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For Robert…who over the years has shown me exactly what it 
takes to be a superhero.  
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udson couldn’t help but smile at the drawing. Sure, it was 
creative. He propped his elbows onto the lunch table and 
examined it closer. He sat there chewing on his favorite 

pencil, the one he always gnawed on, the one that was most likely 
killing him by lead poisoning. The Harland University newspaper 
highlighted the headline: NEAR-MISS AT GENETICS LAB. 
Below the caption was a photo of broken, singed equipment 
scattered around the lab area. Hudson was clearly in the photo 
standing to the left, speaking with the insurance company about the 
incident. One of his coworkers had drawn soot all over him, hair 
standing on end, little riddles of flame dancing around his head. 

In reality, he didn’t need to teach. Sometimes, he couldn’t 
comprehend why he did it. It wasn’t for the money, that was for sure. 
Since Parliament had passed new education regulations, a professor’s 
salary wasn’t what it was in the old days, the good old days. They called 
it “lowering cost/increasing efficiency.” Hudson called it “screwing 
the teachers.” Fortunately, with taking the Vice President position at 
Inron Genetics ten years before, he didn’t worry so much about his 
financial situation. He was the all-star scientist, the genius playboy, 
the kid who had solved the enigmatic equation that allowed HRV-
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EST to come to life. It was all part of control, but control didn’t 
begin with HRV-EST. 

Control started with Ophelia Keating. 
After the death of President Collins, Keating’s rise to power was 

swift. Her popularity with the frightened and weak propelled her to 
the top of the election ballot. She emerged a hero from a war she 
never fought, at least that’s what Hudson suspected. And Keating 
had ideas—many ideas—concepts that made the world a safer, 
better place. The first thing to cause rumblings through society was 
the intention to join the world’s governments into a single working 
body called Parliament. There would no longer be an America, or a 
Canada, or a United Kingdom, but a collective, unified body. The 
currencies of the world would be combined into a single measure 
known as Centicoin for ease of use and the good of all. The newfound 
intercontinental peace easily sold the illusion of planetary unity to 
the people of Earth. 

Next in the line of novelties, the Biotic Scan Chip, or BSC. All 
citizens underwent implantation, and all children received them at 
birth. Contained in one’s right wrist, the chip contained all 
information about a person—medical and dental records, school 
history, working resume, and financial data. BSC was the only 
method of payment to purchase any goods, and wages were loaded 
twice each month. Parliament denied the chips carried the ability 
track or monitor citizens, but most secretly suspected otherwise. 

Even those in favor of earlier changes admitted surprise with the 
introduction of Global Population Control. Parliament partnered with 
Evolution Service Technologies to begin the worldwide initiative 
called the Human Reproductive Vector intended to regulate the 
birthrate, referred to as HRV-EST. The world’s citizens reported to 
be “immunized” against free reproduction. To qualify for children, 
applicants completed an examination to obtain a proper birthing 
license. Parliament said the program was a means of ensuring those 
who had children could take care of them, a platform where children 
were not born but grown. It would control the financial crisis for 
abandoned children and limit the growing number of abuse cases 
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across the globe. “All children would have a happy home.” 
Yes, that’s what Parliament said. 
HRV-EST encountered much difficulty getting off the ground. 

The young Hudson received a call from his Director instructing him 
to host a weeklong brainstorming session to uncover the missing 
equation causing the embryos generated to die mere weeks after 
genetic conception. After over three days of calculation, a total of 
fifty hours, Hudson found the missing key himself, an 
accomplishment he lived to regret. And though Parliament delivered 
the HRV-EST program to the planet in a positive light, like most 
things that involved the government, it soon became corrupted. 
Those with the most coin got the best offspring. HRV-EST became 
an embryonic “chop-shop” where parents genetically engineered the 
perfect child. They paid to custom-tailor children with preferred 
intellect, look, and physical ability. Those without the funds to do so 
received the lesser genomes. And it was all thanks to the young and 
talented Doctor Andre Hudson, who became affluent from his 
repentant accomplishment. 

To Hudson, though, life was more than wealth, more than 
Centicoin, more than the material. That’s why teaching was so 
important. He continued education because being around the 
students kept him young; and now in his mid-forties, he needed as 
much rejuvenation as he could collect. There was nothing worse 
than getting older while aimlessly adrift in a sea of regret. Long ago, 
when he was younger, he had been something much more than a 
genius. He possessed something far more valuable than Centicoin, 
greater than attractiveness, grander than repute. He was part of 
something bigger, and he owed his existence to a man named Steve 
Sutherland. 

Hudson could recall it so vividly. He was fourteen and in the 
gutter. He was an orphan brat who listened to no one, too smart for 
his own good. The only things he knew how to do were fight and 
steal, and he did both admirably. He invented the most creative ways 
to avoid responsibility. Escaping from a broken home, he learned 
early on to depend on himself. He had survived on the streets since 
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he was nine years old. He fell in with the wrong crowd and became 
part of the ACE Gang, a young group of thieves organized by the 
very shady, Evelyn Karns, better known as the Madame. Evelyn was 
quite an industrious woman. In her mid-fifties, she had a plethora of 
employees who worked in her organization stealing and selling 
everything from cars, to drugs, to sex, even human organs. 

While Evelyn was evil, she was not without integrity. She never 
allowed the kids to be associated with employees who pushed drugs 
or flesh. If you completed a hit around a child, you’d soon go missing 
yourself. Cursing around the children could get your knuckles 
broken. Kids ate first, and sometimes best. If you were one of 
Evelyn’s children, you were indeed one of Evelyn’s children. All 
children got cake for their birthday, a stocking at Christmas, and a 
chocolate rabbit for Easter. If a kid betrayed her, they received the 
most horrific punishment of all—banishment from the 
underground. And if you knew what was good for you, you would 
skip town altogether. If you were irresponsible enough to remain in 
Seventh City, you would become a target when you came of age. 
After all, adults were fair game. However, as long as you were young, 
you were safe—in most ways, at least. 

The ACE Gang was her little band of car thieves, her ratty 
pickpockets who would break your fingers to steal your wallet, and 
Andre Hudson was one of her favorites. One fateful night Hudson 
attempted to pick the pocket of a wealthy young doctor leaving one 
of the most exorbitant hotels in the city. The guy looked familiar, 
though Andre didn’t realize why. The man left the hotel and walked 
down the block, most likely on his way to dinner with a gorgeous 
woman. And Andre followed the man. He looked to be around his 
early to mid-twenties, tall, handsome, and rather surreptitious. Andre 
transformed into the man’s little shadow that night, lurking mere feet 
from him, yet miles away. He watched the man take out a thick, black 
leather wallet and throw money around as if it meant nothing at all. 
Andre was sure to score big; wouldn’t Evelyn be pleased? 

As the two made their way down busy 9th Avenue, Andre saw his 
window of opportunity. The surrounding crowd would make it easy 
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for him to snatch that thick leather wallet from the man’s coat pocket 
before he could realize what happened. Andre remained close to 
him, but far enough away to go unnoticed. It was an old trick 
performed by many thieves, one Andre mastered. As they rounded 
the corner, if Andre could get close enough to the man he could 
snatch the wallet and scurry into the darkness undetected. Making 
their way to the intersection of Avenue C, Andre knew he would 
have his chance. He stretched out his hand to snatch his prize, 
grasping nothing, falling deep into the darkness. 

When Andre opened his heavy eyes, he found himself bound to 
an elegant wooden chair in a dark library with books lining shelves 
to the vaulted ceiling. The only light in the room was a fireplace that 
roared before him. A chemical odor saturated his sinuses. He shook 
his head, trying to throw the grogginess from his mind. 

“It’ll wear off,” said someone from the shadows. The stranger 
picked up a large crystal bottle of bourbon and poured himself a 
drink. Then, he poured a glass of ice water. “It’s a concoction I 
made—a combination of chloroform on an ether base, but not as 
heavy.” He sat the pitcher down. “I’m a doctor—I can deal with 
blood and guts. But for some reason I just can’t stand to see people 
puke. Depending upon what they’ve eaten it can be a bitch to get 
out of the carpet.” 

Andre didn’t respond to the stranger. Through the fading haze, 
he saw a man step into the firelight, his suave gentleman from the 
street. “Who are you?” 

“Dr. Steve B. Sutherland,” the man said as he reached to shake 
Andre’s hand. “Oh, sorry.” Steve winked and unbound the boy’s 
arms. It happened so quickly that he could barely see Andre, who 
bolted from the room with cat-like reflexes. Still disoriented, Andre 
muddled through the maze of the mansion, knocking over vases, 
shelves, and running into walls. His mind felt foggy, disconnected, 
separated from the rest of his body, but he had to get away. As he 
fumbled down the steps, he ran headfirst into an older woman 
carrying a wide, silver tray that just happened to smell fantastic. He 
stumbled backwards and braced himself on the railing of the grand 
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staircase. 
“Mister Hudson!” the woman exclaimed, causing Andre to stop 

cold. “Child! You need to calm down before you break a bone or 
something.” 

“Or his neck. This vase was three grand, Martha,” Steve called 
from the top of the stairs. 

Andre stood there bewildered. Why weren’t they rushing him? 
Why didn’t they try to stop him? How did they know his name? 

“Here, honey, you need to eat something. I made you some 
spaghetti.” 

Andre didn’t say a word. 
Steve began to stroll slowly down the stairs with a defeated look 

in his eyes. He sighed. “At least eat before you go, Mr. Hudson.” 
Andre couldn’t deny that the food smelled delicious, and he 

hadn’t eaten all day. Cautiously, he followed Martha and Steve down 
the stairs and through the large dining room to the kitchen where 
the three of them took a seat. He examined the spaghetti for a 
moment, eyeing it with suspicious evaluation, combing through it 
with the heavy silver fork. 

“Kid, it’s fine. Eat,” Steve chuckled. 
Martha sat there waiting for Andre to give her food a taste, 

wanting to see the boy’s face. It was always the “first-bite 
expression” that Martha loved. It was an unspoken gratitude, 
validation for her hard work at the oven. Without a doubt, it had to 
be the best spaghetti Andre had ever eaten. 

“Well… how is it?” she asked with a smile, already knowing the 
answer. 

“Goodff,” mumbled Andre through his stuffed mouth. 
Martha patted Andre’s hand, smiled, and then stood up to begin 

straightening the kitchen. Steve then took the seat across from him. 
“That’s my main woman, Martha.” Andre looked at Steve with 
suspicion and then back down his plate. “Why were you going to 
steal from me?” 

“I wasn’t. And this is kidnapping,” Andre lied. Just call the damn 
cops, already, he thought. 
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“Brother, come on. Get over it. I know who you are, and I know 
who you work for. So, don’t give me that innocent shi…” 

“Steve!” Martha hissed from the kitchen. 
“… stuff.” 
Andre sat back, his stomach full. It was obvious this Steve fellow 

was onto him. There was no point in continuing the charade. “Okay. 
Fine! You got me. Call the police and let’s get this over with.” 

“But I don’t want to call the police.” 
“Then, what do you want?” 
Steve sat for a moment, thumbing the dark soul patch under his 

bottom lip. “I need your help.” 
“And why would I help you?” Andre said with a snort. 
“Because you’re too smart to be a hoodlum for the rest of your 

life and too stupid to realize it.” 
Andre sat there for a moment staring into Steve’s eyes. “So, what 

kind of help do you need from a boy? You some kinda freak?” 
“Don’t flatter yourself, kid. Consider it…a job, if you will.” 
Andre thought for a moment. “And just how much does this job 

pay?” 
Steve smiled. “Nothing.” He leaned forward, placing his elbows 

on the table. “I thought you would just do it out of the goodness of 
your heart.” 

Andre laughed. “So, a ‘good deed.’” 
“Affirmative,” said Steve with a smile. 
Affirmative. The word would prove to be Steve’s favorite term, his 

slogan. Everyone came to realize that a simple “yes” wasn’t in Steve 
Sutherland’s vocabulary. 

Andre took a sip of his milk. “And what do I need to do?” 
Steve leaned in. “I want you to help me take down the Madame.” 
Andre gave him a blank look and then spat out a boisterous 

laugh. “Man, you’re freakin’ nuts. Look, it was nice to meet you and 
all, but I think you need to show me the way out of this place.” 

“Look, she’s going down regardless.” 
“Then, you can do it without me.” 
“Affirmative, but I could do it sooner with you.” 
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Andre got up from the table and shook his head. “Like I said. I 
need to go.” 

“To what? What do you need to go to?” Steve said as he sat back. 
“My life? Hello?” 
“What life?” 
And as Andre began to open his mouth to shout one of a 

hundred possible snarky remarks, he wasn’t so certain of his life 
anymore. What was he to say, that he was going back to his 
glamorous life of petty thievery? To no family—no mother, father, 
education, and no real home? Andre shrugged. “Listen, just who the 
hell are you anyway, man?” he barked as he put his coat around his 
shoulders. “Are you, like, FBI or something?” 

“No.” 
“Then, why don’t you let the cops do the bang-up job they’re 

doing already and leave it alone? Who do you think you are?” Andre 
turned and began to march away. 

“Are you leaving, honey?” Martha said walking back into the 
main kitchen. 

“Affirmative,” Andre spat with snide indignation. 
Steve smiled and sighed. He rubbed the weariness from his face 

and said, “Fine… okay. But, before you go I want to show you 
something.” 

Andre smiled in a dismissive fashion and nodded his head. If it 
would get him out of that house, he was all for it. He followed Steve 
back to the upstairs library, the place where the adventure began. 
Steve walked to the far bookshelf and took hold of a large black 
book that lit up with life, scanning his palm. 

“Access granted,” said the reverberating systemic voice as the 
bulky shelf moved forward and slid open. Inside was a large room 
that appeared to be some high-tech, scientific laboratory full of 
computers and gadgets of every make and model. They stepped in 
to see a glass display case rising from the floor. As the case turned, 
Andre saw something inside, like a suit or uniform. It looked like a 
cross between a robotic android and a suit of armor. It had a steel-
clad vest, and in its center was an emblem—a red letter F atop a blue 
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star, surrounded by a grayish-white circle. One gauntlet was a 
complete mechanical glove, and the other was a large cuff that 
extended up the forearm. The massive legs and boots of the suit 
possessed gears and hydraulic levers. The whole outfit was bright 
chrome with red adornments. Andre knew of just one person who 
wore a suite like that. 

“Dude,” he said in awe. “You are Wrath…?” 
 
 
 
“I think they did a good job, don’t you?” 
The voice shook Hudson from his daydream. He turned around 

to see Sheila Copeland, one of the lead lab technicians, standing 
beside him. “What?” 

“Your fifteen minutes of fame, there,” she replied pointing to the 
newspaper article of the university lab accident. 

“Oh! Oh, yeah. Jimmy’s handiwork, I presume?” 
“I was sworn to secrecy… but, yeah, it was Jim.” 
Hudson leaned back in the chair and rubbed his eyes. “I am ready 

for Friday.” He looked at the television hanging on the wall in the 
lunchroom. The news was aglow with coverage of the latest Scourge 
outbreak, the month’s economic review, and the upcoming 
Parliamental World Summit scheduled to take place toward the end 
of the summer, the first one of its kind to occur in years. 

“Me, too.” 
“Did we get the monthly EST report from the head office, yet?” 
“On your desk.” 
“Awesome.” 
“Oh, and you have visitor.” 
Hudson looked at her questionably. “Who?” 
“A Mr. Gunner? Some kid, I think maybe from your night class?” 
Hudson rolled his eyes. Oh yes, Damian Gunner…the inquisitive one. 

He had overlooked Damian’s request to speak to him after class. 
“Oh, God…I completely forgot.” He checked his watch. “I have a 
meeting in five minutes I cannot be late for. Could you tell him to 
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get with me tomorrow night after class? Tell him I promise!” 
“Will do,” Sheila replied. “But you’re going to have to start 

keeping promises at some point, Andre.” 
Hudson gathered his things and began to dash from the 

lunchroom. 
“Your pencil,” Sheila said with a smile as she picked up the chew 

toy in disgust. 
He ran back and took the pencil from her hand. 
“Your notebook.” 
Hudson smiled, rolled his eyes, and grabbed his notebook. As he 

started on his way once again, the news shifted to a breaking story 
that pulled at his attention when he heard the words, “We’re on site 
here are Alemede Component Company where fifty-two-year old 
Richard Lawrence was murdered this morning.” 

Buster? The only “Richard Lawrence” Hudson knew of was 
Buster from Alemede, one of the vendors where Inron got their 
genome mapping modules. As he stepped back and looked at the 
television, he saw firetrucks putting out residual flames that 
remained. Smoke bellowed from the upper doors and windows of 
Alemede. The reporter in the crisp gray suit held the microphone 
steady in front of a shaken young girl. 

“The alleged perpetrator of the crime is said to be Ellen Braxton, 
who started working at the company only weeks before.” The 
picture of a young, attractive girl with sandy-blonde hair appeared in 
the upper-left-hand corner of the screen. The reporter walked to 
another younger woman who was gnawing on a massive wad of gum. 
“We are here now with another employee of the company, Rosalie 
Miller. Rosalie, in your own words, what did you see?” asked the 
reporter. 

“Well, Ellie had just got into trouble for ruining a bunch of 
equipment, and Buster took her to the back to talk with her. We all 
stayed on the main floor and kept working.” The girl took the huge 
wad of gum from her mouth. “And then we heard this big ruckus. 
A group of us ran back to see what was going on and opened the 
door just in time to see her shocking the hell out of Buster. Just burnt 
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him to a crisp right there… like popcorn.” 
The girl’s nonchalant attitude toward the tragedy caused the 

reporter to shift with discomfort. “Yes, um…did you see what she 
used to attack him?” 

“Not clearly, no. But it was electrical, whatever it was. It was 
almost like she was made of electricity or something. It was all over 
her—big, bright blue sparks and stuff. It was wild. Burnt him like 
toast right there in front of us.” 

“Why do you think she would have attacked Mr. Lawrence?” 
Rosalie thought for a moment. “Well, some of the team thinks 

he was going to make her pay for the supply she ruined, so she took 
care of him.” The girl looked at the camera with a deep expression 
of sarcasm. “But… if you ask me, girl? I’d say he tried to get in her 
panties, just like that old pervert did most of us girls, and she wasn’t 
having any of that shit. Good for her! And I would have…” 

The reporter turned sharply, dragging the microphone away from 
Rosalie, who just kept rambling and shaking her head with attitude. 
“And that’s the story we have here so far. Richard ‘Buster’ Lawrence 
of Region H-64 was killed today in what some are calling an attempt 
to avoid liability, but what others are calling self-defense. Back to 
you, Edward.” 

Made of electricity. Hudson stood there unable to rip himself away 
from the floor. Big, bright blue sparks. Yes, he knew the blue sparks. 
He had witnessed them on numerous occasions. Could it be? 
“Voltage—electrical goddess, nice to meet you.” That’s how Vickie 
introduced herself the first time Hudson had laid eyes on her. He 
heard Vickie’s voice so clear it was as if she was standing right next 
to him whispering into his ear. He gave up hope a long time ago; a 
thick blanket of disillusionment and despair now covered all 
promise. But, if it were true—if the plan had worked—it meant the 
chance for revolution, for triumph… for resurrection. 

.  
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llen cowered in the alleyway clutching her bloody wrist. Her 
mind was running at full speed, nearly overheating. The 
tears stung her eyes. She was afraid, and she was completely 

alone. Though she knew her day wouldn’t overflow with delight, she 
thought it would at least be the typical day filled with mundane tasks 
and customary regret. She never thought it would end with 
culpability; she never thought it would end with murder. The day 
started just like any other day.   

“Get up, lazy ass!”  
Ellen lay still with her eyes closed tight, hoping he would simply 

disappear.  
“Do her hear me, girl? Get up!” With a final bang at the door, 

Eddie, her mother’s drunken slob of a boyfriend, staggered away. 
His was the last voice she wanted to hear during her perfect dream, 
that recurrent, magical dream, the one she experienced on regular 
occasion most of her life. In it, they were together, she and the 
mysterious boy, her prince with no face. She never saw his features, 
just his eyes, those big, ice-blue eyes. He was tall, and he was strong, 

E
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so very strong. Her fingers always wound up buried in his wavy, 
sandy-blonde hair. Oh, how he loved her, and she loved him.  

With a sigh, she tossed the musty blanket from her face and threw 
one leg to the floor. Though she barely recalled her father, she 
longed for him. She had been so young when he died, but without a 
doubt, things were better in those days, those days when blankets 
smelled fresh. She got up and looked at her reflection in the mirror. 
Her muddled hair would have to do. Her mother, Dahlia, had 
pressed her work uniform, which made Ellen smile. There it was 
hanging on the doorknob of her closet, fresh and clean. Dahlia was 
so proud that Ellen had landed such a prestigious job at Alemede 
Component Company, a notable technology corporation in Region 
H that designed and constructed lab equipment for Parliament.  

Her mother would never allow Ellen to leave the house appearing 
unkempt. It was pride, plain and simple, a vanity that her mother no 
longer possessed. On the rare, joyful occasion where Eddie could 
bum enough Centicoins to visit one of the local pubs, the two of 
them would talk. How Ellen loved those moments, those rare 
instances where they were mother and daughter, not convicts serving 
sentence. The conversations never changed. How did they wind up 
at their destination? How would they escape? What they could do if 
they were part of the world’s elite? 

Ellen gathered her things and unlocked the large bolt on her 
bedroom door. Eddie was less prone to leering at her since the 
incident several months before. Ellen had awoken in the middle of 
the night to find him in her room half-naked, drunk, mumbling 
something about “getting it” from her “like her mother wouldn’t” 
any longer. Things escalated at once. It was the one time her mother 
had threatened to call Regional Authority on him, which would not 
end well for him since there were several outstanding warrants for 
arrest. On the plus side, that event led to a more pleasant Eddie—
no more black eyes for her mother, and a thick, shiny lock for Ellen’s 
bedroom door.  

At one time, years in the past, they had been a clean, respectable, 
middle-class family. Ellen was five years old then. Her father, Charles 
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Braxton, was a lawyer, a free-spirited, righteous man whose 
convictions would land him six-feet under the ground. Just like many 
of the time, he was not proud of the direction in which the world 
government headed. A “collective government,” one-world 
currency, Biotic Scan Chips, population control—just a few of the 
many things that drove her father into panic. Ellen knew of how he 
pushed against the changes and tried to fight them. The more he 
pushed, the more matters became worse for them. He lost his job; 
they lost their home. Everything crumbled. Though her mother 
begged him to stop his crusade, he would not bow down, because it 
“wasn’t right.” Her mother said that sense of conviction led to his 
murder in a filthy alleyway, an apparent theft gone awry, and his 
death left them with the only scum who would give a widow branded 
a traitor a second glance.   

Ellen shook herself from her thoughts and looked at the clock. 
She reached for her necklace and fastened it around her neck. The 
oblong silver pendant was a gift from her father, given to her the 
week he died. She stared at the stone in the middle, an iridescent red 
ruby. Take good care of this for me, okay? She could hear his voice. It was 
junk…silly costume jewelry that sometimes turned her skin green, 
but it was all she had left of him. She reached to turn on the small 
bedside lamp and saw a bright flash. The lamp popped and sizzled.  

“Ow! Damn!” she yelled. And just like that, the lamp was dead—
just like her hairdryer, just like her straightening iron. The mucky 
apartment was becoming more dangerous by the second. As she 
bent to pick up her socks, Eddie cleared his throat.  

“What the hell, Eddie! Don’t you knock?” she yelled.  
He stood at the door thumbing at his crotch as if that was normal, 

acceptable behavior. “What difference does it make? Not like you’re 
gonna open the door anyways, right? It was unlocked.” 

“So?” she said. “What do you do? Stand around and listen for the 
door to unlatch?” 

He was disgusting—the thick hair that lined his shoulders always 
seemed damp with sweat. He was still wearing the same tank top he 
had worn the entire week, stained with ketchup and other mysterious 
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fluids.  
“And why do you have to lock it every damn time you come in 

here?” he added.  
“There’s a reason for that, pervert!” 
“What? Who? Me?” he chuckled as he ran his hands into his tank 

top.  
“Get out, Eddie,” she said as she gathered her work uniform.  
“Hey, girl, you don’t have anything I ain’t seen before.” 
“And I am sure that’s true, perv. Have you checked the breaker 

box, yet?” 
Eddie belched. “Not yet. I can’t find my toolbox.” 
Ellen rolled her eyes. “Well, my lamp just tried to kill me, so you 

need to get it fixed before the apartment blows up.” 
“Fine, fine, fine. Whatever. Dahl has breakfast ready.”  
He mumbled other choice things to himself as be meandered 

through the hallway. She pulled her uniform on, noting the freshness 
of the fabric. She was wise enough to shower the night before, best 
to do so while Eddie was asleep. She already uncovered four 
peepholes he drilled in various places in the bathroom to watch at 
his leisure. Therefore, she found it best to bathe on nights he passed 
out from a day of indulgence. It made her skin crawl; the thought of 
his eyes on her flesh made her want to vomit. 

She stepped into the kitchen where her mother sat. As was 
typical, the woman looked in shambles. Her mother smiled wide 
when she saw her in her uniform.  

“What?” Ellen asked with a smirk.  
“I just love those uniforms,” Dahlia said through her smile. 

“They spare no expense at Alemede. You’ll have such a good career 
there.” She got up and walked over to Ellen, picking a piece of loose 
thread from her collar.  

Ellen smiled back at her and took her hand. “You’re so silly.” 
“Well, I can’t help it. Now, eat up. You have to catch the train 

soon. You don’t want to be late on your second week.” 
Ellen picked up her toast and walked to the refrigerator where 

messages where scribbled. “Linda called?” 
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“Oh, yeah!” Dahlia replied. “I forgot all about that. Last night 
after you went to bed. She was wondering how the new job was 
coming along. It was so nice of her mother to get you on there.” 

Alemede was preferable to other jobs forced on Ellen. No 
workplace in Region H was free of venality. To be honest, it made 
her rather nervous to work with the expensive equipment of 
Alemede, but it was far better than cleaning grimy toilets or working 
a corner like some of her other friends. Ellen got a small glass of 
juice. “Yeah, Betty is great. Is that all Linda said?” 

“Well,” her mother added with apprehension. “She also wanted 
to know if you were still coming to the graduation party. I told her 
I’d ask, but that you probably wouldn’t want to go.” 

Ellen turned to her. “Why wouldn’t I want to go? All my friends 
are going to be there.” 

Dahlia shifted in her seat. “Well… honey. Since you had to leave 
school I didn’t think you would want to take part in…” 

“I didn’t have to leave school, mother,” Ellen said with a frigid 
tone she regretted at once. Dahlia looked down, ashamed by the 
declaration.  

Ellen realized she really couldn’t have remained in school. 
Someone had to work. Centicoins didn’t earn themselves. Her 
mother said that years ago the government used to offer help to 
those who qualified for need. Parliament offered no such relief to 
the poor. You worked, and if you didn’t work, you didn’t eat. Her 
mother was far too ill to work the long hours needed to live. Before 
Eddie’s transition to full-time drunk, he had been a talented 
electrician. These days if he was lucky to find someone to hire him 
in spite of his questionable record, the job was lost in less than two 
weeks for a multitude of irresponsible reasons. In the deprived 
Regions of world, the government collected the starved bodies of 
the weak and disabled and hid them away from knowing eyes. Those 
who didn’t die of starvation died of Scourge, an incurable, contagious 
pathogen that decimated the body fast. In only a few months after 
infection, the tissue cells of the body would begin to putrefy, leading 
to hemorrhaging and death. The disease originated in a new species 
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of rat known scientifically as Rati Conrumpere. Most people called 
them Rot Rats.  

The only other family was Dahlia’s sister, Ellen’s Aunt Janice. 
Every now and again, Janice secretly gave Ellen some Centicoins. 
Ellen would always intend to save the funds for rainy days, but it 
stormed so often. The coins bought much needed food, or satisfied 
rent that often went unpaid due to Eddie’s consistent negligence. 
Even Ellen knew that Janice’s help stopped at her front door. Like 
most of society, she refused to associate with the loathsome Eddie 
in any shape, form, or fashion. As long as her mother had Eddie, 
there was nothing for them. They had no one else, nowhere to turn. 
Eddie didn’t make much, but what he did make from his electrical 
work was crucial to their survival.  

Ellen walked over and hugged her mother. “I’ll fix it, Mom.”  
Her mother looked up to her and fought back the tears glistening 

in her eyes. “I know you will, honey. I’m so proud of you.” 
Eddie belched as he walked into the kitchen. “Is there any left?” 
Ellen rolled her eyes at her mother and walked past Eddie, patting 

him on the shoulder. “You are a prince among men, Eddie.” 
“Thank you for noticing!” he said. “Finally, someone sees the 

stud I am.” 
“You’re a stud all right,” her mother sighed. “Ellen, don’t forget 

your lunch!” 
Ellen hated riding the trains. They were old, rickety, and reeked 

of urine. As she grew closer to her destination, she chewed on her 
necklace, a nervous habit she couldn’t break. She exited the train at 
Region H-70 and walked the final four blocks to the factory. The 
odor in H-70 always seemed odd to her—a marriage of bread, 
exhaust, and motor oil. The buildings stretched so high you could 
barely see the clouds in the sky. The city was teeming, so congested. 
Upward was the only direction left for the world to grow. Ellen had 
seen old photos from her grandmother’s time, which showed a much 
different world—a world with space, grass, fresh air and flowers, far 
from the clogged, greasy society around her. She wondered what it 
would be like to be in that clean, open world.  



19 

Ellen entered the side door of the factory where all employees 
scanned themselves into clock control for time keeping.   

“Hey, lady!” called a voice from behind her. Ellen turned to see 
Betty, Linda’s mother, coming through the door.  

“Hey, how are ya’?” 
“I’m old, Ellen, honey. Just old.” Betty passed her wrist under 

the clock scanner registering her arrival. The screen blinked green.  
“I’m starting to feel that way myself,” Ellen said with a smile.  
“Oh, please,” Betty said as they made their way into the building. 

“You’re a young thing, girl. And now you have all this to look 
forward to.” Betty stopped and ran her hands down her ample 
figure. 

Ellen laughed. “Sexy.” 
“Yes, Ma’am.” 
They walked through the neutralizer, which Ellen hated. The 

alleged “tasteless, odorless” chemical it emitted to remove static 
electricity from the body actually tasted rancorous, no matter what 
the company said. If she didn’t close her eyes and hold her breath, 
the bitterness permeated her senses most of the day, making her feel 
nauseous. It’s gonna give us all cancer…I know it.  

“So, did you get to talk to Linda last night?” Betty said as they 
walked into the construction arena.  

“No, I fell asleep, but Mom gave me the message this morning.” 
“The party is next weekend, and it just won’t be the same if you 

don’t come, Ellie. Dahlia told Linda last night she didn’t think you’d 
want to go.” 

Ellen pulled up her visor and turned on the chipset press. “Yeah, 
I know. But, really, I’m planning to come. I wouldn’t miss it.” 

“Good! Linda would die if you weren’t going to be there.” Betty 
stopped and looked at Ellen with sympathetic gaze. “I am so sorry 
about graduation, Ellie. Your father would still be so proud of you.” 

Betty made her way up to the sequencing room where she and 
her team built the higher-end governmental components while Ellen 
got started with inspection. As she situated herself, Ellen felt a 
presence close behind her. When she noticed the aroma of cheap 
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cologne, she discerned who it was.  
“Hey, pretty girl,” Buster said. Buster Lawrence was the lead 

supervisor in her area, a despicably creepy man who sniffed around 
her like a dog after a fresh slice of beef.  

“Hi, Mr. Lawrence.” She smiled trying to take solace in the fact 
that at least he wasn’t Eddie. If Buster hadn’t been old enough to be 
her grandfather, it wouldn’t have felt quite so creepy.  

“Oh, you don’t have to call me Mister, pretty girl.” Ellen tried to 
keep the forced grin. He patted her leg, allowing his hand to roam 
higher on her thigh. “If you need anything, you let old Buster know.” 

“Will do, Mr… uh, Buster.” 
As he walked away, Ellen turned to focus on her station. As the 

system spat out finished chip sets, her mind wandered. What would 
her father think of her? Would he be pleased to realize she had left 
her education to take a job working for the very government he 
despised? The press pieced together the small components used in 
embryo growth monitoring for the HRV-EST program. HRV-EST, 
pronounced harvest, was one of the many programs instituted by the 
government to make the world a better place. Her father believed it 
confined society, like all other “positive” programs. For the life of 
her, Ellen didn’t understand the meaning behind the HRV-EST 
acronym. She knew that it was part of the company called Evolution 
Service Technologies, wherever that was. The EST logo covered 
everything in her area.  

Sinking deeper into her thoughts, she suspected her father 
wouldn’t be proud of what she was doing. She wondered if he would 
even speak to her, or her mother, seeing how they had devolved. She 
saw nothing on the horizon of her youth and only emptiness for her 
existence. And at that moment, she hated her life. She despised the 
prison in which she found herself, the cell with no windows, no 
doors, just filth, and the stench of urine.  

As Ellen reached to place a finished gene monitor into the 
production pile, a small zap of blue electricity popped from her index 
finger. Burnt copper permeated her nose, and she felt sick. Others 
around her hadn’t immediately noticed the gaffe. Realizing 
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something was now wrong with the batch, Ellen hoped to close 
down the box and send it through the line as if nothing was wrong. 
Someone could wonder about it later.  

“What in the hell is that stench?” Buster asked as he walked to 
her table. “Why am I smelling fried circuits?” 

“I...I don’t know,” Ellen replied with a quiver in her voice.  
Buster walked to the production batch and looked inside the box. 

He picked up one component and sniffed it. “You are friggin’ 
kidding me!” His exclamation made others turn and look. “These are 
fried, little girl—absolutely fried!” He pitched the broken chipset 
into the box causing Ellen to flinch. “Did you go through the 
neutralizer?” 

“Yes, she went through, Buster,” said Betty, who had heard the 
ruckus. “We both did.” 

“Well, by God, someone didn’t! Something fried these.” 
“Buster, that is a whole box of Gene VDUs. Do you think that a 

little static could fry a whole box of…” 
“Shut the hell up, Betty! I didn’t ask you!” The room fell quiet. 

Buster stood there for a moment. “Get back to work,” he demanded. 
“You,” he said, pointing to Ellen. “Come with me.”  

Ellen felt as if she would vomit. Betty patted Ellen’s shoulder as 
Ellen followed Buster off the main work floor. He led her to the 
back of the factory to the molding room where machines shaped 
heated metal fixtures. The scalding metal hissed as it slid from the 
large conveyer belt into the icy water. Buster took a seat and then 
held out his hand, motioning for her to sit.  

He sighed. “Look, Ellen, I really like you. I do. When Betty 
recommended you, I was against it at first, but after meeting you…” 

I wanted to get in your pants, Ellen thought.  
“…  I thought you had potential. But, that’s a whole lot of 

Centicoin in that box, a whole lot of cost.” 
“How… how much cost?” Ellen asked in an apprehensive 

manner. 
“Umm… not sure. Maybe… five, six thousand Centicoin?” 
That was a great deal of Centicoin, more than Ellen had in 
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savings altogether. “But, I don’t have…” 
“Shh… I know, I know. I mean, who does? Right?” Buster stood. 

He slowly paced for a moment, pondering. “But, I bet we could 
work something out, though.” 

Ellen shook her head. A knowing smirk crossed her face. She had 
been waiting on it. “Look, Buster, I don’t think we need to go down 
that road, okay?” 

“Now, now… look, we don’t have to do anything harsh. Just a 
little help is all. It won’t even mess up your pretty hair. I can write all 
that off… say it was the press that jacked it up. Just… lend me a 
hand.” He leaned his crotch against her elbow.  

It was sudden, so sudden she didn’t have time to control it. All 
she saw was Eddie, sweaty, half-naked, in her room, talking about 
how he would give it to her, give it to her good. She pushed Buster away 
from her. “Stop! Now!” 

His face twisted into a look of anger. “Look, bitch, you either 
cooperate, or you better be able to cough up six CC. Simple as that. 
You want your job? You better give me a job.” 

Ellen got up and sighed. “Fine. I quit then.” She turned to make 
her way out of the room. All she could hear was her mother who 
would be so heartbroken Alemede didn’t work out as expected.  

Before she realized, he had her by the throat. “I’m gonna get a 
full day’s work out of you.” He dragged her over to the table by the 
cooling vat as she fought against his grip. He slung her on top of the 
table, knocking all the paper invoices and folders to the floor.  

“Stop!” she screamed. “You won’t get away with it!” 
“The hell I won’t, girl. No one is gonna care,” he said as he 

unbuttoned his pants. “No one will even notice another…” 
The vibration of the metal stung her hand as she smacked the 

heavy sheet against his skull. Ellen stiffened as Buster stumbled back, 
blood gushing from his head. A part of her wanted to run while she 
had the chance, but another part of her was in shock at the sight of 
blood. He held his head and looked at her with a furious anger.  

“You bitch! You little bitch!” he roared as he tackled her and dragged 
her to the cooling bin.  
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As he shoved her head into the bitter water, the liquid filled her 
sinuses. The scent of metal flooded her nasal passages. She could 
feel part of her hair ripping from the roots as he tightened his grip. 
He shouted as he held her underneath the water, though she could 
not decipher his words. He plunged her into the vat repeatedly and 
ripped her backward giving her just enough time to gulp a deep 
breath. She swallowed more and more of the steel-littered water, and 
as she grew weak, she wondered what he would tell the others. How 
would he get rid of her body? Would anyone even care? She could 
envision her mother in her mind’s eye, hysterical, weak, unable to get 
away from Eddie, doomed to die in the street around the filth and 
Rot Rats of Region H. She could see Eddie taking great pride in 
having the upper hand once again in the house, making her mother 
do whatever he wanted, whenever he wanted. There was her father’s 
face, the disappointment in his eyes, knowing that if she hadn’t tried 
to work for a government who had betrayed her family she wouldn’t 
be in her predicament. Curiously, the next thing she saw was the 
color blue—a vivid, bright blue—like the color of sky in her 
grandmother’s old photographs. She felt the electrical current stand 
up all around her, lift her, and fill her soul.  

So, this is dying, she thought.  
As Buster fell to the floor, Ellen jerked herself out of the water. 

The stench of burnt flesh and fried hair filled the room. She rubbed 
the thick water from her eyes and tried to untangle her surroundings 
through the smoke. For a moment, she thought the building had 
caught fire. Looking at her hands, she could see the blue electricity 
dance around her fingertips and make its way up her arms causing 
the fine hair to stand on end. That’s when she noticed the scorched, 
charred remains of what used to be Buster Lawrence, flames 
smoldering in his eye sockets. His eyes, which had ruptured during 
the incident, were gooey pockets that drooled down his black cheeks. 
He had chewed his tongue completely in two. By the smell of it, he 
had lost all control of bodily functions. It appeared as if an electric 
chair had pumped millions of volts through his fat frame. She looked 
again at her hands as the electricity dissipated, a current that 


