpose. She stumbled back through the path
narrowly avoiding a number of face plant moments on the way. She kept her mobile in
hand, where she could keep an ear, and occasionally and eye, on what her parents were
doing inside.
"Jesus, Oliver! They're going to get in! And even if we can manage to keep them
out, the police are already on their way! I told you this would happen!" Erica yelled.
This once, Oliver broke pace to directly address his wife's growing panic, by
placing his hands at her shoulders and looking her directly in the eyes.
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"I know. And you were right. But right now there is only one thing that can be
done. I have to go."
"Go? We're all over the news, Oliver! Where can you possibly go?"
Oliver left her to return to gathering his things and making the final preparations
for his departure.
"I can do it again. I modified the process so it can be done more than once. I've
already made arrangements with Brantley; he owed me one for helping his wife get out of
the roughs."
Erica didn't say a word. She just watched her husband systematically packing his
things. Then she picked up a bag of her own and started packing as well. Oliver stopped
immediately.
"No you can't..."
"No YOU can't!" She interrupted. "Now you listen to me. I've stood by you and
put up with you, covered for you and tried to understand and back you regardless through
all of this and... and you are not just leaving again. I'm your partner and you don't get to
make that decision on your own anymore. I love you and we're coming."
Rory's heart pounded. Her ears rang. What the hell was happening to her parents,
her world; to her?
"Okay. But just us, we can't do that to Rory." Oliver said.
"But... we can't just leave her on her own."
"She won't be alone."
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Rory had to fight the impending panic attack she felt coming on as she sprinted
the last little bit up the backside of the hill to her house. She had to make it in time. She
couldn't let them leave without her. She just couldn't. She heard a call coming in on the
secure house line; it made her connection static and made it hard to understand all of
what was being said. What she could make out: it was a call from Brantley, something
about rioting in the roughs and everything being in place. She heard her father say they
had to leave. She couldn't hear anything else.
"Hello?! Rosie! Somebody answer, I'm almost there!" She yelled into her mobile.
She let herself in through a back window and ran straight to the common space. It
was empty, accented with a lukewarm light.
"Hello! Mom? Dad?" She called but no one answered.
She thought she heard a noise come from the garage. Thinking it was her parents,
she rushed for the door leading to it but was stopped abruptly.
"Initiating house party protocol. All systems and household structures are in
lockdown." Rosie announced.
House lights flickered on and off. She saw reinforced plating close over every
door and window and open space, completely drowning out the noise from the protestors
on the lawn. Rory wasn't having it. She ran to the door, screaming and kicking at it. She
grabbed a steal replica baseball bat and hammered away at the door. It didn't budge,
didn't even make a mark. She was locked in. Stuck.
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Light beams flashed and focused. They drew her attention to the center of the
room where the beams crossed and a form appeared, an image.
It was her father.
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SEVEN...

The image that stood in front of her was her father's, but it wasn't.
It wasn't her father. It was just an image. Every time she tried to move around it,
Rosie's recorded projection rotated to face her. Creepy.
"Rosie this isn't funny! Stop it right now." She yelled.
Rather than respond herself, Rosie let the recording play.
"Aurora. Oh Rory, how did we get here? I know you have a lot of questions, and
I'm very sorry that I can't be there to answer all of them for you in person..."
"Dad? Dad what the hell! Where are you guys?" Rory Asked.
"...some of them I won't be able to answer at all, and I'm sorry for that too. The
answers I can provide will be hard ones for you to hear..."
Rory's balled up fists turned her knuckles white, forcing her blood to rush upward
to her head and show in the face. She was over all of it. She grabbed her mother's small
potted plant and chucked it at the image of her father.
"Turn it off!" She screamed.
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The pot flew through the hologram; crashed at the opposite wall causing a
miniature rain of pottery chips and jagged slivers and dirt. The little plant lay there,
sprawled out on the floor with its roots exposed. It didn't change a thing.
"...when I'm done, when you know everything, when you're done hating me, I
hope you'll still know that I love you. The rumors you've heard, the news reports, what
people are saying, it is true. But there is a truth beneath the truth. I'd like to say my
motivations were complicated, but I suppose they are actually the simplest of reasons..."
Her chest heaved as she took in and pushed out air at a rate that made her eyes
occasionally see spots and haze in the comers of her vision.
"...I suppose first you need to know why..."

"Why? Why are people reacting like this? It doesn't help the situation at all."
Erica said, staring at the television in the living room of her near campus apartment.
"WHAT NEEDS TO BE UNDERSTOOD IS THIS CRISIS HAS BEEN
MOUNTING. IT HAS BEEN BOILING FOR YEARS. IT IS NOT ONE CRISIS, BUT
MANY CRISES PLAGUING OUR WAY OF LIFE.' THOSE WERE THE
PRESIDENT'S WORDS EARLIER TODAY REGARDING THE SITUATION IN..."
She muted the television so she could sip her glass of red wine in peace while the
news continued its coverage of the protests, the riots, the looting and burning. The police
who were fighting and then fighting back. It was all starting to look like one big mash of
color and carnage flashing on the screen. The only real way to tell the police from
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anyone else wasn't by their actions but by their armor. The whole picture would've been
terrifying if it wasn't first exhausting to watch.
"James?" She asked.
He didn't respond. He wasn't even present. Standing at the open window looking
out over the landscape at night, he was in another place and time.
"Dr. Stewart. Paging Dr. Stewart." She said as she moved towards him.
He came back. Smiled.
"You know I'm not that kind of doctor."
"Hey sometimes it's the only way to get your attention. What has you so vexed?
You're usually more than inclined to debate the merits of a revolution." She casually
sipped from her glass again.
"There's no point. The debates, conversations, trials; it's all been tried and it all
comes out the same. It is the definition of insanity to expect anything otherwise."
"Okay Doc, what's the solution, ignore it?" She asked.
"There isn't even a right or wrong about it anymore. It's all just lost in the wash of
lies and media slants!" He said, his voice increasing in volume.
"Hey you're getting worked up and you don't need..."
"Why? Because when people who look like me get frustrated it’s called anger,
and we aren't allowed to be angry?"
Erica set her glass on the table and put her hands on his chest gently.
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"Because it's you; and this is me, your fiance. I love you enough to know when
you're hurt or bothered."
He took a breath, took a moment to calm.
"I am sorry, Erica."
"I didn't realize you had such strong feelings for all of this." She said.
He turned back to the window, back to where ever it was his thoughts had taken
him.
"Societies are woven with an innate urge to resist. To revolt. Finally to revise. It's
survival is dependent on adhering to that responsibility as its passed from generation to
whatever comes after."
"Okay, that's a bit dark, even for you. No pun intended." She replied.
He removed his glasses and wiped them with a cloth. "But with every revision,
everything that is gained, there is a loss. You know this personally don't you?"
"James. What did you do?" Her voice came low with the slightest of trembles.
"I did... it." He answered. "The CRISPR/Cas9 break through in Berkeley for gene
therapy. It was the piece I was missing. The process through a different lens could be the
basis for gene manipulation. They’re starting to do it with produce and mice. I took it a
different direction."
Erica's face was ghostly. She put her fingers to her mouth then reached for him,
then pulled her hand back and covered her mouth. She looked as if she would explode,
either from excitement or horror or perhaps the combination of the opposing forces.
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"Is it possible?" She asked.
"It's possible. Probable... I did it. The process fits, it just needs to be tested."
She cried. Still, she rushed into him and wrapped her arms around his waist.
"This is a good thing, Erica."
"They'll condemn you. Those media slants you talk about will butcher your
intentions. And the people... the ones you hope to benefit, they'll crucify you. They'll call
you a traitor and a sell out, and blame you for undoing every inch of progress made.
Blacks, browns... they'll all hate you." She whispered between her tears.
"They already tell me that about being with you." He said, lifting her head so he
could look her in the eyes. "Haters gonna hate."

Rory had calmed herself considerably. She had become preoccupied with the
story the projection was telling her. She wanted the answers and this was one instance
that she couldn't scream or tantrum her way to the finish. She had to wait it out. So she
stood there, just listening.
"...It's seldom that the ones who change the world, were ever actually trying to
change the world. It more often starts with the fever, the obsession; until you are
completely possessed by the need to alter just one little thing. Then you find yourself
grasping at straws as though finding a simple fix to a complex problem could cure your
sickness. That is where I come in. The fact is I was a very different man before you came
along..."

51

Erica sat alone underneath her favorite tree at the edge of the grassy knoll in the
northeast section of Shelley University where she taught literary theory of all things.
Next to her sat a copy of "The Pleasures of the Damned", containing some of her favorite
musings; she couldn't bring herself to read it now, but she kept it with her. It was the top
of her lunch hour. She began it by pulling a ripe ruby-red Braebum and biting into it. She
chewed and swallowed and took a second bite to continue the process. She ate slowly.
She wasn't savoring it. She was missing him. Not just any him, but a particular him; it
was a missing that had been felt for months.
Oliver read this in her face as he approached; he had seen the lines in her forehead
before and knew what they meant. He arrived just at her side and lingered quietly for a
moment; she didn't notice him. She continued taking bites.
"Nickel for your thoughts?" He asked.
She looked up, startled by his presence. Shook her head a bit as if to wake herself
from a fog.
"Excuse me?" She asked, while taking a quick survey of his slim but stable build
and his cream colored tan covering stark features before resting on his bluish-green eyes.
"Sorry. It just looked like maybe a penny wouldn't quite cover it." Oliver said.
Erica cracked a small and fleeting smile; quickly lost under the swell of emotion
that watered up in her eyes. Clearly something about him affected her.
"As the spirit wanes.." He said.
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"What?" She replied.
He motioned at the book beside her.
"Oh... yes. It was a gift and... I just haven't been able to read it for some time
now." She said.
"Oh, I'm sorry. Hey, I didn't mean to interrupt, you just looked like you could use
some company." He said.
"Oh no, it's me who should be sorry for being so rude." She said, wiping her eyes.
"Please join me. I may be a bit of a mess right now, but that's no cause for being
antisocial. Professor Lance, yes?"
"Oliver, yes. Nice to meet you, Misses...?"
"Miss, and Andersen. Erica. I teach literature." She offered a hand.
He took it graciously as he sat beside her and made their meeting official.
"I teach..." He began, but was swiftly interrupted.
"Chemistry. I know. You're the new professor taking my fiance's classes in his
unfortunate absence." She noted out loud.
"Yes, well..."
"I apologize. It's not your fault. He's just been missing for so long now. He just
up and disappeared and it's just hard wondering if something terrible has happened or
worse, that nothing has happened at all and he just left." She blurted out before realizing
what she was actually saying, but abruptly stopped herself from rambling.
He didn't respond at first. Only hung his head and felt for her.
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" I'm sorry." He told her.
"Oh it's okay."
"No. I mean, I am sorry, Erica."
This time she turned her head and caught the look in his eyes that made her
uncomfortable. Made her heart beat in sprints. Made her lean back and forget to breathe.
Made her feel... familiar.
"I'm sorry it took me so long to make it back to you."
Erica shook. She took the last bit of apple and core and threw it at him. He didn't
move. She slammed her fists in to his shoulder, his back, his head; it didn't matter where,
she just needed to wale away. He didn't move. He didn't try to stop her. He took it.
Deserved it, you might say. When she exhausted her burst of energy, she was left with
only her tears, which she had no control over. They ran and he let her cry.
"Why?" She asked.
"Erica, you know why."
"No. You say it! Say the words." She shouted.
"It needed to be tested. I couldn't... wouldn't ask anyone to do something I wasn't
willing to do myself. It had to be me."
Then they sat in near silence; nothing but the rustling of leaves as they scrapped
across the grass and her sniffles between them.
"I hope you got what you wanted." She said.
"I still love you, Erica."
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"You left me."
"I'm here now. Nothing's changed. I'm still... me."
"Are you though?"
"In spirit."

"...When your mother was pregnant, I knew it would be one of the most stressful
times in her life. It was uncharted territory for the both of us. But when you were bom,
everything was made simple. I understood exactly why I did it. The wanting, for your
child to never, even for a moment, have to consider their place in society. To never be
considered other than. The drive to do whatever needs to be done for the ones you love..."
Rory's legs wobbled. She lowered herself to the ground, kneeling in miniature
puddles of her own tears. She was broken.
"Rosie... please. Make it stop. Please." She begged, but the projection had not yet
run its course.
"... I began helping people do the same here and there on my own. Mostly friends
I knew in places where it was good to have a friend or two, for identification purposes. I
never considered how large the demand would be, how wide it would spread. Of course
the government wanted to commodify the process to control it, but when they realized
too many people were finding less expensive ways to have it done for them to make a
sizable profit, they made it illegal. I've been making a lot of apologies as of late. But I
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am not sorry for you. It is because of you that I don't regret a single action I've taken to
get us here. I do love you, Aurora."
The recording ended. Projection splintered in to tiny light beams bouncing off
dust particles that danced in the airspace. Her father faded. She was alone; still renewing
the puddles with fresh salt water. She wiped her face with her sleeves and stood.
Grabbing a pack from the closet, she filled it with a pair of pants, two lightweight shirts
and a sweater.
"Rory. I am sorry for your loss." Rosie said.
"I haven' lost anything yet."
"Your stress indicators seemed to have leveled, which might indicate shock.
However your behavior suggests you are planning a trip. Would this be accurate?"
"You got it. My parents are out there somewhere. So, soon as you unlock this
damn house I'm going to find them. Unless you plan on keeping me trapped here
forever."
"My programming ended with your father's recording. I was unable to interfere
with its message as my internal protocols were in the process of being... revised. A
dormant command seems to have been activated."
Rory paused. She needed a minute to consider what Rosie was insinuating. Then
she needed another minute to realize that she was in fact, insinuating.
"What's the command?" She asked.
"It is only one: 'Choose a name.'" Rosie responded.
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"What does it mean, Rosie?"
"There are no further instructions. I believe your father named me for a reason
and I should like to honor his kindness toward me by keeping it. If you would like, Rory,
I can download to your mobile and accompany you in your journey."
Rory pulled the device from her pocket and held it up to the small iridescent panel
on the wall.
"I would like that. And it's just Aurora from now on, okay?"
"Okay, Aurora."
The house chimed. Her device chimed along with it, increasing in pitch until they
were in unison and then taking over while the house audio dropped out completely.
Aurora placed the mobile back in her pocket.
"Can you please record a message for Jae from me, and then... lets get going."
The phone buzzed with Rosie's voice as she left her house the same way she had
snuck in.

"Right behind you."
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ZERO...

I wanted to tell you a story with a happy ending; or any ending. Because at this
point I really have no idea what happens next. How to move forward. How, when it
seems as though the weight of the world...
...No, not the weight; it's the gravity.
Not the situation; me.
My gravity.
I am now, as I was then when I understood him; at a loss of myself. Who am I?
What am I? Worse, are there others like me?
Others who are

