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[bookmark: _m96xhlham6jk]1: The Beach 
Eliza awakes as the sudden cold of the wave envelops her, and she immediately knows that something is wrong. 
Spitting out salt and blinking away water, she lies on her back in the wet sand, waiting for her eyes to adjust to fresh consciousness. She surveys her surroundings - a vast, blindingly blue sky overhead, and an endless stretch of golden shore whichever way she looks.
There is no shipwreck, no crashed plane. Only her and the sea.
She wears loose-fitting cotton trousers and a white t-shirt. She has no idea how or why she is here. 
* * *
About a kilometre inland from the sea stands a series of structures, bordered by foliage so dense that the latticework between the various trunks and branches looks opaque. 
All she remembers is her name. She breathes, loudly and hard, through her mouth as she trudges along the dunes towards whatever it is she has sighted in the clearing. 
A village? It’s hard to tell if this is a mirage, and she is still too far off to make out any details, but the structures begin to coalesce in her vision into more recognisably domestic shapes - thatched roof cottages, perhaps. Small shapes loping slowly, maybe going about their normal days. Whereas none of this is normal for her, of course. 
It is Clara she sees first, seeming to apparate from the sand before Eliza’s very eyes. Eliza blinks, and the woman is still there. Real, then. Younger than Eliza is, maybe in her late twenties. And as inexplicable as everything else she’s experienced in the five minutes she has been conscious. 
The woman is dressed in the same trousers and t-shirt Eliza is wearing. She has pale white skin, and long blonde hair a similar shade of gold to the sand it’s currently covered in. When she speaks, it’s with a hard-to-place European accent - but in fluent English. 
‘Where am I?’ She asks, more to herself than to Eliza. She shades her eyes against the harsh sun, her expression dazed. ‘What’s going on?’
‘I have absolutely no idea,’ Eliza responds, her voice clear and smooth - she can’t have been out for that long, then. She feels a chill as she speaks the words, the wrongness she felt immediately upon waking up. 
Where is the wreckage of whatever has caused them to wake up here? Where are the fires signaling their ejection from their previous, normal lives? 
‘I just woke up, too, literally about two minutes ago,’ Eliza says. ‘I was basically in the sea,’ she adds, pointlessly. 
Clara seems to be considering several responses, but settles on more mute shock. 
‘My name’s Eliza - to be honest, that’s all I remember.’ 
‘I’m… Clara. I think. But that’s literally everything I seem to know right now…’ 
Eliza extends a hand to help her up, the two women eyeing each other carefully. She wonders if Clara is guarding any secret knowledge of their situation, but the look on the younger woman’s face suggests her oblivion is truly as total as it seems. 
‘There’s a… thing, over there,’ Eliza points, uncertain even about this. ‘I think it’s a village or something - we may as well head that way, see if they saw what happened to us.’ Clare nods mutely, dumbly. The two women begin to tread their way through the dense sand, towards what is now definitely revealing itself to be some sort of settlement. 
* * *
As they reach the point where the beach turns into harder ground, two men step out of the forest, dressed in the same plain clothes as Eliza and Clara. One is tall, trim and black, with close cropped hair. One is short, stocky and white, but deeply tanned, with bald hair and a thin beard. Eliza raises a single hand, awkwardly, as if she has already forgotten how to interact properly after such a short time on the beach. 
The shorter man walks forward first. ‘I’m Rob,’ he says in a drawling Californian accent, similar to Eliza’s own, his brow furrowing. ‘And that’s all I can seem to remember.’  
He gestures back to the taller man. ‘That’s Micah. Same story.’
Eliza introduces herself and Clara. The four of them stand in silence, staring at one another, too dazed to make further sense of anything yet.
‘Do you guys have any idea what the hell happened to us?’ Micah says slowly, as if unsure of his own voice. His voice is deep and his accent sounds English. ‘And where we are?’
Eliza shrugs. ‘I haven’t seen any signs of some sort of plane crash or shipwreck, and that’s all I can think of that would have put us here,’ she says. ‘But that is a hell of a long beach, as far as I could tell. What did you guys see in there?’ She nods her head to the forest the two men emerged from, and Micah and Rob slowly turn around as if they have already forgotten what’s behind them.
‘I dunno, man,’ Rob says, cautiously. ‘I just, like… woke up in there, in a little clearing. I think the sun woke me up. It seems like just a… normal forest, I guess?’ he finishes lamely, seeming not to realise that any details are, right now, an improvement. 
‘I ran into Rob about five minutes after I woke up - I was scared that I was lost,’ Micah continues. ‘I was already going round in circles until I bumped into him.’ 
The group falls silent, all four of them staring at each other in turn, unsure how to proceed. What more is there to say when all you can be sure of is your names? It’s Eliza who speaks at last. 
‘We’re pretty close to that village thing now,’ she says - and the two men seem to see it for the first time. 
From this closer distance, they can see a number of wooden houses supported on stilts, with thatched roofs and stairs leading up to each of their front doors. There are huts of numerous different sizes, and further in the distance - how big was this place? - more modern-looking buildings dotted unevenly between the wooden ones. There are definitely people here, too, Eliza sees - from this distance, and with the sun brashly obscuring their vision, all she sees is silhouettes, miniature little figures moving purposefully around, but at least there is life. And where there is life, there is hope - or, at least, she guesses so.
‘Should we head that way?’ 
The other three nod slowly, seemingly muted by the sheer unknowability of their current situation, and the group begin to walk in tandem into the village itself, shaded somewhat by the immense forest on either side of the path. 
* * *
The silhouettes are people, people who live here - but they don’t seem to care about the new arrivals whatsoever. 
The sun is setting as they reach the village, Eliza apprehensive of the reception they’ll get. They at least expected acknowledgement. But they got nothing. 
The four of them have been standing a little way into where the huts begin for about five minutes, observing - or simply experiencing further aftershocks of confusion since waking up. Eliza hears - or thinks she can hear - a low hum just beneath the noise of the village. She blinks, trying to shake it off, but it lingers - prickling the back of her neck.
They have counted fifteen villagers so far. All of them are dressed uniformly, in simple brown, toga-like cloth, and leather sandals. They have the same olive skin tone, and all seem to be of a similar age - between thirty and forty years old. There is an even split of men and women. They are bustling about with purpose, carting baskets and tools between their respective huts. Some of them are hanging laundry on lines of string - more togas. No one has spoken yet.
Micah clears his throat, seemingly because he has to rather than for any rhetorical purposes. ‘Do we wanna, uh, announce ourselves?’ 
‘Why are they not looking at us?’ Clara asks. Neither of them have taken their eyes off of the domestic little scenes playing out in front of them as they have spoken. 
‘They’ve definitely seen us,’ Eliza says, waving now, clearly in one of the younger-looking villager’s eyeline, to illustrate her point. Still nothing. 
‘Let’s go say hi,’ Micah says, lurching suddenly into a trot towards the nearest villager - the one Eliza has just waved at. Eliza blinks, before rushing to follow him. Rob and Clara stay standing, staring, where they are. 
‘Hey, buddy,’ Micah calls pleasantly as he jogs towards the man, who is just about to go up the stairs to one of the huts. Miraculously - and Eliza feels a surge of relief as it happens - the villager turns to his left to face them, a placid smile on his face. He is making unmistakeable eye contact with Micah. 
‘Hello,’ he says, placing the basket down and raising one hand, similarly to Eliza’s greeting to the two men earlier. He has a pleasant, soft voice - Eliza cannot pin down an accent.
Micah stops jogging in front of him, looking slightly up at him on the steps. Eliza reaches them and stands next to Micah, suddenly feeling the shivers again. What is going on here?
‘Where… uh, do you know where we are?’ Micah asks, cutting to the point.
The villager tilts his head slightly, cat-like, as if trying to grasp the question. ‘Where you are?’ he repeats, sounding confused. Eliza thinks she can feel the hum swelling slightly. ‘You’re here.’ 
‘Yeah, but where exactly is that?’ Rob presses.
The villager doesn’t answer for a moment, then finally speaks. ‘You’ve arrived.’
‘He’s not answering the question,’ Clara says, right by their shoulders. Micah and Eliza both start a little - they haven’t heard her, or Rob, walking up to join them, but the four of them are now standing huddled together, facing the strange little man on the steps. Eliza feels the shiver, and speaks, trying to combat it.
‘Right. But where exactly have we arrived, mate? I mean, what country are we in?’ 
The villager doesn't respond right away, his eyes going blank for a moment as though considering the question too deeply. His eye contact feels lifeless.
‘This is home,’ he eventually says, his voice as soft as ever. ‘We are here.’ 
Rob finds his voice, stammering a little again - whether it’s a speech impediment or situational, Eliza can’t be sure. 
‘Okay, this is useless,’ he says in a low voice to the group - although the villager can surely hear him. ‘Are there any roads out of here?’ he asks more loudly. ‘Or - where’s the nearest embassy, or airport?’ 
The villager’s head tilts again, at the same perfect 45 degree angle. 
‘Out?’ His smile fades for a fraction of a second before returning. ‘There is no “out”. You are home now.’ 
* * *
‘Well that was weird,’ Rob says as the group advances further into the village, huddled together more closely and staring around themselves. 
Night is beginning to fall in earnest, far too soon, Eliza thinks, after the sun has set. They see the villagers lighting torches along the paths and by the steps to their huts, torches which Eliza hadn’t noticed before. 
‘Let’s try this lady,’ he says, pointing to a female villager who is lighting her hut’s torch, and still has not turned around to look at them, despite Rob’s ever-increasing volume. 
‘Hey, miss,’ Rob calls, and actually gets close enough to tap a hand on her shoulder - Eliza tenses. 
But the woman just turns around slowly, with that same small smile on her face- Eliza is growing to hate this smile already. 
‘Hello,’ she says, in a deep, melodious voice not befitting her tatty clothing. 
‘Yeah, hello,’ Rob says, running a hand over his bald head, shiny with a sheen of sweat - he is nervous, too. ‘We were just wondering if you could tell us any more about where we are? That guy over there just said we’re in “the village”,’ which, like, we know,’ he said, aggressively jabbing a thumb over his shoulder at the first man, who has now ascended the stairs into his little hut. 
‘This is the village. You’ve arrived.’
* * *
The hum continues, and the back of Eliza’s neck feels like someone has released a family of spiders onto it. It is fully dark, and the group have quickly moved on from the female villager, their fear granting them extra speed. 
They are maneuvring their way towards what they hope is the centre of the village, but the layout of the huts and paths doesn’t seem to be changing - or leading to anything different. After some minutes of increasingly panicked rambling, they see one villager approaching them purposefully. Eliza tenses. The hum grows louder again. 
‘Would you like,’ the villager says, drawing closer to them - a man, with the seemingly compulsory short, dark hair, olive complexion and beige toga - ‘to sleep in one of our huts?’ 
The group clearly want to confer privately, but the villager is standing still, right behind them, like some sort of malevolent garden gnome. Malevolent, Eliza wonders, or just… not real? 
The four of them are trying to conference with eye movements alone, but this proves beyond them at their current limited level of acquaintance. Rob frowns deeply, looking across at the other three of them. ‘I guess we have no choice unless we want to sleep on the beach?’ The question is obviously directed at them, but the villager claps - an unexpected deviation from their seemingly set patterns, which again causes Eliza to jump. 
‘Precisely. Please follow me, then.’ He walks past them, back the way they came,, walking mechanically up the steps into a nearby hut. Rob shrugs at the other three, almost apologetically, and is the first to follow the little man. 
Clara looks at Eliza and Micah as if seeking permission, and Micah, his expression inscrutable, and follows Rob. The two women are clearly scared - hell, they all are - but Eliza sees no choice. She holds out her hand to Clara, who doesn’t let go of it as they follow the men.
*** 
The hut is sparsely furnished - with four mats on the floor (why four?), with thin, beige sheets and small, uncomfortable-looking pillows. There is a cheap-looking wooden desk in one corner, with a small, matching wooden chair, and precious little else in the way of decoration - or clues as to its inhabitant’s life.
‘’We have made up beds for you,’ the villager says, redundantly, gesturing to the meager sleeping arrangements. 
‘Uh, thanks man,’ Rob says, awkwardly squeezing his body to move around the strange little villager. Clara, Micah and Eliza all move to sit down on the beds - The villager puts his hands together in a strange little prayer gesture, and bows his head slightly, before turning around to leave them. 
‘Hey, pal!’ Rob calls after him, all four of them now under the covers. ‘What’s your name?’ His voice is tight with unease.
The villager pauses mid-step, his hand hovering over the handle of the front door. He doesn’t turn to face them immediately. Eliza can hear the hum in a silence that stretches out too long, thick with something unspoken. 
‘My name…’ the villager says, now turning slowly around to face the group, his eyes widening with unsettling clarity. 
‘I don’t remember,’ he says finally, the corners of his mouth turning up as the smile returns.
‘But I can tell you yours.’
[bookmark: _3ae8qgp0ybgk]2: Genesis
Dr Helen Linton’s footsteps echoed expansively through the wide, empty halls of Sandia National Laboratories as she swished her way down them in her oversized lab coat. 
She was a tall woman, five foot nine, and even in her chunky-heeled running shoes the lab coat still reached nearly to the floor as she sped along her commute. 
She’d lost count of how many days, how many months, into Project Genesis she and her team were, but every morning brought her fresh excitement greater than the last as they progressed, closer to Linton’s- the team’s - ultimate goal. 
She reached the end of the long, white corridor and scanned her keycard in the terminal by the huge double doors. They must have been fifteen inches thick, made of impenetrable metal - completely soundproof. And blastproof, Linton thought darkly. 
A light on the card reader terminal blinked green, accompanied by a gratifying little bleeping sound, and the doors began to separate, slowly, allowing her entry. She walked through them and into another vestibule, where she had to submit to retinal and fingerprint scans. You can never be too careful, she thought, as she went through what was the last boring section of her day - or at least, the last boring section until she left the lab however many hours later, returning to her digs on the other side of the massive complex. 
The final set of double doors hissed open, granting her entry into the only room she’d cared about being in for the last eight months. The lab. 
The room was huge, and beautiful, Linton thought, if in its own highly sterile, precise way. It certainly wasn’t going to win any interior design awards any time soon, but everything was in its right place, and the space was utilised pleasingly efficiently and ergonomically for all of their needs.
There were a series of working stations, with standing desks and traditional college-style desk setups, laid around the edge of the room. There was a small raised area, with a railing running around it, that some of the team liked to use from time to time. There were all the requisite ‘action stations’, as Linton liked to think of them, with the tech they needed for such an ambitious project. 
The walls were crystalline white, and the ceilings were tall and well-lit - not with the usual, dull fluorescent lighting of the labs of Linton’s youth, but warm, pumping out warm, 10,000 lux light to keep their melatonin levels in check and their serotonin positively brimming. Linton closed her eyes and smiled, taking it all in once again - her lab. Her team. 
Sara Nguyen and Paul Richards were already there, both clacking away like infinite monkeys on the oversized, ergonomic keyboards they’d come to treat like a second pair of hands over the last six months.  
Nguyen looked up, with a visible effort involved in tearing herself away from whatever she was working on, and waved at her. Linton nodded back, not impolitely. The girl, Nguyen, couldn’t have been much older than twenty-five - fifteen years Linton’s junior - but you couldn’t tell from anything about her performance, her competence. 
She immediately resumed working after this exchange of pleasantries, and Linton observed her as she started to pull on her own gloves and protective goggles. The girl was short, maybe five foot five, and had smooth, light brown skin offset by her very long, black hair. She was wearing goggles, too, through which her striking green eyes were visible. Linton had only met her in person when they first met here in New Mexico, on day one of Project Genesis, but she had immediately taken to the girl’s friendly, easy manner, combined with her absolute confidence and competence. A great combination to have, Linton had thought then - still thought now. 
Paul Richards hadn’t yet looked up or acknowledged her arrival in any way, but Linton didn’t take offence - he was clearly ‘in the groove’, as he so cringe-inducingly liked to call it. Loved to call it, Linton thought, laughing internally. Richards was a short, heavyset man of about fifty, with close cropped grey hair and a deep tan belying his outdoorsy, Texan upbringing. Linton had worked with him for years, now, and had known him for even longer. She shook her head at him with a smirk - she could never really get annoyed at him when he was in the groove. 
He was wearing his trademark noise-cancelling headphones, facing away from Linton at one of the standing desk, clacking away on the keyboard at dizzying speeds and swaying his hips left and right, somewhat rhythmically, in what he would describe as a ‘groove’ and Linton would, if she were feeling unkind, describe as ‘inappropriate and unprofessional. And arrhythmic.’ But she didn’t mind - Richards, too, was the best of the best, and if it took a little dad-dancing to get the best of him, well, then, that was fine with her. 
The last to arrive today was Elodie Lim, and just as Linton began to wonder where she was, she swept in through the double doors just behind her, as if she’d summoned her with some sort of telekinetic magic. 
Lim was statuesque, in every sense of the word - breathtakingly tall, breathtakingly beautiful, with luscious black hair that fell down to just beyond her shoulders, framing her pale complexion and almost impossibly symmetrical face. She had just turned thirty (not that they had much in the way of party facilities - or time - here at Sandia), and taller than Linton, at five foot eleven, something that was quite rare among her female colleagues. 
She was, most importantly, also among the absolute best of the best at what she did, and a complete team player, almost shockingly earnest and enthusiastic, seemingly without a cynical bone in her body - Linton had immediately identified her as the missing piece of their little Genesis jigsaw when she’d first spoken to her over the phone, just over six months ago. 
‘Good morning, Helen,’ Lim said in her pleasing, clipped French accent, smiling pleasantly as she hung up her bomber jacket and replaced it with one of their standard-issue lab coats. 
‘Morning, Lim,’ Linton nodded back, making sure to smile brightly back - Lim was a sensitive soul, and Linton found she’d had to dial back some of her natural ‘emotional efficiency’, as she internally termed it, turning on the charm and the pleasantries to ensure people didn’t incorrectly think she was in a bad mood. 
She clapped her hands, more for readying herself than to get anyone’s attention, and walked across the room to Richards. She prodded him, playfully hard, on the shoulder, and he literally jumped about an inch off the ground, emitting a high-pitched noise resembling a tyre losing pressure. She laughed as he pulled off his headphones, gasping demonstratively for air as he turned round. 
‘Thanks for the nice calm greeting, boss,’ he said pushing his glasses back up his nose where they’d fallen in his fright. ‘Good night last night?’
‘The usual,’ she said, smiling as they fist-bumped. ‘You know me, I’m just glad to be back here every day.’ 
‘That’s because you’re a workaholic,’ he smiled back, turning around and switching his monitor off. He knew she was about to conduct their morning standup, and walked alongside her into the centre of the room, where Lim was waiting. 
Nguyen peered up briefly - without having to stop typing - nodded quickly, and paused in her work, also switching her monitor off. Old habits die hard, Linton thought, remembering how ingrained in her the importance of switching your monitor off had been when she worked in the private sector - before she’d worked in a place like this, where the chances of another person getting in to steal your work were approximately less than zero. 
‘Morning, morning, morning, to everyone,’ Linton said brightly, as Nguyen made her way down the steps from the little raised area she’d been in to join them. 
‘Right, Project Genesis,’ Linton clapped, beaming determinedly round at the three geniuses who comprised her team. ‘Are we curing cancer today, or tomorrow?’
***
Project Genesis had started out pretty simply, considering the lofty heights it had now ascended to working towards. 
Linton had got her start in the neuroscience division at NYU Langone, straight out of completing her doctorate at MIT, and looking back on it now, it seemed like she’d sped along the perfect career path, making exactly the right decisions at the right time, to land herself her role here, as Director of Project Genesis, some fifteen years later. It certainly didn’t feel that long to her. 
Linton had worked on a paper during her first five years at Langone, using data she’d collected from her rounds and the work she was doing during the day to hypothesise on the regenerative possibilities afforded by cutting-edge neuroscience. The paper focused on pioneering advanced neural regeneration, specifically how areas of the brain affected by diseases like brain cancer, Alzheimer’s and traumatic injuries could be healed - regenerated.
When the paper was finally released, and published in a modest number of equally modest journals, it had made quite the splash in the medical world, from which she had spent years trying to extricate, to rise herself above. Before she knew it, she’d been contacted by a mercurial government team asking her to come in for an interview - to secure a ‘funding round’, as they’d called it.  
She’d sought out Richards, a much more experienced head in the field of neuroscience and medical neuroscience than herself, through a contact she had from MIT who was now working with him. He’d agreed to work with her on presenting her paper to the government board, modifying it where needed to tick the boxes, dot the Is and cross the Ts, that such fora required. This was something which Richards was, for his sins, an expert at after years of applications for funding - all of which had, so far, been unsuccessful. 
As they worked twenty hour days in the fortnight before presenting their ideas, and finessing Linton’s initial hypotheses into actual asks for budget and resouse, Project Genesis was born, and began to take a more definite shape. 
Its mission statement was pretty simple - and not all that far removed from what Linton had written in her paper a decade and a half ago. The team were using a novel cellular reprogramming technique that involved converting other types of cells in the human body - like skin cells - into neural stem cells, which could then be used to regenerate damaged brain tissue. 
They were building on research that had been started looking into induced pluripotent stem cells, but, and Linton had to give herself and her team some credit here, they were really taking it to another level entirely. 
For the first four months of its existence, Project Genesis and its little team of four had been focused on creating a complete neural map of a patient’s brain - this was Richards’ specialty. He’d employed nanobots and quantum sensors that could access and analyse neural networks right down to their synaptic level, allowing for incredibly detailed scans of damaged areas. This tech, naturally, had cost an absolute bomb to procure and develop, and Linton had laughed when she and Richards had begun calculating the budget they’d end up including in their proposal to the government board. She’d laughed even harder when they’d given her the green light.
These neural maps were crucial for directing the stem cells to form specific types of brain cells in specific locations, tailoring the regeneration process to each individual patients’ needs. 
Richards, supported by the rest of the team, had achieved this easily within four months - and the next step was developing the technique to reconstruct synaptic connections that not only restored brain function, but could also erase malignant or damaged cells from the brain entirely - preventing the recurrence of cancerous growths, and repairing connections broken by neurodegenerative diseases. ‘Basically,’ Linton had said laconically during their funding proposal, ‘curing brain cancer and Alzheimer’s in one fell swoop.’ She’d clicked her fingers as she’d said this, but in reality that pretty much did summarise what they were working on, here. 
This step was where Nguyen And Lim had become the resident experts in the room each day. They’d worked tirelessly on bespoke gene editing technology, using CRISPR (a genetic engineering technique that allows us to modify living organism), to ensure that new cells were resilient to mutations, and massively reducing the chances of cancer reappearing in regenerated areas of the brain. 
This, Linton thought, was what they were hopefully nearing the completion of - maybe even today. She shivered at the thought of it - after this, she knew, they could move on to her own personal area of interest - experimenting with preserving neural activity patterns. 
But that would have to wait. One thing must necessarily follow another, Linton thought deliberately to herself, grounding herself. 
And for now, things were all very quiet - much closer to square one than square whatever-the-hell neural preservation would be. Still, she was surprised at how little media coverage there had been of Genesis in its nascent stage, right now. Normally Alzheimer’s treatments - however experimental - and especially cures for cancer, brain cancer at that, were headline news in the popular science world. But there had been too many false dawns, she supposed whenever the question came to her. Too many ‘experimental trials’ which ended in disappointment and fresh anguish for those afflicted, for their loved ones. 
If they did succeed, or even get close to succeeding, Linton knew that the media would descend on this dusty little outpost in New Mexico like a kettle of hawks. A lockdown, or a blackout, of some sort or another would have to be initiated. Richards had been through a couple of these in his time at the forefront of experimental medicine, but Linton knew that for Lim and Nguyen, it would be a new, and probably unpleasant, experience. Hell, she herself hadn’t exactly been through the wringer in the public eye before now - this was all new to her, too. 
Still, that could wait. Would have to wait, until they started producing the results that would warrant the public’s eye swooping over to Sandia. Results she knew would come - she felt it in her bones. 
She blinked herself back out of her reverie, and found she was still standing facing what she internally called her dream team, smiling at them. It never ceased to amaze her how huge a series of condensed thoughts could be crammed into microseconds of real time - a series of infinities within infinities. Here the team all were, still deciding who was going to answer her.
Her question would have sounded ridiculous - curing cancer today? - even two years ago, but thanks to the incredible work of these people, from her, too, they were on the cusp. They might even be there already.
Nguyen took a deep breath, and Linton felt a tingling. Was this about to be the moment? 
‘I’ve made a breakthrough, Nguyen began. Linton tensed. ‘...but not that one,’ she continued, apologetically. Linton smiled. The big day would have to wait. 
[bookmark: _9f0803uksa5f]3: The Village
Harsh, dappled sunlight streams through slits in the wooden hut’s walls to wake Eliza up. The first thing she notices, or remembers - a kind of pre-conscious memory - is the hum. It’s louder than the night before.
She sits up in the makeshift bed and it all comes rushing back to her - or what little constitutes ‘all’ for her right now.  The beach, Clara, Micah and Rob - the village. She shudders at even the mental evocation of this last, last night’s conversation playing in her head and making her feel nauseous already. 
‘What the hell are you talking about, man?’ Rob had growled, unsettled. ‘You don’t know my name, we only just met.’ 
‘You’ve been here before,’ the villager smiled. ‘We all have. Your name - it’s Rob, isn’t it?’ The villager’s cadence was regular and smooth, his voice soft, belying the chilling effect his words were having on his interlocutors. Rob’s jaw has tightened - Eliza’s had, too - and he winced as if he’d been struck.
‘Yeah, but… I didn’t tell you that,’ Rob said in a low voice, glancing round at the others, who were all immobile. There was a very long pause, and the villager’s face didn't move from his plastered-on smile. In fact, he didn’t move at all. The hum was making Eliza’s teeth hurt.
‘Look, mate,’ Micah had eventually said, ‘enough messing around with us, now, please? We just want to know where we are. Is this some kind of… experiment, or something?’ 
As he’d spat out the last word, the other three had seemed to let out a collective breath. But the villager had remained as still as stone.
‘You are here,’ he’d said calmly. ‘That’s all you need to know. You will stay here.’
‘What the hell does that even mean?’ Clara had hissed, more to herself than anyone else. 
‘You will understand soon enough,’ the villager nodded. ‘There is no need to rush.’
Rob had stood up in a flash, rage and fear intermingling and causing him to quake slightly. ‘Why do none of you guys give straight fucking answers? What the fuck is this place?’ 
Eliza could have cut the tension in the air with a dull knife at this point, but the villager had stepped towards Rob, very slowly. The hum had gotten louder
‘This is how it has been for as long as any of us can remember,’ he said softly. ‘This is… home.’
‘Home for who?’ Eliza had breathed. 
‘For all of us.’ 
With that, the villager’s smile had remained fixed as he stepped back into the shadows, with his eyes locked on Rob as he’d closed the door behind him.
***
Eliza notices that the other three all seem to have woken up at the same time as her. Micah is still lying on his back, staring placidly up at the ceiling, his hands arranged neatly over his gently rising and falling chest. Rob already has a scowl on, and his body looks visibly tense as he immediately shunts himself into a sitting position against the wall. Clara has also sat up and is hugging her knees close to her chest, looking like a frightened animal. 
‘Morning, then…’ Eliza says quietly. Nobody laughs.
‘It’s getting louder,’ Micah says simply. Eliza darts around to look at him, but before she can speak, Clara simply asks, ‘the hum?’ and Micah nods. 
‘What the fuck is it?’ Clara wonders, and Rob sighs heavily.
‘What the fuck is any of this?’ It’s an aggressive start to the day from Rob, but Eliza is already starting to panic, too. 
‘This place feels like a fucking cult - like some fucking Mormon shit. I haven’t seen any technology since we woke up.
‘And I don’t remember literally anything from before this - except my name, which apparently that fucking weirdo knows, too.’ He pauses and closes his eyes, his effortful thinking writ large on his tense face. ‘Do you think we’re all concussed or something, from whatever the fuck crash or whatever landed us here?’
‘I don’t think,’ Micah begins slowly, testing the waters. ‘That we were in any accident.’ They all look at him slowly, keenly.
‘We’re all physically unharmed,’ he continues slowly, ‘and we’re all wearing the exact same clothes, and they look pretty damn clean, too. If someone cleaned them up, us up, then they did a fucking hell of a job. 
‘It all feels too perfect,’ Clara picks up his thread in her flat, calm accent. ‘It’s like we’re in a set designed to look like a village.’ There is a lull as the group mulls this over.
Yesterday, Eliza saw no signs of anything that might have brought them here - it basically seems like there is the sea, the village, and an impossibly dense forest either side of it - no telltale smoke signals in the near, or far, distance. 
‘I think,’ Eliza says, unsure where her sentence is leading her as she speaks it, ‘that we may as well go outside, and see if we can find anything. Now we’ve got a full day to look around.’ This is met with no resistance, so the group quickly gets ready - there is no bathroom, but noone seems to need it - and heads out into the blazing heat of the morning.
*** 
As soon as they exit the hut, Eliza is sure - the hum is definitely louder today. ‘What the fuck is that noise?’ Rob asks, rhetorically, but Eliza is at least gladdened by the fact that it’s not just her who is hearing - and hating - it. 
‘The hum?’ Micah says absentmindedly. ‘It’s gotten louder, hasn’t it…’ It takes Eliza a second to notice it, but it’s not just louder - it’s different. Today it seems to have acquired a subtle, arrhythmic pulsing - or maybe it’s just her imagination, fraying under the weight of the village’s unnatural calm..
‘And it’s the least of our worries, as far as I can tell,’ Micay says, snapping her out of it. 
‘Agreed,’ Clara says, more calmly than Rob, at least, ‘So, what are we looking for, exactly?’ The four of them begin to walk further into the village, along the path in the opposite direction to the beach they came from yesterday. The sun is high in the sky already and Eliza feels herself immediately beginning to sweat.
‘Anything,’ Micah responds quickly, as if he’s been mulling this over, ‘that is either evidence we were in an accident,’ he says the last word almost in italics, ‘or anything that isn’t part of this kind of village… set. Modern buildings, modern technology - anyone who isn’t one of them,’ he says, nodding his head violently towards a group of villagers who are taking their washing down, talking to each other.
‘What the hell are they even saying?’ Rob mutters, to himself. Then, pointing at Micah, ‘Micah, what was that you were saying about an experiment to that dude last night?’ 
If Micah views this as aggressive, he doesn’t show it. ‘I was just trying to see matey boy’s reaction,’ he says evenly, striding calmly along at the head of their little four. ‘Not that he gave me one. 
‘It does seem a bit like the villager’s behaviour might be scripted - or their English is very limited.’ 
‘Their English is fine,’ Rob interjects, ‘it’s their brains that seem weird to me. That fucking guy knew my name, man, while we here know fuck all about where we are or what the hell’s going on.
‘Plus,’ he says, fully ranting now, ‘I constantly feel like I’m being watched, and not just by them.’ 
‘You are getting paranoid,’ Clara says. Rob whips round to look at her.
‘Of course I’m paranoid,’ he snarls. ‘We’re in some fucking creepy village and we don’t know anything, and none of these weird fucks are helping us. Aren’t you?’ 
Clara, to her credit, doesn’t break stride as she answers Rob. They have been walking for a few minutes now and all they have seen, or can see, is more of the same - huts of varying sizes, villagers going about what seem to be their daily chores, a couple of them conversing inaudibly. If there is some nefarious plot going on, they have yet to see evidence of it. 
‘I am not sure we are in some “creepy fucking village,’ she says slowly, the obscenity sounding almost dignified coming from her. ‘I am not sure we can trust any of what we are seeing - what we are thinking.’ It’s a strange, startling thing to say, and Eliza is taken aback. 
‘What do you mean?’ she says almost involuntarily. 
Clara just shrugs. ‘This isn’t like any real place I’ve ever seen - and these don’t seem like real people.’ 
‘I think,’ Eliza says, desperate to put a lid on any more unravelling, at least this morning, ‘that we should see what we find today, before we really start losing it with the conspiracy theories.’ Nobody disagrees, or at least nobody seems to, and the group walks on in silence, each of them clearly lost in their own thoughts. 
As they press on, Eliza slowly begins to take note of the villagers more closely. There are far more than the fifteen or so they saw yesterday – they’ve passed maybe sixty or so villagers in the course of their walk already, and she can see dozens more in the distance. 
But they don’t seem like truly distinct people, Eliza notes, biting her bottom lip worriedly. They are carrying out an ostensible set of morning chores, but the veneer seems a little thing the longer she watches them. Women are either hanging out or taking down washing, men are carrying buckets of water or contraptions Eliza can’t quite make out to and from the various huts, and some of them tend to their gardens. There are small conversations, but what little snippets Eliza can catch of them sound perfunctory, generic greetings like the kind you’d find in a foreign language textbook. 
‘Okay, I’m not crazy, right?’ Rob, seemingly as is usual, is the first to break the silence. ‘These people are acting weird as hell.’
‘Like clockwork, huh?’ Micah says. ‘It’s like a loop.’ Eliza nods mutely back, unsure of the significance of what they’re seeing. They have all come to a stop, Rob frowning as if trying to see a magic eye puzzle, and Clara’s cogs also seem to be whirring.
‘It’s almost like they don’t even see us…’ she says.
‘I don’t think they don’t see us, it’s almost like they won’t see us,’ Micah says quietly. 
‘And what does that mean, Dr Seuss?’ Rob snaps at him, but Micah, as always, seems unperturbed by his tone.
‘It’s like they’ve been told not to, not to do anything that breaks the pattern,’ Micah explains. ‘Like I said, it’s like a loop.’
‘We need to get some real answers from these people,’ Rob says, exasperated. Eliza finally finds her voice again. 
‘You think we haven’t tried? We’re getting nothing from these guys,’ she says. ‘It’s like they’re reading from a set of lines, or they’ve been, I dunno, programmed to only speak in a certain way.’
As one of the male villagers passes by, he says, ‘so, what are we looking for, exactly?’ in what sounds like a terribly inaccurate mimicry of Clara’s earlier phrasing. Clara wheels round, eyes on stalks, and the four of them crane their heads simultaneously,, turning on the villager. But he just stares straight ahead, still walking, as if unaware he has said anything at all.
‘The fuck…’ Micah breathes, as the villager walks off. Eliza is stunned, and feels faint - the heat, the hum, and now this - this taunting, if that was what it was, have left her reeling. 
‘It’s like an echo,’ Clara says, curiously, to herself.
‘Are they mocking us?’ Rob asks, fear and confusion battling to reign over his face. 
‘It’s part of the loop,’ Micah says again, still staring dazedly after the villager. ‘Their behaviour, what they’re saying… they’re actors, or something.’ Eliza looks between Micah and Rob, who is nodding, both seemingly on the same page which she has yet to turn to. 
‘You think this is… some kind of experiment?’ Eliza says, trying out the word in her mouth. It doesn’t feel good. ‘Like some sort of psycho test, or something?’
‘I fucking knew it, man,’ Rob nods vigorously, ‘you were right Micah, we’re in some, like… fake village, or something. Maybe they’re studying us, I dunno?’
‘If this is some sort of test,’ Micah says, calming himself down with the process of working through his thoughts, ‘then that would explain why we don’t remember anything. Maybe they’ve given us some drugs, or something - and that’s why we haven’t seen any signs of an accident too.’
‘And that’s why we only remember our names,’ Rob says. ‘It’s all fucking set up, to see how we’ll react to this… this fucked up shit they’re doing.’ He puts his hands on his hips and begins to pace in a small, worried circle. 
‘It really doesn’t feel like there was an accident at all, does there?’ Eliza asks, exchanging a glance with Clara, who nods silently. ‘No wreckage, no signs on us, no… nothing. It all just feels… constructed, somehow.’ 
‘Exactly!’ Rob yells, gesturing wildly, frustration boiling over. ‘And what’s that fucking hum? That’s not natural. Something’s going on, underground or something!’
‘But if it’s an experiment,’ Clara says, breaking her silence and in so doing getting everyone’s immediate attention, ‘why make it so weird?’ She looks around, gesturing to the villagers going about their increasingly rote routines. She points up at the sky - and Eliza suddenly sees that the sun is already beginning to set, alarming her - they’ve only been out for an hour, max. ‘Why are the days so short? This isn’t all just “strange”,’ Clara says. ‘It’s unnatural… controlled.’
‘Controlled how?’ Eliza asks, a strange feeling in the pit of her stomach, like she is teetering over the edge of something incredibly vast, and incredibly deep. 
‘It’s hard to explain…’ Clara says. ‘But it’s like… it’s like this place doesn’t feel real at all. Even the sun, the sky - it feels like it’s following some sort of script.’
‘It’s not just the short days,’ Rob agrees, nodding enthusiastically - almost comically, given the circumstances. ‘There’s literally no fucking weather. I’m from fucking LA and I’ve never seen shit like this - it’s just… static. It doesn’t make any fucking sense.’ 
‘Maybe that’s the point,’ Micah says, crossing his arms and touching his nose. ‘To see how we handle being in a place that makes no sense. How we’ll behave, how far they can push us.’ 
Rob snorts. ‘Whatever it is,’ he says, ‘we need to figure it out, pronto. I’m not waiting around here for these assholes to keep watching us, telling us what to do.’ He nods towards another pair of villagers who are muttering to each other as they hang up their washing. 
‘But what if we’re wrong?’ Clara asks, speaking hurriedly, nervously. ‘What if it’s not an experiment at all?’ 
‘Then what?’ Eliza asks, her heart gaining a few beats per minute. Her voice hardens. ‘What’s the alternative?’ 
‘If it’s not an experiment,’ Micah carries on Clara’s train of thought, ‘then maybe we really are trapped here. And maybe whoever’s running this place doesn’t want us to leave.’ 
His words hang heavy in the humid air, and the group glances uneasily at each other, the hum all the more noticeable in their worried silence. The sun has begun its descent beyond the horizon in earnest now - the shortest day Eliza can ever remember experiencing is already coming to a close.
‘So… what do we do?’ Rob asks. ‘Keep asking these villagers pointless questions? Or…’ he eyes the dense forest bordering the village, surrounding it from every angle. ‘.... or we try and find a way out of ourselves.’ 
‘We can’t just wander randomly into the forest without a plan,’ Eliza says impatiently.
‘But we can’t just stay here, either,’ Clara says slowly, as if in a trance. 
A male villager is walking past them as she says this, and he comes to a sudden, jerky stop. This is enough of a deviation from the norm to warrant the group’s full attention. The villager’s eyes seem to glaze, before he puffs out his chest and says ‘but we can’t just stay here, either,’ with a perfect rendition of Clara’s intonation - with Clara’s exact voice. The four of them are completely frozen, watching him - Clara now wearing a look of abject horror on her face. The villager stares straight ahead for a second, as if unaware he has said anything, and continues walking down the path away from them. 
Rob seems to come to life, and bolts up. 
‘Hey man, what the fuck was that?? What the fuck did you just say??’ He is cupping his hand to his mouth, yelling more than loudly enough for the villager to hear him, but he doesn’t quite seem to have the courage to chase after him - Eliza cannot blame him for this last. Micah and Clara’s eyes are as if on stalks - the four of them are more shaken than ever. Rob is physically shaking now, as if he is in the early stages of hypothermia - but it’s still incredibly hot, even with the sun now having fully set.
The four of them are silent for a long time - watching in mute horror as the villagers go about their nighttime routine, muttering repetitive pleasantries to each other over and over. 
Eliza suddenly realises something about the hum’s rhythm - it’s not random. Not at all. It’s pulsing in time to her own heartbeat, which is now hammering in her chest.

[bookmark: _lneabr4cgyqf]4: Regeneration
Nguyen’s breakthrough was still a massive one. She nodded along with herself as she spoke. ‘I’ve successfully integrated quantum sensors into our existing nanobot technology, which means that I’ve basically got real-time synaptic reconstruction and activity validation.’ She looked around at the room. They were all geniuses, but some of Sara’s breakthroughs were so far beyond current science that even they were flummoxed. She laughed when she saw their blank expressions.
‘Basically, it means we can track and validate the regeneration of neural cells, in real time. We can confirm the physical re-establishment of synaptic connections, and monitor neural firing patterns as new cells integrate.’
She began to walk to her desk, ushering them along with her in her wake. She continued speaking and gesticulated animatedly as she sat down, powering on her monitor and showing them her results. 
‘During this process, I noticed something strange,’ she said, pointing at the screen. ‘Each patient’s neural regeneration has a unique pattern… almost like a fingerprint, I guess.’ She zoomed in on one of the many graphs and diagrams crowding her display, and they could see a helix-looking shape slowly rotating in the centre of her screen. ‘It’s like a unique code for their individual consciousness, in a way. So I’ve sort of found two things at once - we can validate the synaptic integrity of the cells we’re regenerating - the cancer-free, Alzheimer’s free cells, et cetera - but this has also shown how an individual’s cognitive functions, their memories, have distinct corresponding firing rhythms.’ 
She swiveled around in her chair with a flourish, turning to face them with a huge smile. She was clearly pleased with herself, but justifiably so, Linton thought - this was absolutely huge. 
‘So… wait-’ Richards said, ‘what you’re saying is that these new cells, the ones we’re regenerating to replace the old, sick ones, aren’t just structurally similar, or even structurally the same, but…’ He was wide-eyed in wonder, and couldn’t finish his sentence. 
Lim nodded, and finished it for him. ‘They’re functionally indistinguishable.’ 
‘That’s right,’ Nguyen said, smiling even wider. ‘They behave in ways that preserve the patient’s unique mental characteristics. They’re basically bespoke neural signatures, and everyone’s will be different. But we seem to have stumbled on not only what they are, but how to recreate them.’
‘Wow,’ Linton said. ‘I know we’re not that kind of team, but I think this needs a round of applause. Well done, Sarah,’ she said, leading in the clapping. All three of Nguyen’s audience were enraptured - this was huge. Huge in their mission to cure neurodegenerative diseases - if they could now confirm that the neural cells were regenerating, they were basically just a few more tests away from proving their work out and achieving their main objective. But also huge, Linton thought, her mind slowly, tentatively working through the implications, in that they could maybe start to map, to recreate, a patient’s consciousness in the future, now that they knew how to create unique mental signatures. 
‘Wow,’ she said again, as their clapping died down into mute, stunned awe of Nguyen’s work. She was still beaming, without a trace of self-satisfaction - just pure joy and pride in her work. Linton heavily approved. 
‘So, how do we get this to human brains, ASAP?’
***
The simplest way, Richards explained to them, was to target validation through animal models, or brain tissue samples. 
‘Animal trials aren’t ideal, ethically speaking,’ he said methodically - he’d been through this type of process many a time before, Linton knew - ‘but they’re the necessary next step if we do ultimately want to move up to using this on humans. Eventually, of course.’  
‘We could double-blind the neural tissue samples, too,’ Lim added, nodding along with their rapidly-forming plan of action. ‘We can induce cancer cells into a significant size of samples, and then we can confirm that the regenerated cells ultimately end up resilient and healthy.’
‘That way, we’ve pretty much covered all the bases,’ Linton nodded, finishing the thought. 
‘And after that,’ Lim said, her excitement ballooning visibly with each passing second, bouncing up and down almost imperceptibly on the balls of her feet like a kid in the body of a dog on Christmas morning, ‘we could scale it up, even further. Up into handling full-brain regeneration - not just localised sections.
‘If, of course,’ she added, suddenly remembering where she was and looking down sheepishly, glancing up at Linton, ‘the preliminary trials all perform as we hope.’
Richards laughed, and Linton smiled. ‘Don’t get too ahead of yourself, Elodie,’ the short man said, shaking his head left and right and grinning. ‘Let’s focus on a single cell, before we get into the most complicated machine in the universe, please.’
He didn’t say this unkindly, and Lim smiled back at him. ‘Sorry,’ she said, genuinely and little less sheepishly. ‘It’s just so exciting, what Sara just showed us.’ She beamed at her colleague, her friend, and Nguyen beamed back. Linton couldn’t blame any of them - she was practically vibrating in her eagerness to progress through the necessary steps, too. To get to full-scale, human research. To get to results. 
‘I agree,’ Linton said, warmly. ‘Well done again, Sara.’ Nguyen nodded back at her, still smiling. What a feel-good start to today, Linton thought with wonder. ‘Right, next steps.’ She clapped her hands again, and everyone seemed to stand a little straighter, like toy soldiers snapping to attention. 
‘Lim, I’d like you to begin the preparations for tissue compatibility trials to ensure that the regenerated cells will integrate seamlessly into the larger structures they’ll eventually be introduced into.’ Lim nodded, and sashayed immediately away to her desk in the corner of the room, her long black hair swaying rhythmically across her back. 
‘Richards,’ Linton turned to her friend, who responded with a military-seeming nod. ‘You may as well be one step ahead of the game. Now your neural maps are built, I’m guessing you’re at something of a loose end.’ 
‘Not a loose end, per se,’ he said, ‘but I’d love to get ahead of the game, yeah. I’m guessing you’re asking me to prepare for wider areas?’ 
‘That’s right,’ Linton nodded, pleased at how closely on the same page they all seemed to be today. ‘I’d like you to start work on the recalibration of the nanobots. They’ll need to be able to handle wider areas of brain tissue, but without causing inflammation or inducing any adverse immune reactions - and we can test those on the smaller tissue samples Lim is setting up, if you can get them done up in time.’
‘Roger that,’ Richards said, saluting not entirely ironically, and stomped purposely off back to his desk. 
‘Nguyen,’ Linton said, finally, turning to the star pupil of the day. ‘You’ve obviously done your bit for this stage of the project, but I’d like you to keep thinking about potential complications, and how we can potentially deal with those if they arise - or ideally, stop them before they do.’
Nguyen was nodding before Linton had even finished her sentence. ‘I’d been thinking about this as I was preparing to share what I found today,’ she said, impressing Linton even further. 
‘We need to think about preventing tumour recurrence in the new versions of the old cells, and we need to make sure that after we integrate them they can actually co-exist with the existing neural pathways - I’m worried there may be a chance of disruption.’ 
‘Ok, that’s brilliant. Did you also have any thoughts about what we could do to assuage any of these concerns?’ 
Nguyen nodded again, clearly five steps ahead of the rest of them today. ‘I think we need to introduce a gene-editing step before we reintegrate the cells back into the actual neural tissue,’ she said in a studied manner, as if she’d been rehearsing these exact sentences all morning in her head. 
‘We can use CRISPR tech to reinforce the regenerated cells against any potential mutations that could cause a relapse. If we do this before integrating them, and combine this with Elodie’s larger neural tissue trials now, we can be fairly certain we are protecting the new cells against becoming cancerous like the old ones.’ 
‘Excellent stuff,’ Linton said, nodding seriously at Nguyen. ‘The only thing I’m thinking, she added, ‘and this is more of a me thing, is that all of this stuff we’re doing, it’s great for now, but it’ll take a long time to get the amount of data, the length of data, we need to get approval to move onto human trials. I’m gonna start work on a simulation model, so we can at least predict with a modicum of confidence how these trial cells are going to adapt over years. That way we’ll be able to justify any asks for progressing further along in the trials with something more than just our own suppositions.’
Nguyen nodded politely, but both of them knew that Linton was basically talking to herself at this point - she didn’t need the approval of any of her team for her role at any point of Genesis - she didn’t even need to tell them what she was doing. But Linton felt that they were firing on all cylinders today, working exactly how she’d hoped they would do when she selected her crack squad, and she wanted to feed into the camaraderie that was so palpably in the air by being fully transparent about her own next steps. 
‘Ok,’ Linton said, nodding intensely and contentedly. ‘Let’s get to work.’
***
‘What I’m most excited about,’ Nguyen said as she bit into a chunky-looking baguette, pork, radish, carrot, cucumber, jalapeño, and cilantro leaves bursting out of the seams - and those were just the ingredients Linton could see - ‘is how quickly we might be able to apply all this stuff to human patients. If it all works, of course.’ 
The four of them were sitting around a central island table in the middle of the vast room, snacking their various snacks, shoring up their energy reserves after a particularly productive morning, even by their lofty, almost superhuman, standards. Linton was poking at a chicken caesar salad (with added bacon bits - a rare treat) with limited gusto, whereas Richards was absolutely tearing into his reheated bolognese, gulping down heaving forkfuls of mini pasta mountains at a rate of knots. Lim was steadily making her way through some sort of courgettey, orzo mixture - it looked healthy and sophisticated. Just like Lim, Linton thought.
‘I don’t want to say it could be the biggest discovery in the history of medicine,’ Richards said, gasping between almost unbelievably-sized bites, ‘but it just might be.’ All four of them laughed, but they knew that he was, technically speaking, being completely serious - or at least completely factual. If they pulled this off, Linton knew, they’d go down in history - the first humans to actually, literally, cure cancer. 
‘Like, think about an inoperable brain tumour,’ Nguyen continued, in between much more normal, human-sized bites of her lunch. ‘Or even an operable brain tumour. Sure, we can get in there and remove a load of it, but it’s gonna keep coming back, and we don’t know how long that’ll take. It’s impossible to give an accurate prognosis.’ 
‘Plus, there are so many types of them, and we’re still discovering more,’ Lim added, sliding a forkful of orzo into her mouth. ‘If Genesis works, we’ll have a truly one-size-fits-all approach for them. For all types of brain cancer, even if we haven’t discovered them yet.’ 
‘My mom had Alzheimer’s,’ Linton said, not melodramatically at all, just matter-of-factly. ‘And it doesn’t take a genius to realise that’s a big driving factor for me in all of this - why I wrote my first paper on this stuff a long time ago.’ The other three nodded at her in respectful silence, and Linton felt politely compelled to continue. 
‘I just think about a kind of… a case study,’ she said, shoving some chicken wrapped in leaves into her mouth. ‘Someone with really advanced Alzheimer’s, for instance, where their quality of life right now would be pretty much nil.’ 
‘We’d be able to essentially give them a system restore point of their brain,’ Richards said, his tupperware box startingly clean, like a cat had gotten into it and licked out all of the bolognese detritus. Bolognese Detritus - good band name, Linton thought. ‘But in this analogy, they don’t have to keep creating backups to go back to - we can literally just switch out the defective bits and get them back up and running with a fully-functioning system up there.’ He tapped his temple, and crossed his arms, looking thoughtful. 
‘This would just completely revolutionise treatment for terminal patients,’ Nguyen said, thoughtfully - all four of them free-associating, now, Linton thinks - picking up from each other’s thoughts like in one of those creative writing exercises. ‘We could give inoperable brain cancer patients a complete recovery - and we could effectively prevent Alzheimer’s disease before it even happened. Make it a thing of the past.’
The four of them sat in silent wonder, picking at the remains of their lunches. There was a great vibe in the lab today, Linton thought. And it was only going to get better as they got closer to actually moving onto human trials of the neural cell regeneration - something she was pretty sure they could get approved more quickly than Richards expected. 
‘Right,’ she said, heaving herself up off of her swivel chair. ‘Lunch time is over, children. We’ve got brains to regenerate.’ 

[bookmark: _inqe9fgbrgb]5: The Forest
None of them sleep well that night. Eliza lies awake, listening to the hum, like some alien white noise that has the opposite of its usual soporific effect. The night passes in what feels like minutes, but must be longer, as the now-familiar, intense sunlight begins to stream into the room through any available crack in the wooden hut’s construction.
‘I want to get out,’ Rob says simply, breaking the relative silence - punctuated only by the hum and the distant sounds of the villagers going about their tasks, again and again. ‘Or at least, to try to get out.’
After hearing the villager speaking with Clara’s voice the previous night, the group had retreated immediately to the hut, too rattled to continue exploring the village - not that it seemed like there was much else for them to see of it. Rob had been muttering about escaping, but the other three of them had remained silent, unable to comprehend what they’d seen, and what they’d heard. 
Rob breathes heavily. ‘I think we need to go through the forest,’ he says. 
Eliza has been turning this over in her mind - she isn’t supremely keen on wandering into the dense, dark undergrowth, especially when they don’t know what they’ll find there, but she is starting to agree that they cannot stay here. 
‘I think Rob is right,’ she says. ‘We need answers, about what this place is - how we got here. The forest seems to be literally the only way out.’
‘It is,’ Micah agrees. ‘The forest borders very side of this place, sso the way I see it, if it’s stick or twist, the only twist we’ve got is going through it.’ 
‘What do you even hope to find?’ Clara pipes up, quietly. The other three turn to her.
‘I hope to find a way out, Clara,’ Rob says slowly, narrowing his eyes in confusion at her question. ‘Unless you want to stay in this… experiment, or whatever we’re in?’
‘What if there isn’t a way out,’ Clara says, rather than asks, staring straight ahead. ‘What if it’s not even a real place?’ 
‘You keep saying that,’ Rob spits, ‘but what would that even mean? I’ve said it before, and I’ll say it again - this is some fucked up kind of experiment, or something, that’s all. Something where if we walk far enough in one direction, we’re gonna find whoever’s in charge.’
‘It would mean,’ Clara says, ‘that this is all in our heads. Some sort of simulation - not somewhere we can just walk up and out of. There might only be this village, no matter how far we walk.’
‘Whatever is going on,’ Micah says, confidently, ‘we have to try something.’ Eliza and Rob nod their assent. ‘If it’s an experiment, or if it’s a simulation, whatever - we need to test this. And if we’re being watched, that’s even more reason to push the limits.’
Clara doesn’t react to this either way, so with her silence, it is settled - the group will enter the forest, and they’ll enter it now. 
***
The sounds are the same as they exit the hut, crossing the village towards the nearest edge of the forest they can see. Vague metal clanking of nondescript buckets, the slop of wet clothes being pegged onto a line, faint murmurs of quotidian conversation - and the hum. 
The four of them move hurriedly across the paths, standing in close formation as if afraid of being caught doing something illegal - who knows? Eliza thinks, maybe they are, under whatever new rules they are living under now. 
The sun continues its incessant barrage upon the red sand of the village, reflecting up painfully into Eliza’s eyes as she trudges along quickly, standing next to Micah. 
‘I think we just head in anywhere, to be honest,’ he is saying, answering Rob’s question about where best to enter. ‘It seems pretty dense wherever you look.’ 
They approach a section of forest near the hut where they encountered the first villager - not a happy memory, Eliza reflects - and come to a stop. Clara’s body language is slumped, her movements languid. Rob and Micah, on the other hand, seem primed, tensed, ready for action. Eliza is cautious but hopeful, and glad to be doing something other than uncovering fresh unsettling facts about their new home. 
‘In we go,’ Rob says, clapping, and striding forward into the thickets. He makes a swimming gesture with his arms, sweeping them wide in a demonstrative breaststroke. Luckily, Eliza sees with relief, the various stalks and branches are not impenetrable - they bend relatively easily as Rob pushes them aside, revealing a consistent level of overgrowth beyond them. 
Micah, Eliza and Clara follow him in, in that order - all three of them looking over their shoulders to see if their latest action attracts the attention of any of the villagers. If they have seen what the group are doing, they have no visible reaction to it. And they are off. 
The forest is ugly, dark and deep, and even hotter than the village. The sun struggles to penetrate the dense overhang of the foliage, but the temperature and the humidity continue to rise the further in the group get. 
‘I’m just going to head straight in one direction,’ Rob calls over his shoulder, still breast stroking his way through the identikit flora. The hum is still audible so far, but it seems to have dampened. Its noise has been replaced, or at least superceded, by strange, strained noises off in the distance ahead and to either side of them - Eliza strains her ears to try and make out what they could be, but they are too far off for now. 
The light becomes dappled and patchy, and then almost non-existent, and the trees offer no sense of progress. 
‘These all look exactly the same,’ Micah calls, slapping one of the trees as he speaks. And he is right - it seems for all the world like they are moving past the same set of five trees on a loop, making no progress despite their constant forward momentum. 
‘It’s another loop,’ Clara calls, echoing Eliza’s thoughts. ‘It’s like they’ve been copied and pasted.’ 
The forest is closing in, and the sound of the group’s laboured breathing intensifies in both volume and pace. They must have been walking for ten minutes, and nothing seems to have changed. Eliza is starting to panic. 
FInally, the forest opens out - forgivingly - into a small clearing. The light above them seems greyer than before, as if it is already twilight, but Eliza knows this can’t be the case. There are two rocks, about the size of a picnic hamper, on the floor, and nothing else except the heavy sand they’ve been walking on for days now. Rob crouches, sitting on one of the rocks.
‘Ok, at least it’s not all fucking trees,’ he pants, wiping the back of his hand across his shining brow. ‘Even if they all look the same.’
‘They all are the same,’ Clara says, pushing herself into a sitting position and stretching her legs out. ‘It’s another loop – the trees, the village, the villagers - it’s all looping.’ She says this so calmly, Eliza isn’t sure if she’s heard her correctly.
‘It’s not a loop,’ Eliza says, too defensively, sitting down across from Clara. ‘It’s just a forest, a really dense one.’ Clara looks at her - pityingly, Eliza thinks. ‘All forests are like this,’ she adds, lamely. 
‘We can’t panic yet,’ Micah intervenes, still standing. ‘We’ve not been walking for that long at all. Let’s just rest for a second, and keep going.’ 
Nobody seems happy with this plan - least of all Rob, who wants to get going immediately - but Micah’s words have an air of authority about them which causes the others to acquiesce. 
In the relative silence, punctuated only by their decreasingly ragged breaths, Eliza hears the distant noises again - partly animal sound, partly mechanical clunking. She is raising her head, cocking it to one side to listen, when she notices Rob nodding at her. 
‘I hear it too,’ he says. ‘But I’ve got no fucking clue what it is.’ 
‘It sounds… like a mechanical bull, or something,’ Micah adds. 
It’s not the worst description - certainly better than any words Eliza could have found to describe it. It has the frequency and timbre of something like a power drill working way off in the distance, but with the variation - the urgency - of an animal cry. It’s like nothing she’s ever heard before. She feels her flesh breaking out in goosebumps. 
‘C,mon, let’s go,’ Rob says, shaking his head as if to dispel the sound, and extending his hand to Eliza to help her up. 
Micah helps Clara up at the same time, and she brushes her hands off on her trousers, already stained red from the hot sand. Rob gives a demonstrative sigh, and as he turns round to continue the way they were walking, Clara calls out.
‘Wait!’ The others turn around. ‘Let’s mark one of these trees, here, so we can be sure we’re not going in circles.’ 
‘How would we go in circles if we keep walking in a straight line?’ Rob asks, narrowing his eyes. ‘We can even see the path where we’re pushing the trees and shit aside.’
‘What’s the harm in doing it?’ Eliza says, beginning to lose her cool with Rob’s attitude. ‘Here,’ she says, nodding supportively to Clara and picking up a rock. She uses it to gouge a gash into the bark of one of the trees at the clearing’s edge, before depositing it again onto the floor. Rob rolls his eyes, but noone says a word as they resume their journey forwards.
*** 
About ten minutes later, they reach the clearing again. 
‘Thank fuuuck for that,’ Rob says, oblivious, as the four of them stumble into the relative spaciousness of the clearing. Rob sits down immediately and starts pulling on his toes, stretching out his leg muscles. The walk they’ve just done was identical to the first, and they are more tired than their first stop. 
Clara, Eliza and Micah all notice it at the same time - Clara simply points, Eliza gasps, and Micah puffs out his cheeks and exhales loudly. Rob, perplexed, follows Clara’s gesture. It’s the tree with the gouge on it, from ten minutes ago. 
‘What the fuck?’ he says, his voice leaping half an octave as he jumps up, striding over to the tree. 
‘It’s a loop,’ Clara says plainly, not in the least surprised by what they are seeing. A part of Eliza wants to think that the gouge is slightly different, on a slightly different tree, but she immediately knows this isn’t true. Somehow, despite walking in what is demonstrably a straight line - and arriving at it through fresh, unbroken forest - they are back in the clearing. 
‘This doesn’t make any fucking sense,’ Rob growls, hammering the tree once with his closed fist. ‘We were going in a fucking straight line the whole way.’
Micah is rubbing his hand across his chin, his head inclined slightly forward, a picture of concentration. 
‘We were,’ he says slowly. ‘And no, this doesn’t make any sense.’
Eliza lets out something between a sob and a sigh, and throws herself onto the ground. She wants to get out of the forest, and they’ve been in there far less than an hour. 
‘There is a slight chance,’ Micah says, ‘that we’re disorientated. It’s hot, this forest is confusing - obviously none of us slept well. I don’t think this is conclusive.’ 
‘Not conclusive?’ Clara laughs. ‘It’s the exact same tree.’ She walks over to it, raps on it with her knuckles. ‘They’re all the exact same trees. This isn’t a real forest.’
Nobody responds - even Rob is lost for words. 
‘Humour me,’ Micah says, maintaining his cool while Eliza loses hers. ‘Let’s set off again, in that same direction,’ he points to the opposite end of the clearing to where they came in, which is now, mystifyingly, bordered by dense, unbroken trees - as it was before. ‘And let’s leave some markers on the path this time - some clothing, some rocks. Anything to break the… the pattern.’ 
Rob and Eliza nod at the same time, wanting to believe that they can do this. Clara is not, Eliza is realising, the type of person to roll her eyes - she is not caustic, or maybe cruel, enough for that. But in her own Clara way, Eliza thinks her expression in response to Micah communicates that same feeling. She widens her eyes and her mouth extends sideways in a grimace, but she doesn’t stop them.
‘Fine,’ she says, raising her hands and clapping them to her sides. ‘Let’s prove it is a loop, so we can stop arguing about it.’ 
Micah leads the way out this time, instructing them to rip small bits of clothing off of their trousers and their shirts, affixing them to stalks and branches along their route as they continue, once again in a straight line. 
‘It’s getting louder,’ Clara says, referring to the noises they’d heard earlier. The noise has increased, and it sounds like metal on metal, bone on bone, inorganic nails scraping across an organic chalkboard. Eliza shivers, even as she sweats further buckets in the heat.
‘Maybe that means we’re actually getting somewhere,’ Micah calls back. 
Five minutes later, they come to the clearing again. 
Rob laughs this time, and Eliza’s sense of dread is palpable, but Micah is undeterred. 
‘That’s why we left the markers,’ he says, his palms up as if he is trying to calm down an unruly sheepdog. ‘Now, if we set out that same way again, and we really are going back to this clearing, we’ll see the bits of clothes we’ve left out.’ 
They set out for the third time, walking in tense, thick silence now, brushing aside fresh plants and thickets. Eliza has a molten ball in the bottom of her stomach, knowing what is going to happen without even having to see for herself.
Sure enough, they come to the clearing for a fourth time. Now even Micah is flustered.
‘Okay, now this is impossible,’ he says, sitting down and cradling his head in his hands. Rob hasn’t spoken since their first return to the clearing, a reaction almost an anxiety–inducing for Eliza as if he’d been doing his usual vociferous ranting. 
Clara is the only one who seems to still be in possession of her composure.
‘It’s not real, that’s why it’s impossible,’ she says, calmly sitting down next to Micah, laying a companionable hand on his shoulder. He looks up at her warily - Eliza watches them avidly. Rob is sitting cross-legged with his eyes closed. 
‘Think,’ she said gently. ‘This forest is a loop, with the same few trees over and over. The village - that’s the same few huts and paths, over and over. The villagers speak in loops, they are even copying us. Where else do you see phenomena like this?’ She looks around at the group, her question clearly not a rhetorical one. 
‘In virtual environments,’ she says, when nobody answers. ‘Video games. To save on processing power, it’s the same few assets, re-used over and over. I do not think the environment we are in is real.’ 
Eliza’s instinct is to deny this vehemently, but she cannot think of a rebuttal that tallies with the evidence of their day – of the last few days, which happen to be the only days she can remember. That she is even aware she’s ever experienced. 
‘So we’re in some kind of… simulation,’ Rob says slowly, speaking for the first time, his eyes open now. ‘It could still be some kind of experiment.’
Clara nods. ‘It could, yes, but I don’t think there is a physical way out - I don’t think this place has a physical end.’
The other three let this sink in for a second. 
‘So then what would you suggest we do?’ Micah says, not unkindly - he genuinely wants to know. 
Clara nods, glad to be asked - she is clearly several steps ahead of them in her thought processes about this, about their situation in general. 
‘I think we need to go back to the village,’ she says immediately. ‘If this is some sort of test - some sort of experiment,’ she says, nodding to Rob, kindly, ‘then I think the village is where we are supposed to be. Wherever the people behind us want us.
‘I think the forest is designed to stop us getting out - and it’s just window dressing, fake scenery. Like when you hit an invisible wall in a video game.’ 
Rob considers this for a second, before turning to look at Clara directly. ‘But if they want us back at the village, surely that’s the last thing we should be doing?’ 
‘I don’t necessarily disagree,’ Clara nods again, clearly having thought all of this through on her own already, ‘but it doesn’t seem like we really have any choice, don’t you think?’
‘Maybe the whole point is to see how we react,’ Micah says. ‘They put the forest there, and this one clearing here, to make it obvious to us that we’re trapped. Maybe they want us to push the boundaries, but the real answers are back there.’
Everyone falls silent. Eliza is reeling - from the heat, the hum, the desperation that has been gnawing at her even more urgently today than yesterday. But Micah’s - and Clara’s - words make sense. She doesn’t like being in the forest, she doesn’t like hearing that yearning, tortured noise in the distance.
‘We’re not getting anywhere here,’ she says, her voice uneven. ‘And we’re not even lost, not really - there’s just nowhere to go.’ 
‘I just don’t want to go back to that place,’ Rob says, sounding, amazingly, close to tears. ‘With those fucking… those robots.’
‘I know, and I don’t either,’ Clara says gently. ‘But think, if we go back there now, we go back with a little bit more knowledge. We know we can’t get out, and we can look for a weak point.’
‘She’s right,’ Micah says, regaining his steady demeanour - Eliza feels better just seeing his courage return, even if her own is far from back just yet. ‘There must be some sort of sign, some sort of weak point.
‘The hum, what the villagers are doing - there’s gotta be something there we can use, use to find out more. And I don’t see any chance of that happening here,’ he says, taking in the oppressive trees with a sweep of his arm. 
More silence. 
‘Fine,’ Rob says, eventually. ‘I’m not really up for going back there, but I guess you guys are right - there’s not a whole lotta other options right now for getting out of dodge.’ 
***
They exit the way they have come in, this time, hoping that a simple reversal of their route will take them back to the village - not that the paths here seem to follow any logic, Eliza thinks. 
But the plan seems to be working, as they walk for twice as long as it took them to get to the clearing each time without running into it again, . 
Eliza thinks it might be her imagination, but as they trudge on, the trees seem to grow denser still - the shadows stretching unnaturally, and the air heavier with the all-encompassing hum. She could swear that the noises are getting louder, closer. 
She doesn’t want to ratchet the group’s tension up, but she can’t keep it to herself any longer. 
‘This is different,’ she says, her voice tight and low. 
‘Mm-hmm,’ Rob says immediately, his jaw tight. ‘I feel like I’m being fucking watched, or something.’ 
And as soon as he says it, Eliza does, too. She glances over her shoulder, suddenly expecting someone, or something, to be on their tail. But there is just the forest, although she can no longer see that far back any more - the light is fading. 
Micah is at the front of the line, and he has definitely, Eliza thinks, picked up his pace steadily as they have been walking on. 
The noise resurfaces loudly, and closer than ever. Clara jumps, and Rob swears. 
‘What the fuck is that thing?’ he says, bringing up the rear of the group as all four of them speed up into a jog. He is looking over his shoulder as the noise sounds again, now directly behind them, accompanied by a rustling that is far too regular to be the wind. If anything, it sounds like footsteps. 
They are running now, and the hum rises in volume to meet them as they do so. Eliza looks over her shoulder and only sees Rob’s determined face running behind her. Micah, ahead, doesn’t even look back, fully sprinting. But after a minute of this silent desperation, their panting and the hum competing for prominence in the soundscape of the forest, the animal noise and the rustling seem to have receded into the distance once again. 
They run on for a few more minutes, but then Eliza is sure - they’ve escaped. Whoever or whatever it was is far off in the distance again. Rob calls out, confirming the same. ‘It’s fine, it’s gone,’ he breathes heavily. 
Eliza looks back at Rob, so relieved to see his own relief, that she doesn’t realise that Micah and Clara have stopped. She bumps into them painfully, but they don’t react. As she turns to face forward again, she sees why they’ve come to a halt. 
There is a signpost at the edge of the path -  made of old wood, and with an arrow pointing the way they are going, along the path. 
‘That… wasn’t there before,’ she says, obviously, as Rob moves beside her to get a closer look. 
The signpost looks weathered and old - ancient, even, Eliza thinks - its wood splintered and frayed in various places. But it’s not the signpost’s existence that has struck Micah and Clara dumb, Eliza sees now - it’s what’s written on it. If written is even the right word. 
There are shifting shapes, seemingly carved into the wood, but they are moving, changing, before her eyes. The longer she stares, the more they twist and warp on the sign, seeming to move in and out of focus. The hum is very loud and very regular now. After just a few seconds of looking, Eliza feels dizzy and nauseous.
‘No it was not,’ Micah says slowly, he and Clara standing transfixed. ‘Are those supposed to be… words?’ he asks, his voice low, as if he’s afraid that speaking too loudly will set something off. 
‘Not words,’ Clara says. ‘Symbols.’ She moves closer, crouching slightly so her eyes are level with the inscrutable, shifting script. 
Eliza, compelled by something more powerful than her initial reaction to the sign - a strange, primal incomprehension and fear - moves to stand next to Clara, staring intently again, fighting off the dizziness. The hum thrums in her ears, seems to enter her bloodstream, and pulses around her temples. 
The symbols are familiar, somehow - like she’s seen them before, perhaps in a dream… She leans in close, hypnotised by their motion, and reaches out to touch the sign - just as it seems to become translucent. 
Eliza’s hand moves through the space where her eyes can see the sign, her brain not quite understanding what she is seeing. The sign flickers in and out of translucence, the hum growing louder in time with its reappearance. 
‘It’s not real, either,’ Clara says, not taking her eyes off the sign, its symbols still shifting and twirling incomprehensibly. ‘Like the rest of this forest - it’s some sort of artifact, like a glitch in a video game.’ 
Rob and Micah are watching silently over their shoulders, and the former sucks in a breath as the sign seems to reinstate itself fully again, some recognisable symbols seeming to form for a second or so. 
‘Leave,’ the sign reads, before the symbols collapse in on themselves like smoke, reforming again one more time before disappearing completely. ‘Now.’
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It only took a week of flat-out work for them to be ready to begin the animal trials in earnest. 
Linton was pleasantly surprised, but not overly shocked, at the speed with which her team was working. They were, after all, the best in the world in each of their respective fields - and they also had access to the best tech for the job, the best lab in which to move through the various stages of medical research. And the fewest distractions to keep them from their desks - it wasn’t exactly party town here in their little corner of Albuquerque.
The four of them had come in early today, the day the first trial on animal neural tissue was set to kick off. When they’d left the lab the previous night together, saying their goodbyes as they headed off to their respective glorified dorm rooms, Linton had felt the excitement in the air - visible on all of her team’s faces. She felt it, too, of course - it was the medical researcher equivalent of Christmas Eve. The night before they could start applying all their theory, all their thousands upon thousands of hours of hypothesising, their weeks of wondering, to real-life, physical objects. Poor mice. 
‘Okay,’ Richards said, taking the lead on this stage of proceedings. The four of them were gathered around a workstation alongside the back wall of the lab, with a series of cultures and complicated-looking machinery set out and primed, ready to go, along the sleek black desk. The four of them were bright-eyed and alert - Linton had added an extra shot of espresso to her customary morning flat white, but she knew she didn’t need the extra caffeine to perk her up today. Good, old-fashioned adrenaline was more than carrying its weight in the ‘wakey wakey’ battle for her attention today. 
‘Let’s go over the procedure again in brief, and we can get going.’ He had everyone’s complete attention. ‘We’ll be attempting to reintegrate these regenerated neural cells,’ he said, gesturing to one of the cultures on the desk, ‘into this map of larger neural tissue we have isolated from a mouse brain. 
‘Nguyen has used CRISPR tech to modify our regenerated cells,’ he continued, nodding to Nguyen, who nodded back, ‘reinforcing them to prevent regression or relapse.
‘We’ll be using the quantum sensors which we’ve recently integrated into our nanobot technology to verify the regenerative success in real time. This will be where it starts to get complicated.
‘Nguyen,’ he said, turning to her. ‘You’ll be in charge of tracking and confirming the physical re-establishment of the synaptic connections, and monitoring the neural firing patterns to confirm the cell health, as we go.’ 
Nguyen nodded - none of this was new to her. It was, after all, all based off of her breakthrough the week before. But there was value in this constant re-stating of procedure, Linton knew - fail to prepare, and prepare to fail, et cetera et cetera. 
‘You’ll also have to make sure that the new, gene-edited cells are resistant to mutation,’ he said.
This was the most complicated part of the (already rather complicated) experiment - and Linton was glad it was Nguyen taking the reins for it. They were going to use real-time genomic sequencing tools, integrated into their modified nanobots, to scan the DNA of the newly-regenerated cells, on the fly, as they reintegrated into the neural tissue. The team had programmed them to look for the many specific biomarkers and genetic mutations commonly associated with cancerous growth, and they’d receive immediate feedback if any irregularities appeared - potentially showing early signs of mutation. 
It was pretty advanced tech, and Nguyen had added yet another layer of complexity to it by developing an algorithm that scanned for errors in cell replication as the new cells integrated. In short, they were going to be about as sure as they could possibly be, that their new cells weren’t going to relapse in future. They were so far out ahead of civilian medical technology now that Linton felt they were almost on a different planet - and the sensation it gave her was vertiginous and thrilling. 
‘Lim,’ Richards continued, swivelling to look - tilting his head up slightly - at his new addressee. ‘I want you to focus on immune response - if there is any. We need to be sure that the brain tissue doesn’t reject the new cells, and if it does, god forbid, we at least need to collect all the data we can on how it’s doing so, so we can get the best idea possible of why it’s doing so. And then, how we can stop it.’ He smiled as he finished speaking, and Lim smiled back, confidently. They’re all ready, Linton thought to herself, also feeling buoyed and ready to go - the usual mix of nerves and excitement before a big milestone like this being swayed much more towards pure excitement than usual. 
‘Boss,’ Richards said, finally, turning to face her. ‘You and I are getting our hands dirty - you’ll be helping me to actually physically reintegrate the cells.’
Linton nodded, smiled. 
‘All understood, everyone?’ she asked. Everyone nodded vigorously, clearly raring to go. 
‘All right,’ Linton said, smiling wider. She clapped her hands together. ‘Let’s do this.’
***
Linton watched the screen with intense scrutiny as the nanobots got to work, blown up to more than 100,000 times their actual size on the monitor, for the benefit of their meek human vision capacity. 
The atmosphere was similar to how Linton imagined being engaged in a battle with a rival submarine must have felt - all hands on deck, everyone’s eyes occupied by some sort of scope or peephole, battling the enemy and responding to threats in real time as you tried to locate them. 
Somewhat overblown, as comparisons went, she supposed, but she couldn’t help how she felt. And if this went wrong, a significant portion of their research would also be sunk. Terrible joke, she thought, shaking her head and bringing herself back to the incredibly important present moment. 
She and Richards had intracerebrally inserted their regenerated tissue mere seconds earlier, alongside the nanobots, and had, in a sense, already completed their part of the procedure. Now all four of them were monitoring their different screens, tension thick in the air as the moment of truth arrived and made itself at home around them. 
They both watched the screen as they observed, slowly, the formation of synaptic connections - like a sort of fast-forwarded episode of a microscopic nature documentary, Linton’s mouth formed a small O of amazement as she watched the fruits of their long, long labour blossoming into quite a radical medical development before her very eyes. 
Their modified nanobots were hard at work, repairing damaged neural tissue with lightning precision and speed, as the new cells they’d made - they’d made, Linton thought, with wonder - began to replace their damaged counterparts, aided by the nanobots, re-establishing neural pathways. It was like watching broken tiles on a roof being replaced by some sort of drone, but everything was squishier, more organic-looking - and about 100,000 times smaller. 
‘All ok with you two?’ Richards called, eyes glued to the screen. 
‘All good with me,’ the two other women chorused with identical timing. Linton’s brain was humming with excitement. It was working, it was really working. 
‘We look all good for potential early signs of mutation, so far,’ Nguyen called, her eyes locked to her screen which was synced to the genomic sequencing tools she’d integrated into the nanobots. ‘No biomarkers of abnormalities detected, yet.’
‘Great stuff,’ Richards said, breathing hard. ‘Lim? Immune response? Any early signs of rejection?’ 
‘None,’ Lim shook her head, also neglecting to tear her eyes from the display she was monitoring. ‘Integration appears… smooth,’ she elaborated, her voice clear and clinical, her syllables pleasingly stark against each other. ‘With no signs of rejection or inflammation visible.’
Richards whistled. ‘Wow,’ he said, in a low voice, looking at Linton. ‘This is almost going too well.’
‘Don’t say that,’ Linton said immediately, one hundred per cent seriously. She was about as close to the epitome of ‘a woman of science’ as one could get, but she still had her superstitions in moments like this. 
‘This feels an awful lot like… playing God,’ Richards continued, seemingly oblivious to her previous comment. ‘We’re literally fixing a brain here, right now.’
‘Paul,’ Linton snapped, genuinely annoyed. ‘Not yet, please.’ 
He made an ‘ok, ok’ gesture with his hands, and turned back round from her to monitor the screen again. 
‘Still nothing on my end,’ Lim called out, actually looking away from the screen to assess the mood of the rest of the room. 
‘All good,’ Nguyen answers, loudly, but her voice sounded stiffer than before. Linton frowned and looked away from the screen to get a visual check on her. 
‘Everything okay, Nguyen?’ she called, not remotely close to panicking yet, but coming up on concern. 
‘The regeneration is going completely fine,’ Nguyen said haltingly, ‘but I just… noticed something.’ Linton’s frown deepened, and the other two have their attention caught and turn to face Nguyen, too. ‘Nothing to worry about now - the actual experiment is going fine. I’ll explain after.’ 
Linton felt perplexed, a little spooked, by this, but she knows Nguyen - if she says it can wait, it can wait. 
They carried on watching their screens, monitoring the progress of the tech they have developed, as it completed a procedure never-before-seen conducted by humans, for another twenty minutes. There were no more mysterious qualms from Nguyen, and Lim consistently reported there were no signs of rejection of the new cells. 
After those twenty minutes had elapsed, the activity on the screen Linton and Richards were watching had come to a halt. They held their breath. The reintegration was complete - and the nanobots had done their job for the day, exiting the picture. 
Linton stared at the image on her screen - a regenerated brain, in miniature. Okay, not a whole brain, but they’d done it - they’d cured this one tiny section of a mouse’s brain, of tiny mouse cancer. She shivered a little, the magnitude of what they’d done not coming close to hitting her yet. 
‘Lim, still all clear?’ Richards called, his voice largely steady but with a slight tremolo that belied his excitement. 
‘All clear,’ Lim affirmed, pulling away from her screen, standing up and actually giving a thumbs up. 
‘Nguyen?’ 
The shortest of the four of them stood up, the smile back on her face. Linton barely even remembered the strange little hiccup she’d reported twenty minutes ago. 
‘All clear,’ she said, and beamed at them.
‘Ladies and gentleman,’ Linton said, unable to stop a huge smile spreading onto her face, too. 
‘I think we have just cured brain cancer in mice.’
***
It was impossible not to immediately start thinking about the human trials, but Linton urged her team to move slowly, cautiously. She kept reiterating the importance of proceeding responsibly, but internally, she, too, was abuzz with questions of how quickly they could move onto the real deal. 
‘We’ll have to conduct a lot more animal trials, on different species, before we can think about that,’ she said, as the four of them crowded around a single monitor, their swivel chairs pulled up close to each other in solidarity - in what Linton also knew was tacit celebration. ‘But that went about as well as it could have done.’ 
‘We can apply for a fast-track, too,’ Lim said, uncharacteristically ebullient. ‘Contingent on further validation, of course,’ she added, slipping back into her expected patterns of speech. Linton smiled at her. 
‘Yes - I will certainly be reaching out to the board once we’ve conducted several more trials like this, assuming they have the same results. But we do have a pretty robust case to present, I agree.’ 
Only Richards looked concerned. ‘Sara,’ he frowned, and the small girl smiled at him, tilted her head to one side slightly. ‘What was it you noticed earlier on there? The thing you said could wait until after?’
Nguyen raises her eyebrows in genuine surprise. ‘Wow, I completely forgot about that,’ she laughed, abashed. ‘I guess I got really caught up in the experiment, huh?’ 
‘Understandable,’ Linton said, reassuringly. ‘But yeah, now we’re out of the experimental woods, let’s go back over it. What was it you noticed?’ 
Nguyen stood up and gestured at the three of them to follow, as she paced quickly over to her own workstation, where she’d been stationed throughout the experiment. 
‘So,’ she said, plonking down on her chair and switching her screen back on. ‘You see these?’ she asked, clicking through to get to a screen with what looked like a complicated series of line graphs overlaid over each other. 
‘Are those the quantum sensor readouts?’ Linton asked, confused. ‘Exactly,’ Nguyen nodded, turning round to look up at her boss. 
Quantum sensors were used heavily in neuroscientific research and medicine due to their unmatched precision for measuring extremely subtle changes in neural activity, at the synaptic level. Linton had demanded they be a part of their setup here at Genesis - and they’d accounted for a large part of their (itself, large) budget request. But they were essential to their work. 
While traditional sensors could only detect electric signals with a certain degree of accuracy, quantum sensors allowed the team to capture infinitesimally minute fluctuations in synaptic activity, which would otherwise go undetected. This, Linton had explained in painstaking terms, during her budget request, enabled them to create detailed maps of the brain’s synaptic connections, which weren’t just accurate on a large scale, but could also detect activity down to the level of individual ions passing through neural membranes. 
Essentially, the quantum sensors’ precision was needed for ensuring, and proving, that their regenerative techniques weren’t just restoring brain structure, but preserving the actual, exact functional patterns which were necessary for memory, cognitive function, speech, et cetera - pretty much the whole ‘consciousness’ shebang. 
So they were obviously important in the experiment they’d just run, Linton knew - they needed to know if they’d effectively installed a useless simulacrum of a dying cell, rather than a working replacement - but she couldn’t think of a reason that the quantum sensors were the only thing throwing off an abnormal reading - especially if every single other observational tool they’d used had reported back with the all clear.  
‘They were quiet for pretty much the whole experiment, showing that the new cells are completely in line with the behaviour of the old cells,’ Nguyen continued, clicking on one of the line graphs and expanding it to take up the entire monitor. 
‘So far, so good, then,’ Richards mused, stroking his chin and pushing his glasses back up his nose as he peered down at the screen.
‘Right,’ Nguyen continued, turning around again and nodding up at him. ‘But the second the nanobots actually started to work on repairing the new cell, reintegrating it fully into the wider neural network…’ she said, and with a flourish she clicked on one section of the line, and enlarged it - showing Linton that there was a noticeable, if small, spike around the timeframe Nguyen was referring to. 
‘We saw this.’
The three of them peered over her shoulder, craning their necks to look even more closely at the monitor. There was certainly something out of the ordinary in the reading, Linton immediately knew. There shouldn’t be any fluctuation whatsoever in the readout, if the integration had gone as planned - which, as far as everything else was telling them, it had. The only potential reasons for a fluctuation at this stage could be a data reading error, or genuine unexpected interference. Due to the nature of the quantum sensors they were using here - i.e., literally the most high-tech possible version of them known to mankind - the former seemed very unlikely. But the latter, equally, made no sense.
‘So what is it?’ Linton asked after a long moment. The three of them had crossed their arms and were scowling in silent unison, clearly all trying to find a simple solution that would enable them to continue their jubilant mood they’d had just moments earlier.
Richards spoke first - slowly, in measured tones. ‘This could just be noise,’ he said, glancing down at Nguyen, who had scooted her chair slightly off to the side so she could look at them and the data at the same time. ‘Some other sort of radiation or radio waves. This lab is very close to some pretty high-tech monitoring stations, and other military equipment.’
‘I thought that,’ Nguyen said immediately, ‘but there haven’t been any comparable spikes or anomalies in the entire time we’ve been operating here. Plus, I thought, the timing of it occurring just as the reintegration happened was an impossibly large coincidence, if it was just noise.’ 
Richards tilted his head to the side, and crossed his arms even more tightly. ‘What do you think it is, then?’ he asked, not unkindly. 
Nguyen didn’t answer immediately - she looked, to Linton, as if she was weighing up how much she wanted to say. What else was going on in her head? Eventually, she seemed to make her decision. 
‘Look at this,’ she said, moving back to the monitor and enlarging the anomalous spike in the readouts to take up the whole screen. Linton leaned in more closely again. ‘There is some sort of rhythm to it,’ Nguyen said, a small amount of wonder creeping into her voice. ‘It’s like a flicker, a pulse.’ 
And she was right, of course. Now that they could see the tiny spike blown up on the screen, Linton could see that it undulated evenly for its duration, like a small series of waves on a choppy sea. What the hell was this? 
‘It looks like a pattern,’ Lim said slowly, stroking her chin. ‘Rather than just completely stochastic noise.’ Nguyen nodded enthusiastically up at her, clearly relieved that someone else was seeing what she was seeing. 
‘I dunno, guys,’ Richards said, shaking his head and moving slightly back from the screen. ‘I definitely agree that it’s odd, but it wouldn’t be the first time we’ve had tech that picks up unexpected signals before, in error. Even tech this good.’ 
Linton looked between Richards and the two women, unsure how much mind she should be paying this blip. A moment passed and deepened into what almost felt legitimately tense, before Nguyen slowly nodded.
‘I agree that for now, there isn’t any reason to suspect anything amiss.’ Richards nodded back, smiling slightly. ‘However, I am going to log the anomaly,’ she finished. 
Richards nodded yet again, more vigorously now. ‘Of course, we absolutely have to log this,’ he said. ‘And we can test this again very quickly when we perform the reintegration next time. If the flicker appears again, let’s take a concerted look into it. If not, it’s just some particularly coincidentally-timed noise.’ 
Nguyen looked content with this. Linton waited a moment to see if anyone else had anything to add, but everyone seemed satisfied with this resolution, and she saw no reason to extend a potential fractuous moment any longer than strictly necessary. 
‘Right,’ she clapped her hands. ‘Let’s crack on as we planned and get ready for repeating this tomorrow. Remember, we need a lot of these trials under our belt before we can think about human trials, so let’s all get our heads down and make sure we’re ready to run it again first thing tomorrow morning.’ 
Everyone retreated back to their separate work stations. Linton lingered a little longer behind Nguyen’s chair, sneaking a glance back at the spike in the quantum sensor signal, still enlarged on the screen. 
The timing of the anomaly, occurring right as they reintegrated the neural cells, caused a slight prickling sensation at the back of Linton’s skull the more she thought about it. It was almost as if, she thought, her mind unspooling too quickly for her to marshal it back to reason, the neural tissue was reacting to something external - something real.
Before she could ride her train of thought any closer to insanity, Nguyen closed the program and the screen was filled with a soothingly familiar template for experiment reports. Linton blinked, turned, and walked back to her desk - the prickling sensation abating as she did so. 

[bookmark: _ahb17cogtmm9]7: The Villagers
The hum gets so loud at one point this morning that it wakes Eliza up. It’s still intermittent, still pulsing, but the peaks are getting harder to ignore and she feels them in her teeth. 
It had been a quick, harried walk back to the village after they’d encountered the sign, all of them too unsettled to speak. It seemed like the middle of the night when they got back, with only half a dozen villagers carrying out their pointless tasks. They had all immediately gone to bed, shaken, silent. 
Once again, they all seem to have woken up at the same time. Clara sits up and gives her a meek little wave, whereas Micah and Rob right themselves into a sitting position looking immediately concerned and furious, respectively. Eliza stares into the same bright sunlight, blinking away the same dreamless sleep she has had for three nights now. 
‘Another beautiful day,’ Rob drawls, running a hand over his smooth head. ‘At least I’m sleeping like a baby.’
Eliza nods. ‘I’ve been sleeping amazingly since I’ve been here.’ She has woken up feeling fully refreshed every day - something she feels, in her bones, wasn’t the case before she came here. Wherever or whenever that was. ‘I can’t remember any dreams though.’ 
‘I still can’t remember anything,’ Micah says thoughtfully, his hands in a prayer-like position either side of his nose. ‘I guess they’ve drugged us into amnesia for some reason, probably to make sure we’re a good control group for… whatever this is.’
They all fall silent, each contemplating their own theories as to what was happening to them. The sign was a clear sign to Eliza that they were definitely in some sort of controlled environment - she just wasn’t sure whether to agree with Rob, in that it was a real place set up to experiment on them, or with Clara, that the place they were in right now was some sort of virtual reality, like a video game. 
‘We need to keep investigating today,’ she said, partly to herself, to keep herself afloat above the sea of her increasingly paranoid thoughts. ‘We know the villagers aren’t worth speaking to, so we just need to start searching the village properly - not just wandering around.’
‘Amen,’ Rob says, and Eliza feels relieved to have his agreement - he seems up for a fight today, already. ‘Enough sitting around, let’s take the fight to these guys.’
‘I agree,’ Clara says. ‘If we can find more evidence that this isn’t a real environment, we may cause it to shut off - or at least get the attention of whoever is controlling it.’
Rob scoffs, but lets it go. Micah remains silent, but hauls himself out of bed with the rest of them to begin yet another day in their new reality.
*** 
Eliza takes the lead, unsettled by Micah’s newly quiet bearing today. The sign was a turning point for her - she is still afraid, but there is no question in her mind that they are not in a normal place. There was no plane crash, no accident. She has no idea how they got here, and now all that seems to be available to them is a search for answers. She is still afraid. But there is no time for fear, not now, at least.
The hum is even louder outside the hut, droning in and out, up and down in her ears. It’s not loud enough to cover the by-now expected sounds of the villagers’ routines, but it’s enough to make her want to cover her ears when it peaks. 
‘They look different today,’ Clara says quietly, touching Eliza’s shoulders and pointing at a nearby group of villagers speaking as they hang up clothing by their huts. 
The villagers’ movements are jerkier than Eliza remembers them being, almost as if they are shaking from cold, or muscle spasms, as they go about their tasks. As she stares, one of them fully freezes in the middle of hanging up their clothes - hands suspended in the air, dirty brown garments flowing in the breeze halfway up to the line. It only lasts for a second, two at most, but Clara and Eliza both eye each other, unnerved, as the villager then seems to continue his routine like normal.
The four of them slowly wind their way around the village, observing everything for a sign of difference, of change. Beyond the repetitious routines they’ve seen every day now.
‘This all feels a little… strange right now,’ Micah says slowly, moving his eyes to scan their environment, but not his head, as if he’s scared of being caught looking. 
‘Strange like how?’ Eliza says. ‘Other than the obvious,’ she adds, joking. Rob chuckles quietly, at least. 
‘Strange like – they are being different, for one,’ he says, pointing at another pair of villagers ferrying buckets to and from each other’s houses. ‘They’re… glitching, or something.’ 
As Eliza follows his gaze, another villager freezes mid-walk, in the same way as the one she and Clara had just seen did. 
‘He’s right,’ Clara says, ‘Eliza and I just saw another one do the same. They’re bugging out.’ 
‘Just like a video game,’ Rob says. He looks thoughtful rather than angry. Maybe he’s coming around to Clara’s theory, Eliza thinks. It’s certainly starting to seem more like they’re in some sort of program than a government-run experiment - and the villagers’ behaviour isn’t all that is off today, although she can’t quite put her finger on what else it is. 
As Eliza watches the villager Micah has pointed out, she sees something that makes her go cold. The villager un-freezes suddenly, and Eliza swears she can see a genuine expression of emotion on her face - confusion, or fear. The villager looks around, wide-eyed, for just a second, before her expression goes blank. As Eliza watches, the villager goes back to walking towards the washing line. As if nothing has happened. Eliza looks at the other three - they had all stopped watching. What the hell was that? She thinks.
‘And the other thing,’ Micah continues, interrupting her train of thought, ‘is - look.’ He points up at the sky, at the sun specifically. 
The four of them look up, stupidly, for about thirty seconds - and then Eliza sees it.  The sun jumps, not hugely noticeably - and especially not if you weren’t looking for it - but it seems to skip a couple of centimetres, from her perspective on the ground, to the west. Rob lets out a long whistle. 
‘That would explain the quick days,’ he says.
‘But that doesn’t explain why it’s doing that,’ Eliza says, still staring, watching for the next skip. Thirty seconds or so later, it does it again - further than the first time, she thinks. 
‘It could be some sort of accelerated timeframe,’ Micah says, nodding to himself. ‘We had all noticed that the days felt short, maybe this is just another factor they want to control and change, to see how we react. 
They continue on, and Eliza can’t help but notice the sun skipping every time she looks up now. It should give her confidence, in a way - they are clearly in a controlled environment of some sort, now, there is no denying it. But having that fact objectively proven is far more unsettling than it is encouraging.
***
The villagers are deteriorating even further the longer the day goes on. Rob stops the four of them and points silently to a pair of villagers, one man and one woman, engaging in the standard small talk that seems to comprise the entirety of their conversation. Eliza is confused about what Rob is getting at, but then notices that the pair’s speech is out of sync with the movements of their mouths. 
It’s almost as if the words are reaching the group from a distance, or over a long telephone line with a lag, but they are standing right there. 
‘It’s all glitching out,’ Clara whispers. 
And the day continues to confound them. As they continue on their long and winding route around the village - further than they got on the first day, but with no sign of variation in the layout of the place - they experience more and more signs of cracks appearing in whatever visage they are apprehending. 
‘The air is getting thicker,’ Micah says soon after, when the sun has already moved to halfway across the sky - surely no more than an hour since it rose and they left the hut. He pushes forward with his hands, an eerie echo of his breaststroke through the forest yesterday - and the movement is almost as laboured, even though he is only moving through the air. ‘It’s like gravity is wrong, or something.’
The other three of them perform the same movement, like a sick imitation of a synchronised swimming routine. And Micah is, of course, right. It is starting to feel ever so slightly soupy, is the only word Eliza can think of, as she tries to cut through the empty space before her with her hands. Like there is one particle too many in the air. 
They keep walking. One in every three or so villagers they see, now, seems to be freezing mid-action at some point, or displaying some other broken behaviour. They see two women conversing, but only one of them is even making a noise when they move their mouth. The silent villager is visibly trembling in place, seeming to be trying to break free of whatever is holding them silent. It’s almost like the villager knows they are glitching. Eliza shakes the thought off with a shiver.
Micah is growing visibly more perturbed with every passing step, every fresh irregularity, his mouth locked in a grimace and his head shaking slowly as if he is a teacher admonishing a particularly recalcitrant student. 
But the only recalcitrant thing here seems to be reality itself. It is bending further than they saw even with the sign, and the hum, far from abating, seems to be pulsating in time with the glitches they are seeing. 
Eliza is the one to notice the next irregularity.
‘Is that… heat haze?’ she asks, shielding her eyes and pointing down the path ahead of them. The huts in the middle distance seem to be shimmering, the horizon warping almost imperceptibly as if a mirage. 
‘I don’t think it is…’ Rob says darkly. By now, the sun is nearly all the way to the western edge of the sky - Eliza estimates it has been about a three-hour day. Unless they are in Iceland, she can add this to the long list of things that are refusing to make sense. 
Micah comes to a stop, and turns around to face the three of them. 
‘It’s all getting worse, whatever it is,’ he says quickly, sounding and looking panicked, now. ‘It’s like the… the laws of nature themselves are being violated here.’
‘It is breaking down,’ Clara says. ‘Either deliberately or not, this reality we are in is starting to glitch. And notice the hum?’ 
She stops speaking, allowing the three of them to listen. 
‘It’s getting louder, sure - but it gets louder whenever we see a glitch.’ She points upwards, at the sun - now nearly gone from the sky. Eliza watches, waiting for the skip. When she sees it jerk a couple of seconds later, the hum spikes, too, in time with its motion. ‘You see?’ Clara says. 
‘It’s getting louder the further we go this way, too,’ Rob says, gesturing down the path they have just turned onto, leading slightly further onwards and into the middle of the village. He is on the same page as Clara for once. Clara looks at him, seeming to take him seriously for maybe the first time, reciprocally. 
‘Is it?’ she asks, not disbelievingly, but because she hasn’t realised. Eliza hasn’t, either. The three of them take a few steps further down the path. The hum goes up maybe a single decibel - hardly noticeably, but definitely louder. Micah is still standing where he stopped. Eliza turns around to look at him, and he has his eyes closed and his head tilted backwards. Sweat is beading on his forehand, and there is a very slight tremor in his hands.
‘Micah?’ she calls, her voice dripping with uncertainty. She doesn’t like seeing him like this - he has been so predictable and steady for the last two days, and now he seems to be losing control of himself. 
‘We are being manipulated,’ he says, very slowly, his eyes still closed, head tilted slightly towards the darkening sky. ‘These… anomalies… What is happening to us?’
Eliza feels a chill as he puts in words the exact question they are all, obviously, desperately trying to come to grips with. It’s Clara who makes the first move towards him, and puts a hand on his shoulder. He opens his eyes and looks at her, looking wild. 
‘I don’t know what is happening to us, Micah,’ she says softly, staring up into his intelligent face, making full eye contact. ‘But there is not much else for us to do, other than learn what we can today.’ 
He is breathing hard, staring at her, clearly trying to accept the calming influence she is trying to be on him. 
‘None of this can be happening,’ he says, seeming on the verge of fully losing it. 
‘No, it can’t,’ she says sympathetically. Eliza and Rob watch, stock still. ‘And I don’t think it is. But we need to find out how to get out of this, whatever it is. Ok?’ 
Her tone could be patronising, but it’s what Micah needs right now, Eliza knows. He stares back down at Clara for a few full, pregnant seconds. Then he closes his eyes again, nods his heads slowly, and exhales. She leads him back to Eliza and Rob by the arm, and the four of them begin to follow the hum.
*** 
‘It’s definitely leading us somewhere,’ Micah says, somewhat recovered. They have been following the hum like a sonar signal for twenty minutes now. Night has fallen - prematurely, as ever. 
The stars are out, but they are wrong.
‘The constellations… where are they?’ Eliza whispers, looking up at the strange astral specks that have begun to dot the ink of the early night sky. 
‘No Orion’s Belt,’ Rob nods, craning his neck and scanning the dark vista above them. ‘No Ursa Major, no Plough… no nothing, not that I recognise.’ 
‘The sky isn’t real,’ Clara says matter-of-factly, barely glancing up before continuing down the path. ‘It’s like the forest, it’s just a projection.’ Rob looks to Eliza, boggle-eyed, as they carry on. 
‘Don’t be surprised,’ Clara continues, looking back and seeing their reaction. ‘The sun clearly isn’t real, so why would the night sky be any different?’
Micah seems to grit his teeth, struggling to come to terms with all of what they are experiencing, but trudges dutifully along behind Clara, following the ever-loudening hum.
It seems to be leading them towards the edge of the village, an end of it they haven’t yet explored. It is pulsing almost rhythmically now, and Eliza finds that she has almost gotten used to it - she can feel it in her chest almost comfortingly, a loud bass note that seems to fill her diaphragm whenever she opens her mouth and breathes it in. 
The false stars do little to illuminate this darker edge of the village - they have moved out largely beyond the huts, or at least they seem more spaced out now, and as such the torches are in short supply. 
‘There,’ Clara says, suddenly, emphatically. The rest of them look up to where she is now pointing. The hum is more deafening than ever.
What Eliza sees is a total anachronism. A solid, angular building rises up before them out of the sand, with a sleek, silver, metal exterior and no visible windows. It is in stark contrast to the primitive huts they have grown accustomed to so far. It is completely out of place in the village, and it is completely out of place in whatever climate they are in, too. 
‘The fuck?’ Rob says, pithily voicing all of their thoughts. 
The hum is reverberating through the ground, through Eliza’s chest, seemingly off of the walls of the building. The air suddenly feels charged with something - almost electric. Eliza thinks she can taste something faintly in her mouth.
There is a door, or at least the outline of one, in the centre of the plain metal rectangle that seems to be the building’s front facade. 
Clara, who has grown more fearless as the day has gone on, steps towards it. Eliza holds her breath as Clara pushes a hand towards the square outline - the hum undulating and thumping in her temple. 
Clara pushes the square with her right hand. The door opens. 
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The next few weeks flew by at a speed Linton had never experienced before in her life. The days seemed to blur into one, and the sterile white colours of the lab seemed to pervade her every waking moment, appearing behind her eyelids instead of the usual darkness even when she closed her eyes to sleep. 
They were moving so quickly, so efficiently, that she almost struggled to keep up. With the joint goal of human trials looming very large, and very plausibly, on the horizon, the four of them seemed to enter into an almost telepathic level of communication, with short, almost subhuman vocalisations passing between them accurately serving in the place of full sentences to tell each other what they needed mid-experiment. 
The animal neural cell trials continued apace. The day after the first one had concluded so successfully, all four of them filed into the lab even earlier. Richards had gone over the procedure, and everyone’s unchanged roles, once again, delivering almost exactly the same set of instructions as the previous day. Once again, the trial had gone perfectly, with Lim reporting no signs of rejection or regression, Nguyen reporting successful reintegration and neural firing, and Richards and Linton starting to believe, to really get excited, now, about the potential for this to be everything they’d hoped for - everything they’d thought it could deliver to the world. 
They moved rapidly - legally, Linton constantly reminded herself, reminded the team - on to trials on animals, not just animal cells. The ethical debate around this was one that had raged long before Linton got into medical science, and hadn’t abated at all as she’d made her way through her career. The four of them were completely aware of the quandaries animal testing represented, but when they discussed it as a four, Linton was relieved to feel they were all on the same page. She wasn’t surprised - they were all professionals, and they knew that if they wanted to progress to human trials, actual medical technology they could use on humans in the real world, then this was a necessary step. But still, she reflected, she’d worked with a lot of people in her career who were fine with poking at a mouse’s brain in theory, but couldn’t push the button when little Mickey was lying on a slab right there in front of them. 
The only wrinkle in what was proving to be an almost miraculously smooth, speedy, process, was the error with the quantum sensors which Nguyen had identified in the very first trial. It had proved to be as consistent as all of their other, positive results and readings during their testing purely on neural cells - and Linton couldn’t for the life of her figure out what the hell was going on with it. 
When the spike in the signals had first reoccurred, Linton and the team - even, somewhat cautiously - Nguyen, had been persuaded to overlook them. They were performing an incredibly new type of operation, of neurosurgery, here, Richards had posited, and he’d asked Nguyen if she thought it was at all possible that the fluctuations could be dismissed as a kind of environmental noise, or a minor technical glitch, which was actually a completely routine side-effect of the new operation they were performing. 
Nguyen had gone along with this, and even Linton had found herself being persuaded by Richards’ soothing hypothesis, until they got to the first full animal trial. 
The team had assembled, as usual, in the centre of the lab that morning, for what they knew was the most momentous day in Project Genesis’ history so far - whether it was a successful one or not. 
Richards spoke calmly, almost too calmly, Linton thought, clearly trying to dampen any excess excitement or adrenaline in the younger two team members which could adversely affect their performance. He was right, though - Linton didn’t want anyone getting jumpy and compromising what was going to be the most integral piece of evidence they would need to get human trials green lit, on the first attempt, no less. 
‘Okay, everyone, so today it’s going to be exactly the same process as we’ve been working on for a month now, right? Exactly the same.’ His voice was soothing and steady, and he smiled lightly round at the three of them as he spoke, his hands clasped neatly behind his back, looking every bit the kindly professor Linton knew he had started out his career as. 
‘Nguyen, you’re still just going to confirm to us that we’re all good on the synaptic connections being reestablished, and that the cell health is all rosy.’ 
‘Lim, you’re still just on immune response’ he continued, in what was clearly a massively abridged version of the speech he’d given when they first performed the procedure on mere neural cells. The message was clear, and Linton was pleased it was the route Richards had decided to go down today - this is no different to what we’ve been doing before. Just another normal day at the office - don’t sweat it. His lack of extra instructions, his deliberate repetition of the word ‘just’, would calm Nguyen and Lim down, make them believe that nothing would go wrong, because they’d basically already done this - dozens of times, in facts. It was smart, and Linton appreciated Richards’ role as the experienced head on her team afresh. 
‘Any sign of rejection, we log it,’ he said, positively, and Lim nodded back, matching his energy. 
‘Boss, we’re still in the field on this one - it’s just we’ve got a dying mouse in front of us this time, to go along with the dying mouse brain.’ He smiled as he said it, and she appreciated his levity in the moment, today - it would have been easy for the team to get overwhelmed. Richards himself knew the seriousness of the occasion, of what it could mean for their project as a whole - and he was doing a damn good job of not showing it. 
They all moved to their usual spots at their workstations, feigning casualness as they set to work on the exact same processes they’d been collaborating on for weeks. 
With curt verbal signals - their telepathy still holding firm even in this next stage of the project - she and Linton completed the intracerebral insertion of the regenerated tissue, and the modified nanobots, into the poor brain cancer-riddled little mouse laid out before them, without a hitch, just like they’d been doing every day for as long as Linton could remember now, almost. ‘Great stuff,’ Richards breathed encouragingly, as they continued their usual routine and looked up to the screen. 
As usual, the thousands of nanobots appeared blown up on the monitor, and started their - usual, again - start of the formation of synaptic connections. This time in a whole, real, live mouse, Linton thought, disbelievingly. This was really all working - it was all going amazingly, just like it had before. 
Until, of course, Nguyen cried out. 
‘Guys!’ she shouted from her work station, shattering Linton’s reverie, along with the carefully cultivated sense of calm and orderliness which Richards had managed to inculcate in them all so far today. 
Linton and Richards glanced at each other - and the former looked over and saw Lim looking over at them, too, clearly unsure of the protocol in this instance. ‘You stay here,’ she said quietly to Richards. She turned to Lim, and called out to her to stay where she was, too, before hustling over to Nguyen’s station. 
The youngest member of the team hadn’t even looked round as she’d yelled to them, and was frantically tapping away on her keyboard as Linton rushed over to stand behind her, feeling the eyes of Richards and Lim bearing down on them as she did so. 
‘What’s up, Sara?’ she said, affecting a bright tone, somewhat breathless due to adrenaline - and concern. 
‘The spike is bigger this time, much bigger,’ the young woman said without missing a beat, clicking away until Linton could clearly see an enormous spike registering on the screen from the quantum sensors. Her eyes widened involuntarily as she looked at it - the readings before her suggested far too much synaptic activity from the brain of the mouse the nanobots were working on, and far too quickly. 
‘It’s too big an anomaly to just be coming from that brain,’ she continued, finally turning around to Linton and pointing over to where Richards stood by the poor mouse, he now also having abandoned what he was doing - the nanobots will work without him staring at them, Linton supposed. 
‘The readings we’re getting from the quantum sensors can’t just be being generated from new ions passing through that mouse’s neural membranes,’ she said, looking up at Linton beseechingly - clearly worried. ‘It’s too big.’ 
Linton looked down at her for a long moment, completely unsure of what Nguyen was trying to say - or what she was so worried about. 
‘Okay you two,’ she called, casting her eyes either side of her to Richards and Lim, her tone cautious, ‘once your practical tasks for this run are done, come and look at this.’
‘All done here,’ Lim said, already walking over to them, looking worried. ‘It was all good on my end again, Dr Linton - no signs of rejection. It’s all going fine.’ 
Richards was simultaneously walking towards them, having turned away from the mouse. ‘Exactly the same as before we moved to full brain here, too,’ he said, shaking his head in confusion. ‘The readouts from the nanobots are identical - it’s worked, Helen,’ he added, looking meaningfully at her. Then what was the problem, Linton thought? Why does something feel wrong? 
Richards whistled as he got close enough to Nguyen’s monitor to see the graph that was still blown up there. ‘Ok, that is maybe a little bit more than background noise.’ 
He reached out and pulled another wheelie chair along the floor towards him, politely ushering Nguyen a little to her side to make room for him to sit and stare at the screen. Linton noticed Lim looking at her, the immaculately clear skin of her brow furrowed in what was now more than mild concern. 
‘What is going on, Dr Linton?’ she asked. ‘Sara?’ she added plaintively, looking down at Nguyen, who herself was watching Richards with a look of equal worry on her face. Oh god, Linton thought. It was all going too well. 
‘I’m not sure…’ she murmured back, watching Richards keenly - praying he’d have a better answer.
‘May I?’ the man said gently to Nguyen, hovering his hands over her keyboard and raising an eyebrow for her. Nguyen nodded dumbly and pushed herself back a bit from the desk, giving the older man room. He launched straight in, clacking away on the keyboard and clicking on various pulldown menus, expanding fields, generally seeming to move through the problem at the speed of light, to Linton’s slightly less capable eyes. 
He worked away, all four of them in complete silence, for a minute or so, before he began to speak - still typing and clicking furiously as he did so, lending his speech a slightly distracted manner, as if he were trying to speak to them while playing a difficult guitar riff. 
‘The synaptic firing rate - and the ion flux density passing through the neural membranes - are both too high. We’ve seen minor fluctuations with the neural cell clusters, that Sara pointed out,’ he said, nodding his head to the youngest team member as he did so, ‘but this is orders of magnitude higher than any of that.’ He paused, looking incredulous. 
Linton felt impatient - she could see that much from just looking at the graph from across the room. 
‘I think the quantum sensors may be picking up some kind of “cross talk”, maybe because we’ve now got multiple synaptic connections being regenerated in a complete brain, rather than just a selection of neural tissue.’ He stopped typing as he said this, swivelling around on the chair to face them all, looking almost confrontational as he put his theory forward. But Nguyen was immediately shaking her head. 
‘I don’t think so, Dr Richards,’ she said, clearly wary of impudence but far more worried about getting this wrong. ‘Even accounting for the increased complexity of a full brain, look at these numbers,’ she said, sweeping her hand towards the screen. ‘The strength of the synaptic activity being picked up by the quantum sensors should not be this high. And look,’ she said, scooching Richards over to resume control of her machine, clicking back through to a massively enlarged rendering of this latest spike. 
As she did so, Linton saw a much more noticeable - more undeniable, she thought, worrying - rhythmic pattern to the fluctuations. It looked almost musical in its regularity. 
‘This is too rhythmic, too artificial,’ Nguyen said, looking each of them dead in the eyes in turn. ‘Something other than just basic brain activity is causing this.’ 
Richards actually scoffed at this - a reaction Linton found comforting, in the circumstances. ‘Like what?’ he said, then looked sheepish as he saw Nguyen’s face crumple into an offended frown. 
‘Sorry, Sara,’ he added, quickly, raising his hands. ‘But I don’t see how that contradicts what I just said - that this is just due to the sheer number of neural networks firing simultaneously in a full living organism - not just the cells we were looking at before. The difference in the readings is commensurate to the higher density of the synaptic mapping in a full brain, versus in isolated cell clusters.’ He spoke calmly, and confidently. To Linton’s ears, this sounded very reasonable - absurd to think it was anything other than this, even. She realised she had been quiet for far too long, for someone who was meant to be running this operation. 
‘I think Richards is right, Sara,’ she said gently, looking as kindly as she could manage down at the Vietnamese girl. ‘This could just be the quantum sensors overreacting to a full brain’s neural complexity - something we’ve not ever tested them out on before. For all we know, this is a completely normal readout for fully regenerative neural activity - in a whole brain, no less.’ Nguyen looked somewhat convinced, but doubt still clearly clouded her mind.
‘Maybe…’ she said, sounding the opposite of credulous.
‘Plus, it worked,’ Richards interjected, finally starting to smile now at their success. ‘Guys, we did it - we fixed this little mouse’s brain. The cancer cells are gone. Lim, check your readout - anything we need to worry about?’ 
Lim skipped over to her monitor, excited now, and clicked around before turning around to beam at them. ‘The reintegrated cells look to have been fully accepted,’ she said in a hushed voice, full of awe. 
‘See, Sara,’ Linton said, warmly, and the impact of what they’d done was clearly starting to sink in even for Nguyen. ‘We’ve literally cured brain cancer in a live mouse, by re-making some of its brain cells. Something like that is bound to throw up some unexpected signals.’ 
Something seemed to be shifting in Nguyen - her worry about the anomaly she’d beckoned them over for was clearly still there, but it now seemed to be competing with her awe at what they’d achieved.
‘So we really did it,’ she said, simply, looking around at all three of them. Lim was beaming, and walked back over to them. 
‘It does look like we did,’ she said, smiling questioningly at Linton and Richards - both of whom were starting to feel relief now that the fear of Nguyen’s outburst had started to dissipate. 
Linton nodded. ‘As far as every readout we’ve been using to grade our procedures before now is saying, yes,’ she said, her voice full and clear. ‘Our first trial on fully regenerating neural activity in a full animal brain, seems to be a success.’ 
Lim gave a little whoop and actually jumped about an inch off the floor, whereas Richards simply broke into a huge grin, relief suffusing every inch of his face. 
‘I still want us to look into this, though,’ Linton said, seriously, noticing that Nguyen hadn’t quite partaken in the celebratory mood - she was clearly still glancing at her screen out of the corner of her eye. 
‘Let’s log the anomaly as before, and when we re-run the full brain experiment - which we will definitely have to do, by the way, preferably as soon as we can - let’s do it with adjusted calibration settings on the quantum sensors to smooth out the anomalies. 
‘Let’s make sure it’s not a fluke, and then we can probably rule it out as being anything alarming - it might just be that the level of neural density we’re dealing with always throws up this kind of result. Okay?’ she said, this last clearly directed at Nguyen - Linton tried to put together an expression on her face showing that she was taking this seriously, too, that she was just as keen to get to the bottom of this anomaly as Nguyen was. That she wasn’t already on her mental victory lap. 
Nguyen hesitated a while, looking down, before staring up to meet Linton’s sympathetic gaze. ‘Ok,’ she nodded weakly. 
***
The next morning, Linton secretly enlisted Richards to join her on a mission to the board, to seek fast-track approval for human trials. Although Linton had told the others that they’d have to wait for far animal trials to be in the bag before they even considered this, she suspected that they knew as well as she did that there was going to be such immense appetite for this procedure to go into human testing, that the normal rules and timeframes would very likely not apply.
Under the pretence of attending a typical, boring funding meeting to catch the board up on how their mammoth amounts of expenditure were being used, she and Richards made the long drive in his battered red SUV to the New Mexico Medical Board HQ in Santa Fe at the crack of dawn. They were both dressed uncharacteristically formally, and neatly, she thought with a smile - she in her white blouse and rarely-seen black blazer, he in a crisp blue button-down shirt and a tan jacket. 
‘I’m worried about Nguyen,’ Linton said from the passenger seat, staring out of the window at the arid landscape that was flowing past them. ‘Do you really think those quantum sensor readings are nothing to worry about?’ 
Richards moved his head side to side in an ‘I don’t know’ gesture as he gripped the wheel, staring straight ahead as he responded. ‘It is strange that we’re getting these readings each time, but to be honest, the fact that the synaptic firing rate is so much higher now that we’ve moved on to full brain work is less worrying to me, not more. It suggests that what we were seeing during the smaller-scale procedures, up until yesterday, wasn’t an error.’ 
‘Then what was it?’ Linton asked, turning her head to look at him. He briefly looked over to him, his mouth set grimly, before staring back to the road.
‘I’m not sure,’ he said in a low voice. ‘It is strange, Helen.’ They were both silent for a moment. This was not what she’d wanted to hear, especially not on the way to ask the board to move the experiment on to humans next. ‘They really shouldn’t be getting any error of increased activity, even if the spike getting bigger makes sense. There shouldn’t be any spike to be getting bigger.’  
‘So we’ve got an unknown signal being picked up by our state-of-the-art quantum sensors, and you’re not worried?’ Linton asked, feeling pugnacious, now. Why hadn’t he said this before agreeing to meeting the board? 
‘I’m not worried, Helen,’ he said in an infuriatingly placatory tone. ‘If I was, I wouldn’t be here. You know that.’ She made a ‘hmph’ing sound of acknowledgement and slid down her seat a little bit. ‘I think it’s very likely that what I said to Sara was true - that we’re maybe detecting some signals that are always produced with complete neural regeneration - we just don’t know that, because we’re the first people who have ever completed such a procedure.’ 
‘But then what are they?’ Linton mused, not annoyed any more. ‘And should we maybe be reconsidering what we’re literally about twenty miles away from asking for, if we don’t know?’ 
‘Don’t worry,’ he said, and his words actually had their exact intended effect. Linton trusted this man, would trust him with her life - she knew he wouldn’t jeopardise anyone’s safety, the integrity of Project Genesis, if he really thought Nguyen’s strange anomalies were anything serious. ‘They’re not saying anything is wrong, they’re not saying anything is dangerous - all the other sensors and possible metrics for success of the procedure, are telling us that it works. That that mouse left the lab completely cured. It really probably is just noise.’
‘I hope you’re right,’ Linton said, genuinely rather than spitefully. They drove the last fifteen minutes in silence, wrapped up in their separate thoughts, the various different shades of orange passing alongside them as they pulled into the parking lot sitting in the shade of a vast, Kafkaesque complex. 
Five minutes later, they arrived in the boardroom feeling harried and under caffeinated, and Linton couldn’t help but notice how desperately she was itching to get back to the lab and back into their work - she was feeling almost physical withdrawal symptoms, such was the fervour with which the whole team were throwing themselves into Project Genesis at this point. She and Richards moved around the room, leaving printouts summarising the animal trials up to this point at the chairs the board would soon be occupying, and then sat fidgeting together, nervous, distracted energy radiating from their every pore. 
After what felt like a lifetime of waiting, but was only about two minutes and ten seconds, probably, the all-male, all-white, all-retirement age half dozen board members filed painfully slowly into the room. They wore almost identical, starchy-looking white dress shirts, like it was some kind of unspoken uniform they all had to conform to. 
As they sat down, Linton felt the familiar rush of her heartbeat as she prepared to defend herself, her team, their work, her ultimate vision. She and Richards had been around the block with these guys several times now, so she should be used to them, but she still got the benefit of a healthy shot of adrenaline as a net effect of the nerves she felt, even this time.
Mark Riley, the Chair of the board, ceremoniously shuffled some papers, and adjusted his glasses, before finally peering up to look at them severely. ‘You do realise,’ he began, in the soporific drawl Linton had come to know so well, ‘that this would be pretty much unprecedented, in terms of timelines.’ Riley was a former head of surgery at Albuquerque General, so Linton at least paid him the respect, internally, of having got his hands dirty before hanging up his gloves and retiring to the boardroom. That said, he was still of a very different generation to her and Richards - and even further removed from that of Nguyen and Lim. She wasn’t fully convinced that he was fully convinced by the idea of neural mapping, of nanobots or quantum sensors, and it had often been an uphill struggle bringing him round to the undeniable, empirical arguments in favour of these tools as they’d sought initial funding for Genesis. 
‘It would, Dr Riley,’ Linton said, fighting hard to keep her voice calm, confident, free of tremors. ‘But these initial results we have seen are pretty unprecedented in their own right.’ She demonstratively picked up her own copy of the animal trial summaries, and was gratified as the six men sitting before her did the same, in an almost unconscious response to her. 
‘You’ll see,’ she said, absentmindedly rifling through her printout, ‘that the results here are pretty much unobjectionable, and unwavering in their success. We’ve been conducting at least one trial per day on a completely different set of neural tissue, using completely different host cells, and all four of our team have been there in the lab, monitoring along live. Every single time, we have achieved successful reintegration, successful physical re-establishment of the synaptic connections, and we have successfully confirmed the fresh neural firing patterns to confirm the cell health. And every single time, we have found that there is no sign of early stage regression, no markers or indicators of malignant growth or rejection. This has been one of the most uniformly successful rounds of animal tests I have ever seen.’
She exhaled as quietly as she could, relieved to have reached the end of her half of her and Richards’ agreed patter. He breathed in and picked up right where she left off.
‘We will, of course, keep performing the tests at least daily to build up a sufficient amount of animal data for the usual threshold in advance of human trials. However, we would request a fast-track in this instance, due not only to the completely uniform, repeatable nature of the results we are already seeing, but also due to the immense proposed benefit we see to medical science of getting these tests over the line and on live human patients as soon as is remotely possible.
‘We strongly believe,’ he continued, scratching his neck around the top of his collar, ‘that the results we are seeing from Project Genesis so far could represent one of the most significant breakthroughs we have ever seen in neurosurgery, and our understanding of the human brain. We also believe, that the impact on terminal patients with neurodegenerative conditions and cancers, could be life-changing. Life-saving,’ he finished, clearing his throat nervously after he had done so. 
Riley and the other board members didn’t look up from their printouts for a long time, their wrinkly brows furrowed even further by the concentration they were so evidently reading with. After an eternity, Riley looked back up at them, and pushed his glasses up his nose again. Linton and Richards both had their hands clasped in front of them on the table, and they both clenched themselves a little bit tighter as the Chair began to speak.
‘We at the board think, Dr Linton,’ he said, his monotone giving nothing away, ‘that we could not agree more.’ 
[bookmark: _iw26w4wm7ouh]9: The Building
The air inside the building feels different - musty, charged. Eliza thinks she can detect a faint smell of burning. 
The light is dim, but a welcome relief from the exposed air of the village - Eliza is glad to be underneath a ceiling, rather than the strange night sky. 
When they enter they find themselves in a nondescript, thin hallway - bare metal walls seeming to want to ferry them further into the bowels of the building. 
The hum is constant inside - Eliza feels it reverberating through her body. It’s almost pleasant now that it has stopped fluctuating - when she closes her eyes she can feel its physical presence, pressing against her sternum.
‘Well, we’re here,’ Clara states. ‘Wherever here is. But the hum is definitely coming from here.’
‘What the hell is this place?’ Rob asks no one in particular. 
‘Let’s go in,’ Micah says gruffly, seeming reluctant. But it’s as clear to him as it is to the others that they have no choice but to explore the building, now that they’ve stumbled across it. They walk down the hallway, Micah leading the way, and down some stairs that lead them into a vast atrium. 
‘Sheeeesh,’ Rob says, whistling again, as their eyes adjust to the light. It’s almost like they’re in a hangar - the ceilings are incredibly high, far higher than the building’s entire height seemed to reach up to when they saw it from outside - and it is filled with hundreds of objects scattered around the room on black plinths. The ceiling is so far overhead that Eliza can’t even see what the source of the lights is, despite her best, squinted efforts. 
The objects Eliza can make out from where she stands look aged, and incredibly out of place considering the rustic nature of the village they have just come from. With her first glance, it all seems to be technology - but nothing she sees jogs any recognition in her of her life before waking up in the village. Still, she feels… certain, certain that these are contraptions she has never seen before. 
Rob has charged ahead and is picking up the object on the nearest plinth. Eliza and Micah both shout out to him to stop at the same time, but he’s picked it up before they can get to him. Clara doesn’t seem worried at all, and is surveying the room and its contents carefully from the steps they came in on. 
‘What is this thing?’ Rob says, holding up a trapezoid the size of a shoebox. It is also made of some type of metal, and its gold colour reflects the bright overhead lights sharply back when Eliza looks at it from the right angle. She and Micah walk closer to Rob, staring down at the object as he turns it over in his hands. 
‘Do you want to know something weird?’ Micah says softly. 
‘Other than the fucking obvious?’ Rob snorts. Micah gives a tight smile.
‘I don’t remember anything about my life before we got here - but I feel like I do remember… things,’ he says. Rob nods immediately, vigorously, seeming to forget he’s holding the strange object. 
‘When we were talking about constellations earlier, outside,’ Micah continues, ‘I could remember what they were, or what they were supposed to be. Do you guys have that?’
‘Sure,’ Rob said, ‘I remember all of them. I remember the planets, too. My Very Educated Mother Just Served Us Nachos.’ He grins as he says this, and even Micah laughs. When he sees Clara, who has walked down to join them by the plinth, and Eliza with their blank expressions, he laughs. ‘American thing,’ he says, waving them off with his free hand. 
‘I do too,’ Clara says, ‘remember things… but only things. Not about my own life, just life in general. Like what an island is, why I expected a plane crash - even what a plane crash is. Just no autobiographical details.’ This penultimate word sounds musical coming out of her mouth. 
Micah is nodding the whole time - Eliza is watching him curiously. Where is he going with this? She wonders. 
‘Right, it’s the same for me,’ he says, looking around at each of them and making eye contact each time. ‘So I do remember technology, too. Smartphones, TVs, satellites, virtual reality goggles… amplifiers.’ He counts these on his fingers as he lists them, and Eliza realises what he’s saying. ‘So I know that I do not remember any of the objects I can see so far in this room,’ he finishes, looking satisfied with his logic. 
Rob tilts his head to one side, and looks back down at the object in his hand. They all do. 
As Eliza looks more closely, she sees a faint glow pulsing from the object’s centre. She reaches out to it, silently asking Rob if she can hold. He shrugs, one-armed, and hands it over. 
She feels strange when she takes it in her hands - it is cold to the touch, very cold, and while it looks like metal, still, it feels somehow organic between her fingers, not quite perfectly flat and uniform, as she had expected. The symbols yield no further information as she stares at them, turning the pyramidical thing over and over in her hands. 
‘Beats me, too,’ Rob says, and when Eliza looks up he is watching her looking at the object. ‘I’m telling you, man, government experiment. This is some black ops shit.’ 
As Eliza considers this, Micah and Clara move on to the next plinth. ‘It certainly does seem beyond the realms of any civilian tech,’ Micah calls over, as he picks up the object before him. 
This one has something that’s recognisable as a screen, at least - and it’s showing something. Eliza walks over, luxuriating in the hum. 
The screen is flickering with symbols, similar to the ones they saw on the sign in the forest. Eliza, Micah and Clara watch it for a long moment. ‘Government code,’ Rob says, appearing over their shoulder, sounding smug. ‘I’m telling you, all of this shit - this is convincing me even more, we’re in some fucking psychology experiment. This is all just shit they’ve been hiding from us muggles for years now.’ 
The three of them look round at him, then back to the strange device in front of them. The symbols are constantly moving, never resolving into English like the words on the sign did yesterday. Rob could be right, Eliza thinks - this could easily be some sort of code. ‘Like a numbers station,’ she says aloud, and Rob nods. Even Clara cocks her head at this. 
‘I guess,’ she says. ‘But this doesn’t seem to be doing anything. Everything in here seems old, or decommissioned…’ 
‘We have no idea what any of this is, though,’ Rob said, earnestly. ‘We have literally no frame of reference for whatever fucked up sort of experiment we’re in - this could be the fucking control centre.’ 
‘Rob is right,’ Micah says. ‘Sort of, at least,’ he adds, as Clara frowns at him. ‘We really do have no accurate frame of reference for what any of these things are.’ 
‘Let’s keep looking,’ Eliza says quickly, hoping to move the group on before they get bogged down in theorising again. 
The ‘devices,’ as they start calling them, remain impenetrable no matter how many they look at. Some are somewhat recognisable in what they guess to be their function - remotes, just with unintelligible buttons; panels, that glow from within when touches; phones, but without any seeming means of connection, or any way to use them - but none of them are usable, or understandable by the group. 
After what feels like hours of moving from plinth to plinth, Clara finds a panel on the wall nestled behind one of them. Micah and Eliza are moving methodically around the room with her - whereas Rob has cannonned off at random, fiddling with whatever object piques his interest.
It’s a great, metal sheet, once again - and it seems to have a touch interface. Unsurprisingly, at this point, it, too, is laden with incomprehensible symbols and what looks to be text. 
‘Let’s try it,’ Clara says, determinedly. Before anyone can object, she reaches towards it presses on the screen directly above the symbol in the bottom left. The machine emits a strange whirring noise, and the lights overhead seem to dim. Clara’s head darts up like a fox hearing prey, and she slowly moves her hand up the screen again - in the opposite direction of the line she’d traced down. The lights seem to go up. 
‘Try the other symbols,’ Eliza says quietly, urgently. Clara nods and complies. The air quality seems to change as she does, becoming heavier and lighter as she moves up and down along the screen. 
‘When you move it to the top,’ Micah says, and Clara duly does so, causing him to nod vigorously, eyes wide, ‘it feels like how it did outside, in the village. Like the air is thicker, or something.’
‘Like the gravity is being turned up,’ Clara murmurs. Eliza looks at her sharply, because that is exactly what it feels like. 
The group stand, mute, lamely watching the panel with its indecipherable controls. ‘Is that what this is?’ Micah asks slowly. ‘Some kind of… environmental control?’
‘GUYS!’ Rob calls, from some fifty metres away, on the other side of the great space. ‘Come check this out!’ The three of them look at each other, and Eliza makes a mental note to show Rob the control panel. But for now, they walk briskly over to him. 
He is hunched over an enormous glass case, almost like a fish tank, at least twenty metres long and five metres wide, pacing along its edge impatiently as he waits for them to join him. As Eliza approaches, she sees that the case is filled with hundreds of what look like small boxes, all of different colours. As she gets closer, she sees that they seem to be almost physically impossible shapes, each comprised of angles and vertices that seem to change depending on the angle she views them from. The colours, too, seem to shift each second, a kaleidoscopic effect that gives the massive pile of them on the floor of the box a mesmeric, organic-looking quality. Eliza feels something clench inside her at the sight of them. This is not natural, she thinks. 
‘More black ops shit,’ Rob grins incongruously. He is loving this, Eliza thinks. And why not, she supposes - this certainly is starting to seem like some sort of government landfill, a storage facility for military tech the likes of which they’d not seen in the wider world. 
‘Have you picked one up yet?’ Micah asks tentatively. 
‘I wanted you all to be here for the show,’ Rob smiles. 
‘Go on, then,’ Eliza urges, masochistically - she does not have a good feeling about this, but she has to know what these things are. Rob does as he’s told, and reaches down to pick up one of the strange, small boxes. It’s of indeterminate colour - or rather, it’s of every colour, it’s just cycling through them all one by one, or two at a time - Eliza can’t quite tell. As Rob grabs it from the bottom of the case, it immediately emits a sharp, inhuman sound. Eliza covers her ears instinctively, and Micah and Clara wince and back away. Rob drops the device, and it clatters to the floor. They all stare at it, warily, as the noise continues. Eliza can see that she was right - the shape and angles of the box seem to change depending on her perspective of it. 
As they stare, something changes. A small aperture opens in one side of the box - if it can be said to have sides - and a thin beam of light threads its way out. The noise is still unpleasant – it reminds Eliza of the strange white noise she would sometimes randomly hear in one ear before it faded away after a minute or so. The beam of light begins to coalesce into a cone shape, projecting itself to about a metre above the object from its place on the floor. 
The cone shape then widens, its radius far larger than the object it is being emitted by. The light is a shade of faint blue, like the sky on a bright winter morning, and the cone seems to solidify and enhance itself. 
‘It’s a fuckin’ hologram,’ Rob breathes, enraptured, as objects begin to resolve themselves in the cone of light. At first, Eliza thinks they are nonsense shapes, like the symbols they saw on the sign and on some of the objects in this room, but she quickly sees that they aren’t symbols - they’re things. Things she recognises. 
‘It’s the village,’ Clara says, her voice unsteady. Eliza nods, unable to speak. She does, indeed, see the telltale huts and interlocking pathways of the village forming in the blue projection before her. She can see tiny representations of the villagers, moving around in their clockwork way. Just as she leans closer, the image instantaneously disappears, leaving uncertain blue light again. She is about to speak, before the light stars to swirl again, another image seemingly being formed.
‘Fuck,’ Rob whispers slowly, crossing his arms in front of his chest, slack-jawed. This time the image resolves into what looks like one of the male villagers, from his waist up, wearing the trademark brown shawl, sporting the usual shorn hair on his head. The villager is speaking, and the sound the box is emitting begins to be punctuated with static, which then clears up, into-
‘Language,’ Micah says. ‘It’s a recording.’ The noises they are now hearing from the box do sound like a voice, and it’s matching up with the villager’s mouth movements. But it’s not any language Eliza has ever heard. The more it goes on, the more she is filled with a strange dread she does not know the origin of. 
‘Turn it off,’ Eliza says, suddenly. The voice gets louder, the nonsense coming out of it flowing faster, and the villager’s expression turning desperate as he begins to shout. 
‘How?!’ Rob asks, tentatively moving towards the box on the floor and leaning down to touch it. The villager is screaming now, in this strange, alien language that’s unlike anything Eliza has ever heard from any human, of any nationality. 
Just as Rob is about to reach it, there is a high-pitched yelp, which Eliza cannot tell is part of the recording or a side effect of the machine itself, and the cone of light instantaneously shrinks back into the aperture on the side of the box, which itself closes, leaving the object lying inert on the floor - as if it always had been. 
[bookmark: _eqw0witom3mw]10: Anomaly
News about the upcoming human trials had leaked out surprisingly quickly - and Project Genesis was thrust rudely from the shadows of the scientific world into its small, harsh spotlight. 
Linton had no idea how the news had spread, and she didn’t much care - with the amount of paper documentation needed for something as big as experimenting on the brain of a live human, there had to have been a public trail that some unemployed journalist had had the gumption to pick up on and run with. 
She was pleased, though, with how her team were handling the pressure - the increased scrutiny they would now be facing. They were hardly household names, of course, but they were now referenced in the news sections of popular scientific journals, heralded as the potential next set of figures in the long line of medical greats. Sensationalist headlines like ‘New Mexico Four Set To Cure Brain Cancer, Alzheimer’s’ were being reposted across Reddit and Twitter, sparking off arguments as to their credibility from randomers in the comments. Linton found it funny - but she could tell Lim and Nguyen would rather they’d been able to plod along in luxurious secret.
‘This was always going to happen,’ she said in their team meeting the morning after the first Nat Sci article had landed in their inboxes, excited friends and family telling them they’d read that they were going to cure Alzheimer’s forever. ‘Take it as a good thing - the only way Project Genesis was ever going to reach the point where the media stood up and took an interest, was if it was going well enough to bother getting to human trials. To where we are right now.’ 
Lim and Nguyen had been pleased at the news that the fast-track application for human trials had been accepted by the board. Linton was worried about Nguyen’s reaction, but she seemed, as far as Linton could tell, to be taking the same approach as Richards to the anomalies - which had, of course, repeated exactly with each subsequent procedure they’d performed on a live mouse. She wasn’t worried, per se, that they were saying anything was going wrong with the experiment each time - but she had no way to categorise what they were saying. Still, Linton was pretty confident that she’d remain in check - and Linton did intend to reassure her further after all this public-facing nonsense was over, too. 
Today was Linton’s first day of actually facing the press - something that Riley had demanded she had to do. ‘Front up, and nip any of this eugenics shit in the bud,’ he’d said to her on the phone the previous Friday, ‘or I’ll have to do it for you.’ 
Linton would have very much liked to take him up on that offer, but she understood that she, as figurehead and Director of Genesis, was the only choice for its primary media spokesperson. Still, Riley and Richards would be joining her in front of the mics - as backup, should she need it. 
And Riley was right about another thing, too - any of the more spurious, Twitter-centric claims that they were some sort of Nazis who were hoping to make cyborgs with immortal brains - Linton couldn’t quite figure out exactly what they were being accused of, sometimes - had to be headed off right now, exposed for the lunatic rambling it was, before it could gain any traction. 
So here she was, in the media room on the ground floor of Sandia National Laboratories - a room much less spotless, much more ‘lived in’ than their precious lab - ready to field precisely fifteen minutes of questions from a precisely selected group of journalists, hand-picked due to their connections to and history with the various board members, ensuring that Project Genesis was going to be painted in a good light in every one of their writeups. 
She sat on an unbecoming little plastic chair at the head of a long table that reminded her of school assemblies. Richards was on her right and Riley on her left, both dressed up in their full suit and tie look for the occasion. Linton herself was wearing the white blouse she’d worn the day they’d won the funding from the man on her left, and she was already perspiring gently before the journalists had even arrived - glad I picked white, she thought, as the moisture streamed down her armpits, over her forehead.
Then the sharks appeared. Five of them, each from a different popular science outlet which, Riley had assured them, would be a good thing for Genesis. Get some exposure, he’d said, be proud of what you’re doing - this is groundbreaking stuff. Linton knew he was right, but it was, frustratingly, comforting to be reminded of this by who was effectively her boss, before such an occasion as this. 
Two women and three men, all in smart casual clothing (no ties for these guys, Linton thought) filed in and assembled their differently-sized frames over another set of school-like chairs, around the table. The layout was such that Linton, Richards and Riley were literally surrounded, a small semcircle of journalists hemming down on them. The effect on Linton was a negative one, she would say, as she saw their eager eyes wherever she looked. 
Riley cleared his throat. ‘Good morning, everyone. Thanks for coming to a briefing on such short notice. I believe we’ve had questions vetted in advance, so, like we said, no surprises today - sorry Mark.’ He directed this last remark to a lanky bald man wearing glasses and a (quite lovely, Linton thought) powder blue Oxford shirt, who was sitting directly ahead of them. He chuckled politely and shook his head - clearly an old friend, or stooge, of Riley’s. 
‘Okay, so who would like to kick us off?’ 
A petite black woman to Linton’s left spoke first, raising her expensive-looking eyeglasses as she looked up at them from her notes. 
‘Hi, Melanie Lee, Scientific American,’ she said. Linton nodded, a tight, friendliness-attempting smile on her face. Lee smiled back. ‘Can you walk us through, in simple terms, the significance of these trials, and what Project Genesis hopes to achieve?’ 
Linton breathed out - this was an easy one to start with. She internally thanks Riley for organising a softball starter - although he probably knew she needed it. 
‘Of course,’ she said brightly. ‘Project Genesis’ ultimate goal is, effectively, to be able to help patients suffering with neurological conditions or diseases of the brain, like, say, brain cancer, or Alzheimer’s disease.’ She paused, had a brief internal check-in with herself - she felt ok, she was speaking clearly. On she went. 
‘We aim to do this by piloting technology to replace the damaged neural cells - or “bits of the brain”, in layman’s terms - with new, healthy neural cells which we have developed. These new “bits of the brain” are identical replacements for the damaged ones, bespoke to each individual brain.
‘So we insert these into the damaged brain in place of the old cells, and then we use some incredible technology involving nanobots to reintegrate them fully, until the brain is rid of any damaged cells and has fresh new ones in its place. It’s like replacing a faulty part of a computer, but leaving the healthy parts where they are - it’s essentially as good as new.’ She looked to Richards to pick up, feeling pleased with her answer so far. 
‘So if we can do that - and we think we can,’ Richards began, leaning forwards in his chair and clasping his (sweaty, Linton noticed) hands together tight, ‘we can effectively take out the bits of the brain that have Alzheimer’s, and replace them with identical, working bits of brain that don’t have the disease. It’s the same with brain cancer, or brain tumours. 
‘We understand that this may sound like science fiction, but we have been working on animal trials for some months now, advancing from simple neural cell networks to full, live mice, in whose brains we had artificially produced Glioblastoma - a type of brain tumour.’ 
He looked around the room, and took a brief sip of water. Linton thought this was going very well indeed - or at least, the eyes of the journalists suggested that they were engaged, still. Maybe even impressed. Richards clearly thought the same thing, as he decided it was time to get a little bit more technical. 
‘If I may advance slightly beyond the layman’s terms into some specifics of what we are doing…’ he trailed off, and waited for a couple of (genuinely!) eager nods before continuing.
‘One exceptional member of our exceptional little Project Genesis team, Sara Nguyen, a young Vietnamese scientist from MIT, has used CRISPR to modify the regenerated cells we have developed from cultures. She’s reinforced them to prevent relapse, and we’re monitoring every test we perform, looking for specific biomarkers and genetic mutations commonly associated with cancerous growth. 
‘So far we have seen none, and no signs of rejection of the new cells either. 
‘So basically, we intracerebrally insert our snazzy regenerated tissue, along with our modified nanobots. These little guys repair the damaged neural tissue and integrate our new, healthy cells, replacing their damaged counterparts, and, voila, we have re-established neural pathways and synaptic connections. Essentially, we have made an identical replacement of the broken bits of brain, which, by all possible measurements and observation, seem to be exactly perfect copies of the initial cells. They act as indistinguishable replicas of the neural networks, rather than nigh-on identical replacements.’ 
He stopped speaking, as if waiting for applause. Linton couldn’t help but smile - it did sound absolutely incredible, what they were doing, when it was laid bare like that. 
But there was no real response, no applause, no rapturous standing ovation. What there was, was an awkward pause of a few beats, before Riley pointed to the man in the blue shirt. ‘Next question, Mark?’
‘Mark Hughes, Nat Geo,’ he said quickly, looking down at his notes before glancing back up, scanning Linton and Richards’ faces. ‘There have been concerns,’ he started, immediately sending Linton’s stomach on a plummet down a few floors, ‘of an ethical nature, around the work Project Genesis is doing.
‘Public discussion has touched upon whether this kind of work, this “neural regeneration”, steps into murky ethical waters. When it comes to altering brain tissue, there has been chatter about whether this is a form of “playing God”. That there is a risk of overstepping human boundaries here, something that could lead to dangerous precedents.’ 
He stopped speaking, and Linton gulped. ‘Sorry, was there a question in there?’ she said, breezily - she hoped. Mark didn’t smile. 
‘The question, Dr Linton, is what is your response to these concerns.’ Linton cleared her throat and sipped her water to buy a bit of time before she launched in. Riley had at least prepped them for this line of questioning, but she was still aware that she was walking on eggshells in terms of the potential for misleading quotes to be pulled out of what she said. She proceeded carefully.
‘Project Genesis, and the work we are undertaking as part of it, is medically necessary work for the treatment of a number of the most pernicious, incurable conditions we see in our society today. Alzheimer’s numbers continue to rocket as end-of-life care improves, and we still treat brain tumours the same way, essentially, as we have for the last forty years - something that I feel is out of step with where we have got to in other areas of medical research, by now. 
‘Everything we are doing, every test we perform in that lab, is very carefully controlled - and I want to reiterate that we are focusing solely on curing disease, with these regenerated cells. Although, yes, the new, healthy cells we are producing behave as perfect simulacra as their damaged predecessors, there is no alteration to cognition or neural behaviour that we have observed.’ She looked imperceptibly to Richards, who gave a small nod and jumped in, leaning forwards again. 
‘The neural regeneration technology we are using - pioneering, in fact - in Genesis, is designed purely to restore healthy brain function in humans with conditions affecting that part of their body. Not to enhance it, or manipulate it - not to upload their consciousnesses, or anything of the sort I’ve seen speculated about online.’ 
Linton detected a slight murmur in the room at Richards’ use of the word ‘upload’ and ‘consciousness’. This was clearly, then, the crux of the issue that the journalists really wanted to draw them out on - a lot of the chatter on the internet had been directed towards this very question. If you are regenerating actual neural cells that are completely indistinguishable from the ones they are replacing - functionally and neurologically - then what is stopping this technology from creating whole identical brains? From creating, or copying, a consciousness? And to be fair, Linton didn’t have a good answer for that - at least not yet.
Riley had clearly also felt the subtle change in the atmosphere of the room, and she felt him shifting beside her as he stepped forwards to speak for the first time. 
‘We have taken every possible precaution, and all ethical considerations have been reviewed thoroughly,’ he said, his voice deep, firm and commanding. 
‘Project Genesis is making history, not rewriting it.’
***
While Linton, Richards and Riley were fielding press questions, Nguyen and Lim were looking further into the anomalies. 
The youngest team member had not been as convinced as even the little amount Linton thought she had been by Richards’ assuagements, and had agonised over whether to share her concerns with the other young person - her ally, she thought, unhelpfully perhaps - on the team all night. 
She’d woken up with a resolution, and when Linton and Richards announced that they had to field the press that day, it seemed too big a helping hand from fate for her to pass it up. 
‘Uh, Elodie?’ she’d squeaked when the statuesque Frenchwoman had strode in that morning, causing her to turn and smile questioningly at her. 
And it had all come out. 
‘I don’t think they’re lying at all, I just think they’re wrong,’ Sara had said, the two of them sitting across from each other at the lunch table. ‘Richards’ explanations of new processes generating new signals makes a lot of sense, I even think it’s true, but you can’t just ignore “new signals” we can’t explain when you’re about to start operating on humans. You can’t just dismiss them as “noise”, without then clarifying what sort of noise that is.’ She was breathless by the time she finished - she’d been pouring out her worries, how she’d lain awake at night since the very first spike in the readings worrying about them. What they meant, why they seemed to be rhythmic, artificial - why they were continuing, getting bigger. Harder to ignore. 
Elodie had listened sympathetically, responding with a maturity and calm to her colleague that made their age gap of five years seem far greater - in Sara’s mind, at least. She felt like she was behaving like a little child - but she could not understand how Linton, in particular, was ok with going to the press today, advancing to human trials, with this niggling little thing hanging over every single iteration of experimentation they’d performed since the first successful reintegration. 
‘Let’s look more closely at it today, then, Sara,’ Elodie had said soothingly, nodding at her encouragingly and reaching a slender hand over the lunch table to place it on her small, nervous ones. ‘I agree that we should try and clear this up, especially since we won’t be working too much while they’re away today - but I also agree with Paul, it’s nothing to worry about. It will just be noise, but you’re right, we should at least determine where it’s coming from. So then you can rest easy, huh?’ she smiled kindly at Sara as she said this, and Sara felt relief washing over her. 
So here they found themselves - poring over data and graphs that had long made themselves permanent residents in the back of Sara’s mind, in her dreams. It felt like an exorcism finally being able to focus solely on these quantum sensor anomalies, like a witch hunt - we’re going to find what is causing you, she kept thinking to herself, determinedly, as the two young women worked away next to each other on a desk they’d commandeered for the day. 
‘Ok, so let’s go through everything methodically, so we can establish what we know right now. Ok?’ Elodie said, pulling her hair into a ponytail before clapping her hands together. ‘Walk me through the anomalous data so far, please.’
Sara nodded, and inhaled deeply. She felt better already, now that they were actually going through this - actually paying attention to it. She was looking forward to sleeping more easily tonight, knowing that they were proceeding having ticked off any possible issues. Any unknowns.
‘So we have checked the quantum sensors, and run the tests with slightly different calibrations, and the results are consistent - we know it’s not the hardware,’ she began, looking straight into Elodie’s eyes. The Frenchwoman nodded back.
Sara turned to her computer, and began tapping and clicking, bringing up the relevant screens as she spoke. 
‘So this is the first anomalous result. We can see that the quantum sensors are picking up fluctuations in synaptic activity that are far larger than what we’d expect.’ She clicked through to show a graph with even bigger spikes, like steadily growing waves on a sea about to be beset by a storm. 
‘These are the further anomalous results, after we moved onto full animals brains,’ You can see that the spikes are intensifying hugely. I think this is because the complexity of a full brain as opposed to a cell cluster is amplifying whatever we’re seeing.’ 
Elodie nodded. ‘Makes sense,’ she said, folding her arms. 
‘And for all of them, they’re spiking at,’ Sara clicked as she spoke, zooming in, ‘the exact moment when the neural cells are fully reintegrated by the nanobots.
‘Ok, so we would expect that to be the moment when synaptic activity spikes, right?’ Elodie asked patiently. ‘Since the regenerated cells are being integrated into the brain's neural pathways?’ Sara shook her head - she wished it were that simple. 
‘Not quite - and not to this extent. The quantum sensors are measuring synaptic potentials - essentially, the electrical signals between neurons. But what we’re seeing here,’ she clicked again, ‘goes beyond normal neuron firing.’
She pointed at the screen, to a particularly tall section of the graph. ‘The spikes are not just a normal increase in firing rate. They’re about seven orders of magnitude higher than they should be for a brain this size. And it’s not just the quantity of the activity,’ she continued, expanding the width of the graph so they could see its oscillations more clearly. ‘It’s the nature of the signal itself.’
Elodie peered over her shoulder. ‘Do Helen and Paul definitely know about all this?’ she asked, her voice betraying slight concern.
Sara nodded vigorously. ‘They looked at all of this when it first happened - you did too, Elodie.’ Elodie looked down at her when she said this, her brow furrowed. 
‘I do remember looking at this. And I do remember thinking, okay, it is just noise - on top of the normal readings for synaptic activity we’d expect at that stage of the procedure, just amplifying it a little. Or a lot.’
‘But look,’ Sara shook her head, pointing back to her screen. ‘This isn’t just random noise, or something amplifying the expected signal. The quantum sensors are detecting this highly regular fluctuation - almost like a waveform. It’s too sychronised to just be biological feedback amplified up to what we’re seeing.’
Elodie frowned. ‘A waveform? So you’re saying this is artificial?’
Sara hesitated. This was about where she’d got to in her worrying - a ledge she got to every time she thought through the problem, and was too scared to fully throw herself off of. Too scared to do it alone, at least. 
‘I’m saying it’s rhythmic,’ she began, cautiously, turning to look at the screen instead of up at Elodie as she spoke. ‘The quantum sensors detect changes in synaptic ion flow—potassium, sodium, calcium ions moving across the synapses—but this…’ She pointed at the pulsing spikes, again. 
‘It’s more like an oscillation. And it’s not just local to the region of the brain we are performing the reintegration on, either. The spike spreads - instantaneously - across the entire neural network. 
‘It’s like the anomalies appear when the whole consciousness is activating, not just when the cells are fully reintegrated.’
She paused, and took a deep breath. She might be about to cross a line in Elodie’s eyes, a line that could get her kicked off of Genesis if it got back to Linton and Richards. But she’d come far enough now anyway, she thought. She looked up at Elodie and made what she hoped was meaningful eye contact as she spoke.
‘It’s almost like something external is amplifying the normal synaptic activity.’ 
Elodie’s frown visibly deepened. She pursed her mouth and looked away from Sara, to stare at the screen. She was silent for a long time. Sara couldn’t breathe.
‘So it’s not just a byproduct of the brain activity, is what you’re saying?’ she said, at last. ‘You’re saying there could be something else feeding into these results, beyond just the synaptic pathways?’
Sara nodded slowly. ‘That’s what I’m worried about,’ she said, as Elodie turned back to look at her. ‘The quantum sensors are designed to detect fluctuations on the atomic level, down to individual ions crossing the neural membrane. 
‘But the scale, and the regularity of this signal, are way beyond what we’d expect from natural synaptic firing on its own. It’s like the brain is either generating some sort of additional signal itself. Like the very process of regenerating a brain is somehow creating - or awakening - something hidden with the neural architecture.’ 
The pair of them turned back and stared at the screen. 
‘I think you need to walk Helen and Paul through this again,’ Elodie said slowly. ‘Because if you’re right, I think we should stop what we’re doing - until we understand what it is we’re doing here.’
[bookmark: _shv2o83i379h]11: The Box
Eliza absolutely does not want to, but she agrees that they have to at least try out some of the other boxes. There are hundreds in there, an uncountable number - and knowing what she does now about what they contain, their changing angles and shapes take on the aspect of a snake pit in her mind. She cannot get the first voice out of her head.
‘Box number two,’ Rob says, reaching in and closing his eyes performatively, shuffling his hand around in the glass case as if playing some high-stakes game of eeny, meeny, miny, moe.
Eliza had definitely had the strongest reaction to the first box, but she can see that Micah, Clara and Rob were all shaken by what they saw. Nobody has put forward any theories yet, at least not until they see what awaits them when they touch this second box, but Eliza’s own cogs are whirring, trying to parse out what it means - she knows the other three’s will be, too.
After what feels like eons in Eliza’s heightened state of anxiety, Rob selects another of the ‘boxes’, as they have apparently all agreed to call them, and the strange, sharp noise starts up again. Eliza groans, as Rob places the box on the floor, more gently this time now that he isn’t as startled. 
Just as Eliza fears, and had expected, one of the box’s shifting sides opens up and a slit appears - in exactly the same cadence as beforehand. The shifting colours of the box recede as the same blue-tinted light they’d seen before announces itself, the sharp noise modulating as another cone appears. Like before, it is about a metre above the box, and much wider than the aperture from which it emerges. 
The four of them stand closer, this time - about as close as Eliza can bear. The other three seem free of fear, although she doesn’t know how that is possible - what they are seeing is not right, and this is something she feels deep in her bones. She feels like she is standing on the precipice of a great, yawning chasm, which she can’t cross back over once she has it - once she has the knowledge that she fears this hologram is going to impart to her, irrevocably. 
The village appears again, in what Eliza thinks is a slightly different formation to the previous hologram - the paths are a different size and shape, and there are far fewer huts this time than in the previous project, and than they have seen in the village with their own eyes. Rob foolishly, in Eliza’s opinion, waves a hand through the image, and it doesn’t have any effect - he cuts through it like it’s thin air. 
‘It’s just like a normal hologram,’ Clara murmurs. 
‘It’s pretty advanced, though,’ Micah demurs. ‘It’s like fucking Star Wars,’ Rob agrees. ‘This shit is fucking insanely high def.’
Eliza is about to shush them, but doesn’t need to - the apparition of a second villager’s face does that for them. It’s a woman, this time, and her mouth is moving. Once again, the audio coming out of the box distorts, becomes static, and then slowly resolves itself into noises that match the movements of the villager’s mouth. Her speech is nonsense, but it’s different nonsense this time. 
‘It’s a different language,’ Eliza thinks aloud. It’s like hearing the difference between Spanish and Mandarin - even without speaking either of them, you can tell they are totally different lexicons. 
‘Mm–hmm,’ Micah nods, stroking his chin. This villager doesn’t reach the crescendo of her male counterpart in the previous box - she just speaks to the camera for a minute or so, and then the box ‘switches off’ again, or at least Eliza assumes this is what its off mode constitutes. 
They try many, many more of the boxes after this - each of them splinters off and watches their own box, so as to examine as many of them as possible. After what Eliza guesses is at least one hour, and one hundred boxes later, Micah speaks in a lacuna in which no boxes are currently active. 
‘I think we’ve seen enough,’ he says. Rob, midway through reaching into the glass case for another box, opens his mouth as if to object, but then nods, and withdraws his outstretched arm. The four of them sit cross-legged on the floor in a circle, facing each other. 
‘It seems clear to me now,’ Rob says first, eyeing them all seriously as he speaks, ‘that we’re being watched. These boxes are some sort of surveillance device focused on the village, and the villagers seem to be recording diary entries, or observations, about what they have seen.’ 
Clara frowns, but does not speak. Rob goes on, encouraged by their silence. ‘It’s part of the experiment,’ he says. ‘Us finding this whole building was part of the experiment. I think they’re trying to see how we react under… under these insane circumstances.’ 
‘You really think this is still all real?’ Clara asks, speaking the most passionately that Eliza has heard from her. ‘After the shit we’ve just seen in those projections?’
Rob looks genuinely confused. ‘What, recordings?’ 
‘It’s a rendering, not a recording,’ Micah says, slowly - clearly he is speaking his thoughts as he pieces them together. ‘I agree, Rob,’ he says, turning towards his fellow American, ‘that we are part of a controlled experiment.’ Rob looks momentarily pleased, then confused as he anticipates the ‘but’ that is about to come.
‘But,’ Micah duly obliges, ‘I think we have no choice but to accept that what Clara has been saying is true. I do not think this village, this room, the forest, the sky - any of it - I don’t think it’s real.’ 
Rob’s head moves back slowly as if pushed by an invisible hand, his incomprehension writ large upon his face. Clara just nods - Eliza almost thinks she can see a satisfied, grim smile teasing the corners of her mouth. 
‘Not real?’ Rob scoffs, on the defensive. ‘We’re sitting here, aren’t we? ‘Playing with these boxes? Having this conversation?’
‘Are we, though?’ Clara asks quickly, quietly, her expression cold and calm. Rob looks afraid, and Eliza feels it. ‘The sun doesn’t move correctly,’ Clara continues, gently hammering her right fist into her left palm with each point. ‘The villagers can’t speak properly, and they’re glitching. The forest is an impossible loop, the sign made no sense as an object. And this,’ she gestures to the glass case, full of the writhing mass of shape-shifting devices, ‘this isn’t surveillance. This is something else entirely - something none of us understand.’ 
Her words hang heavy in the vast room. Eliza moves her eyes across her three companions, gauging their emotions. Rob looks almost tearful - but Clara and Micah have wide, wary eyes - as if they’ve just learned something terrifying. 
‘It’s part of this reality we are in,’ Micah says, the hint of a tremor in his voice. ‘It isn’t surveillance, it’s a projection - but it’s not a recording. It’s some sort of… reflection. Data. Something that’s showing us pieces of a reality that doesn’t exist - maybe never did.’ 
Eliza’s stomach tightens. The hum has gone from pleasurable to nauseating in the space of their time in the room - she can’t help but glance over at the boxes again, with the sudden, irrational fear that they are going to wake up and start screaming in those garbled voices once more. 
‘You keep saying we’re in some kind of “virtual reality”’, Rob says, making the air quotes with his hand. His tone is petulant, but he cannot mask the fear that is pervading his every utterance now. ‘Some video game.’ 
‘Something like that,’ Clara nods, her voice almost a whisper. ‘But we’re not the players.’
‘We’re the subjects,’ Micah finishes for her, his eyes hard and his jaw set. ‘Whoever, whatever is running this, they’re not just watching us - they’re manipulating everything in this reality.’ 
Rob’s face contorts, his frustration boiling over and his expression breaking. Eliza stifles a gasp as he lets out what sounds like a sob. Clara flinches, looking afraid of what he might say or do next. 
‘That doesn’t make any goddam sense,’ he pants, leaning backwards and running his hands worriedly over his head. ‘How can they be controlling the whole fucking world?’ 
Clara shakes her head. ‘Not the whole world.’ Micah nods grimly at her – Eliza is glad Rob doesn’t see this. ‘It’s just this,’ she says, sweeping her arm out to indicate the hall, the village, their new reality. ‘This village. This experiment. Whatever’s out there isn’t real, Rob.’
The silence is suffocating - even the hum can’t seem to overpower it. Eliza’s skin is crawling with a primal fear she cannot shake, or articulate - even to herself. She feels, in her bones, on an instinctual level, that what Clara is saying is wrong, that it cannot be true. She is here, isn’t she? Sitting on this floor, feeling her heart hammering in her chest and the blood rushing in her temples and the goddam hum perforating her fucking eardrums. 
But maybe she isn’t. 
The shifting sky, the strange recordings, the impossible, closed loop of the forest - the villagers. It’s too much to deny - but it’s also too much for her to process right now. 
‘I don’t want to be in here any more,’ she says suddenly, breaking the tension. Her voice is exactly as unhinged as she feels. ‘Whatever this place is, it’s wrong. I can feel it. We need to leave.’
Rob glances up at her, his head hung low over his lap. His bravado has fully evaporated now - he is scared, too. They all are - Micah and Clara were just a couple of steps ahead of them on their realisation of what the hell is happening to them.
‘I agree,’ Micah says. ‘Even if none of this is real, we need to sleep - we need to get back to the village. If we’re all losing our fucking minds, sleep deprivation isn’t something we wanna throw into the mix on top of it.’ 
Nobody says anything - but when Micah slowly pushes himself up to leave, they all do likewise. Clara and Micah seem physically tight and wound up, while Eliza just feels dazed by what they’ve seen and discussed in this room. Rob seems completely overwhelmed. 
He’s been holding onto that government experiment theory this whole time, Eliza thinks sadly. She, herself, had begun to question that the second she saw the sign - the first impossible occurrence. With the many that had followed in the last day, she had started to doubt that any government she knew was capable of something quite like this. 
The four of them shuffle out of the room and up the stairs to the entrance, the hum dropping imperceptibly in volume as they get further from the strange, unknown machinery that was so totally beyond their comprehension. Micah leads the way outside, pushing the door open as they all follow him out onto the path, standing under a night sky with no stars they can recognise, in a sky they might not have ever known.
***
‘The stars have shifted again,’ Rob says, the wind knocked out of him since their conversation in the room. The four of them are hurrying, now, back to the hut they have been dubiously calling ‘home’ since their first day in whatever the hell this place is - or isn’t.
Eliza glances up, impatiently. The stars haven’t just shifted, they are shifting visibly, in real-time. It’s unlike anything she has ever seen - like the whole sky is full of shooting stars, whirling around above their heads and moving at impossible speeds.
‘That… also shouldn’t be possible,’ Micah says, shaking his neck as he cranes his head to look up at the fantastical tableau above them. ‘Nothing in the universe can be seen to move that quickly from Earth. And there’s no moon,’ he adds sadly.
‘It’s not real, Micah,’ Clara says firmly. ‘Remember that. The sky is part of this illusion, whatever it is.’ Micah nods at her. 
‘It’s just taking a little bit of getting used to,’ he says, looking back to terra firma. ‘The idea that we’re in some sort of Matrix.’
‘I hate that film,’ Rob says, surprisingly venomously. ‘And now you’re saying I’m fucking living it.’ 
‘Guys, we can’t keep focusing on stuff like this,’ Eliza pleads. ‘The more I look at stuff like that, the more it freaks me the fuck out.’ 
Clara eyes her carefully - it’s her first instance of fully losing control since the forest. ‘She’s right,’ Clara says. ‘It’s not doing us any good playing “spot the glitch” right now - at least not if they’re not glitches that help us understand what’s happening.’
‘Or how to get out,’ Micah adds. 
‘Exactly,’ Clara nods. ‘Let’s keep going.’
The four of them continue their sojourn back ‘home,’ and they soon reach what they now realise is the centre of the village - a densely-packed area of huts and criss-crossing paths which is about 10 minutes’ walk from their own hut. 
Despite the alleged time of day, the area is busier than ever, with dozens of villagers milling about and murmuring. They seem to be performing their daily routines, just at night, now. They are hanging washing and bringing buckets to and fro - but they seem to be on even more autopilot than before. Their murmuring isn’t directed at each other, and Eliza sees more of the disturbing ‘freezing’ behaviour she’d noticed before. 
The path is full of them, forcing the group to step off the path and onto the deep sand either side of it to continue on their way. 
The murmuring isn’t only directionless, Eliza notices - it’s jumbled, and it sounds strangely familiar, despite not being recognisably English. 
As they make their way down the path home - all four of them have silently made an agreement to put a step on it - Micah speaks quickly, quietly. 
‘You hear that?’ he says, grimacing, walking head down and picking up speed.
‘The voices?’ Clara says, nodding darkly. ‘It’s the voices from the boxes.’
Eliza feels like she’s been struck dumb as she hears this - and then she really hears what the villagers are saying, and she immediately places the sounds. Clara is, of course, right - the villagers are speaking in lower volume versions of the various nonsense languages that were coming out of the boxes. She can’t be sure that all of the voices she’s hearing had a match in the strange devices from earlier, but some of the telltale, particularly unnerving dialects are mirrored in the general hubbub currently emanating from the mass of identikit villagers swarming around them. 
She feels faint when she makes the connection - she feels like she’s right back in that horrible, vast room, hearing those horrific accounts of something she does not understand. 
‘What the fuck is going on,’ Rob whimpers, stumbling a bit as he steps on Micah’s heels. They’re struggling to make meaningful headway due to the massed bodies of villagers in their way, and Micah is leading the group, trying to maneuvre them around the human blockages. 
‘It’s so busy,’ Eliza breathes as they hop back onto the path. ‘What are they all-’
She is cut off by a piercing scream, from Clara. Eliza whips round to see Clara, left hand clamped over her mouth, right hand shot straight out and pointing at one of the many villagers. Eliza sees nothing unusual - at least not compared to the villagers’ current deviation from normal behaviour. 
‘What?!’ Rob cries, his frayed nerves unable to deal with further stress. 
‘Didn’t you… SEE that?!’ Clara gasps in a wretched voice. Eliza notices that Micah has frozen, wide eyed, and has moved between Clara and the villager she is pointing at. He looks like he’s seen a ghost.
Then Eliza sees it happen to another one. 
One of the female villagers freezes in the middle of the path, holding a bundle of washing, and seems to jerk in place, one thousand times in less than a second - faster than Eliza’s eyes can register. 
Once the villager has stopped jerking, she instantaneously… flickers, is the only word Eliza can think to describe it, into a different form. 
Into something that is definitely not human. 
It only lasts for a split second before the villager flickers back to her humanoid form, but Eliza takes it all in - in a flash of time, of sense memory, that she fears she will never be able to forget.
She sees it - its true form, she knows - superimposed, like a reflection caught in water. Rippling, contorting, too many limbs that are too long, writing and sinuous. Too many eyes - many of them appearing where there should be none. Jaws, splitting open in impossible ways. Like what she was seeing was trying, and failing, to hold a shape that didn’t belong.
Eliza’s vision tunnels, her heart seems to stop. She can’t hear anything as she stares full-on at the impossible being before her.
Then as soon as it was there, it wasn’t. Eliza exhales forcefully as if she’d been punched in the chest, and immediately turned to Clara and Micah. Rob had seen this one, too - all four of them stared at each other, genuine fear and panic finally overwhelming them all at the same time. There was no voice of reason now. 
‘Run,’ Micah said simply. 
They sprinted as a huddled mass through the villagers on the path - more villagers out, tonight, than they’d ever seen in total during the days - dodging out of the way of shifting forms, shadows beneath a half-seen surface, the horrible novelty of their humanoid forms breaking down for a split second never seeming to wear off. Their incomprehensible chorus grew louder, and the glitches seemed to be more frequent - Eliza couldn’t escape catching snatching glimpses of alien visages flickering before her every time she saw a villager. She was dimly aware of Clara making a terrible noise, an animalistic, low moan, and Micah shouting - maybe at the villagers. It was all a nightmarish blur - and then it was over.
They reached the door of the hut, Micah hurling it open and marshalling them all inside. They fell into the room in a heap, Micah following, and slamming the thin wooden entryway shut behind them. 
As they lay sprawled, panting, in the darkness, Eliza could make out hundreds of alien voices, baying at the impossible midnight stars. 
[bookmark: _q4yiyx9fe75]12: Qualia 
‘How do you think that went?’ Riley asked brusquely, in a nondescript office room he’d commandeered after the press had dispersed, following an increasingly tense and defensive thirty minutes of questioning. Linton felt like she’d run a marathon.
‘Uh, well, a bit worse than you’d led me to believe with your whole “these are hand-picked journos, Helen”, shtick earlier,’ she spat, stretching out in her chair and displaying her normal, terrible body language for the first time in an hour. ‘They were going for us out there.’
‘And you, Richards?’ Riley asked, betraying nothing with his lack of response to Linton’s outburst. Richards shifted uncomfortably in his seat, and bobbled his head left to right in a gesture of indecision. 
‘I think it went ok, to be honest with you, Dr Riley,’ he said after a breath. ‘There were a lot more of the “are you trying to manufacture consciousness” than I’d anticipated from actual journalists, but I personally think we were pretty firm - and pretty good - on explaining the many, many ways in which our work is actually going to help people.’ 
He finished speaking, and it was clear that his words were also a question to Riley - how do you think it went. Unfortunately, based on his face, it looked like he was going to demur. 
‘I think we need to get some actual human results, to start curing some of these conditions you keep referencing, rather quickly,’ he said, brow furrowing angrily as he spoke, ‘or we are going to face an awful lot of backlash, quite quickly.’
Linton and Richards sat mutely, eyes wide with worry. Like two little schoolchildren in the headteacher’s office, Linton thought. 
‘I suspect that the public, and the people we just spoke to in there,’ he continued, pointing back to the conference room they’d used as their ersatz briefing office, ‘genuinely are suspicious of the motives behind Project Genesis. That we are conducting some 21st century sort of “psy ops” trials, for the purposes of uploading consciousnesses, or controlling people’s minds.’
‘But that’s-’ Linton began, before Riley cut her off by raising a finger and glowering at her, imperiously. 
‘It is preposterous, yes, but I don’t think you have been able to convince them of that in our conference today.’ 
Linton sat back in her chair, wounded. Riley must have noticed her expression crumpling because when he next spoke, his tone was kinder, his face softer.
‘I’m not saying I don’t think you did a good job out there, Dr Linton - and the same applies to you, Dr Richards,’ he said, nodding at each of them in turn. ‘I think you both spoke well, and if it had been me on the other side of that table, I’d have written a very positive story about Project Genesis.
‘However, I fear that we did not do enough to dissuade those journalists from writing some potentially negative, and very speculative, accounts of what they think we are really doing here. Our claims of curing brain cancer and Alzheimer’s are lofty ones indeed, and although I clearly have faith in you two, in your team, Dr Linton, we need something tangible to prove to them that this faith is not misplaced.’
He finished speaking with an air of finality, the implication hovering in the air. The silence hung heavy in the room as Linton and Richards squirmed in their chairs.
‘We’re ready for the human trials, Dr Riley,’ Linton said at last, puncturing the ever-expanding tension building between them. ‘And you’ve approved the fast-track. There is nothing stopping us running them tomorrow, for instance.’
‘We just need a test subject,’ Richards interjected, shooting Linton a warning look - don’t overpromise on this, it said. ‘A patient.’
‘I am aware of both of those things, Doctors,’ Riley said, nodding. ‘And I suspected we may need to move quickly on this, so we had arranged for willing volunteers to be recruited while you two and your team worked away on preparing for this step.’ 
He stopped speaking, and Linton was perplexed - was that it?
‘And?’ she said, rudely, forgetting herself briefly. Richards turned to glare at her, but Riley didn’t seem to notice her impudence.
‘Oh,’ Riley said, genuinely confused. ‘I thought I’d made myself clear, I apologise.’ 
Linton waited a maddening few seconds for him to explain.
‘When I say we had arranged for volunteers to be recruited, I mean to say that we succeeded in this almost immediately. You have your human test subjects, Dr Linton - four of them. So it seems that you can, indeed, start on this tomorrow.’

***
Nguyen and Lim had worked late into the night, ensuring they had summarised their additional findings into the anomalous readings as succinctly - and, Nguyen hoped, as urgently - as possible, for Richards’ and Linton’s benefit when they returned this morning. 
She and Lim were conducting more final routine animal tests - they knew human trials would start as soon as test subjects were available - when the older, more senior members of the team blew into the room like a storm, deep into a loud and seemingly antagonistic conversation. 
‘If he says we have to do it now, we have to do it now,’ Richards was saying, as the pair of them strode in through the large metal doors as the creaked open. Lim and Nguyen turned around from their desks, and eyed each other - this wasn’t good. They’d wanted them in a good mood, so they’d be more receptive to their findings - take the anomalies more seriously than either of them had seemed to up to this point. Time was running out, so the moods they were clearly both in just meant that Lim and Nguyen would have to plough on and hope for the best anyway - this couldn’t wait any longer. 
‘I know that, Paul,’ Linton said, her cool lost for one of the first times Nguyen had seen it. ‘But don’t you think that one day’s notice is leaving it a bit late? We have to get him to give us at least until Monday - that would give us three days to prep.’ 
‘If they’re ready, they’re ready,’ Richards said, exasperated, throwing his hands in the air. The two of them had made it to the lunch table, and set their bags down, sighing heavily as they looked around the room, seeming to remember where they were - who they were in front of - when they saw Lim and Nguyen. 
‘Hi team,’ Linton said weakly. ‘How goes the morning?’
‘What happened at the press morning?’ Lim asked, immediately dispensing with the attempted small talk in her usual no-nonsense manner. Linton didn’t seem offended - in fact, she seemed relieved to be able to get down to brass tacks without missing a beat. Without wasting any more time, a commodity which Nguyen sensed they had just lost a lot of. 
Linton responded in an even voice while she shook off her blazer, exchanging it for a lab coat. ‘Dr Richards and I thought it went quite well, but we did get a lot of questions focusing on some of the more… speculative theories we’ll all have seen online.’ 
‘What sort of questions?’ Lim asked, moving to the centre of the room to sit near them. ‘About mind control, creating clones of people’s brains, Twitter things like this?’
‘Twitter things exactly,’ Linton nodded, smiling grimly. ‘We headed them off well enough, but Dr Riley, the chair of the board that funds us, thinks we need to produce something public more quickly than we had perhaps anticipated.’
‘Well that is okay, isn’t it?’ Lim asked, tilting her head to one side. ‘We have the fast-track approval for moving on to human trials.’ 
‘We do,’ Richards said, pulling a chair back to sit with them. Nguyen didn’t want to be the odd one out, so she walked over to join them - the four of them sitting around the lunch table about two hours earlier than usual. ‘But we thought we’d maybe have a few weeks of prep, a couple of months maybe, before we actually had to start the procedure. Get everything ready for full human trials.’
‘And now?’ Nguyen asked, cold water filling her mind with dread.
‘Well now, Dr Nguyen,’ Linton said, a rictus grin plastered on her face, ‘they already have four volunteers for us. So we can start whenever we like.’
‘But they want us to start whenever they like,’ Richards interjected quickly. ‘Which is as soon as possible.’
‘Like, next week?’ Lim asked.
‘Like, tomorrow,’ Linton finished. Nguyen’s and Lim’s eyes widened. 
‘That’s not going to be possible,’ Lim shook her head, looking down, as she spoke. Nguyen’s eyes widened even more as she looked across at her friend. Was she really going to be the one to deliver this news? She prayed she was. 
‘I agree with you that it is far sooner than we would like, Dr Lim,’ Linton said, blinking in surprise at the French woman’s answer. ‘But what makes you say that we’re not going to be able to scramble this together in time? We’re a great team - I have faith in us to get everything ready in record time.’ 
‘It’s not going to be possible,‘ Lim said, ‘because of what we found in the anomalies today.’ 
Linton and Richards both stared at her - then shifted their gaze to stare at Nguyen. She wilted under it. 
‘And what,’ Richards said, testily, ‘did you find, exactly?’
‘Look at this,’ Lim said, quickly returning to her desk and bringing her laptop over. She clicked through and brought up the brisk Google Doc she and Nguyen had put together summarising their findings. 
‘Dr Nguyen?’ Lim said, looking at her and beckoning her over. Nguyen felt frozen in place, but snapped herself out of it and walked over to join her friend. Linton and Richards were staring at them with frank skepticism now - maybe even annoyance. This was very poor timing indeed, Nguyen thought, as she began to speak, gesticulating at the screen as she did so. 
‘As you both know,’ she began, very shakily, ‘the quantum sensors have been reporting a spike in neuron firing rate every time we run the reintegration procedure, and increased in intensity when we moved from cell clusters to full animal brains.’
She managed to steady her voice somewhat, and to begin making eye contact with her two senior teammates, who were looking at her inscrutably as she continued. 
‘Dr Richards, you had hypothesised that these spikes were orders of magnitude - seven, to be precise - higher than what we would expect for a brain this size, due to some sort of noise coming from the system, or the process, which is just amplifying a normal readout.’
Richards nodded. ‘So I did. And I don’t see anything in what you’ve presented to me so far to disabuse me of that notion,’ he added, levelly. But he did seem tense - and interested, Nguyen thought, getting encouragement from the idea that he might be. 
She nodded, and continued. ‘If the signals were simply slightly larger versions of the synaptic firing we might expect, that could maybe be the case. But the regularity of the signal and the sheer magnitude of it, suggests that there is something additional contributing to these spikes. Some kind of additional, real signal which is being either produced - or tapped into - whenever we regenerate a brain. Essentially, there’s no way this is just noise.’ She finished speaking, and looked at Lim, who nodded encouragingly at her, then breathed in and turned to face Linton and Richards. 
Both of them looked perturbed. Linton had her arms crossed, with her right forearm raised and and her index finger resting contemplatively on her lips. Richards was tapping his foot on the floor with nervous energy.
‘So what exactly are you saying, Dr Nguyen?’ Linton asked at last. Nguyen was relieved she was at least taking this somewhat seriously - not rejecting it out of hand, as she’d feared she might. Nguyen opened her mouth to respond, but found that she’d used up her reserve of courage in the face of her superiors for the moment. She looked pleadingly at Lim, who immediately understood and jumped in.
‘We are saying, Dr Linton,’ she said calmly, ‘that we think we should delay human trials at least until we know what this is. We could be unlocking something in the very foundational fabric of neural architecture in living things - and it could be dangerous to move onto human brains before we clear up what this amplification is coming from. Just look at how much stronger it was when we moved from cell clusters to full mouse brains,’ she added, pointing to the various graphs that illustrated her point. 
Linton thought for a long time, and Richards started to pace around in circles, clicking his fingers on alternating hands as he looked to the ceiling, cogs visibly turning at lightning speed in his head. 
‘I think,’ Linton said, ‘that this is valuable. Thank you for telling us this, for showing us and for working on it, first of all,’ she said, slowly, nodding to Nguyen and Lim. Uh oh, Nguyen thought. ‘This is excellent work, and it’s important that we do keep a log of all of this.’
Here comes the “but”, Nguyen thought, bracing herself. Looking at Lim, she could see she was doing the same. 
‘However,’ Linton said, still speaking very slowly, as if trying to be understood in a foreign language, ‘I do not see anything in this to suggest that there is actually any danger or negative impact that could be come as a result of this strange amplification we’re seeing. Strange, though it surely is, it does seem to me like we are just seeing larger readings than what we would expect. Not totally different or incorrect readings.’
‘But the pattern-’ Nguyen began. 
‘The pattern,’ Linton interrupted, kindly, though, somehow. ‘Is also part of this strangeness, I agree. But it, too, is not something that worries me if we do move ahead to human trials. At which point, we will have plenty of time to clear this up, to look into it properly. But right now, unfortunately, we do need something to get the public off of our backs.’
Nguyen breathed our through her nose, frustrated. Linton looked at her sympathetically.
‘I understand your frustration and your reticence, Dr Nguyen,’ she said, seemingly sincerely. ‘I would feel the same in your position. However, as of this morning we now effectively find ourselves in a working lab situation, not just a research-driven one. We essentially have a choice to press on with human trials, or forgo our funding - forgo Genesis’ future beyond the next week - for good. And I am not willing to take the latter option on the basis of these anomalous readings right now, as curious as I admit they are.’ 
Nguyen looked at Lim, who, though she wasn’t outright scowling, didn’t look one hundred per cent pleased with the outcome of this conversation.
‘Ok,’ Lim breathed after a moment. ‘Ok, as long as we can continue to look at this stuff as a matter of urgency once we have had some success with human patients.’ 
‘Of course,’ Linton nodded, urgently. ‘Of course - the pressure will be off us again, very soon. You should take it a compliment, a testament to your efficiency and the quality of your work, that we’ve found ourselves thrust into the public eye so quickly. I thought we’d have more time before the screws were applied quite so stringently.’ 
Lim nodded, and Nguyen forced herself to nod along with her. 
‘Ok, both of you?’ Linton asked, peering at them. She seemed to genuinely need their approval before being willing to move on - a gesture Nguyen appreciated.
‘Ok,’ they both responded in childlike unison. 
‘All in agreement, Dr Richards?’ Linton said, craning her neck to look around at the still-pacing man. He finally stopped, and looked at her. 
‘All in agreement, Dr Linton,’ he said, exhaling loudly. ‘There are troubling elements about these anomalies, now that you have brought them to light - I agree with you, Dr Nguyen. But I equally agree that they’re not nearly troubling enough to potentially stop us in our tracks for good.’
Linton nodded. It was settled. 
‘Ok then,’ she said, leaning back in her chair and looking at the ceiling for a moment, clearly having a bad middle part to a day that had started off not quite so rosily either. 
‘Let’s get everything ready for human trials as soon as we can.’ 
***
Sara and Elodie were alone again in the lab two nights later. The four of them had worked their most strenuous, rushed days yet in order to convert the procedure’s instruments, measuring devices and readouts to be ready for human subjects, no small task considering the immense extra complexity constituted by a human brain versus a mouse one. 
After seventy-two almost impossibly manic hours, they were, incredibly, ready. It had taken two days longer than Riley had demanded, but even he knew that it was a miracle they were going to be able to start full-scale human testing on Monday. Late on Sunday night, The two more senior scientists had waved exhausted goodbyes as they’d headed home for the night, much too late, and as they had, Lim and Nguyen had immediately exchanged looks. 
They hunkered down at parallel workstations, both opening up the relevant software for the quantum sensor recordings for what felt like the hundredth time that day. Their progress was quick now they knew that they were being rushed, and Elodie pointed out some observations she’d clearly been harbouring internally all day, waiting to share them.
‘The signal has anisotropic characteristics,’ she said almost immediately, pointing to the graph, zooming in so that Sara could see the variations in length of the different repeating sections. ‘So it’s not just random synaptic noise.’
Sara nodded - how had she not noticed this before? That’s what you get for working late at night on your own, in your own little echo chamber, she supposed. ‘We’d expect waveforms in purely neural activity to be isotropic,’ Sara said - isotropic meant uniform in all directions. Which this signal definitely was not, now she looked more closely. 
‘What we are seeing is stronger in one direction, almost as if it is originating externally, as we supposed - not just from the neural synapses,’ Elodie continued, nodding along as she tapped her pen on her keyboard. 
‘What else?’ Sara asked, clearly seeing that Elodie had more observations to tick off. The French woman snapped her head to look round at her, as if she’d awoken from a dream. 
‘Well,’ she said, shaking her head slightly, ‘there is also a phase-shift pattern within the data, too.’ She tapped her pen on the screen. ‘This indicates, to me, that we are seeing a non-local signal, but one that is still coherent. And if it is non-local, but coherent…’
‘Then the source is external to the brain,’ Sara finished.
‘Precisely,’ Elodie said, looking at her out of the corner of her eye. 
‘I think,’ she continued, ‘we need a name for these waveforms now. They are definitely, in my opinion, something external to what we are used to seeing - something new. Something like “non-neuronal synaptic interference,” maybe,’ she said, staring at the screen. 
Sara actually laughed, and Elodie whipped round to look at her, concerned. ‘What?’ she asked, looking stricken. Sara composed herself, and answered, trying to keep a straight face. ‘I don’t think that’s the catchiest, for the purposes of us probably saying it a thousand times tonight,’ she smiled. ‘How about… I don’t know, “Qualia Waves”?’ she asked. 
‘Qualia?’ Elodie frowned. 
‘It’s an old term I picked up in my Philosophy minor,’ Sara explained. ‘It refers to instances, or the content, of our conscious experiences. Basically the quality of being conscious. If these oscillations coincide with qualitative changes in conscious states during neural reintegration, I think that fits, don’t you?’
‘Sure,’ Elodie smiled, nodding at her. ‘“Qualia Waves”’, she said, trying it out. It sounded melodious in her accent, like the name of a tropical island you might have a honeymoon on. 
A few minutes later, Sara found herself yawning uncontrollably. ‘Caffeine, or sleep,’ Elodie said to her simply. It was an easy choice.
Sara left the lab, heading towards the kitchen area on their floor which contained the tattered little percolator. She stood against the counter, staring completely absentmindedly at the wall and yawning intermittently, loudly, as she waited for the sludgy black mixture to brew. 
As she walked back into the lab, she saw Elodie frantically moving between her own and Sara’s workstation, looking far more frazzled than when she’d left her just ten minutes ago. 
‘All ok?’ Sara asked, walking towards the desk and carefully setting the steaming mugs down out of reach of Elodie’s sudden manic energy. 
‘There’s data in it,’ Elodie said, a completely different person to the calm, collected customer Sara had come to know and think of as a friend. The word seemed to hit her in the sternum, like heavy bass at a rave. 
‘What?’ she asked, hurriedly sitting down and staring at Elodie. 
‘Right after you left, I noticed that the Qualia Waves had quantized frequency bursts,’ she said, breathlessly, facing Sara with a look of panic on her face. ‘Here, look at this section,’ she said, shifting the monitor around so Sara could see it dead on, and pointing to a section of the signal. 
‘These bursts, they seem to mimic binary phase-shift keying,’ she continued. Sara blanched. Binary phase-shift keying, or BPSK, as it was known, was a common method used in telecommunications for encoding data - for sending messages. It was done by changing, or modulating, two different phases of a carrier wave - a Qualia Wave, Sara thought, darkly. 
‘Sara, there is intentionality in this,’ Elodie said, her voice shaking. ‘So I thought, what if it’s not just a signal we’re observing?’ She looked back to the screen, and typed some quick commands into her keyboard. ‘What if it’s something else - something inducing resonance within the neural network we are operating on… using our experiment to observe us?’ 
Sara reeled, and shook her head numbly. ‘That doesn't make any sense,’ she said, more instrinctiverly than intellectually. 
‘Look, Sara,’ Elodie continued, her voice harsh, pointing at the signal’s coherence length and angular spread, which she’d just pulled up on her screen. ‘The way this angular spread converges on the animal brain we were using in this test, it’s like something’s trying to tune in to it. Like something is using it as a medium, a medium for transmission.’
Sara stared at the figures on the screen before her. She reached blindly for the mug somewhere to her side, her fingers finding it and gripping the handle unnecessarily tightly. Without looking away from the screen, she brought the mug to her lips, drank down several gulps of almost scalding hot coffee, unable to stop staring. 
‘Go back to one of the early experiments, one of just the neural cluster,’ she said, her voice devoid of inflection, of affect. Elodie mutely complied. 
‘Now go back to the full animal brain,’ she said, similarly flatly. Elodie clicked through again. Sara breathed in heavily through her nose, breathed out again after a long time. 
‘Look at these loops,’ Sara said, pointing to the screen, ‘in the animal brain test.’ She took Elodie’s mouse from her, and clicked back to the cell cluster test - enlarged it so it was the same size as the previous diagram.
‘Now look at these ones.’  Elodie looked at her, her eyes widening as it dawned on her what her colleague was saying. 
‘Feedback loops are starting to form, between the regenerated synapses and the external signal,’ she says, slowly, disbelievingly. ‘And they’re intensifying with every new layer of neural complexity.
‘It’s like… the more stages we push through, the closer we’re getting to… to waking something up.’
They stared at each other. 
‘These Qualia Waves,’ Elodie said after a moment, her torso heaving with heavy breathing. 
‘What if it’s not just consciousness we’re switching back on, when we reintegrate these cells?’ Sara looked at her as she spoke. Everything felt like it was moving in slow motion.
Elodie continued. ‘What if the Qualia Waves are a message? If they’re some sort of… latent phenomenon, or such - something that’s triggered whenever we re-activate a new consciousness?’
Sara felt cold. 
‘This is beyond brain regeneration,’ she said slowly, her voice barely louder than a whisper. ‘I think these Qualia Waves are something we’ve unlocked, something we don’t understand.’
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‘Look, if they’re trying to drive us crazy, it’s working,’ Rob says petulantly. He’s sitting with his legs curled up to his chest and his hands wrapped tightly around them. 
It is morning. None of them remember falling asleep - but they all remember what they saw last night. 
‘If it’s a video game like you keep saying,’ he continues, glaring openly at Clara, ‘then why the hell are the villagers turning into fucking aliens in front of us? Why that weird warehouse full of holograms?’
Clara says nothing, still horrified from what they have seen the night before.
‘Look, whatever it is, I’ve had enough,’ Micah says, nervously. ‘I want to get out of this village, and I want to do it now.’
Eliza looks across at him - he is sweating already, and the distress they are all feeling has taken a clear physical toll on him, despite their improbably good night’s sleep. He looks haggard, with none of the calm that had characterised her first few days of his acquaintance. 
‘I agree,’ Rob says emphatically. ‘Let’s try another route, look for another weird building, whatever - I don’t want to stay with these glitchy pieces of shit,’ he says, casting a fearful glance towards the window. 
‘Whatever is happening in this place, it’s getting worse every day,’ Clara says dreamily. ‘It’s malfunctioning.’
Eliza had spent a while lying awake last night after they’d managed to untangle themselves, and had reflected on exactly what Clara was voicing now. She feels she can’t trust her own perceptions, now, not even her own senses - and she is fully persuaded by Clara that none of this is real. At least, not in a physical sense. 
She had lain there, tensing her muscles up and down the length of her body, just to make sure that she could still actually feel her legs, her hands, her knees - her eyes. And they all reported back the usual sensory input that she is sure she has experienced all her life. But how to account for the signs they are seeing, the signs that something is deeply wrong here? Something that is so wrong, it is impossible to ignore.
‘What should we actually do, then?’ she asks, coming out of another reverie. ‘We’ve tried heading into the forest, and we all know how that went.’ She makes sure to keep her tone one of genuine questioning, rather than being combative. And it’s not a rhetorical question - she is now as desperate to find a way out of the village as the rest of them are. 
‘We could try following the beach along?’ Micah says, cocking his head in the direction they first entered the village from. ‘Even if we’re not gonna find any escape from this place - and I’m starting to doubt that’s even possible - at least we could maybe find something like that building, something that could give us any more information than we have now.’ 
Clara nods, still seeming lost in her thoughts. ‘The beach is quiet, too,’ she says. ‘Less… disturbing. I don’t want to see any more of those things today,’ she shivers slightly.
It’s interesting, Eliza thinks, how Clara manages to be the most level-headed about something as massive as the concept that none of their sensory perceptions are real, are being manipulated, but she is also clearly the most shaken by the evidence they had of that last night in the form of the villagers glitching. It’s one thing to know something intellectually, she supposes, and it’s another to have it announce itself in front of you in the form of some incomprehensible creature. 
‘May as well try it,’ Rob says. ‘We don’t have any other ideas - and I don’t wanna see that clearing in the forest for a hundredth time.’ 
It’s not much of a plan, Eliza muses, but it’s the only plan they really have.
*** 
The group set out into another blazing hot day - exactly the same as every other day, probably literally exactly the same, Eliza thinks. The villagers are milling about, and they do seem to have multiplied in number. Clara cannot even bring herself to look at them, but Eliza notices more freezing and - yes, she notes with a shudder - glitching of their appearance out of the corner of her eye, as they hurry down the path to the beach for the first time since they’ve arrived here. If ‘arrived’ is even the right word. 
Even the paths seem to be shifting, flickering, now - in the same way as the villagers’ appearance seems to be masking something, and slipping off, the path is swimming psychedelically as she looks down in it - the grain in the wood seeming to move with a mind of its own. It’s hypnotic, but Eliza feels like she will drown in it if she looks at it for too long. ‘Do you guys see that?’ she asks, pointing down to the path as she looks at the other three.
‘Everything is becoming unstable now,’ Micah nods, not looking down - maybe he had noticed it immediately, Eliza suspects. ‘Every physical thing in this place seems to be in a high state of instability, except us. The sun’s on the move, too.’
Eliza, Rob and Clara look up as they walk, and they see that the sun’s movement is jerkier than before. It’s skidding across the sky erratically now - no longer progressing through a day cycle at double speed, but seeming to move back and forth between east and west, suggesting a day of impossible, indeterminate length. 
‘Some video game,’ Rob huffs. ‘I’m telling you guys, Clara might be right, and this is all some virtual reality shit, but that doesn’t change what I’m saying. We’ve been kidnapped by a government, and they’re testing us. Both things can be true.’
‘Those boxes though, Rob,’ Micah says, ‘what the hell is the experiment? Who the hell is getting that tech?’
‘There is so much that governments don’t tell us about,’ Rob says simply, as if he’s had this debate before. ‘Behind-closed-doors technological advancements are decades ahead of what the public see. All those things were were fancy projectors - not anything crazy.’
Eliza mulls this over as they walk, mercifully, away from the village - away from the villagers. She can’t really find fault with Rob’s logic, this time - all the boxes really did were project strange, disturbing virtual images - not anything she remembers, in her strange gut-level memory of the world before she woke up here, as being absurdly advanced. But something felt wrong about them, on a very basic level. Off. She can’t logically explain to herself why, but she just knows that there is more to what is happening to them than some simulated government experiment. 
‘You could be right, Rob,’ Clara says, visibly calming down with every step they put between themselves and the now-distant villagers. ‘It could well be that whatever sort of simulation we are in is government-run. I just cannot think of what could be the point in any of what is happening to us, why they had those strange voices - why the villagers are flipping to look like… that.’ 
‘Hey, your guess is as good as mine,’ Rob says amicably, holding his hands up. ‘But it doesn’t mean I’m not right.’ 
‘Let’s just get to the beach and see if we notice anything strange there,’ Eliza says, happy that everyone seems to be on roughly the same page again. ‘I was too out of it when I woke up there on the first day to really notice anything, to be honest.’ 
As they make their way onto the hillier sands of the beach, Eliza notices that the hum is quieter than in the village. It’s still there, and it’s still louder than when she first heard it upon waking here days ago - but it’s quietened down to a background noise again. 
‘Do you think that building was even there, the first time we explored the village?’ Micah asks. Eliza cocks her head at him, unsure why he would think this. 
‘What do you mean, there?’ she asks. Rob and Clara turn to him, curious. Micah slows his pace, now that they are in what feels like safer territory, almost seeming to enjoy himself as he maps out his thought process for them. 
‘So on top of the massive unknown, of where we are and what this is, we have a couple of mini-unknowns, I think,’ he says, his eyes twinkling for the first time in a long time. Eliza and Clara, and even Rob, smile a little, all clearly relieved for the intensity level to have gone down a couple of notches for the moment. 
‘Number one,’ Micah continues, dramatically turning and raising an index figure to them as he walks. ‘The hum. What is it? Why is it getting louder every day, and why did it specifically get louder near that building?’ Everyone silently considers this. 
‘Number two,’ his middle finger joins his index in a peace sign. ‘The building itself. It was night when we found it, and relatively far from those torches, so it was harder to see. But I could swear that one of the paths we walked on on our first day in the village, in broad daylight, should have taken us near enough to see it - and there’s no way all four of us would have missed that. Plus, the hum didn’t seem to change then, either.
‘My theory, is that whatever we are in, whatever sort of tricks are being pulled on our perception to make us think we’re in the village, or on the beach - it’s failing. It’s breaking down.’
‘Like the villagers morphing,’ Eliza supplies. ‘And the sun jumping around.’
‘And the hum getting louder every day,’ Rob adds. They are nearly at the water now, and Eliza almost feels as if they are speaking purely in hypotheticals on a normal day at the beach - rather than describing the actual situation they find themselves in, trying to decode it. 
‘Exactly,’ Micah nods, like a proud teacher. ‘I think what we are seeing here isn’t just malfunctioning in one-off glitches, I think the whole thing - whatever it is - is starting to break down, for some reason. And the simulation is failing - we’re just seeing what’s behind it.’
‘It makes sense,’ Clara nods. ‘That building was always there, it was just masked before, is this what you are saying?’ 
Micah nods back. ‘Precisely. And the villagers’ voices, their appearances - the English we heard them speak, and the normal faces and bodies they had, I don’t think that’s the real thing - I think whatever that was that we saw last night, the voices we heard them speaking in, I think that’s the reality. And there’s some sort of… cloaking mechanism, over everything we’re experiencing. And it’s starting to fail.’ 
They’ve reached the water’s edge, now, gently stepping down a slight incline to walk on the wet sand alongside the waves. As if in response to Micah’s last words, the wave that is pulsing into shore seems to freeze for a moment, exactly like the villagers did, before resuming its journey inland. Eliza pinches the bridge of her nose - distressed at the unavoidable reminder that they’re not just theorising about what’s happening, they are living it. And so far, they can’t escape. 
‘That’s another one,’ Rob says, still more buoyant in mood than Eliza is. ‘The sea is starting to glitch out, too.’ The group stop and stare out over the azure expanse. 
Now that they are fully focusing on it, Eliza can see oddities wherever she looks. 
Some parts of the water further out seem to be frozen in place, unmoving as normal-looking waves crash around them. Some parts of the sea seem to be completely flat, and textureless, like a piece of blue paper being pushed along on top of the water. The waves, too, continue to change - every other wave or so is normal, but at least half of them seem to surge forward in slow motion, or speed up too quickly to be natural. 
‘It’s breaking down out here, too,’ Micah says, still thoughtful but clearly pained to see his theory being borne out in reality. ‘The failure is general for this whole ara, whatever it is.’ 
The light changes suddenly, sharply, seeming to go from morning to late afternoon instantaneously. The four of them look up and see that the sun has leapt fully to the western edge of the sky, pouring down late-summer, golden light on them, where a second ago it was the intense yellows of late morning. As Eliza shields her eyes and looks up at the white sphere, she’s not even sure if it’s the same sun they were looking at earlier. 
***
The group press on alongside the unnatural sea, in what seems to be a permanent early evening as the sun ceases to move at all. Eliza keeps watching the sea, as if hoping to catch it mid-transformation into something else and force it to explain itself. 
There are almost no normal waves now, no usual behaviour from the spray as it freezes, speeds up and slows down on its journey onto the shore. 
They have fallen back into meditative silence, content to wander aimlessly, with the guise of an objective. Eliza isn’t sure what they are even looking for - anything, she supposes, out of the unordinariness that they have been subjected to so consistently ever since waking up on this beach four days ago. 
Rob, walking slightly ahead of the others with a purposeful stride, stops suddenly. It’s their first deviation from a comfortably silent trudge in what Eliza suspects is about an hour, and it startles her. Rob is staring straight down at the ground, his muscles tense, sweat shining brightly on the top of his head. 
‘What?’ Eliza calls, a familiar low-level dread reasserting itself as the dominant feeling in her mind. Rob doesn’t answer. Eliza, Clara and Micah increase their pace slightly to come to a stop next to Rob, all three of them scanning the ground at his feet as they do so. But it’s not until they’re directly over the patch of sand that Rob is scrutinising that they see it. Eliza makes an involuntary noise with a sharp intake of breath as she cranes her neck down, looking at something impossible. 
The sand is flickering - that much Eliza somewhat expected. But it’s what they’re seeing in between the flickers that sends her straight back into a full-on panic, feeling sick like she had in the hall with the projection cubes. 
The normally thick, golden sand now looks like static on a television screen on an area about a metre square beneath Rob’s gaze, by his feet. Every few seconds the static seems to break, as if stumbling upon a TV channel briefly, and they see flashes of a hard, metallic surface beneath it. A square of metal under the beach. 
‘Weird, huh?’ Rob says, slowly, not seeming unduly concerned - yet. He bends down, gently, into a crouch, reaching out a hand to touch it, and nobody from the group even bothers to warn him not to. What have they got to lose at this point, Eliza thinks? 
Rob’s elongated fingers come to a stop where they meet the static, and as they do, the static resolves itself fully - now the metal square is fixed in place, as if his touch has dispelled the visual uncertainty they were seeing. 
‘It’s… cold,’ Rob says, tilting his head to one side and reaching out his other hand. He places both hands flat on the square. ‘And hard. C’mon, someone else check this out.’ 
Clara obliges, and gasps quietly when her hands connect next to Rob’s. As she touches it, the square seems to flow outwards, growing - it stops when it is maybe three times the size, now, but seems to hold firm at this size. With the new areas uncovered, they can see swirling symbols protruding from outside the metal section of the beach, the same symbols they saw on the sign in the forest. 
Rob raps his knuckles on it, but is met with complete silence. ‘Doesn’t sound very hollow, whatever it is,’ he murmurs, lifting one hand up to stroke his chin. 
Eliza and Micah join them in a squat, staring down at the incongruous material.
‘So this is what this is all really sitting on top of, huh?’ Micah says. ‘What do you think it is?’
‘And how do they make it feel like sand?’ Rob says, seemingly equal parts impressed, but with fear slowly dawning on him. ‘That is… pretty advanced.’
As they crouch by it, the sand bordering the metal square recedes further, and the hard surface underneath takes up more and more room on the beach. 
‘It’s spreading,’ Micah says. As they gaze at the changing floor beneath their feet, unable to look away as it metamorphoses more completely, Eliza notices a flicker on the horizon, seeming to come from where the sun was when she last looked.
She whips her head around. ‘Look,’ she says, sharply, to the others. 
It happens quickly, and she’s glad the others see it, too. 
The sun flickers out, for about two seconds, at first - and as it does, the sky is changed. In the distance - impossibly far for her to actually be seeing with her eyes, she feels - they see something. Strange… towers, is all Eliza can think. Skyscraper high, or more, depending on how far away they are. But impossibly far away. 
As quickly as it appeared, the image is gone - and the sun is back, in a slightly different position in the sky. 
Eliza blinks, rubs her eyes - but she knows that this is pure, old instinct. There are new rules now, and it’s not her eyes that are failing her. This might be a ‘trick of the mind,’ but she is coming to view that phrase very differently to how she had before waking up here. 
The four of them glance at each other, all of them grimly aware that if it was a hallucination, it was a joint one. All grimly aware that really, it was no hallucination at all. 
***
The group keep moving along the endless shoreline - it is still late afternoon, or at least the sky is masquerading as such, and they have no reason to go back to the village. 
‘I’d rather sleep out here than go back there tonight,’ Clara says, still the most unsettled by the change in the villagers. ‘This area is clearly breaking down, too, but at least it can’t talk.’ Everybody tacitly agrees with this - even though what is happening on the beach is just as strange, Eliza doesn’t feel as actively threatened, yet, as she did last night in the village - in the strange hall. 
But there is no question that the breakdown of their reality is getting worse, even out here, away from the village. The hum has grown back to an unpleasant, unignorable volume - and Eliza guesses that by their new, strange body clock, the sun should probably be down by now. 
As they progress further along the beach, moving away from the area of sand that now appears to be a huge, metallic piece of flooring, the sand itself behaves oddly - grains of it hanging suspended in midair when they kick them up walking through them, or not moving at all. The sea continues to move in unnatural ways, but Eliza is long past thinking about that. 
After a few more minutes, the sky flickers again. And this time she doesn’t need to tell the others to look. 
The endless blue above them is pulled away, as if snatched like a tablecloth, and replaced by what looks like a gaseous, dark-green atmosphere. Where the false sun had been was empty, but further to the left of their field of vision of this new sky, two pale, anaemic-looking suns have replaced it - smaller than the one they’d been looking at previously, and seeming to revolve slowly around each other. The pale green light casts an eerie pallour over the white sand of the beach, the colours meeting in the middle to form a disconcerting, sludgy-looking beige. Rob barely has time to gasp before, just like the first time, everything switches back to what is relatively normal. 
‘What the fuck?’ Rob asks, mouth agape in clear disbelief. 
Micah, Eliza and Clara are frozen, and unable to speak. The four of them stare up at the sun they don’t believe in, not anymore, as it zips jerkily around the lying sky. 
‘If the fake stuff is hiding the real stuff,’ Micah says slowly, choosing his words carefully, ‘then what on Earth was that?’ 
Even Clara doesn’t seem to have a hypothesis for this - Eliza is starting to wonder if her simulation theory is as far off as she now considers Rob’s government experiment theory to be. If this is a simulation, she panics, then how many layers deep does it go? 
‘What on Earth is that might be the right question,’ she says after a while. Micah looks at her sharply, as if she’s read his mind. 
‘That’s what I’m worried about,’ he says. Eliza looks between them, feeling as if she is too close to something vast, something vast and awful - and way beyond even the limited understanding she thinks she has come to in this place. 
‘What do you mean by that?’ she asks slowly, feeling as if she is about to step on a landmine if she goes any further, a landmine that could tear up her entire world. 
‘Eliza,’ Clara says quietly. ‘Think about it. There are two options now, based on what we’ve just seen, what we’re seeing on this beach,’ she gestures back to the still-spreading metallic floor they have walked on from, underneath the sand. 
‘We know that this sand, this sky, isn’t real. Or at least I am pretty convinced of that now. But the question is, what is it all hiding - reality, or another simulation?’ 
Another simulation? Eliza thinks.
‘If it is another simulation,’ Micah says, ‘then we have no hope of getting out - or at least half the chance we had before. Which already wasn’t great odds. And if it’s hiding reality…’ Eliza doesn’t want to hear it - she feels a kind of tearing asunder in her mind, a very basic, instinctual rejection from her brain of things it cannot handle. And it certainly cannot handle this. 
‘Then we just saw something very, very worrying,’ Clara finishes, her eyes wide, filled with equal parts awe and fear. Filled with terror, in the most literal meaning of the world. 
Before she can interrogate them further, Rob shouts back to them - he has, once again, wandered slightly ahead, his response to incomprehension clearly being rapid action. 
He is jumping up and down, completely incongruously to the freezing Eliza feels spreading through her entire being, and looking down at the floor again. They race towards him, Eliza barely conscious of what she is doing as she digests Clara’s words. 
‘It’s another panel,’ he calls mid-jump, breathlessly, as they reach him. ‘But this one has something  on it!’
The sand is now dissipating completely, racing away from Rob in every direction at a much faster rate than the previous metallic section had done. This time, it’s not a square, but a mammoth rectangular strip that stretches deep into the sand, almost as if it’s a hatch or a seam in the ground. 
As the illusory sand races away, strange vents and openings become visible, alongside even more of the shifting symbols Eliza wishes never to see again in her life. She feels the same strange, queasy sense of deja vu she felt looking at the sign in the forest, as if she knows these symbols, somehow. But how?
In an astonishingly rapid time, the entirety of the sand they thought they were walking on is gone, replaced by an enormous, artificial-looking structure that stretches out as far as Eliza can see. 
‘Woah,’ Clara says, aptly summing up all of their reactions. 
There is a counter-hum coming from the floor, now, seeming to pulse in a strange sort of polyrhythmic dance with the other hum that they have been living with for days. Eliza feels a faint vibration beneath her feet, as if the floor is a vast machine on standby mode. 
‘So this is the beach,’ Micah says, his eyes glazing over as he stares around them, taking it all in. The waves are frozen now, Eliza barely notices, and there is no movement on the sea - it’s like a postcard, frozen in time, forever.
As they watch - this is all happening too fast, Eliza is reeling - the ground beneath their feet seems to come alive, pulsing almost visibly now, the hum growing louder and the symbols shifting and glowing in time with it.
‘What is happening?’ Eliza asks, barely audibly even to herself. 
‘Complete breakdown,’ Clara says. ‘It’s happening faster the further it gets.’ 
‘Let’s get inside this thing,’ Rob says, seeming almost manic. ‘This is probably the fucking bunker they’ve put us in!’ Eliza wants, so desperately, Rob to be right. She wants this to be a government simulation, because what Clara is hinting at is too huge, and too terrible, for her to possibly comprehend. She wants to find a door in this bunker that leads them out of this village, off of this beach, and back into some sort of government lab. 
Micah and Clara exchange glances, but Michah moves over to Rob and leans down next to him. ‘I guess we may as well see if we can,’ he says gently to his countryman. ‘But I’m not sure this is a bunker, Rob.’
‘Then what is it, then?’ Rob says, the excitement dying a little in his eyes, replaced by a little dash of fear. 
‘I think this is something beyond what any of us can understand. What any of us will ever have seen,’ he says darkly. 
‘We’re already at that point, man,’ Rob says, shaking off Micah’s frightening tone. 
‘I’m scared to mess with this thing,’ Clara says quietly to Eliza, the two of them hanging back as Rob and Micah begin to walk around the metal structure, inspecting it. ‘I don’t want to know any more about where we are. I just want this all to be over.’ She lets out a sob, and Eliza looks at her, petrified herself, now, beyond all reason. She puts her arms around Clara, who controls herself immediately, but doesn’t pull her head up from Eliza’s shoulders. 

As Clara’s head is buried, the sky flashes again - and Eliza sees another impossible landscape, seeming to be kilometres away. A desolate, metallic plain - enormously far across, with strange, spiked structures on the horizon. The green light makes it look like something you might see at the bottom of the sea. She is glad Clara doesn’t see this - and she is terrified beyond measure now that she has. 
Micah and Rob, however, are spared, as the sky turns back to normal, causing Eliza to question her own sanity even more vehemently than she has been doing for the entirety of the last few days. 
They’d been looking down, not up at the hellish, alien sky, when it changed - because they’d found something. 
‘Guys!’ Rob yells, triumphantly, pointing down and kneeling on one knee, as if he’s just shot a rabbit. Micah is crouched on both his knees, staring mutely at whatever it is they’ve discovered. 
‘I, uh, I think we’ve found the controls to this place.’
[bookmark: _2vpcjl8wecd5]14: Reintegration
The biggest day of Helen Linton’s life began inauspiciously, as she awoke at 5am to a message from Nguyen sent only two hours earlier into their Project Genesis Telegram group. What the hell were they doing up so late before a day like this, she thought, incredulously.
‘Meet early? 6? Found something.’ Ominous, she thought, and absolutely not what they needed right now as the eyes of the world - which, for once in her professional life, was not an exaggeration - were set to be firmly focused on them as they began human testing for the first time. 
The preceding weekend to this most momentous of Monday mornings had been a whirlwind of press duties and lab work operating at a speed she’d never witnessed, let alone carried out herself, before now. 
The team had pulled two all-nighters in a row to convert the necessary equipment to be able to handle trialling on a full human subject, and Linton had found herself rushing between the lab and further press conferences - further inquisitions, she had begun to feel - with Riley, her brain being dragged from very public, ethical puzzlers to rigid, clinical scientific issues so frequently that she had spent the whole weekend with a kind of vertiginous dizziness clouding her every thoughts. Hardly ideal for what was maybe going to be the single most important trial day in medical history, but what could you do? 
They had selected their patient - patient zero, Linton couldn’t help grimly thinking - from RIley and the board’s short list, the same day that he’d told them the short list even existed. 
‘Eliza Bennett,’ Linton had announced to Nguyen, Lim and Richards on Saturday morning, the day after she’d first been grilled by the media. She read from a thick folder of papers Riley had emailed over, pausing to look up significantly at her gathered team. 
Nguyen and Lim were standing with their arms crossed, looking visibly tense - Linton knew they weren’t happy to be progressing onto human trials while their little anomaly obsession went unresolved, but tough. As long as it didn’t interfere with their work on this trial, any of their work over the next few, crucial, days, she was happy for them to spend the rest of the quarter looking into quantum sensor spikes. 
Richards had his head tilted to one side, his hands in his pockets as he swivelled gently on his chair. He, Linton knew, was also concerned about the anomalies - but he was experienced enough to know that they had their one shot to ensure Genesis’ continued success, continued existence, and that this was it,
‘British female, thirty two. Glioblastoma multiforme discovered six months ago after complaints of intense headaches, and which has spread through multiple regions of her cerebral cortex, infiltrating healthy neural tissue with rapid, invasive cell growth - typical of these grade four gliomas.’ 
A glioblastoma multiforme, or GBM, was one of the most aggressive types of brain cancer. It was currently incurable, only treatable through radiotherapy or chemotherapy, but not to the point of completely eradicating it from people’s brains - exactly the kind of thing that Linton hoped Project Genesis would be able to help cure. 
‘Ms Bennett’s GBM is classified as an IDH-wildtype,’ Linton continued dispassionately, glancing up between sentences to regard her team with a grave expression. This is happening, this is what we are working to cure, is what she was trying to communicate. ‘Despite previous traditional surgeries and round of radiation and chemotherapy, the invasive nature has meant that, as we see with most GBM cases, total resection was impossible - the tendrils extended beyond surgical reach and were highly resistant to standard interventions. Due to the location of her tumour, Ms Bennett’s motor and cognitive functions will soon be affected, as well as increasing her risk of disability.’
She clapped the sheaf of papers shut, and continued to look each of her team in the eye, significantly. ‘In short, the perfect patient to prove what Project Genesis can do. How it can save people like Eliza Bennett.’
Richards nodded back at her, his face shining with purposefulness, and even Nguyen and Lim looked like this profile of their first human subject had reminded them of why they were really here - why they couldn’t risk being shut down all in the name of delaying this process to investigate some spikes in graph readouts. 
‘In two days, Ms Bennett will be here with us, and Project Genesis will be assessed as to whether it can achieve full neural regeneration, while eliminating malignant cells, without leaving any residual tumour tissue in her brain. 
‘The tumour’s spread into regions involved in her critical functions make this the ultimate test for us, and the media will be hyping this up, I want to warn you now. If we can successfully and eradicate the GBM at this stage, we can potentially offer solutions to countless other patients with similarly aggressive, previously incurable conditions. This is about Ms Bennett, and saving her life, but it is also about potentially winning the right, the privilege, of being pioneers in the science that enables us to do this for countless other sufferers.’
Nobody spoke, and the air felt charged. All three of her team look back at her, jaws set in steely determination. They’re ready, Linton thought. I’m ready. 
‘Okay,’ she said, nodding rapidly as she breathed out. ‘Let’s make sure we’re ready for Monday.’ 
***
She entered the lab at 06:02 on Monday morning to find that Richards, Nguyen and Lim were already there - the latter two looking like they hadn’t left the previous night. The three of them were hunched over Nguyen’s workstation, deep in what sounded like a particularly frenzied conversation - not remotely how Linton had wanted this day, this day of almost ludicrous, unimaginable importance, to begin. 
‘Ms Bennett will be here in less than two hours,’ she said, striding towards them, trying to keep the anger out of her voice. She could not afford for this day to start off any worse than it already had - she had to pull the two younger scientists back, back from whatever brink they had clearly brought themselves to overnight. They were going to be performing a never-before-used operation on a real, terminally ill woman in one hundred and eighteen or so minutes, and she needed this to be nipped in the bud as soon as humanly possible. 
All three of them looked round as she approached, and the expression on Richards’ face alarmed her the most - it was matching the worry she’d seen hiding behind the surface of the two women’s faces throughout the whole weekend. 
‘What?’ she said, picking up her pace and depositing her bag on the lunch table as she hurried to where they were crouched. Lim and Nguyen both made as if to speak, but seemed to lose their nerve, opening their mouths slightly before clamping them shut. Simultaneously, they looked at Richards, who was standing up from hs chair and walking towards Linton - to head her off at the pass, she thought.
‘Helen, it’s not great,’ he said in a low voice, shaking his head slightly. His use of her first name in the lab setting unnerved her even more than the rest of his words - this was a first. And today was only meant to be a day for good firsts.
‘Not great?’ she said, looking past him at the two younger women, who were both displaying textbook examples of uncomfortable body language - Nguyen was wringing her hands together like a child, and even Lim, calm, implacable Lim, Linton thought, was tapping her left foot percussively on the floor, her expression pinched. ‘I’m shouldn’t even bother saying “let’s me guess, it’s the anomalies”, should I?’
He shook his head, speaking calmly. ‘They were here last night, doing some final checks ahead of today, and in the process they saw some new patterns in the anomalies… something different.’ 
Linton didn’t even sigh - she sat slowly down on the nearest chair and equally slowly brought both hands up to her face, smearing her palms down the length of it in exasperation. She felt physically sick. With her eyes still buried under her palms, and her voice muffled and flat, she asked Paul to elaborate. 
He took a small, sharp intake of breath before he continued, nervously. ‘The signals, Helen - they have too many unusual characteristics for us to keep saying they’re just interference, in good faith, at least. The strength’s increased with each phase of the trial, but now it’s far, far greater than what we’d expect, even accounting for the increased complexity.’
Linton, forcing herself to remain composed, nodded and breathed in deeply, before returning her hands to her face as she spoke. ‘But we’ve seen these patterns before, correct? And you yourself, Dr Richards, postulated that this could still just be extreme examples of noise, of interference, given the unknown nature of what we are dealing with. Why is today different?’
‘Because it’s not just the amplitude, Dr Linton,’ Nguyen interrupted, unable to hold back. She briskly stepped over to them to stand beside a relieved-looking Richards as she spoke. Linton removed her face from behind her hands to eye the young scientist, trying to gauge the increasingly complex cocktail of her feelings towards her team right now. There was anger in there, of course there was, and a whole lot of stress - but there was at least an iota of fear creeping in, too. As if they were about to tell her something vast and troubling, something she categorically did not want to know. 
‘It’s the timing shifts,’ Nguyen continued, breathlessly, her words spilling out almost over each other in their rush to be heard. ‘The waves are displaying quantised bursts that match with binary phase-shift keying - a process we only use for encoding data.’
Lim broke in, too, from where she was still seated, across the room. ‘There is intentionality in the signals, Dr Linton,’ she said, her voice the calmest out of the three of them. ‘Like something is using the neural cells we are creating as a medium for transmission - for a message.’
Linton stared at her, uncomprehending. Richards cleared his throat. ‘We - they,’ he corrected himself, indicating Nguyen and Lim with a sweeping gesture - not of blame, but of reverence, ‘are calling these Qualia Waves, Helen.’ She continued to stare at him, feeling as if this were some sort of fever dream. 
‘Based on their findings earlier this morning, Dr Nguyen and Dr Lim believe that these waves are something novel and unknown to us, some latent, automatic phenomenon that occurs when we re-activate these neural cells. When we activate the new consciousness.’ He looked at her significantly. ‘And I agree with them.’
Lim picked up his thread, continuing the coordinated barrage Linton’s mind was being subjected to. ‘Based on the convergence of the angular spread we see on the animal brains we’ve tested on,’ she said, still sounding almost impossibly calm given what she, what they, seemed to be suggesting, ‘we think something external is picking up on these waves when they are generated. 
‘And the more complex the neural network we are reintegrating into, the stronger this feedback loop is getting, like it’s building towards something. Everything we have seen, everything we have just told you - it is well outside of standard neural activity.’ 
Linton waited for a second after the French woman had finished speaking - inwardly tensing as she anticipated another verbal blow to her understanding of how this day had been going to go. When none came, she marshalled her thoughts, an almost physical process, given what she’d heard, before speaking very slowly. 
‘What we’re observing,’ she began, ‘these “Qualia waves”, as you call them, it could all very well be a perfectly normal - if noticeable - side effect of the work we are doing, which, lest I have to remind you again, is pushing neural regeneration far beyond known limits, could it not?’ She looked between the three of them as she asked this, making it clear that it was not a rhetorical question. 
To her surprise, Nguyen answered first, barely missing a beat. ‘That is what we’re saying, Dr Linton,’ she said, earnestly rather than patronisingly. ‘We think the generation of Qualia waves most likely is an unavoidable side effect of the process of regenerating an entire consciousness, effectively - and we don’t know what it means.’ 
Linton nodded, appreciative of her honesty - even considering her awful timing of this latest volley of concerns. ‘Thank you, Dr Nguyen. I want to remind you all how pioneering our work here on Project Genesis is,’ she continued, standing up now and forcing herself into more straight, commanding body language, puffing her chest out as she stood before them. 
‘We are, of course, dealing with a level of complexity that has quite literally never been attempted before in neurosurgery, in neuroscience in general - and this can always produce unexpected, novel responses. Like these Qualia waves you seem to have discovered.’ 
She could feel all of their eyes on her - she hoped this wasn’t going to go down as poorly as she feared it might. 
‘New signals, though,’ she continued, pleased to hear how calm her voice sounded, ‘do not automatically mean danger. We’ve logged every one of these readings; we’ve analyzed the data, and all practical signs point to our trials succeeding within expected parameters.’
The silence in the lab was staggering - she quickly studied her teammates’ expressions. Richards looked like he was on the verge of being fully reassured. Nguyen was still frowning worriedly. Lim had her arms folded across her chest, and her neutral expression could have been one of defiance, boredom or outright fury - it was so hard to tell with her.
‘What I need to know from you, all three of you,’ Linton continued, buoyed on by the fact that she at least hadn’t faced outright insurrection as a result of her previous statements, ‘is, do you you think that Qualia waves present any actual danger in terms of human trials?’
The question hung heavy in the air, and Nguyen, again, was the first to chime in - she was impressing Linton, today, even more than her persistence was annoying her. ‘You are right, Dr Linton, in saying that we cannot see anything inherent in the Qualia waves that would present a danger to the human trial today.’
Linton raised her head slightly, staring at the young girl, waiting for her to say more. When she didn’t, Linton turned to Richards, then to Lim. ‘What about you two?’ she asked. 
Richards spoke first. ‘The readings to stabilise each time the trial is complete,’ he said, slowly, nodding as if to himself. ‘And there have been no indications of any kind suggesting there are any adverse effects in the regenerated neural tissue, have there, Dr Lim?’ 
The tall woman shook her head. ‘No, no sign of any of that.’ She uncrossed her arms, and clasped them behind her back. ‘I would like to “put it on record”, as they say, Dr Linton, that while I am happy to continue with today’s trial on our patient Ms Bennett, I expressed severe concerns about what these Qualia waves are. If it were up to me, I would delay today’s trials until we had further time to look into this phenomenon. But equally, I understand that we do not have the luxury of that time. If you decide to go ahead today, I am with you.’ 
Something inside Linton loosened, and she had to fight hard to not let her relief show in her face, in her body. ‘Thank you, Dr Lim,’ she said with feeling. ‘Dr Nguyen? Dr Richards?’
‘I agree with Dr Lim,’ Nguyen said, hesitantly. ‘But I would also like to “put it on record” that I only agree to push forward today, under the proviso that we examine the Qualia waves as a priority immediately upon completion of this first human trial.’ 
Linton nodded, again, forcing herself not to do so too vigorously - she couldn’t think of many provisos she wouldn’t have accepted at this eleventh hour. ‘Of course, Dr Nguyen. Dr Richards?’ 
Richards had been curiously quiet for what seemed like a long time, and there was a horrible moment where Linton thought her closest ally was going to turn out to be the sole remaining spanner in the works. But he smiled slightly, and Linton felt the enormous weight that had appeared so unexpectedly this morning finally easing itself off of her chest. 
‘I have a proviso too, but I’m in, Dr Linton,’ he said. She smiled back at him. ‘Let’s just make sure we document the phase-shift patterns and resonance carefully during today’s trial, and I would like you to agree that we’ll pause if we see any clear risk, okay?’ 
‘Of course, of course,’ Linton said, now eager beyond eagerness to move on to the thing she’d been worrying about all night, before this new problem had presented itself. She looked around her team, watchful for any last signs of hesitance, and when she was satisfied there were none, she clapped her hands - extra loud, this time. 
‘Right, we have just under two hours to get this place ready to cure brain cancer.’
***
Their patient, Bennett, had been unconscious when she was wheeled in - something that all four of the team tacitly took for granted. It didn’t help at all having any connection to the person you were performing a never-before-attempted, cutting-edge surgery on - the pressure was already rather high without personal feelings getting involved.
The immediate preparations had whizzed by in a flurry of broken images in Linton’s mind, her emotions cast all over the place by a mixture of intense relief at yet another crisis being averted, and huge spikes of adrenaline and nerves at the fact that there was now nothing standing between her - between Project Genesis - and the ultimate test it had been building towards since her very first research paper. 
Now, all these years later, she stood before her team, mere seconds, sentences away from attempting the first full neural regeneration procedure on a living human. From attempting to cure inoperable brain cancer. The equipment surrounding the operating area, now stationed in the centre of the room, was activated, a chorus of soft hums and whirs that seemed to sync with the blood pumping itself round her system. 
‘Okay, same as before, everyone,’ she said, nodding, and making eye contact with each of them as she spoke. ‘If admittedly a little more intense.’ This elicited three small, tense smiles. 
‘Ms Bennett’s GBM is so widespread that we will be reintegrating more neural cells than we have done even in full-brain animal trials. We’ll all be performing the same roles we’ve been performing for months now, so try not to sweat it.
‘Dr Nguyen, like always, you’ll be on tracking and confirming physical re-establishment and reintegration of the neural cells.’ Dr Nguyen nodded. All four of them knew the routine off by heart by now, of course, but it was a comforting ritual to go through each of their responsibilities each time - especially today. 
‘Dr Lim,’ she continued, meeting the sparkling eyes of the younger woman, ‘You will be focused on immune response, and any signs whatsoever of rejection of the new cells - this is more important than ever in today’s procedure, something I’m sure I don’t need to tell you.’ Lim nodded back at her slowly, breathing long and deep through her nose in an apparent attempt at calming herself down. 
‘Dr Richards,’ Linton said, turning finally to face her friend. ‘You and I are in the hot seat again today.’ They both smiled at each other. ‘We will be performing our favourite intracerebral insertion party trick on a live human being, and we are going to cure her inoperable glioblastoma.’ 
The hum of the machines filled the air as all four of them exulted, shared, in the significance of this moment. 
‘Okay, okay,’ Linton said, nodding to herself and looking down slightly. ‘Let’s roll.’
***
‘Preliminary stabilisation,’ Linton called out, her voice as clear as a bell, as the modified nanobots began to do their thing on the screen before her. She and Richards watched, sweat pouring down her forehead, as the machines moved into place to establish a structural foundation within the damaged brain tissue. 
For what felt like the thousandth time in her life - and might even have been close to it - she watched as Nguyen’s ingenious CRISPR-modified, mutation-resistant cells awaited their turn, prepped for reintegration with the newly cancer-free host neural network. 
‘Dr Nguyen, please confirm CRISPR stability markers,’ she called out, eyeing the screen as she did so. 
‘CRISPR marker consistent,’ Nguyen called out, her voice cracking with adrenaline. ‘No signs of gene drift,’ she added. Linton nodded, and looked up at Richards. He nodded back - so far, so good. 
‘Dr Richards, please proceed,’ she said, and he obliged by keying in the commands that would tell the nanobots to start delivering the regenerated neural cells to the exact coordinates they had been instructed to in the frontal lobe. A series of micro-fine needles appeared protruding from the nanobots on the screen, almost invisible even at one hundred thousand times magnification, and plunged into the affected area, dispersing the cells with precision. 
As the reintegration began, Lim’s role became more important, and Linton gritted her teeth, saying a silent prayer before she dared speak. 
‘How are we doing, Dr Lim?’ she called out, keeping her voice as level as she could - which wasn’t very. ‘Any sign of rejection yet?’ 
‘No signs of any problems so far, Dr Linton,’ Lim called out emphatically. Linton kept nodding to herself, as if to an inaudible groove, and turned back to the screen. The process seemed to be advancing smoothly, and at the same speed as it had in the much smaller mouse brains - they had used more nanobots today, Linton supposed, but it was still a shock to see it really happening before her eyes, and so quickly. 
She held her breath as the nanobots continued their chilling, clinical dance on the screen. 
‘Synaptic connections appear stable and synchronous,’ Nguyen replied, her voice sounding steadier, but her eyes completely locked on the screen with spike activity before her. She was frowning, Linton noticed, and leaning in oddly close to the screen, obscuring the others’ view of it. Before she could dwell on this, Lim called out again, sounding excited.
‘Current IL-6 and TNF-alpha levels are baseline,’ she reported. ‘No adverse responses from the glial support cells or astrocyte clusters.’ 
Linton and Richards exchanged glances full of relief - Lim had essentially told them that the new cells were being welcomed by the host network in the patient’s brain, without any signs of inflammation or immune rejection. Everything was going to plan. Don’t jinx it, she scolded herself as soon as she’d thought the words. 
‘Dr Nguyen, can we have real-time readouts on neuroplasticity markers,’ she called out. The youngest team member seemed to linger at her monitor for a beat too long, before shaking her head as if she’d been distracted and turning to face them. 
‘Neuroplasticity markers are within threshold,’ she replied, her voice shaky. ‘Protein expressions for BDNF and synapsin are following expected patterns. Synaptic reformation is on course.’ 
Linton looked up at the monitor nearest her. She could see the reinforced neural cells beginning to interlink, visibly strengthening. It looked like thousands of impossibly small spiders floating towards a magnetic centre, interlocking their many limbs and forming an impenetrable shell. 
She found herself almost unable to breathe as she watched. She was seeing the formation of consciousness. 
‘Nanobot dispersal rate still stable,’ Richards called out from beside her, his eyes glued to the monitor on the desk before him as he watched every micromovement of the nanobots, taking in about as much information as it was possible for the human eye to see. ‘Synaptic connection ratio seems to be at 95%... and rising.’ 
They were nearly there. 
Linton held her breath as she watched the last of the tiny spiders on the screen drifting towards the now huge mass that had slowly been built there. ‘Dr Nguyen, confirm synaptic phase coherence,’ she shouted, her voice hoarse with nerves. 
‘Phase coherence confirmed,’ Nguyen responded, her own voice steadier now. ‘Synaptic potentials are… aligning with baseline cognitive rhythms.’ Richards and Linton looked away from their screens to lock their wide eyes at each other - they had done it. 
Linton looked at the coherence of the neuronal firing patterns on her own monitor - and allowed herself to finally release the breath she realised she had been holding for almost a full minute, as the last of the regenerated cells locking into the cluster.
‘Dr Lim,’ she called, a final formality left to be ticked off, ‘any signs of inflammation or rejection?’ 
‘No,’ Lim called, triumphantly. 
‘Okay,’ Linton said, breathing hard now. She stepped away from the monitor and stood up, feeling light-headed. 
‘Ms Bennett is now cancer-free. Full neural reintegration complete.’
***
‘Synaptic connections appear stable and synchronous,’ Nguyen called out, barely even registering the words she was saying, as she stared at her screen, horror spreading its hands through her mind and grabbing her thoughts like a pair of slick, moist hands. She hunched forwards so the others wouldn’t see her screen. 
She was staring at a spike in the quantum sensor readings so massive that it was literally impossible - it didn’t fit on her screen with the graph’s current dimensions. The Qualia waves surged up, their towering, jagged peaks dwarfing anything they had ever seen before. It was more: it was a deafening shout into the void, a scream. But saying what? 
Nguyen saw that they had triggered at the precise moment of full reintegration, syncrhonising with Ms Bennett’s reformed synaptic networks, dread creeping through her like ice water. 
It’s a declaration, Nguyen thought, a message that is triggered. Saying one thing - I am conscious. I am here. The obvious question, though, was what sent a chill through her - if this is the message, then who’s it being sent to? 
She heard Linton calling out, but it felt distant, muffled. It took her a second to be sufficiently wrenched from the impossible things she was seeing on her screen to realise that it was her she was speaking to. 
‘Neuroplasticity markers are within threshold,’ she said automatically, shakily ‘protein expressions for BDNF and synapsin are following expected patterns. Synaptic reformation is on course.’ 
Should she say something? She thought, mind racing with panic as she stared at the rhythmic oscillations on her screen, intense and unsettling regular. Alive. 
No, she thought - this is still no different to what we already know about Qualia waves. It’s just so, so much bigger.
The procedure continued around her as if it was taking place a thousand miles above her - and she found herself unable to focus on anything but that spike that had appeared at the moment of Ms Bennett’s rebirth. The moment her brain clicked into ‘on’ mode again, broadcasting the fact out for something - something - to see.
‘Phase coherence confirmed,’ she found herself calling after a while, her voice numbed into a monotone by fear. ‘Synaptic potentials are…’ she glanced at the screen, shivered with disgust. ‘…aligning with baseline cognitive rhythms,’ she finished, woodenly. 
Just two more minutes, and the trial will be over, she thought. I can bring this up immediately then. 
‘Ms Bennett is now cancer-free, ‘she heard Linton’s voice ringing out triumphantly, what felt like an eternity later. ‘’Full neural reintegration complete.
Nguyen heard the whoops and cheers around her as Richards, Linton and even Lim hugged and high-fived. She readied herself to tear her gaze away from the screen, to force herself to join in the celebrations - after all, just like Linton had said, even a Qualia wave spike this enormous, this incomprehensibly huge, didn’t seem to have actually done anything. 
But as she stole one last glance at her monitor before plastering on a fake smile and joining in with the celebrations, she gazed at the Qualia wave towering off the top of the screen, and as she looked at it, she could almost see a response in it to Linton’s triumphant proclamation:
I know. 
[bookmark: _bnloovimcfrt]15: The Truth 
It’s simultaneously the most advanced, and yet the least alien-looking, thing they have found. 
The panel is about a metre wide and half a metre tall, and it looks like some sort of giant’s tablet embedded into the huge metal floor, but if a tablet had been made with materials that don’t exist - or didn’t exist yet. 
As Eliza watches, she feels as if she is seeing a far-future version of existing tablets people use all the time - about twenty models up from the latest. There are a series of inlays around the edge of it - they look like a series of somehow organic buttons. She and Clara peer down at the screen, standing on the other side of it to Micah and Rob, who are both crouched alongside it and staring intently at its display. 
‘Seriously advanced tech,’ Rob says, his admiration evident as he runs his hand alongside the edge of the device, over the buttons, almost seeming to caress it. ‘Black ops, government stuff,’ he murmurs, almost as a soothing refrain to himself, Eliza thinks, pityingly. She’s less convinced than ever that their situation has its provenance as any government. 
There are shifting symbols on the screen - unpleasantly reminiscent of those they saw on the sign in the forest and the boxes. Eliza shudders to see them - no good has come of interacting with anything with this strange, unknown script on it the whole time they have been here, and she is loath to give the symbols another opportunity to terrify her. 
‘What do you think it is?’ Clara says in a low voice, arms crossed defensively as she stares down, looking askance at the screen as if afraid of seeing it too directly. 
Micah has yet to reach out and touch it, less eager than Rob to make contact with the strange device, but he hasn’t looked away - has he even blinked? Eliza wonders - since they’d called the two women over. 
‘I have no idea,’ he says slowly. ‘I think, though, we may as well try and interact with this thing.’ 
Eliza feels the fear and nausea from the hangar with the boxes returning to her throat. She does not want to know what this thing is, what it does - she never wants to hear those incomprehensible voices again. But equally, she takes a quick mental stock of their situation. The world as they can see it is falling apart more quickly with every second - and the last time they found some technology with these symbols, they at least found something different, something that seemed to accelerate them towards the end of whatever they are involved in, is. So she takes a deep breath, and readies herself. 
‘I agree,’ she says, her steady voice belying her state of mind. ‘We’ve got literally nothing to lose, now that everything is breaking down.’
Nobody else speaks - they are all closer to their wit’s end than they want to voice, Eliza can tell. The glitches in their reality - or the glitches that are showing them the true reality - are becoming too intense to bear. 
‘Right, then,’ Rob says, after they are all silent for a moment. ‘Let’s give this baby a whirl.’ 
He begins to prod at the screen, evidently hoping that a simple touch will suffice to activate whatever function it is meant to serve, just like it had with the boxes. But the machine keeps cycling through the inscrutable shapes and letters as if nothing has happened. He starts to press some of the buttons at random, but they don’t seem to have any effect.
‘This one,’ Micah says, reaching out to still Rob’s hands. Micah is pointing at a small, triangular indentation at the top edge of the screen, in between the more circular buttons - or button-like controls. Rob presses into it gently, and the panel starts to emit a low hum - for the first time, the incessant background hum seems to go down in volume without them physically moving away from it. This new hum, the panel hum, is different - it feels digital, rather than analogue, is the only way Eliza can think of to differentiate them in her head. She still feels the old hum in her teeth - but this new one is fully in her chest.
The other buttons start to glow now, pulsing in brightness, a mustard yellow colour, in time with the soft undulations of the sound. Micah runs his finger over the symbols. ‘They’re cold,’ he reports. ‘But it’s like the temperature is pulsing in time with the lights.’ Rob moves his hands over a few of them, his mouth forming a small ‘o’ of awe as he does so. 
‘What is this made of,’ he asks, to no one in particular. He and Micah look at each other, both seemingly free of fear for the moment. Rob presses one of the buttons that seems to be glowing more than the others, and the top row of buttons begins to glow a light blue. Micah starts to press the top row of buttons in a row, and each time he does, the hum modulates slightly, growing deeper, Eliza thinks. Rob joins in, and the hum recedes again.
‘There is a sequence,’ Clara interjects, leaning down suddenly to face the device head-on for the first time. ‘There is an order - we can’t just randomly press buttons and hope it works, we need to work it out.’ Rob looks hurt at her admonishing tone, which does seem to mainly be directed at him. 
‘Go on then,’ he says, frowning like a sad child. 
Clara presses the triangular indentation Micah started with, and the glow of the buttons, and hum of the machine, seem to revert to their initial, neutral state. She presses the same initial glowing button Rob had started with, and then the row of blue buttons at the top, like Micah had. After that, she follows the glow - some of the buttons, in a regularly-spaced interval, seem to glow more than others, in succession, and she follows them around the edge of the screen. The hum grows thicker, denser - almost pleasant in Eliza’s sternum, like the other, main hum had briefly been. 
After hitting all of the buttons, in glowing order, Clara gasps a little as the triangular indentation retracts, revealing a small, oval-shaped object underneath it. Clara looks to either side of her, where Rob and Micah are perched. Rob shrugs, and Micah nods. She reaches in and presses the button, and there is a sound like air being drained from an airlock.
The screen of the device immediately begins to ripple, like a mirage breaking apart, or a distant view transformed by heat haze. The flat surface slowly starts to liquefy, or at least it looks like it’s losing its solidity, before vapour starts to escape from its surface, slowly moving upwards, starting to coalesce, like an organic version of the projections the boxes had emitted. The vapour is the same soft blue of the projections.
The three of them crouched by the device stand up and step back, watching level with Eliza, all four of them silent as the hum grows even louder, blocking out all other noise, now. 
The blue vapour swirls around, orbiting what seems to be an object, an image, forming in the centre. The gaseous dance continues for maybe twenty seconds longer, before resolving into a small, spherical object in the middle. The sphere, once formed, then expands quickly, slightly bigger than the size of a basketball, now, as details begin to appear on its flat surface. 
Green shapes begin spreading out across the blue of the object, and it rotates as they do, the hum pulsing like a heartbeat. As the green stops spreading, the object stops spinning - and that’s when it clicks. Eliza gasps. 
‘It’s Earth.’
***
It is Earth, but it’s wrong. 
‘The continents… they’re not quite right,’ Micah says, pointing at a grossly disfigured Europe, which seems to be joined with America. 
‘It’s like it’s Earth a long time ago, before all the continents formed,’ Clara muses. The projection starts to spin again very slightly, and more gaseous vapour emerges from the screen below. 
The Earth-like ball shrinks rapidly, and an approximation of the Solar System forms out of the gas. The sizes are slightly off, Eliza thinks - Saturn is much bigger than Jupiter, here, and the Earth is the third biggest planet, but it’s theirs. 
‘What’s this showing us?’ she wonders aloud. Micah shakes his head, frowning, but doesn’t look at her.
The scene shifts again, and zooms back into the Earth, very close up this time, hurtling towards the Europe/America continent they saw earlier. The other planets disperse into more vapour, which rapidly reforms itself into a street-level scene, top down, of people walking around a nondescript road. Then the image swirls, reforms again - this time it is people in a what looks like Central Park, then another street, different to the first, then gathered by what look like toy versions of the Great Pyramids.
In all of the strange scenes flashing before them, the people look off, somehow, glitching like the villagers were, with jerky movements and strange, unsettling expressions - grimaces, without emotion. 
‘Reflections, again, not recordings,’ Clara says. Micah nods, but Rob looks confused. He opens his mouth, presumably to object, but shuts it quickly as the image resolves itself yet again - this time into a closeup of a human face. 
It’s not a villager, like they saw projected in the boxes, but a completely generic human male, with a shirt collar visible just at the bottom of the closeup around his neck, the first normal clothing they have seen. Mercifully, there is no horrific speech this time, but the hum pulses violently as the face opens its mouth and forms silent words. 
The face suddenly morphs, into an unrecognisable, alien-like visage, too many eyes, an amorphous, impossibly-shaped cranium, just like the one they had seen on the villagers momentarily, and all four of them gasp. But there is still no sound. The face morphs back, into a different human, and then back into a different-looking alien face. The morphs happen more and more quickly, only lasting for a second each time, and the strange species they are seeing between the human faces change each time, too. A veritable zoo of unknown, vaguely humanoid-looking faces - if the even are faces - pass in front of their eyes. 
The image cycles through what must be a hundred faces, human and not, as the gases swirl around, forming the projections.
‘It’s like they’re testing out forms,’ Clara says slowly. ‘Like they’re trying to copy us, but they don’t know how.’
‘It’s almost like a library,’ Micah nods, tense. ‘Like this is some sort of catalog of humans, of Earth.’
The human faces begin to look more and more like the villagers’, until they start to see what Eliza is sure are the faces of the villagers - all of the ones they have seen over the last few days. The faces get more generic, seeming to progress into anonymity - the villagers’ faces’ calling-card - with each appearance.
‘It’s iterative,’ Micah says. ‘Like the faces are working towards something, some final form.’
And then, suddenly, the face is Clara’s. She doesn’t even scream, this time, just cups a hand over her mouth, her eyes horribly wide. The image stays on Clara for five or so seconds, her face morphing very slightly in a psychedelic sort of effect - but not changing into an alien form. 
Clara’s face changes, and the gases reform - now it is Micah. Similarly, there’s the psychedelic shimmering, a not-quite-rightness about them. Micah crosses his arms tightly in front of his chest, his mouth a thin line. Then it is Rob’s turn, and his only reaction is a soft ‘no way,’ as they see that strange, staticy representation of his face. Eliza braces herself, as Rob’s disembodied head evaporates and reapparates into what she knows to be her own face. 
She feels a vertiginous spinning as she stares the projection head-on, feeling an absurd urge to reach out and touch it. Before she can, the image dissolves completely back into vapour. 
‘What was that,’ she breathes, feeling a shiver pass through her spine. 
‘We’re part of their catalog,’ Micah says. ‘And all of the villagers are, too.’ 
‘Whose, though?’ Clara says, her hand still over her mouth. 
The gases swirl again, and they begin to form a flat foundation in the air - the widest, biggest projection yet. As a surface layer forms, and spreads out - at least five metres wide, extending way beyond the size of the panel below - small objects and geographical elements begin to appear.
‘It’s the village again,’ Rob says, the quietest Eliza has heard him. As he says it, she sees tiny, flickering little simulacra of the huts and pathways she’s grown so sick of so quickly in the last few days, revealing themselves as the vapour swirls up and down, left to right across the flat floor layer it has already created, bringing tiny models to life like an invisible claymation artist. 
‘It’s the village before it was finished,’ Clara says. She points to a great swathe of emptiness where there should be more huts, more pathways. It looks like the same metal as what revealed itself to be underneath the illusory sand they’d seen on the beach on the way here. Some visual artifacts flicker in and out of visibility on top of it, looking like huts in the process of being built, but not fully there yet. ‘It’s a snapshot of it in construction.’
They watch as the village builds up, flickering huts filling out, vapour swirling centimetres higher off of the projection of the ground, forming windows, doors, roofs for the unfinished sections of the model. The exposed metal section is filled out with millions of tiny visual representations of millions of tiny grains of sand, and the village begins to look essentially like what they’d walked into. 
Four faint, floating shapes appear off the edge of the village - near the sand, where the beach would be if this was a model of their current reality. The four shapes are drawn towards a light source that has appeared in the centre of the village. Eliza squints and sees that the four shapes resemble tiny stick figures, tiny human forms, moving in slow motion, moving like moths drawn to a flame as they are sucked at increasing speeds into the glowing ball in the projected village’s centre. As they enter the ball, the entire village scene - or the gases making it up - shrinks to a fraction of its previous size. It’s still recognisably - just about - the village, and it’s now populated with miniature automatons, the villagers, moving about with tiny buckets and crates of washing, but it’s about a hundredth of the size it was a second previously. 
‘What’s it telling us?’ Rob pants, looking over his shoulder to where they left the village, at least thirty minutes’ walk in the distance, twitchy and paranoid. ‘Is this a recording of what we’ve been doing?’ 
As he speaks, the village recedes to an even smaller size, about the size of a tennis ball, now, and appears to curve. A spherical shape appears below the curved village, which seems to attach itself to the rapidly forming ball, curving around it like the continents had appeared on the project of the earth. Around the ball, almost Saturn-like rings appear, but they are far larger and further away from the ball’s surface, and there are a lot more of them. 
‘Is that… a planet?’ Eliza asks. The vapour begins to form at least a dozen more similar, planet-like balls, with varying levels of detail and different colours and patterns on their surfaces.
The ball, or planet, that the village rested on has shrunk to the size of a marble now, and is one of the smallest bodies in the system that the projection is showing them. The last two objects to form are two massive balls spinning around each other at the centre of the image - two pale, anaemic-looking suns, Eliza thinks. Just like the ones she saw in the sky above them earlier. 
The various bodies - celestial bodies, Eliza is certain - are now all formed, and the vapour seems to have finished shape-shifting. They circle the two massive balls in the middle like a mobile above a baby’s crib. 
They all stare at it, silent, for a minute, hypnotised by the motion of the little solar system. It would almost be relaxing if not for the message Eliza was now sure it was sending them. She can hardly breathe. 
‘I think,’ Micah says, his voice thick, his eyes still locked on the projection ahead of them, ‘that this might be where we really are.’ 
‘What?’ Rob croaks, his voice hoarse. He starts as he speaks, as if shocked out of a nightmare by Micah’s words. 
‘We saw the village on here, right?’ Micah says, his voice still barely audible, and he reaches forwards and points to the tiny ball with its many rings, that the projection of the village wrapped itself around. Rob nods. 
‘Well when it showed our Solar System earlier in the projection,’ he continues, ‘it zoomed out and showed us all the planets exactly like this.’ He gestures to the projection’s current state. Rob nods again. Clara and Eliza are motionless, and Clara only seems capable of staring at the projection, hardly blinking, as it moves through its celestial cycle.
‘So I think it’s shown us how the village, this beach, everything we’ve seen, is on that planet,’ he points again at their little ringed ball, ‘in that Solar System, with those suns.’ He jabs his finger at the two basketball-sized bodies in the middle of the whole facade.
‘But… that doesn’t make any sense!’ Rob says weakly. ‘I thought you guys’ whole thing was that we weren’t even in a real place at all? That we were in a game?’ 
‘I did think that, Rob,’ Clara says, her voice barely above a whisper. ‘But I think this device has shown us we were very wrong about that.’
Rob pulls his hands up to his cheeks, massaging them in a picture of stress. ‘Why? If we’re not in a game, and you still don’t think it’s a government thing, then where are we?I’ His voice cracks plaintively with his last words, but Clara doesn’t even flinch. She is looking up at the sky. Eliza and Micah follow her gaze, and when Rob sees them all looking up to the heavens, he does too. When he sees what’s above them, he lets out a choked, inarticulate yell. 
While they have been watching the inchoate projections for the last half hour, none of them have been paying attention to the sky or the environment around them. The breakdown of the illusory beach, the illusory sky above them, has worsened. There is no longer any sand to be seen, just the metal foundation stretching out for miles, as far as the horizon. There is no more blue sky, no more recognisable, if fast-moving, sun. 
The vision in the sky Eliza saw earlier is back, and she realises now that it was no vision. 
The atmosphere is green again, murky, with enormous objects barely visible, impossibly high up in the sky, encircling them. Rings, Eliza thinks. Vaster than she can even comprehend. 
The source of their light, far less bright than they have been used to for the last few days, is unmistakable - it’s the twin suns Eliza had seen before. The twin suns they can see in the gaseous projection. 
‘I think, Rob,’ Micah says, his jaw set more tightly than ever, his eyes as wide as saucers, uncomprehending of the alien vista they are staring up at, ‘that we are very, very far from Earth.’
[bookmark: _qqsw1wxc2qvp]16: Escalation
The first procedure on Eliza Bennett had gone so perfectly that Riley had taken the unprecedented step of ordering three more procedures to take place in the next week.
Normally, she’d have been annoyed at his presumptuousness, but she was living in an exalted state, now, since they’d cured Bennett’s cancer. Bennett was still in an induced coma after the operation, but all scans pointed to the fact that she was operating completely normally and functionally on a cognitive level - just without the brain tumour that had been her death sentence until Project Genesis’ intervention.
Linton’s ecstasy was such that not even Nguyen’s now-customary Qualia wave-related fears had been enough to drag her down in the debrief they had performed once Ms Bennett had been securely moved to a much calmer hospital suite nearby. 
Just hours after the procedure, Nguyen had showed them the Qualia spike that had happened at the moment of Bennett’s re-awakening, in synaptic activity terms, but even Richards and Lim hadn’t seemed unduly worried this time - after all, the operation had gone off without a hitch. 
Nguyen hadn’t seemed surprised by their reaction - had actually seemed far more scared than annoyed, Linton thought, disproportionately so - and the fight seemed to have gone out of her as Linton told her how proud she should be. The Qualia waves were just noise they were discovering as a byproduct of this pioneering surgery - a staggeringly loud byproduct, of course, but no more staggering than how much their successful procedure was going to change the world. 
And Nguyen had just… accepted this. Whether she agreed or not, Linton was caring less and less. The results were speaking for themselves, and these Qualia waves, while fascinating and no doubt meriting their own investigation as soon as they had time, were clearly nothing to worry about - a future footnote in the history of Project Genesis’ world-changing early days. 
So Linton’s state was, yes, exalted was the only word for it, as she sat in front of Riley three days after their procedure on Bennett, ready for whatever he would throw at her.
‘Micah Willis, Rob Bishop and Clara Garnier,’ he said, slapping another set of papers down before her in the conference room she had grown to actually enjoy visiting, now that Riley was clearly seeing Genesis as the visionary project she had always known it to be. She fidgeted in a vain attempt to get comfy in the little plastic chair, gripping a coffee mug with white-knuckled intensity as she forced her brain into a more wakeful state with a huge dose of caffeine.
It was the morning after their successful procedure on Bennett, and she had known he would take the news of their success very well, but to see him move with this speed onto further trials told her everything she needed to know about his opinion of the team. Of her. He knew it was the biggest breakthrough ever seen in medical science, and to give him his due, it now looked like he was doing his best to make sure everyone else in the world could hear about it as quickly as possible, too. 
‘And that makes four,’ he said, watching her as she leafed through the papers slowly, not quite believing how quickly this was all moving. ‘And four, if it works, means we can really start to ramp up the exposure for Genesis in the media. Get ahead of the bidding war.’ 
Linton looked up sharply as he said this, scowling. She had, of course, always known that there would be a lot of money involved in this, if it ended up working. It didn’t sit well with her how much of a premium this treatment was undoubtedly going to come at, but she’d been able to assuage her own guilt somewhat by reminding herself that someone else might eventually have gotten there first if she hadn’t - and no matter who it was, there was always going to be the usual squeezing from Big Pharma at the end of it. 
‘What’re their stories?’ she asked, putting the folder down on the desk with a hard slap. If he was going to force her to move her team along this quickly, he could at least save her some time by telling her the short version of the enormous file he’d given her. He seemed to realise this was what she was implying, and considered it a second before nodding, reaching over the table to grab the file from her. He opened it himself and began to read, leafing through it as he did so.
‘Micah Willis, twenty eight years old, born and raised in Chicago. Temporal lobe epilepsy, with hippocampal sclerosis.’ 
Riley looked up at her - and his meaning was clear. We’re going to prove that Genesis can fix anything in the brain, now that cancer is ticked off. 
‘His epilepsy originates from severe scarring in his hippocampus and surrounding temporal lobe. His seizures, which are increasingly frequent and severe, have grown resistant to medication, which has impacted his memory and emotional regulation. He’s something of a genius, graduated top of his class in Astrobiology, in Florida Tech. We - you - will attempt to repair this atrophied area in his brain, eliminating the epileptic focus.’ 
‘Slightly less reward considering the risk than with a GBM,’ Linton said in a surly voice. She wasn’t happy with this. ‘This guy isn’t even terminal, Riley.’
He sighed. ‘Look, Helen - we’re further along the garden path with this than you might actually think.’ He stared at her, as if prompting a question, but she waited him out. 
‘Some very high up people in the pharmaceutical industry have been following Genesis for longer than you may have expected - like from the day we saw your paper. And they are already pretty damn excited by what you’d achieved even before human trials.’
As they should be, Linton thought, with spiteful pride. 
‘And they’re going to want to roll this out further,’ he continued. ‘Beyond just terminal patients. You were the one who sold me the dream of Project Genesis effectively curing all conditions affecting the brain, so that’s what I’ve been passing up the chain.’ He didn’t say this with an accusatory tone, and Linton didn’t take it in that way, either - she was gratified that he’d had enough faith in her vision, in her team, to actually be making noises to the effect that he had. 
‘Okay,’ she said, confidence coursing through her almost constantly over the last few days. ‘Point taken. And yes, we can do it.’ Riley almost smiled. ‘And the other two?’
‘Rob Bishop, thirty three, another American. And this is more in your team’s wheelhouse - he has advanced Parkinson’s disease, with brain atrophy.’ Riley read dispassionately, as if from a grocery list. Linton shivered a little - she’d never liked the guy. 
Even working in medical science, it was important to keep a modicum of sympathy for the patients you were describing, purely out of respect. In Project Genesis terms, maybe they were just brains to be fixed, but in real life they were people with family, friends, histories, pets. Linton had vowed never to forget that - except when they were on the operating table in front of her. 
‘It’s led to extensive motor impairment, tremors, cognitive decline - the works,’ he continued. ‘Years of degeneration in the substantia nigra and overall brain atrophy have severely impacted his mobility and his ability to communicate. Project Genesis will regenerate the neural pathways responsible for dopamine production, and restoring lost motor control.’ 
Linton absorbed this, her eyes flitting up to the ceiling as the cogs whirred in her own brain. This should all be a whole lot easier than curing a GBM, was her main takeaway - she was relieved they’d started with the Hollywood-style treatment first. Nothing beat curing brain cancer, in terms of headlines, or in terms of surgical complexity. 
‘And the last one?’ she said, focusing again. 
‘Clara Garnier, twenty five - French citizen,’ Riley said, turning towards the last few pages of his notes. ‘Fronto-temporal dementia.’ 
Linton nodded, pleased - dementia was the number one target on her personal list of goals for Project Genesis. Cure dementia, and with other advances in modern medicine, you effectively cure aging - or at least extend human lifespans by a good few decades. 
‘Ms Garnier is experiencing progressive deterioration in her frontal and temporal lobes, affecting her personality, language and decision-making abilities. With FTD’s aggressive progression, you and the team will regenerate neural cells in those affected lobes, restoring her cognitive and emotional functions before they decline further.’ 
He set the paper down on the desk again, and clasped his hands neatly in front of himself. The two of them stared at each other, both seeming to be feeling the same way, for once - excited. Ready for anything.
‘Ok,’ Linton said, nodding again and breaking into a genuine smile. ‘Three different successful surgeries on three different degenerative brain conditions, coming right up.’

***

‘Project Genesis’ revolution in the head,’ Lim read drily off the computer screen she, Nguyen and Richards were all huddled around, at her workstation in the lab. 
They were reading a story on New Scientist which had just come out about Genesis - it named all four of them, gave their backstory and, most crucially to Nguyen’s mind, it detailed the success of their surgery on Eliza Bennett just three days earlier. 
‘How do they have all this already?’ Nguyen asked, fearfully. She’d felt timid, afraid in her own skin and brain, in the 72 hours since they’d cured Bennett’s GBM - like they were all being watched by something. Someone, she corrected herself. 
She still didn’t have a good theory for what the Qualia waves actually were, and she had been having strange, vague nightmares which she struggled to remember upon waking - her mind imprinted with inchoate images of shadowy leviathans descending from the sky, of the lab as the epicentre of some great, never-resolved catastrophe. And her in the middle of all of it. 
She had shared her concerns - but not her dreams, obviously - with Lim yet again, but even her friend had said she was starting to take Richards’ and Linton’s viewpoint on this. With great innovation, she’d said, potentially came great quirks in measurement, in readings. 
‘I get it, Sara,’ she had said when the two of them were alone in the lab, once again, on the night after Bennett’s procedure. She’d placed a hand on her shoulder, steadying her. ‘The thought that the Qualia waves are intentional, it’s… it’s persuasive, and it’s unnerving.’ 
Sara had looked up at her, still completely shaken by the enormous spike that was displayed on her monitor even now. 
‘But it’s just as likely, maybe more, that they’re a natural byproduct of us breaking new ground here,’ she continued in a soothing tone. ‘You’re at the heart of this discovery, we all are - and these readings, they’re… odd, they are potentially disturbing, yes. But in a way, they are also beautiful.’ 
Sara’s brow furrowed as her friend said this. She went to interrupt her, but Lim carried on speaking - her eyes glazing over somewhat as if she had silently rehearsed these assurances to herself, many times, in the last few hours. 
‘It’s normal to be shaken when we see something so unfamiliar. But if it really were a message? I think we’d have concrete indicators by now - something unmistakable.’ 
Sara opened her mouth, closed it again.
‘These waves haven’t changed course,’ Lim said. ‘Haven’t really reacted beyond just… being there, whenever we reintegrate the cells, you know? Whatever we’re seeing, I am starting to think it is something that has already been there, dormant in the process of consciousness, just waiting for us to notice it.’ 
Sara hoped her uncertainty - her lack of belief in her friend’s neat conclusion - wasn’t showing on her face as strongly as she was feeling it in her gut. 
‘And if you’re still unsure,’ Lim smiled down at her, ‘you know that we keep watching. We’re here to question this together, right?’ 
In the three days since they’d had this conversation, Nguyen had hemmed and hawed, thrashing about in her own head as she struggled to reconcile Lim’s somewhat reasonable suggestions with what she had seen. What she felt when she saw the Qualia waves spiking.
She didn’t disagree that they were something dormant in the production of consciousness - in fact, that part seemed undeniable to her, now, and yes, beautiful in its own way. But it wasn’t just the Qualia waves’ existence in and of itself that was causing her gut to roil whenever she thought about them - it was the fact, that she was convinced of, that they were telling something about their existence, announcing their arrival actively, rather than just passively coming into the universe. 
She had the BPSK waves, the quite obviously encoded nature of the waves, to back her up. And she had the fact, the singular, awful fact that kept her up at night, that the spikes were not localised to the region of the brain where the reintegration took place. They activated across the entire consciousness.
But so far, she didn’t have anything to show for herself as to why they should worry, even if it was a message. What harm could an email do if there was no recipient? She shivered, and forced herself back to the present - away from the thoughts she had spun around in her head a thousand times now - back to the article in front of them. 
Richards was reading aloud, a grin positively tearing his face in two with its size. 
‘And if the first successful procedure - the surgical removal of a glioblastoma multiforme and replacement of the affected cells with new, regenerated neural cells, fortified against remission - is anything to go by, then Project Genesis does seem to be the real deal: a new dawn in the treatment of brain conditions and diseases, previously thought to be inoperable, incurable facts of the human condition.’
The three of them stared at the screen in silence, the weight of Richards’ words - the article’s word - hanging in the air. Still, Nguyen couldn’t experience the moment fully - her unease at the knowledge that the world was watching ensured that. That many eyes on a procedure that was producing literally a new kind of energy, that they knew nothing about, could not be good. 
At that moment, Linton strode in, her face alight with what looked like absolute joy at whatever the result had been of her meeting with Riley that morning. Nguyen blanched - for every positive development in Project Genesis’ rapidly growing profile worldwide, she felt the tension in her stomach ratcheting up another notch each time. What were people going to see, when they started looking closely at them? At the Qualia waves?
‘Reading the press, are we?’ Linton practically sang, depositing her briefcase on the lunch table and changing into her lab whites. Nguyen subtly took stock of her colleagues’ reaction to the story they’d read together - Richards was matching Linton’s energy exactly, and even Lim’s pale face was flushed with excitement, with pride. Nguyen wished she was able to believe her friend’s explanation - but she knew she was wrong. If you send an email without a recipient, it bounces. This message hadn’t bounced.
‘“A new dawn”, according to New Scientist,’ Richards said, smiling broadly as he walked towards Linton with a steaming mug of black coffee he’d somehow instantly magicked up for her, without Nguyen noticing. Linton took it and clasped it in both hands, delight writ large upon her face. 
‘I’m even starting to believe them myself,’ she said, her eyes wide, giving her head a little shake to show her disbelief. 
‘How did it go with Riley?’ Lim called out, sitting at her desk and looking placidly across the lab at them. ‘Was he pleased?’ 
Linton’s smile faltered just a little - but it didn’t leave her eyes. ‘About that,’ she said, and cleared her throat, setting the coffee mug down at the lunch table and plopping herself into a swivel chair. 
‘There is good news, and there is news which I think is also good news, but you might initially take as bad news - before realising that it’s not really bad news at all.’ Her tone was jovial, offsetting some of the anxiety this kind of message might have caused had her delivery been starker. 
‘Let’s hear the good news first, then,’ Richards said, joining her in sitting at the lunch table. Nguyen felt she was watching them all from across some sort of cosmic void - she couldn’t help but feel that every single centimetre of progress they made in Genesis was a mistake, now. An irrevocable one. 
‘Riley was incredibly, incredibly pleased with how the procedure went with Eliza Bennett,’ Linton began. 
‘As he should be,’ Lim interjected, playfully. Linton smiled and nodded.
‘As he should be indeed,’ she continued. ‘And he was so pleased, in fact, that he wants us to conduct more trials pretty soon.’ 
Richards grimaced at this, but in a playful way - and even Lim didn’t look too flustered by the news. 
‘How many, and how soon?’ he asked. Linton smiled coyly at him. 
‘We have three new patients, each with different conditions - temporal lobe epilepsy, Parkinson’s, and FTD.’ 
Richards raised his eyebrows and whistled extravagantly, and Lim actually laughed. Nguyen just continued to feel sick, watching her colleagues walking into what she was sure was a trap. Snap out of it, she thought to herself - this is exactly why you joined Genesis. A cure for dementia? A cure for epilepsy? For Parkinson’s? This was going to be the biggest week in the history of neuroscience, and she couldn’t let these damn Qualia waves ruin it for her. She tried to ground herself in the moment, to listen and be present. They were going to make history - the good kind, she promised herself.
‘Nothing compared to a GBM, I guess,’ he said, his brow furrowing as he began to think through the different requirements each procedure would have - the adjustments he was going to have to make to the equipment. It wouldn’t be much, Nguyen knew - nowhere near as much of an overhaul as it had required to get them from animal to human brains, at least. ‘I sense that’s not the bad news, then - so when does he want it?’ 
Linton puffed out her cheeks. She shook her head and smiled, looking around at each of them in turn before she spoke, rolling her eyes in solidarity when she saw Nguyen’s face as if to say, I know, Riley is a pain, right? As if to say, I can tell you’re worried about the speed we’re moving at, but don’t worry, we’ll do it together. When really, she should have been thinking I hope this operation doesn’t trigger something we can never undo, unleashing triple the strength of these Qualia waves sending messages to God knows what. But Nguyen somehow doubted she was thinking that, so she rolled her eyes back and forced a smile. 
‘We’ll be performing surgery on all three of them next week - they arrive on Tuesday.’ 
Richards cocked his head up to the side, pursing his lips in confusion. ‘Who are we starting with on Tuesday?’ 
‘This is what I thought you might think was bad news,’ Linton said, grimacing theatrically and shrugging her shoulders. ‘We’re doing all three of them on Tuesday.’
***
And miraculously, four days later, at seven in the morning on Tuesday, they were ready. The three unconscious bodies had been wheeled in, and Linton stood in the centre of the lab, surveying her team, the air charged with the now-familiar electricity of a momentous day. A day in which not one, but three, previously incurable conditions could be eradicated - perhaps forever - from humans. 
Linton was practically vibrating with excitement as she looked her team in the eyes, one by one. 
‘Okay guys, are we all ready?’ 
She knew the answer. They’d spend the last ninety-six hours doing nothing but ensuring they would be ready. It had been less of a frantic rush than adjusting for human trials from animal trials, but Linton was still astonished at how much they’d accomplished in such a short space of time. 
She’d summarised the changes they were going to have to make to Riley in an email immediately after briefing the team on his request to perform the three operations so soon. 
Hi Riley,
Team and I have discussed. Following adjustments need to be made before we can tackle FTD, Parkinson’s and temporal lobe epilepsy. May need longer than agreed timeline. 
· Nanobot dispersal algorithm to be modified to improve delivery precision, for specific targeting of dopaminergic pathways (RB)
· Resolution for tracking smaller-scale synaptic resolution to be increased, for catching early signs of misfiring in hippocampal region (MW)
· Quantum sensors to be recalibrated to handle higher volumes of data processing (all)
· Genomic editing protocol to be updated to target neuroprotective genes, preventing tissue degradation (RB, CG)
· Synaptic phase coherence measurement to be improved to handle increased neural complexity (CG frontal lobe focus) 
· Range for neurotransmitter level tracking to be expanded, for smoother reintegration with the substantia nigra neurons (RB)
You are also aware of the spikes we have been seeing with increasing amplitude in the quantum sensor readouts, the working name “Qualia waves”. We remain confident, as you agreed, that this is a natural phenomenon of reintegration of neural cells/reactivation of cognitive areas which has previously not been observed, however we have advised the following adjustments be made to account for and track this fully - this will be looked into by everyone else once our results are made public, so Richards and I advise more detailed logs. 
· Quantum sensors to be recalibrated to handle higher volumes of data processing - 3x patients likely to equal 3x Qualia waves 
· Phase-locking software to be reconfigured to map/analyse Qualia wave phase shifts in real-time across multiple brain regions - allowing us to isolate anomalies specific to each patient’s unique neural architecture
Will catch you up on our 9pm standup on progress so far/projected timelines. 
Thanks,
Helen 
As she’d written the email, it had sounded like an insurmountable amount of work to complete to the level of precision and perfection required within the time frame Riley had given them. But once again, the team had surprised her - surprised themselves. 
They were so close, now, to what was effectively the promised land for Project Genesis - complete success in neural regeneration across multiple different conditions, and the green light to commence large-scale testing. To work with a much larger team to start actually curing people of these diseases, across the world. And it was this proximity to nirvana that had enabled them to work at such superhuman speeds, she guessed. 
Because, miraculously, when she stood in the middle of the lab that morning, asking if they were all ready, she knew it would be an affirmative answer. Of course they were, they were ready for anything. 
Even, she thought, for the expected further spiking in Qualia waves produced today. They’d taken on Nguyen’s provisos about the increased focus on tracking them, and put it in writing to Riley - an effective buck passing which Linton had been pleased with herself for slipping into her conversations with him, into her emails. She had been keen to make sure she was leaving a paper trail indicating that he had sanctioned continuing despite knowledge of this strange, new type of energy. 
Because for all of her own reassurances to Nguyen, and Riley’s echoing of the same back to her, that this was just a natural new phenomenon associated with neural regeneration, the equivalent of literal noise being emitted by a car engine as it did its job, there was a grain of doubt in the back of her mind about what they’d see while running this many procedures consecutively. But with her email to Riley, she had banished the worry up the chain, above her paygrade - out of the lab and out of her mind, today at least. 
She shook herself internally, forcing herself back to the present moment. Richards, Lim and Nguyen nodded at her - yes, they were ready, they said in unison. Ok, she thought, time for the ritual, one last time, maybe. 
‘Dr Richards,’ she said, ‘would you like to lead us in the final runthrough of what we’ll be attempting today?’ she asked, putting on a brave smile and facing him. ‘For old time’s sake?’ 
He smiled back, and folded his hands behind his back as he began in a voice that Linton was pleased to hear was clear, loud and strong. A voice that inspired much-needed confidence, on this much-awaited day. This much-awaited single moment, a potential turning point in the history of medicine. 
‘Let’s go over Micah Willis’ case first,’ he began, bowing slightly to each of them, perplexingly. ‘We’re dealing with severe hippocampal sclerosis, which is causing his drug-resistant temporal lobe epilepsy. The hippocampal scarring and sclerosis have disrupted synaptic connections and neural circuits related to memory encoding and emotional regulation.’ 
Of course, they all had it all memorised, but it was genuinely helpful to hear it all one last time, Linton thought - to remind them what and who they were actually, incredibly, going to fix today. If, she checked herself, it all went to plan. 
‘Our primary objective with Mr Willis is to restore the integrity of the hippocampal tissue, while maintaining the original neural architecture,’ he continued briskly. ‘Dr Nugyen, you’ll oversee the reintegration of the CRISPR-modified cell into the hippocampus and once again, you’ll be tracking the synaptic connectivity in real-time.’
Nguyen nodded as she responded, looking calmer, mercifully, than she had in a few days, Linton thought. We’re past the point of no return anyway, she supposed. 
‘I’ve set up quantum sensors to monitor both his hippocampus and surrounding limbic structures,’ the youngest member of the team said quickly. ‘We’re looking for an immediate restoration of synaptic plasticity, because any delay in Mr Willis’ case could suggest additional scarring, or instability in the reintegrared cells. I’ll be monitoring the neuropeptide release and ensuring that dopamine and glutamate levels remain within normal ranges during the reactivation of the neural network.’ 
‘Very good, Dr Nguyen,’ Richards said, scooting around on the spot to face Lim. ‘For Rob Bishop’s case, we are looking at extensive degeneration in the substantia nigra, affecting his dopaminergic pathways. Our primary goal is to restore dopaminergic production, by reintegrating healthy neurons that can re-establish those pathways. Dr Lim, you’ll-’
‘Be using nanobots to deliver genetically engineered cells directly into the substantia nigra structure, specifically targeting dopamine synthesising neurons,’ Lim interrupted - and the effect of this was more of confidence and positivity, Linton reflected rather than coming across as rude. ‘I’ll track the inflammatory response markers during the procedure on Bishop - IL-1β and IL-6 are likely to spike if his immune system recognizes the cells as foreign.’
Richards nodded, pleased, clearly also unoffended by her forthrightness. ‘Excellent stuff, Dr Lim.’
‘I’ll keep an eye on synaptic integrity during reintegration,’ Nguyen cut in, seeming to feed off of Lim’s confidence. ‘Our CRISPR edits should prevent any atrophy relapse, but I’ll monitor the neural firing patterns for irregularities in dopaminergic signalling as soon as they begin releasing dopamine.’ 
Linton was mesmerised by this back and forth. Of course, she could have done all of their jobs for them - she could have recited all of their responsibilities in even greater detail herself. But they could have done the same for her, too. They were a symbiotic organism, by now, after so long of working together - and she found herself, alarmingly, almost becoming emotional as she watched the culmination of their long, long days, weeks, and months in the lab together, this perfect ballet of synchronised competence. All coming to a head, before the day was done. 
‘Lastly, we will be operating on Clara Garnier, who has fronto-temporal dementia at a statistically very improbably young age,’ Richard said, solemnity creeping into his tone. ‘The condition, and the unusually early onset, is causing rapid deterioration in both her frontal and temporal lobes. Our objective today is to re-establish her cognitive functions in these areas, prioritising the cell clusters responsible for executive functioning first, reinforcing neural plasticity to allow for more resilient connections.’
‘I’ll be tracking neurotrophic factors, particularly BDNF and NGF, to support neuroplasticity,’ Nguyen took up the conversational baton. ‘Any dips in these could indicate a problem with cellular integration. I’ll also closely monitor her frontal lobe, for unexpected shifts in the connectivity pattern.’ She turned to Lim as she finished speaking, and as the young French woman picked up her thread, Linton really did feel like she was witnessing a relay race, a synchronised swimming routine - they were so completely in sync today. 
‘I’ll focus on glial cell response during Ms Garnier’s reintegration,’ Lim continued, her accent luxuriating around the patient’s surname like it was a luxury chocolate truffle. ‘We know microglial activation could interfere with cognitive restoration if inflammation spikes, so I’ll track TNF-alpha and IL-10 to make sure we maintain the necessary balance.’ 
Linton knew that this covered the main patient-specific points of the day - but she had one more thing she wanted to add, for Nguyen’s benefit, to ensure the young scientist didn’t feel she’d been completely ignored. Although in reality, she basically had. 
‘We’ll also be tracking Qualia wave production more closely and with more precision than we did when operating on Eliza Bennett,’ Linton said, warmly, looking Nguyen dead in the eyes as she spoke. ‘We’ve recalibrated the sensors to be able to handle the higher volumes we’re expecting considering the patient load today, and we’ll be logging everything in real-time.’ 
Linton may have been imagining it, but she thought she saw a semblance of gratefulness flashing across the young girl’s face. Encouraged, she continued. 
‘Riley will be keeping an eye on us today, and I’ve told him he needs to make sure he’s stopping us if we do see any indication whatsoever that the Qualia waves are going to affect proceedings.’ She refrained from adding in a “happy?” in Nguyen’s direction, but based on the girl’s face, she was. Or at least somewhat mollified - and that was as good as they were going to get, considering the time pressure Riley was repeatedly putting them under. 
‘Okay, for what might be the last time before we’re all famous, then, team,’ she smiled, looking around at them. Their bodies were all tensed, and she could see the determination in their faces, the adrenaline coursing through their bodies. 
‘Let’s do this.’
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The walk back across the beach - or what used to be the beach - is fraught, cold and, above all, thoroughly alien to them. Literally, Eliza thinks. 
They have decided to head back to the village, out of ideas and now thoroughly out of any hope or motivation for breaking out of whatever they are in and returning to their lives back home - back on Earth. The hum is audible again, growing louder as they make their way back.
Eliza, for her part, is now certain that they are not on Earth - as are Micah and Clara. 
‘Far from Earth,’ Rob mutters, in a voice without affect. ‘That’s just impossible.’
‘Look around you,’ Clara says, with the composure of someone who must have suspected this for longer than they had let on. She points up at the sky, the twin suns, the rings. ‘Does this look like any sky you’ve ever seen from Earth?’ 
‘It could still be a simulation,’ Rob says, desperately. ‘This could still all be some projection, to trick us - that’s what you said you thought it was!’ 
Micah shakes his head. ‘Not anymore, Rob,’ he says softly. ‘I think the only simulation was the way wherever we are has been made to look like a beach, a forest, a village. I think this,’ he jabs an index finger down towards the floor they now walk back on - strange, sheet metal stretching on forever, as far as they can tell, and worlds apart from the fake sand they had made the outward journey across - ‘is the reality of where we are.’ 
‘But… why?!’ Rob whines. ‘Why make it look like that, if they’re just gonna tear it down? Why put us in there?’ 
‘I don’t think anyone is tearing this simulation down,’ Clara says, walking purposefully at the head of the group. ‘I think it is just decaying, with age. Otherwise the glitches wouldn’t have happened so sporadically, and gradually.’
As they make their way, their environment seems to bear this hypothesis out. The path they had once followed into the village, when they finally reach it again, is replaced with something that looks thoroughly alien, now, as if any illusion of normalcy has long ago been given up. 
‘This could still be a government experiment, you know,’ Rob continues desperately, as they walk. ‘It would make sense for them to ship us off onto another planet to run it on us, if they didn’t want people finding out about us. Maybe we’re in the future, and the experiment is seeing how we react to finding that out?’
‘I dunno, man,’ Micah says, kindly, and Rob’s lips wobble a bit as he looks at him. ‘It’s not like we’re on the moon or anything, here,’ Micah continues, nodding his head slightly upwards at the terrifying, unknown sky above them. ‘I think we’re in a completely different galaxy.’ 
Rob simply looks down and shakes his head, lips clamped shut, and they continue walking along the beach in silence, until they come to the path back to the village.
The path does still exist, in some form, but it seems to be made of a strange, organic-looking vapour - similar to the gases that formed the projections they saw on the machine on the beach. Or, what claimed to be a beach, Eliza thinks.
The path seems to be broken in places, with chunks missing - it is uneven, and bumpy, as if it has been trampled by hundreds of thousands of feet over time which have worn it down. As they head back into the village, through the entryway they had come in, relatively innocent, all those days ago, they see more new structures. 
Where the forest had once stood bordering the entryway, there are now unusual artifacts - giant, towering, spiky metal creations, with long, branch-like arms seeming to reach out of the top of them, twitching. They look like they could be statues, but Eliza notices a plethora of digital markings on them - the shifting symbols, which she has come to dread, moving, glowing and pulsing along the ‘trunk’ of these strange, mechanical trees. 
‘Are those machines?’ Eliza asks, pointing at them. They are arranged almost as densely as the illusion of the forest was, but they are clearly inorganic. ‘What are they?’
‘No idea, no idea at all,’ Micah says, barely even glancing as he joins Clara in picking up the pace at the front of the group. ‘It’s alien tech, Eliza - it could be literally anything, and we’d have no idea.’ 
‘Look, there,’ Clara says, touching Micah’s shoulder and stopping on the path, pointing to one of the incomprehensible structures. ‘It’s breaking.’ 
Eliza’s eyes follow Clara’s outstretched hand, to a clump of the devices just on their left. One of the ‘trees’, as Eliza can’t help but think of them, even now, is almost alight with glowing symbols cascading across what would be its trunk. Unlike all of the other devices they can see, with their steadily pulsing symbols, this one seems in a fury, in overdrive, and the markings are glowing brighter with every second. 
The four of them stand and stare, and listen, as an alarming whirring noise begins to emanate from the seemingly afflicted device. Eliza backs away a little bit and slightly averts her eyes as the symbols seem to reach a crescendo of sound and light, burning more brightly than any bulb she can ever recall seeing. The other three step back too as the noise continues to build, until, suddenly, there is immediate silence, almost deafening in its contrast to the volume they have just been subjected to. When Eliza looks back, the structure is gone - there is just black smoke in its place, billowing up into the sickly green atmosphere.
‘What the hell,’ Eliza murmurs. 
‘What just happened?!’ Rob practically shrieks. ‘Where did it go?!’
‘I think these are some kind of artifacts,’ Micah says, the first to regain proper usage of his brain after the sensory overload they’ve just had. ‘And I think Clara’s right - they’re breaking.’
‘How can they be breaking?’ Rob looks dumbstruck. ‘This, all of this, is by far the most advanced tech I’ve ever seen in my life,’ he moves his hand in a sweeping gesture, indicating the strange devices, the pathway, the device embedded in the beach, back down the way they have come from. ‘This is beyond even cutting-edge.’
‘It might be way ahead of what we can do,’ Clara says, making meaningful eye contact with Rob - trying to make him understand, accept, Eliza thinks - ‘but I think this is probably pretty simple tech for whoever made all of this.’ Rob blinks at her, gulps.
‘And I think it’s all breaking, now, because they haven’t been here to fix anything for a long, long time.’
‘Even so,’ Eliza says, her head spinning, ‘why would it suddenly be breaking now?’ 
‘Second law of thermodynamics,’ Micah says, shrugging. Eliza looks at him. ‘The power has to go out eventually.’ 
***
They reach the village - or what is left of it - in a dazed silence, punctuated only by the hum. They see the end of things as they have known them - or thought they did. 
The four of them stop as they approach the entryway, the first hut where they saw the first villager what feels like a year ago, and they state, all four of them with mouths differing level of agape, but all four of them unable to move forward at first.
Everything is flickering, now, twitching, torn between the form they’ve known it in and its true, incomprehensible appearance. The huts are barely even visible any more: they are merely a thin skein over the reality of unrecognisable wireframe constructs that seem to move like living things. There are hundreds of them, looking like melting steel bars, all moving and flickering with the symbols they are so used to now, underneath where the huts used to be. 
The washing lines seem to have a sort of visual buzz around them, and when they flicker, they’re not showing their true form - they are simply disappearing, flickering in and out of reality in total. They were never anything more than a projection, Eliza thinks, unlike the huts - which were clearly an illusory appearance slung, projected, over these alien structural supports. 
The paths look much like the pathway they walked back into the village on - still vapourous, but somehow completely solid to walk on. Like no material on earth. There are more things in heaven and Earth, Eliza thinks as she walks over the pathway that cannot exist, does exist, than are dreamt of in my philosophy.
But what has stopped all of them in their tracks is the villagers, or what used to be the villagers, gathered in what used to be the centre of the village. 
They are standing in a circle, facing each other, speaking amongst themselves. For the first time, they are not bustling about with fictitious routines, living fictitious lives. They are just standing, speaking, seeming to move almost normally for the first time.
But their appearance has regressed. Their humanoid appearance, which Eliza now sees was just another projection, a reflection of her own memories, maybe, is flickering rhythmically with the hum, displaying what their appearance was actually projected on - simple, cuboidal little monoliths, made of the same strange material as the devices that used to be the trees. 
‘They were never even humanoid at all,’ Eliza says, her voice full of awe. ‘Literally just screens to be projected upon.’ 
The effect of seeing them standing together is mesmeric - depending on when she blinks, Eliza can either see a group of the villagers she has grown accustomed to, or a group of black cuboids, made of some alien material, standing upright. 
‘For our benefit,’ Clara says, nodding and closing her eyes as if someone has just told her the answer to a great mystery she has been pondering. Eliza looks at her quizzically. ‘They’re just meant to look like whatever species is here, each time.’ 
Eliza frowns sharply - what is Clara talking about? Rob, and even Micah, look alarmed at what she has just said, as if she has finally and completely unravelled. She notices their concern, and shakes her head slightly with a sad smile. ‘Let’s go and speak to them,’ she says, and sets off towards the huddle.
The three of them follow her, and as they get closer, Eliza can hear that the villagers are having a myriad of different conversations - seemingly deviating from the script they have been following the entire time she’s known them. 
The flickering group turns around to face them at their approach - as they flicker, Eliza sees their real, rectangular forms hovering, impossibly, about an inch off of the ground and spinning on their axes. 
One of them scoots forward, or shuffles forward, depending on which version of their appearance Eliza is seeing with each passing split-second. She realises, in between visions of the monolith, that it is the first villager they spoke to on that very first day. She tenses up, but the four of them stand their ground as he shuffles and rolls to stand before them.
‘Now you… know,’ the villager speaks, in a halting, mechanised-sounding voice, all of the false humanity it had previously been imbued with now stripped away. 
‘Now we know what?’ Rob asks, not as angrily as his previous interactions with the villagers, but certainly on the defensive. His crossed arms tell Eliza that he is still not fully accepting their situation - he still thinks there is a chance they are in a space-based simulation. 
‘We… we were you, too,’ the villager and the monolith say, the former nodding as he speaks, the latter motionless, hovering. ‘Trapped here. A long time ago.’
‘Who are you?’ Clara asks, her voice steady and clear. ‘Or what are you?’ she says more softly.
‘We are all different ones,’ it says, the flickering lessening, and the illusion of the villager seeming to appear less frequently, now. We are talking to an alien monolith, Eliza thinks. ‘Different ones from different millennia, different places.’
The rest of the gathering have shuffled up behind the speaker, forming a silent mass. But Eliza wasn’t afraid, any more - she felt that they were finally all on the same side, even if she couldn’t yet figure out what that was, exactly. 
‘They put all of us, separate ones, in these,’ he says, and now he is an it, an opaque, black, metal box, his previous villager form only flickering into visibility for an instant, every five or so seconds. Breaking down, Eliza thinks. ‘After they had finished on us. Then, we look like you.’
The voice emanating from the monolith is growing quieter with every word, and Eliza is straining to hear its last words over the hum. The other villagers behind it have similarly ceased to look like villagers very much at all any more - whatever has been powering the projection of a human-like appearance, is finally shutting down for good.
‘Who are “they”?’ Micah says, in a similar tone of voice to Clara, and slowly, as if he is speaking English to a foreigner - he is emboldened by the fact that there is nothing left to be afraid of, Eliza sees. And strangely, she feels the same - she almost feels sad. Rob still looks terrified, but even he has tilted his head to one side in thought. 
‘They do not… think. Like we do,’ the monolith hisses out, barely above a whisper now. Then, it drops a couple of inches, from where it has been hovering, to rest on the ground. The other massed monoliths behind it do the same, all at the same time, leaving an eerie metallic clang hanging in the air, a noise suffused with finality, to Eliza’s ears. 
The four of them stand, solemnly, looking at the machines that had tormented them so for the last few days - although now Eliza can see, they didn’t have much choice in the matter. In any matter, maybe. The planet’s true day cycle is coming to an end - the sickly green light in the sky is darkening, with a deep blue colour mixing in with it from the east. Their first real look at the night sky from an alien planet, Eliza thinks. 
‘I don’t get it,’ Rob says quietly. Eliza looks at him, uncertain what he’s referring to, out of the myriad things he could reasonably not be getting right now. 
‘I…’ he sighs. ‘I agree,’ haltingly, ‘that we are not in any human experiment. That we’re not on earth.’ He breathes out, very heavily, through his nose as he says this. Clara nods, her expression hard to read, but she seems to be encouraging him. Micah folds his arms across his chest, looking interested to hear more. 
‘And I agree that whatever has been supporting this… this fake stuff we’ve been seeing the past few days, it’s stopping. There was no village, no beach, whatever - no villagers.
‘But then, what were they? What did we see in those boxes, in that thing from the beach?’ He sounds like a small child now, caught up in events so far beyond his understanding that he can barely even figure out which questions to ask. 
Nobody speaks for a few beats - each of them puzzling over the same questions Rob has voiced. It is nearly fully dark now - and the dark is different to what Eliza is used to, to the simulated dark they’ve experienced here. It’s deeper - the sky is inky black, and strange stars are appearing - many, many more of them than she remembers being visible, from before. 
‘I think,’ Micah says, ‘that whatever created this whole thing, whatever put all of this,’ he spreads his arms out wide above his head, meaning to encapsulate the entirety of their situation, the planet they are on - not just the village - ‘together, is - was, maybe - cataloguing something.’
Eliza looks at Clara to see her reaction to this - for once, she looks as lost as Eliza feels, and is looking intently at Micah, her eyes wide with wonder. 
‘I think they,’ Micah points at the silent, motionless monoliths, ‘are previous subjects, like we are now. Or at least, whoever made this whole place, has used those previous subjects to make them. I think they’re what we saw in those boxes.’ 
‘But what for?’ Clara asks. It’s the first question Eliza has heard her ask her in a long time - and it is strange to see a Clara who is no longer one step ahead of her own understanding. They have reached the end of her understanding, and Eliza is aware of a grain of doubt, of fear, at the back of her mind as she registers this fact. ‘Store all of them,’ she points to the monoliths, ‘record them in boxes, make them appear humanoid for our sake. Make this place appear like Earth for our sake, like we’re in some kind of… some kind of zoo. But what’s it all for?’ 
‘It must have taken some seriously insane amounts of energy to run this place,’ Rob says, nodding his head eagerly, ‘especially if they’ve been doing it for as long as our first pal said they have.’ Amidst all of her negative emotions, Eliza is pleased to finally see Rob engaged with their reality again, rather than clinging on to his increasingly impossible explanations with a madman’s tenacity. 
‘If they really have been building these simulations for different species for millennia, they must have had hundreds of thousands of different versions of the village, different habitats - to suit each… race, that they were observing,’ Micah muses, stroking his chin. ‘Surely there aren’t enough energy sources on this planet to even accomplish that?’ 
He looks up, lost in thought. Eliza breathes out through her nose, frustrated with their dead end, and throws her head back to look up at the heavens. 
The night sky is dark, and deep, and in the complete blackness, now the twin suns have gone, Eliza sees something up above. Something far bigger than she can understand. ‘Maybe,’ she says, ‘the energy source isn’t on this planet.’
[bookmark: _kxlbrjf2f134]18: Broadcast
Sweat was pouring down Linton’s face as she worked, tension radiating off her like heat from a stove. Richards was moving almost robotically to the side of her, his face a rictus of concentration so absolute she wasn’t sure how he was managing to move. 
‘I’ve begun the reintegration process in Willis’ hippocampus,’ he called out, setting the coordinates precisely for the nanobots as they began their journey into the hippocampal tissue, the area marked by extensive sclerosis. The machines would bypass scar tissue and seek out viable synaptic zones for optimal cellular integration - ensuring they hit the sweet spots, essentially, for replacing Willis’ irreparable neural cells with new, refurbed Project Genesis ones.
Linton stared in wonder at the display, watching the paths of infinitesimally small machines as they made their way through Willis’ brain. She looked askance at Richards, who made constant adjustment to the nanobots’ trajectory, ensuring there was no accidental displacement. She marvelled inwardly at the level of competence on display in front of her - controlling an army of nanobots in essentially real-time, in a never-before-performed procedure. Not quite all without breaking a sweat, she reasoned, as she observed the sheets of liquid pouring down from Richards’ hair, from his arms and down his back - but under the circumstances his perspiration was forgivable. 
As he guided the machines into place, Nguyen was monitoring the trajectory of each of her CRISPR-edited cells, as they were strategically deposited within Willis’ hippocampus. She was focusing, as agreed, on cells with enhanced glutamate receptors, to help improve memory function after the operation was completed. 
‘Initiating neuroplasticity metrics,’ she called out, and Linton knew that the youngest member of the team would now be watching real-time feedback on synaptic integration as the nanobots really got to work. She’d also be watching the Qualia waves on the quantum sensor readouts, Linton thought, a little flame of anxiety sparking to life in the back of her mind. But she made care not to breathe on the fire of her worry, and let herself be drawn back to the important work at hand. 
Along with Qualia waves, the quantum sensors were helping Nguyen to identify any fluctuation in key neurochemicals, like dopamine and glutamate, which could indicate that some part of the reintegration had gone wrong, that they’d targeted the wrong cells or neural pathways. This was, of course, the quantum sensors’ primary function - but Linton had long ago ceded half of her thinking about them to being dedicated to those fucking waves, she acknowledged. 
‘No unusual spike in neurotransmitter activity,’ Nguyen called out, an edge to her voice, which immediately sent alarm bells ringing in Linton’s head. She whipped around to look questioningly at the Vietnamese woman.
‘Anything else, Dr Nguyen?’ 
There was a significant hesitation before she responded. ‘There’s a periodic, sort of… blip, that’s aligning with synaptic reformation. Different to what we’ve seen before.’ 
Linton quickly calculated how this might be coming across to Riley as she decided how to respond. Dissatisfied with any of the options she was able to come up with on the spot, she decided to, like a coward, put the question back onto Nguyen. ‘Anything you think we need to worry about? Or anything that means we should stop now?’
It was ridiculously unfair, to abdicate responsibility like this - and Nguyen obviously wouldn’t want to be the one to have unnecessarily stopped them in the middle of the most important moments of the Project so far. But Linton was too pumped up by adrenaline, too unable to stop pressing forward, to make any cogent decisions of her own other than ‘proceed’ right now. 
‘No,’ Nguyen said slowly, clearly not believing her answer as she said it. 
‘Ok - well let me know if that changes,’ Linton said, ashamed of her two-facedness. Her falseness. Nonetheless, she needed to buck herself up - Richards’ extraordinary work directing the nanobots was complete, too, and they could leave the machines to do their work now, and move onto the second patient, Bishop. 
‘Lim, you’re up,’ Linton called, and Elodie responded with a confidence-inspiring nod and, miraculously, a smile. Oh, to be that young and that sure of myself, Linton thought. Although she supposed it had been easier in her youth, when it wasn’t her neck directly on the chopping block if it all went to shit. But it wouldn’t, couldn’t, go to shit today, she reminded herself, Pavlovianly shoving down her doubts as soon as they appeared.
The young French woman would have to be as dextrous as Richards had proved to be, and as competent, now that it was her turn to conduct the nanobots in their symphony of regeneration. 
‘Aligning nanobots to substantia nigra,’ she said, unbelievably calmly, guiding them through Bishop’s brain towards the Parkinson’s-affected region, the substantia nigra. It was a region in what they called the ‘midbrain’ that was vital in controlling movement and reward functions, which is why damage to it, as a result of Parkinson’s, was so debilitating to movement in particular. And the degeneration in Bishop’s was pretty far along the line. 
‘Dopamine-generating cells released,’ she said, her voice as steady as her hands. She was performing a multifaceted dance with the nanobots right now, not only guiding them expertly into the affected region, but also verifying that the cells they were releasing are only positioned within atrophied dopaminergic channels - only hitting the spots they needed to hit to cure Bishop’s Parkinson’s, essentially. 
After this was done - which was remarkably quick, Linton noted, her capacity for amazement at her team’s competence clearly limitless today - she would move on to track the IL-1β and IL-6 markers, proteins that helped to regulate immune response - if the cells are activated, it could be a sign of inflammation. In this case, of tissue rejection. 
‘I’m injecting a cytokine stabiliser,’ she informed them, as if she had just told them she was going to the bathroom. Cytokines are immunoregulatory molecules that are involved in the human immune response, and so introducing a stabiliser would ensure that there were no inflammatory spikes. Meaning, in short, that Bishop’s regenerated neurons would be accepted seamlessly by his immune system, his body none the wiser that some of its constituent parts had essentially been replaced by clones. 
All the while, Linton cast intermittent, worried glances over at Nguyen, scanning her bearing for any sign that there was another violent spike in Qualia waves. Linton was as worried about them as Nguyen was, now that the eyes of the world were so totally upon them, but she could not let that show, not in her position as leader of the team. 
Right now, though, it seemed that Nguyen was wholly focused on what was the primary task at hand - monitoring the formation of new dopaminergic pathways, and watching for aberrant firings or misfiring patterns. 
‘All good, Dr Nguyen?’ she called out, hoping she was keeping her voice free of the fear she was inexplicably feeling, fear that was growing as the triple procedure progressed. Currently without a hitch, she reminded herself - stop worrying, Helen. She tried giving her brain a slap around the face to snap it out of its worrying. It didn’t work. 
‘All good, Dr Linton,’ Nguyen called back. ‘The dopaminergic pathways are forming without any signs of failure, it’s just…’ 
Icy water filled Linton’s head. ‘Just… what, Dr Nguyen?’ she said, snapping a little. Nguyen looked up at her - clearly registering that her boss was worried about whatever she was seeing, too. 
‘Just that the Qualia waves are spiking in bursts - in a rhythmic pattern, now. A pretty regular one, in line with Willis’ and Bishop’s neural activity. We haven’t seen this before…’ she trailed off, sounding like a small child. 
Linton looked immediately to Richards to see his reaction. His jaw was set, and he was nervously wringing his hands together. She couldn’t tell whether the sweat that was drenching him was from concentration, or alarm. ‘What do you think, Paul?’ she asked him in a low voice. 
‘Any danger signs in the actual reintegration, Dr Nguyen?’ he called out. She shook her head at him, meekly. Richards turned to stare Linton in the face. ‘If we didn’t stop before, I don’t think this is any reason to stop now,’ he said, not looking like he fully believed it. But of course he was right, Linton thought. Riley would blow a gasket if they paused at this critical juncture. 
‘Just keep an eye on it, ok, Dr Nguyen?’ Linton called, yet again, pathetically. Nguyen nodded again, a tiny nod this time, and turned back to stare at what Linton could see, even from here, were strangely hypnotic oscillations cascading across her screen. What the hell were these things? She wondered. 
But there was still work to do. While Willis and Bishop lay unconscious, new consciousnesses forming in their heads as the nanobots and reintegrated cells bedded in, Linton turned to the third and final patient, Garnier. The patient whose condition Linton had the most incentive, the most desire, to cure. 
Frontotemporal dementia - the path to ultimately curing Alzheimer’s. Whereas Alzheimer’s disease affected the whole brain, and sufferers tended to be older and exhibit main symptoms of memory loss, FTD primarily affected the frontal and temporal lobes of the brain, which are responsible for personality, and behaviour. As such, FTD symptoms tended to be more behavioural than memory-related, causing sufferers to behave inappropriately in social settings, showing a complete lack of empathy for other people. 
They’d saved Garnier’s procedure for last because it was the most delicate - they’d be replacing cells in the two affected lobes, and as such potentially tampering with the very foundation of the woman’s behaviour, memory, language - her whole personality. Garnier had signed up for the procedure completely voluntarily, of course - her quality of life had decreased to virtually nil as the aggressive condition had spread rapidly - but it was a hefty responsibility to be taking on. 
And that’s why Linton was going to be the one conducting the nanobot orchestra this time. 
She breathed deeply, and nodded to Richards, who started the intracerebral administration into Garnier’s skull. She was gripping the computer mouse unbelievably tight, more sweat beads working their way down her face, into her eyes. She wiped her forehead with her coat jacket without taking her hands away from the computer, focusing on the monitor more intently than she’d ever focused on anything. 
The monitor was showing a high-resolution neural map, displaying Garnier’s brain enlarged to such a size that it resembled a star-studded sky, each point of light marking individual synaptic hubs - a whole universe that was crucial to her cognition. To her personality itself. 
She steered the diminutive army, calibrating the positioning of the modified cells they were depositing and targeting the regions with faded neural activity and weakened synaptic pathways - on the screen, it looked like a dying constellation, in dire need of repair. 
As Richards assisted her in fine-tuning the pathways for the nanobots in real time, Linton guided them through their delicate maneuvres, towards specific neural clusters - like small galaxies on the screen - responsible for language and memory. She watched the display like a hawk for any deviation in the nanobots from their pre-programmed course, and was relieved with every passing second she didn’t see any. ‘Neural anchor points set,’ she said, her voice ringing clear and true, marking the high-priority areas in Garnier’s brain. 
The screen was aglow with regenerated cells, now, innumerable tiny luminous nodes, as they arrived at their designated positions and began to merge, their brightness intensifying as they reintegrated themselves into Garnier’s cortical network. 
The multitude of little, bright specks danced, growing ever closer, resolving themselves into a breathtakingly complex series of dendritic webs, like a fractal image viewed on the smallest scale, beginning to bridge the gaps in Garnier’s executive functions. Behind her, on his own monitor, Richards adjusted the nanobot pacing just a little, ensuring that the Genesis cells merged seamlessly, without overstimulating the weakened regions. 
As the cells embedded themselves further, Linton monitored the activity spikes carefully, alert for any errant synaptic firing which could indicate that Garnier’s brain was suffering from overstimulation, or destabilisation. She adjusted the reintegration timing with surgical precision, her hand as steady as a rock and her mind untethered from literally any thoughts other than this, Zen-like focus bathing her consciousness in light as coaxed each new cell into Garnier’s neural circuits, each one aligning in steady rhythm.
She felt like God, like a god, literally restoring a fellow human being’s lost mastery of language, brute-forcing her way into her cortical centre and telling the broken cells that no, you will not do this. We will replace you, and we will bring this woman’s life back to her. Bring her own brain, her personality, her ability to speak and hear and see and taste and touch, all back under her own mastery. 
‘Integration complete in the language centres,’ she announced, her voice steady but brimming with focused energy as the neural landscape before her transformed on the screen, function by critical function. 
As Linton completed a nigh-on identical dance in Garnier’s social, cognition and memory regions, lost to the world now in her own private auditorium, with a front-row seat to Garnier’s brain - effectively her soul - Nguyen was carefully administering neurotrophic agents, primarily BDNF and NGF. These were both proteins that helped with the development and maintenance of neurons, and would stimulate neural plasticity in Garnier’s frontal lobe tissue, helping in the regions that controlled decision-making and emotional regulation. 
Linton conducted the army for another thirty minutes, and her Genesis cells she was seeding into Garnier’s brain were constantly reinforced by Nguyen’s neuron-bolstering proteins. As the pair of them worked in tandem - Lim and Richards monitoring for any immune response or necessary course correction for the nanobots, bit players now as the two women performed their dance together - Willis’ and Bishop’s neural regeneration neared completion. 
All three were going to achieve full reintegration at the same time, if all went to plan - as per Riley’s instructions. A grand moment for Project Genesis, with three quite literally simultaneous successful procedures curing conditions that had never been cured before. The simultaneity of it would set the world alight, Riley had told them - and Linton hadn’t been able to disagree with him. All three patients finding themselves with new, fixed consciousness, patched-up brains to perfection, at the same instant - it was the kind of scientific story that cut through into mainstream news. No, way beyond that, Linton thought, as she approached completion of Garnier’s regeneration - they cut through into legend. Landmark acts in human history. And they were so, so close now. 
As Linton directed the final cells into the region of Garnier’s temporal lobe governing memory, watching as they completed their final, chrysalis-like transformation into brand new, identical neural tissue, Nguyen watched as the newly introduced cells began to sync with Garnier’s cortical oscillations - re-establishing the rhythmic firing required for coherent thought. For consciousness. 
What she also saw, was the rhythmic nature of the Qualia waves spiking further - more unsettling even than the previous spikes with Willis’ and Bishop’s readings, its pulses synchronising perfectly and impossibly with the timing of Garnier’s synaptic reformation. 
The horror crept back into Nguyen’s mind, began to take over. She had long ago decided that the Qualia waves were an attendant phenomenon, an inextricable energy source, produced whenever a consciousness was artificially activated. The only mystery that remained for her was the strange signs of a message they’d seen encoded in the waves. Who, or what, was it for? And what would happen if - when - that message was received? Was opened? She feared they were about to find out. 
As Garnier’s synaptic interconnections strengthened, Richards and Linton moved around the lab, verifying coherence in the brains of all three patients. All three of them showed a stable neuroplastic response and appropriate neurotransmitter levels. 
‘Lim,’ Linton called out, excitement taking over now as she sensed their victory, the end of their task - she’d forgotten all about Qualia waves in the last few moments. ‘FInal check on neurotrophic factor distribution in all three?’ She and Richards kept meeting each other’s eyes, both of them positively alight with positive energy as they stood together on this brink, the brink of a greater culmination to both of their careers than they could possibly have hoped for when they began work on Linton’s paper all those years ago. 
‘Synaptic integrity confirmed in all three,’ Lim practically sang - she also looked seraphic, delighted - aware that she was about to be a part of history. An indelible line being drawn in the history of mankind. ‘Each patient is now approaching the final reintegration stage.’ 
On Nguyen’s screen, the Qualia waves were moving, growing, undulating like sea monsters - resonating across all three of the patients’ reading, and forming a pattern that was disturbingly similar to binary phase-shift keying now. A message. As she saw it coming, forming, she realised that on some level, she had known this all along. 
The BPSK pattern wasn’t naturally inherent in the Qualia waves themselves - that would make no sense. 
After all, who would go to all this trouble of encoding a message into something so elemental to the universe itself, if there wasn’t going to be anyone to read it? 
‘Final neurons reintegrating… now,’ Linton cried out, victoriously. 
As the final neurons interlaced with each patient’s brain, there was a sychronised cascade of activity across each of their monitors. 
The screens were all showing bursts of firing across the cortex, lighting up in coordinated pulses as the neurons of these three people, Micha Willis, Rob Bishop and Clara Garnier, connected, one after the other in each of their brains, three new consciousness flickering abruptly into life. 
Each patient’s brain suddenly shifted into a synchronised state, their cortical rhythms visible on the screen, aligning into harmonic patterns. This alignment signalled the apex of neural integration - Lim, Richards, Linton and Nguyen, most of all, Nguyen, held their breath as they watched their individual monitors. 
The only sound in the room was the hum, four pairs of eyes transfixed to screens. 
Screens which were suddenly overcome with a Qualia wave spike of unimaginable scale. 
Quantum sensor readouts took over on all four screens, which the software was only programmed to do in a state of completely emergency, and each of their displays showed a towering, jagged wave cutting far beyond the top of the readouts’ ability to represent energy, oscillating so rapidly that they became solid bars of light, eclipsing everything else they could see. The usual streams of multifarious data were completely and utterly buried under this single, blaring signal, its intensity peaking off the chart by orders of magnitude unexplainable by any phenomena, any energy ever produced on the planet Earth before now. 
The rhythm of the bar’s oscillation was precise, artificial, each pulse following a strict, unnatural timing, as if preparing itself for something, following a countdown. 
‘What is-’ Linton began, her mouth opening and closing like a fish hooked out of water, looking around at Richards, Lim, before her eyes settled on Nguyen, who was beyond fear now. Who was in a state of almost divine acceptance. Whatever she was worried about happening, well, it was happening now. 
Across the lab, equipment began to flicker and hum, all kinds of sensors and machinery overloaded by the intensity of whatever the simultaneous activation of these three new consciousnesses had produced - whatever it had unlocked. Their displays were erased by one one, showing a cascade of error codes and system alerts, until their screens started to blink out entirely. Data streams were cut off midflow, visualisations frozen in their tracks, and the sound of the immense amount of machinery powering Project Genesis quieted impossibly quickly to a low hum, as the power drained. An invisible wire had been tripped, triggering something far beyond their understanding. 
Linton, Richards and Lim gaped in wide-eyed unison, blinking in the sudden darkness. The lab had been plunged into an oppressive silence, that caught and held. 
Nguyen stared around at the lifeless monitors, at the almost equally lifeless faces of her colleagues - who just moments ago, had completed the most miraculous medical procedure ever seen by mankind. Her mind reeled. 
This was no random surge, she now knew. She should have seen it coming - and she sort of had. She just hadn’t figured out what it would mean - at least not in time. This was a structured broadcast, she thought, sluggishly. A perfectly calibrated transmission. 
She looked across at her monitor - the last one running. On it, she saw the last trace of the enormous Qualia wave, frozen on her screen - for one second more, before it silently clicked off to black. 
She knew it had been a call, waiting for an answer - but what she hadn’t known ,and should have seen, was that the moment the three new consciousnesses were activated simultaneously, would be the moment the answer came in. 
Into the silence, she spoke aloud the terrifying conclusion she had finally, too late, come to. 
‘We’ve been broadcasting this whole time,’ she choked, her voice cracking. ‘And someone’s finally heard us.’ 



[bookmark: _38yzkv2bmkfy]19: The Dyson Swarm
The twin suns haven’t set, despite the darkness in the sky - they are still floating imperceptibly slowly up from the horizon. And there is something massive around them. 
Eliza cranes her neck, literally rubs her eyes, and she still cannot believe it is there when she opens them again. 
The suns are already huge in the sky, compared to celestial bodies as viewed from Earth - they are about as big in the sky as her hand, if she holds it a couple of inches from her face. But what is around them - it is incomprehensibly huge. And it’s artificial. 
There is what looks to be an enormous sphere surrounding the twin suns, only visible now in the night sky. But it’s not a perfect sphere - it is dotted, like a pointillist painting, made up of innumerable shimmering little orbs that look almost as big as the moon from Earth. They are swarming around the suns, moving with them across the night sky, and Eliza realises - they are pulsing with the hum. They are the cause of the hum. 
These impressions hit Eliza in an instant - what she is seeing dwarfs anything she has ever seen, or imagined, in sheer physical scale. She feels as if she has been punched in the stomach - awe and terror coursing through her in equal measure. 
Micah lets out a huge gasp as he looks up and sees what she is seeing, causing Rob and Clara to look up too. Clara lets out a similar sound, seemingly partly admiration as well as confusion, whereas Rob is silent - and looks confused, if terrified.
‘It’s a Dyson swarm,’ Micah breathes, his voice full of sheer awe the likes of which Eliza has never heard from anyone. It’s like he is seeing a miracle. ‘An actual Dyson swarm.’
‘There’s your energy source,’ Clara says, perhaps attempting levity, but she, too, looks completely in thrall to the awesome display far above them in the sky. 
‘A… what?’ Rob asks - all of them conducting this conversation while staring straight up, nobody wanting to take their eyes off the spectacle. ‘Is that some kind of spaceship?’
‘It’s not a spaceship, Rob,’ Micah says, shaking his head very slightly left to write in a cartoonish display of amazement. Eliza isn’t even sure he has blinked since setting eyes on it. ‘It’s a Dyson swarm - named after Freeman Dyson.’ 
‘What does it do?’ Rob asks, sounding every bit the ignorant schoolchild to Micah’s wise teacher.
‘Ok, so say you run out of energy sources on your home planet - or you need more energy than your planet could even produce.’ 
Rob nods, not even looking at Micah, still agog at what’s above them. Micah continues, unperturbed - for he also cannot tear himself away. 
‘So you need to capture the energy of your solar system’s star - which is billions, trillions of times more energy than we’ve used in the history of mankind. Than we could ever use. 
‘To do that, you take thousands, maybe millions, of little satellites, and you arrange them around your local star - like that,’ he says, pointing up at the light show above them. ‘And they capture your star’s energy, for you to use. Like a giant solar panel, but on a cosmic scale.’ 
‘And that’s how they could do… all this?’ Rob asks. ‘Power all of this?’
‘I think so,’ Clara joins in. Eliza still cannot speak - she is feeling something almost akin to rapture as she beholds the majesty of the construction before her, the awesome intellect, the sheer timescales, involved in its creation becoming clearer to her with Micah’s explanation. ‘Think about the power it would take to run a simulation of this size, to run it for as long as we seem to have been running it.
‘It is very likely that the swarm - or whatever’s left of it - was their power source, for everything they did, not just this simulation.’
‘So… it’s basically a giant, battery?’ Rob asks, a little flatly, like he is still not convinced. 
‘In a way, yes,’ Micah takes over again. ‘But if you think of a battery as equivalent to all the energy we can generate on earth, that thing,’ he points up again as he says it, ‘is more like a thousand power plants.’ 
He lets his words sink in for a moment, as they all continue to stare upwards. Eliza’s neck is starting to hurt but she cannot even begin to look away - it is the most incredible thing she has ever seen. Rob whistles slowly, clearly starting to apprehend the enormity of what they are bearing witness to. 
‘Whoever they are, or were, they needed a whole star’s worth of energy for what they were up to here,’ Micah says, quietly now, reflective. ‘And I’m guessing they’re long gone now, based on everything we’ve seen.
‘But this thing? It’s still out there, still feeding whatever’s left of this… this experiment. Or, at least, it was.’
Rob is silent for a moment - Eliza can almost hear his cogs whirring as he digests all of what he is hearing. ‘So, uh, what happens if it runs out of juice?’ 
Micah looks over at Rob, his mouth tight. ‘Well, that would only happen when the star it surrounds dies. Goes supernova.’ Rob looks over at him, alarm suddenly clear on his face. Micah looks back up at the sphere.
‘And I think that’s what we’re starting to see now.’ 
***
Once they are finally able to tear themselves away from staring at the awesome display overhead - and none of them are able to stop themselves from stealing more than occasional glances upwards, even after that - they begin to wander through what is left of the village, although even calling it that feels strange, now, in Eliza’s mind.
Through the faint light of the captive suns, they are able to make their way through what is now, Eliza thinks at least, the actual, unfiltered reality of the planet they are on. No more projections, no more tricks of the light - no more human-pleasing illusions. The hum pulses in time with the twinkling megastructure above them, and they follow it, in complicit silence, to find another building like the one they had found the alien boxes in - a lifetime ago, when they had though they were on Earth. 
‘We must have found the first building when the cloaking started to fail,’ Clara remarks, as they wander up to the door. The building is identical to the first one they found, and Eliza shivers a little as she remembers what they saw - what they heard - within its bowels. But there is nowhere else to go, and nothing else to do, beyond staring at the feat of engineering hanging humongous in the sky. 
Clara pulls the door open and they enter into an identical vestibule to the previous building’s, the hum thrumming and pulsating, a physical presence in Eliza’s chest once again. 
There is a familiar set of stairs, and they walk down it to emerge into another hall with incredibly tall ceilings - but a much smaller space overall. It’s about the size of swimming pool, and it has a series of uniform boxes along the walls, rather than the chaos of the previous iteration of building they had walked into. And this one has another door at the end.
‘What museum are we in this time?’ Rob jokes grimly, as they wander into the room, the hum a constant companion.  
Alongside each of the three walls, the one behind them completely bare, the boxes are arranged at regular distances, about three feet between each one - six feet, at the point at the back of the room by the other door. There must be around a hundred of them, Eliza reckons. 
‘Let’s have a look at one,’ Clara says, moving towards the first object - in the back left corner of the room as they stand at the threshold. 
It looks similar to the monoliths which were exposed to be the villagers’ true form, just smaller - and instead of being black, they are an alluring, silvery colour, sleek and perfectly reflected, almost impossibly polished. 
The only blemish on the structure is a small symbol - thankfully, a still, unchanging one - carved into its centre, near the top. Eliza thinks it may be a figure she recognises from their various sightings of the alien symbols in the village, but she can’t be sure. She walks along the line, examining each of the boxes in turn. 
‘The symbols are all different,’ she says to the rest of the group, who are now all wandering along different sections of the boxes, bewitched by their perfect, untouched-seeming appearance. All except Clara, who is still boring a hole into the first box with her eyes.
‘Could be another sort of library system, here,’ Micah says thoughtfully. 
‘I’m going to touch it,’ Clara announces, and the others drift over to her, too exhausted - their situation now far too dire and strange - to be afraid of what could go wrong if she does. 
She pushes a palm onto the symbol, and it glows in response to her touch - a faint noise, like static, or white noise, accompanies the increase in brightness, and more vapours begin to appear, as if micarulously, out of the top of the box, although there is no gap or mark on the top of it that Eliza can see. 
The vapours do their now-familiar dance, moving rapidly from inchoate gas - this time green, like their newly-revealed sky - to coalesce, this time into something they recognise. Something they recognise, though, as alien.
It’s the face they had seen on the first villager who flickered all those days ago, their appearance faltering to show their true form. It’s the first face all four of them had seen together, the first major hint as to how far away from home they really were. 
The thing Eliza remembers, looking at it and remembering the split second she’d seen it in the village, is the incredible number of eyes, all over the strange, spherical head. And the jaws, which split open in impossible ways. 
‘We’ve seen this,’ Rob breathes over Clara’s shoulder. All four of them nod. 
‘It’s the first one we all saw at the same time,’ Eliza says. 
The face isn’t doing anything, isn’t speaking, mercifully. It’s just hovering there ominously, perfectly still, its jaws open in what looks like a moment of attack. 
Then the face is subsumed, and a string of the symbols appears out of the vapour, like writing in the air. It almost looks like code, Eliza muses, as she watches reams of text scrolling rapidly through the thin air. 
Alongside them, what looks like a star map appears, viewed from a great celestial distance, before it pans left to right, slowly at first, seeming to be searching for a point to focus on. And then it ceases its panning, and rapidly begins to zoom in on a central point. As it comes into sharper and sharper focus, they can see that it is a galaxy cluster. 
‘That’s the Andromeda galaxy,’ Micah notes, somewhat smugly, behind them, as the enormous - but rendered in miniature - spiral grows to take up the entirety of the projection. The rendering seems to pause, Andromeda spinning lazily around before them, as more text appears above it. As it does, the image zooms in again, and as it does individual systems and stars begin to be discernible. The image keeps zooming, with more text accompanying it, until planets themselves are distinct. 
Eventually, the image zooms into one specific planet, and as it does, the rendering of the ringed sphere grows to take up the entirety of the projection again.
More text appears, and a smaller representation of the alien creature’s face next to it. There is a huge amount of information being conveyed, Eliza thinks, at dizzying speeds. How fast could the people that built this read?
‘So, do we think that planet is where that guy came from? From Andromeda?’ Rob asks.
The group mull it over.
‘Let’s look at the next one,’ Clara says, in a tone of voice suggesting she wants to confirm a suspicion. 
They move a couple of feet to the right, and Clara, again, is the one to press her palm onto the symbol. 
The same thing happens over this second box - an alien face, although not one they recognise from the village. In fact, it’s hardly even recognisable as a face, and Eliza can’t tell whether the two tiny openings on the disturbingly organic-looking pyramid shape are eyes, nose slits, or a pair of mouths. 
After the face has disappeared, they are shown a different globular cluster of planets and stars to what they had seen before. Eliza turns round to Micah, who is already speaking as she does.
‘Those are the Magellanic clouds,’ he says, in a teacherly voice. Two disparate misty shapes appear amongst the star–studded black the projection is showing, one bigger than the other. The projection moves towards the small one and begins its zooming. ‘That’s the small Magellanic cloud,’ Micah comments. ‘It’s pretty near the Milky Way. So is Andromeda.’
The same thing happens as before - they eventually zoom in to focus on a particular planet, this time a tiny, frozen-looking thing. The pyramidical alien face appears again as the planet spins languidly before them, with hundreds of thousands of words of text.
The group move on to five more boxes, and the same story repeats itself - with the only difference being that Micah doesn’t know four of the next five galaxies housing the planets of the alien visages they see. The only one he can identify is the Pinwheel Galaxy, a great, chaotic spiral that, apparently, was home to an insectoid looking creature with no discernible limbs.
‘Ok, this is definitely another cataloguing room,’ Clara says, nodding, her suspicions confirmed, after they have viewed their seventh box in a row.
‘This is where all of the alien forms we’ve been seeing, the distinct species they seem to have superimposed over the monoliths over time, are all from.’
‘So what do you think they’re doing to them?’ Rob asks, stepping back and crossing his arms, frowning. ‘Like, kidnapping them? Why?’ 
‘I don’t remember being kidnapped,’ Micah says. ‘And they haven’t really done anything to us, if that’s what happened.’
‘Maybe they don’t want to do anything to us,’ Eliza says slowly. ‘Maybe they just want to observe us, record us, catalogue us, like you said, Micah.’
Micah tilts his head to one side, his mouth clenched slightly. ‘It certainly does, just…’
He shakes his head, looks to the ceiling. ‘Just, what?’ Eliza asks, impatient.
‘Just…’ he continues, ‘the sheer scale of this thing, the scope of it - it’s absolutely insane. They must have visited hundreds of different galaxies, if the number of boxes in this room are any indication - if this is even the only building. I don’t understand how long something like that could possibly take, how they could travel the distances to abduct the subjects.’
The four of them fall silent - Eliza feeling like she has very little to add in the way of theorising on this. 
‘Maybe they don’t actually take them?’ Rob says after a moment, his voice tilting up in a question. ‘Maybe they just, like, recreate them here, like they superimposed those guys on those monoliths.’ Micah looks at him sharply, seeming to see him for the first time in a long while.
‘That’s a pretty good idea, Rob,’ he says, nodding, impressed. ‘Maybe they somehow gather data on these subjects, from a massive distance, and they get enough data on them to reconstitute them bodily, here.’
‘Maybe,’ Clara says, ‘but that’s not what happened to the villagers, out there. They were literally visual projections, on those monoliths. And we’re not projections,’ she says, feeling her own left arm with her right, then reaching over to squeeze Micah’s.
‘No,’ he muses, pondering it. ‘But maybe there is only one “fully constituted” species on this planet at a time, for examination, and then when they’re done with them, they just use them as a basis for projections of the villagers. To make the next species think they are on their home planet, among their own people.’
‘But… why?’ Eliza asks, for what feels like the umpteenth time. ‘Why are they going to all this trouble, spending millions of years just observing a load of aliens, like some weird zoo? There’s no evidence that anyone is actually watching any of this stuff they’ve recorded.’
‘That’s what I can’t figure out,’ Clara says, nodding. ‘If it is some sort of zoo, why bother reconstituting who they find, actually here on this planet? Why not just observe from afar - which they are clearly capable of doing?’
The group falls silent, again, all of them staring around themselves at the boxes.
‘Let’s go through the other door,’ Rob says after a while, throwing up his hands. ‘And let’s hope it’s not just more of these boxes.’ 
The group move as one to the back of the room, to the door nestled in a larger gap between two projection boxes. 
They enter into a much smaller room, with a singular device on it. It’s an enormous screen, Eliza sees immediately, but a screen made of the same alien substance that they saw on the beach. It doesn’t look solid at all, but she doesn’t understand how it still manages to cohere to one shape and yet seems to be shifting constantly, all at the same time. She is getting a headache just looking at it - and the hum is louder in this room, too, not helping matters at all for her. 
Symbols flash across the screen, and there is another series of button-looking things around the edges of it - but they number in the hundreds, rather than the dozens they’d seen on the much smaller beach screen. 
‘It’s like a computer,’ Micah says. 
‘Or their weird version of a computer,’ Rob says, poking the screen. 
The alien script is forming what looks like a hundred words a second on the screen - or a very complicated screensaver, Eliza thinks. 
‘I wish there was a way to read this stuff,’ she says aloud. ‘There must be so much information in everything we’ve found, but it looks like it’s about as far away from English as any writing I’ve ever seen - as far away from human.’
As she says this last word, the hum crescendoes for an instant, reaching a much higher pitch immediately, causing all four of them to cover their eyes simultaneously. As they do, the screen goes dark, now just a shimmering, vapourous sheet. The four of them step back, suddenly alarmed again. 
More symbols appear on the screen now, slowly - and Eliza gapes as she looks at them. Recognises them. Understands them. She can’t help but read aloud the word she sees on the screen. 
‘Human.’
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The silence in the lab was punctured by a faint, omnidirectional click, followed by a low hum which briefly ascended in pitch until it remained constant - a middle C, Linton thought, absurdly. 
‘Emergency power,’ Richards said, and as he did so, lights came on overhead, along with some of the monitors scattered around the room. The lighting cast everything in a cold, clinical glow, heightening the surreal atmosphere Linton found herself and her team plunged into, yanked into a nightmare from the jaws of achieving her dream. 
‘What… happened?’ she asked, looking around at the other three, agape. Richards looked like someone had just detonated a flash grenade in his face - his eyes were wide and his hair was ruffled, and all he seemed capable of doing right now was mutely and gingerly shaking his head. Lim wore an expression of severe fright, as if she had seen a ghost, whereas Nguyen, compared to the rest of them, seemed to have regained her composure remarkably quickly. 
So quickly, in fact, that she was already sitting at one of the few monitors that had flickered back to life, tapping away as if nothing had happened - as if they were still about to make the biggest breakthrough in medical history. Linton had to actually fight back a sob, as her brain took the first of many steps to understanding that that dream had just vanished - and she didn’t know why. 
‘It looks like the auxiliary systems have come back online with the emergency power,’ she said, her hands a blur as she clacked away, ‘but I’m not seeing anything from the mainframe just yet.’ 
‘Did everything just… blow up?’ Richards asked, clearly unable to process Nguyen’s pro-activity until he had come up with an explanation for the sudden end of their experiment. The sudden darkness and apparent power surge that had come out of nowhere. Or had it, Linton wondered darkly. 
‘Come on,’ Nguyen shouted, smashing a fist onto the desk. Linton and Lim started at the same time - Linton had never seen this side of Nguyen before. Richards seemed too dazed to even register it. ‘These circuits need to respond now, or we’re running blind,’ she said flatly, turning round to face the three of them. Lim immediately snapped out of her shock and made to sit with her friend. Linton unconsciously did the same, not fully aware of the feeling of her feet moving across the ground as they did so. 
‘Let me,’ Lim said, pushing a chair over next to Nguyen and beginning to type. ‘We can enter these overrides to re-establish the data flow aaand…’ a few taps later, and several more screens around the room switched on. Lim grimaced in relief, and clenched her fist. 
‘I’ve rerouted some other network pathways to bring some of the lab systems back online,’ she said, swivelling the chair round and facing them. ‘We have maybe ten minutes, tops.’
‘That’s enough to pull up the final data frames,’ Nguyen said, eyes wide and frantic. ‘Dr Richards, you need to help us,’ she said, uncharacteristically firmly. At the sound of his name he jolted, and seemed to come back into himself - if only a little bit. 
‘With what?’ he asked, dumbly. 
‘Grab a monitor, and recover whatever you can,’ Linton said, her voice hoarse, but she felt the need to reassert some kind of authority here. Hell, some kind of agency over her own body would be an improvement. Linton, Lim and Nguyen claimed a monitor each and began to run what diagnostics their limited system access allowed them to. Richards was still rooted to the spot, absentmindedly running a hand through his hair and staring at the ceiling with his eyes closed.
Nguyen was a few steps ahead of them. ‘Running diagnostics on the primary storage modules,’ she announced, scrolling through error codes at lightning speed. It looks like ninety percent of them are completely corrupted - but I should be able to pull the other ten. I’ll go for the quantum sensor logs - if I can power those up, I can at least get the last Qualia wave sequences before we lose the connection.’ 
This finally did wake Richards up fully. ‘Quantum sensor logs? Sara, are you out of your mind?’ he screeched, causing Nguyen to spin round in horror, staring at him with confusion writ large on her face. 
‘We need to check the cognitive activity monitors on the patients!’ he shouted, finally rushing to a monitor and beginning to type before he’d even sat in his chair. 
‘Oh God,’ Linton said, and the correctness of his statement caused her stomach to drop fifty storeys in a microsecond. The patients. What the fuck would have happened to them?
‘You two, focus on pulling everything else - do the Qualia waves,’ she said, suddenly decisive, pointing what would have been rudely, under any other circumstances, at Nguyen and Lim, who nodded back at her, the roles of the dumb ones temporarily switched. 
Linton raced to join Richards, looking over his shoulder and clenching every internal fibre of her being in prayer. Please, she thought, please. 
Richards quickly pulled up the correct piece of software and booted it. He was practically slamming his hands on the table in a display of nervous impatience as he waited for it to load, and Linton was so stressed she considered praying out loud. 
Finally, the readouts appeared on the screen. They both peered at them, moving their faces closer in an attempt to see any activity. 
There wasn’t any. 
‘Jesus Christ,’ Richards breathed, his eyes wider than they’d been even before. ‘Jesus fucking Christ.’ Linton was numb.
‘What?’ Lim cried from across the room, briefly turning away from her own frantic work and looking like she might cry.
‘No neural activity,’ Linton said flatly, her voice that of a dead woman walking. 
‘What?!’ Lim asked again, panic finally reaching around the edges of her competence to render her usually smooth tones a sound similar to if she was choking. ‘So they’re dead?’
‘Not dead,’ Richards said, too quietly for Lim to hear. He shook his head. ‘Not dead,’ he repeated, more loudly this time, looking up at Linton as he spoke. She was still staring at the screen. What the fuck was happening?
‘Their brains are physically fine,’ he said slowly, turning around now in his chair to face Lim and Nguyen, who had briefly paused their activity to stare at him, slack-jawed. ‘And their resting heart rate is normal.’
So what’s the problem, was the unspoken question hanging in the air. 
‘But there’s no cortical rhythm,’ Richards said, his eyes looking somewhere way past Lim and Nguyen, way past the confines of the lab walls. ‘No neural activity at all. No consciousness.’
Linton turned around to look at the three of them, terrified thoughts now legion in her mind. ‘They’re not braindead,’ she said in a monotone, forestalling the question she knew would be on their lips. 
‘It’s just like there was never anyone “home” at all,’ she said. ‘Like their consciousness has been pulled out of their bodies.’
*** 
Linton had basically collapsed after that, and Nguyen was glad that she at least had a friend in Richards to look after her while she recovered her senses, sprawled on a chair by the lunch table. It also gave Richards something to do, while she and Lim trawled the final readings from the quantum sensors to see if they could glean anything from the Qualia wave spike. Just like old times, she joked darkly to herself, as she and Lim were, once again, the only two paying attention to the problem that had been screaming at them from their screens the whole time they’d been here. And now it was much too late - but at least they could understand what happened to them. What might be about to happen.
‘The quantum sensor logs are here,’ Lim said, relief still present in her voice for now. ‘Although barely.’
‘I’m in there too,’ Nguyen said, the two of them typing faster than they’d ever typed, as she arrived at the same screen Lim must have been looking at beside her. 
‘Let’s pull only the residual Qualia wave patterns, none of the synaptic activity information,’ she said. Not that there even is any more synaptic activity to pull, she thought, and gulped. 
‘Doing it,’ Lim said. We’re getting… something.’ Nguyen figured it was pointless both of them performing the exact same tasks, so she gave up and went to sit next to Lim, watching her screen as lines of data cascaded down it. ‘Those are the last wave segments,’ Lim said, turning her head to look at her friend. 
‘It looks like they were at least recording as everything shut down,’ Nguyen nodded back at her. She glanced over her shoulder to where Richards was still fanning Linton, who at least looked awake now. ‘We’re capturing what we can - I think we’ve got the last frames.’ 
Richards was almost as pale as Linton, but he managed to pull himself together enough to give them a thumbs up. ‘Let me know when you’ve got it and I’ll come take a look,’ he said. It could have sounded like a pathetic attempt at reinstating his relative authority to them, but Nguyen was well aware that Richards was the brightest mind in the room, always had been - if there was anything they could glean from this final set of data, he’d be the most likely to understand what it was showing them. 
The lines of data were replaced by the now all-too-familiar image of enormous Qualia waves, even bigger than she’d remembered them being in the moment of complete shutdown. ‘Richards, we’ve got it,’ she called, not even realising she’d forgotten his title in her fervour to find out what the hell had just happened. 
He murmured something inaudible to Linton, who nodded weakly, the back of her hand resting on her own forehead, before rushing over to them, pulling up a third chair. 
‘Zoom in,’ he said, pointing to the last few segments of activity. All three of them were clearly already seeing it - faint but distinct, undeniable oscillations in the data. She adjusted the zoom on the section he’d pointed to, isolating it and clicking so it took up the whole screen, cold dread pooling in her stomach. 
‘It’s not random,’ Lim said immediately, tracing her finger over the screen, following the bumps of the oscillations, as if they would reveal more under her touch. ‘These are incredibly precise fluctuations - so much so as to be deliberate, not unlike an encoded sequence.’ 
‘It’s like a direct response to the bursts mirroring the binary phase-shift keying we saw in the earlier waves,’ Richards murmured. Nguyen looked up at him, shocked - she was surprised he’d remembered the detail, and had clearly been thinking about it. Just how worried had he been about the Qualia waves this whole time? He didn’t notice her staring, and leaned even further forward, practically pressing his nose against the screen. 
‘The modulation isn’t ambient noise - it’s behaving exactly like binary encoding,’ he said, drawing back from the screen and staring at the two of them. Nguyen understood the implications - the reality began to set in as her mind raced through possibilities. Her hands shook slightly as she looked back at the screen, blowing the patterns up even further. 
‘It’s like a digital signature,’ Lim said, pointing to the gaps in between the phases, ‘the way there’s this intentional shift between the phases. Someone structured this…’ 
Richards saw it too. ‘This isn’t just a broadcast,’ he said. They turned around to face him. ‘It’s a response.’ 
He stood up, before sitting down again immediately, his eyes wide and looking at something far off that only he could see.
‘The intensity of that spike just now,’ he said, seemingly talking to himself. ‘It happened right after the neural regeneration reached full synchronisation in all three of them - at the exact moment the new consciousnesses were activated. 
‘That triggered something - the massive Qualia wave burst - and something answered back. And this is the signature of that. Like a read receipt, a double tick on fucking WhatsApp.’
Nguyen reeled, tried to collect her rapidly rioting thoughts. ‘So the Qualia waves themselves,’ she said slowly. ‘They’re a natural phenomenon, occurring when a new consciousness is artificially activated. We know that much.’
Lim nodded at her - Richards still seemed like he was a thousand miles away. 
‘But we also know they’ve been sending out some kind of encoded data, some kind of message, the whole time,’ she continued. 
‘The BPSK-mimicing fluctuations,’ Lim said. ‘But when we activated all three new consciousnesses at the same time, generated that much energy in the form of Qualia waves… we hit some kind of threshold?’ she said, but it wasn’t really a question. It was dawning on her too - Nguyen could see it in her face.
‘We hit some kind of threshold,’ Nguyen repeated, nodding, ‘like the system wasn’t just meant to detect one consciousness, but when multiple ones activate at once. I think we tripped some kind of alert - and something intercepted it.’
‘But who’s set the tripwire?’ Richards asked, coming back to them, staring at them crazily. ‘And who intercepted it?’ 
‘You’re right, it only tripped the alert when we performed three regenerations at once,’ Lim said, picking up Nguyen’s earlier thread. ‘So this signal is not meant for signal, isolated cases - it’s designed for a larger scale, to capture group events.’ She looked at both of them, her eyes widening further. ‘Like it is waiting for a species to announce itself on a scale showing it is capable of consciousness regeneration, or activation. Like we are, as of about ten minutes ago.’
Nguyen swallowed, processing the implications in real time as the three of them worked out what they had done. ‘If it can detect groups like ours… then it’s not only monitoring here, on Earth. This system must be scalable enough to monitor entire areas, and types, of consciousness - and probably across large distances.’ 
Richards connected the pieces. ‘If it’s expecting co-ordinated events like this - new, somewhat digital consciousness emerging at once - it’s like it is behaving like a sensor net that scans for unusual activity within its entire “ecosystem”, maybe,’ he said, actually making the airquotes, his fear momentarily forgotten. ‘Looking for signs of awareness of new intelligence clusters.’
Nguyen’s gaze flicked between them. ‘So it’s monitoring across huge stretches of space,’ she said slowly. ‘Filtering through bursts like ours to track entire populations.’ She closed her eyes, afraid to say it. ‘Not just on Earth, but on a… a galactic scale, maybe.’ She breathed - afraid to open her eyes and see that Richards and Lim believed her. Afraid to see that they didn’t. ‘And any intelligent emergence would trigger it.’
She opened her eyes and saw the option she now realised she feared the most - Richards and Lim had already been thinking the same thing. 
She felt cold. None of them knew where to look. They were nearing the conclusion that indicated something vast, something so totally beyond her understanding that she thought she might lose her mind just by making contact with the idea. She wanted to turn back - but they were already so far beyond the brink. What have we done? 
Richards spoke in a meek voice, as if afraid of the effect his words would have. ‘If we are picking up this response from this lab,’ he said, his eyes fixed on the two women, ‘and it is able to react literally instantaneously to the simultaneous emergence of these consciousnesses - not to mention, seemingly to intercept them the second they arise… Then I think this signal could be part of a network on an astronomical scale.’ 
The three of them sat stock still - Nguyen could feel her heart hammering in her chest. She swore she could hear Lim’s beating, too fast, next to her too. She felt the blood running viscously around her body, in her brain. It was like her whole being was physically rejecting this knowledge they had stumbled onto, like blind fools, walking headlong into the slaughterhouse without realising they were next in line to be gutted. 
‘It’s not just monitoring our lab,’ he continued, his face ashen. ‘It’s a net cast across the stars, a galactic-level surveillance - programmed to detect these bursts of consciousness wherever they emerge, identifiable through the massive Qualia wave spikes that any consciousness activation produces.’
‘Like a galaxy-wide smoke alarm,’ Nguyen said, afraid to look anywhere but the floor now. ‘System by system, planet by planet. A detection system set up by some higher civilisation, way beyond anything we’ve seen evidence of ever before.’
Lim broke the lengthy silence that ensued. ‘And we just hit its radar.’ 
***
Linton had been listening the whole time, her horrified stupor not enabling her to move, only to hear the insane things her team were saying. Insane, because she immediately knew they were true. And even more insane, because they hadn’t even followed what they’d discovered to its logical end yet - hadn’t even seen the extent of the mistake they had made. 
She slowly drew herself up, closing her eyes and inhaling lengthily through her nose as she tilted her head towards the ceiling. The three of them were sitting in dumbstruck silence, and she didn’t want to make what she surmised were some of their final moments alive together even worse - but they had to know. 
‘If Project Genesis has basically just acted as a beacon this whole time,’ she said, her voice clearer than she’d feared. Well, there was nothing left to be scared of any more, she supposed, numbly - they’d already done the worst thing they could ever do. Now it was just a matter of waiting for the consequences. ‘Effectively broadcasting human consciousness to an unknown entity, then you do realise that it’s not just watching us.’ 
The three of them looked at her - the effect of their appearances, their expressions and the way they were sitting was similar to that of survivors of a brutal terrorist attack, clumped together in disarray and electric blankets for shock, unseeing eyes with thousand yard stares. Only the reality was, it was much worse than that. 
‘It’s reacting,’ she said slowly, gauging their reaction to see if they’d really not gotten this far yet. Their apparent incomprehension suggested that, unfortunately, they had not. Time to rip off the world’s biggest ever plaster, she thought grimly.
‘Reacting how?’ Nguyen asked, the only one able to make herself speak.
‘Well, whatever this advanced entity is,’ Linton began, slowly scooting over to them, ‘we know it has intercepted the consciousness of our patients - and probably Eliza Bennett’s, too - the second they were activated as new. And it’s… selective,’ she continued, trying to put words to the numb terror that was steadily coursing through her. 
‘It’s picking up signals only from intelligent life, life capable of itself creating new intelligences, and marking it. Kidnapping it. As if to observe it, or… to contain it, somewhere else.’ She looked keenly at each of them. Based on the freshly mounting horror on each of their faces, they were getting it. ‘Think about it - why bother to intercept the consciousnesses? To what end has that been done?’ 
‘To contain them, and study them…’ Lim said slowly. ‘Somewhere… else,’ she finished, repeating Linton’s words. Linton nodded, grimly. 
‘I think,’ she said, ‘we have just discovered some sort of cosmic “zookeeper” species, or system, build to monitor the spread of intelligence wherever it appears across the universe. To control it.’ 
Richards closed his eyes in defeat - it had clicked for him. And once it clicked, Linton had just found out that there was little else to do other than accept it. Because of course, it was far too late to stop what she knew was the inevitable next step in the zookeeper’s process. 
Nguyen was clearly still working towards this, though. ‘So what do you think they do after they intercept the consciousnesses, to study?’ 
Lim’s eyes shot fully open. She let out a sob, and crumpled in her chair. Nguyen looked wildly around at her, then back to Linton, eyes filling with tears. 
Linton sighed sadly. ‘What would you do, if you were the zookeeper species in this scenario, Sara? If you were able to oversee every species that advanced to the point of artificially generating consciousness in the galaxy, potentially in the universe? 
‘Species that could spread, disrupt and potentially challenge the natural order of the universe - the “zoo”?’ She looked at Nguyen, speaking slowly, deliberately, so there was no room for hope. ‘What would you do to keep that order in balance?’ 
Nguyen’s face fell as she became the last of them to understand. 
Richards picked up for her. ‘Consciousness can lead to conflict, to another species getting to the point where they could challenge these zookeepers. And to the zookeepers, we’re just another threat, one they can't afford to let evolve beyond this point.’ He looked at Linton as he spoke, his eyes seeming dead, free of any emotion. 
‘And we’ve unknowingly declared ourselves—a species capable of transferring consciousness, of manipulating it. And to them, that means we’re a variable that needs to be… eradicated.’
The silence of the room was awful - all four of them realising that they had set in motion what looked very likely to now be the end of humanity. It was just a matter of when, Linton supposed, still emotionally numb from the shock of what had happened. Now we are all sons of bitches, she thought. 
‘So why would they intercept the consciousnesses? Why bother?’ Nguyen asked, her natural curiosity still breaking through her fear - admirably, Linton thought. ‘Why not just wipe out the source immediately?’ 
‘Maybe they are not conscious, or sentient, themselves, these zookeepers,’ Lim cut in, sniffling a little bit, her composure slowly returning. ‘And they want to figure out how they can be… or maybe it really is just like a zoo.’ She paused. ‘God knows what the fuck they are doing with these minds that they steal.’ 
It was a harrowing thought, Linton agreed. What the hell was happening to Michha Willis, Rob Bishop and Clara Garnier right now? And, most likely, it dawned on her, to Eliza Bennett, too - the first consciousness they had freshly, artificially activated. 
‘It doesn’t bear thinking about,’ Richards said, attempting to force some calm back into the situation - not that there was any point in doing so. ‘They’re presumably able to reconstitute their physical bodies based on the data they’ve clearly been gathering from us, so they could be anywhere. Anywhere in the whole universe,’ he finished, wonderingly. 
The enormity of the situation was still taking its time to settle in the room - although, Linton lamented, the scale of what was happening to them, what they’d done, was so large as to probably be incomprehensible to them for however long remained. 
She wondered how it would happen - some sort of incredibly advanced, FTL nuclear warhead? A targeted gamma ray burst? She hoped it would be quick, but she supposed, on the cosmic scale, the zookeepers had all the time in the world before little old humanity even got close to being advanced enough to be a threat to them. They could wait a hundred years before a response came, before someone answered the flare signal they’d so brazenly shot high into the dark, dark sky of the universe, announcing themselves. ‘Look at me, I’m awake.’ They would just have to wait and see, she supposed.
Nguyen was clearly struggling to get her mind around the concept of what they’d done - and denial was better than actually grasping the terror of their reality, now, Linton reflected. ‘We have to record this,’ she said, her hands shaking as she sat down at one of the terminals again, beginning to clack away, more slowly than before. ‘If this is our last chance to understand what we triggered, what we’ve set in motion… then we need to document it for anyone who comes after us. So they know what they’re facing.’
Richards shook his head, grimly. ‘I’m not sure there’s much point, Sara.’ She looked around at him, her face draining of hope again. ‘For all we know, we’ve only got minutes before-’
There was an instantaneous screaming sound that filled the room, splitting their minds and instantly deafening the four of them - and every other human on planet Earth - in the second it took before impact. And then there was nothing.

[bookmark: _vregnctqfweg]21: The Zookeepers 
‘So it’s voice-activated,’ Micah says, his voice awestruck and trembling as they all stare at the first human, let alone English, word they have seen since waking up here. 
None of them move, or feel able to - at least Eliza doesn’t. There is something that makes her feel cold to her core seeing that word up there on that alien screen, on this alien planet, billions upon billions of miles away from where the word originates. 
‘It knows what human means, then,’ he continues. ‘It knows the names each species has for itself, I think?’ He is met with silence, as the four of them comprehend what they are seeing. Bizarrely, this is the first time it has really sunk in for Eliza where they are. And more importantly, where they are categorically, undeniably not - their own planet, even their own solar system. They might not even be in their own universe, she shivers.
‘Let’s at least try to use this,’ Micah says, moving to the front of the mute rest of the group and shrugging his shoulders up and down, as if warming up. 
‘File,’ he says, his voice loud and deep - confident, Eliza thinks, despite everything. The group collectively holds its breath, even the hum seeming to stop. 
But nothing happens. The five letter word, one that implies so much about their situation, still stands there, vapour manifesting as digits on the impossible screen. 
Micah turns around to face them, his mouth and forehead tight in a frown, a question. 
‘Just keep trying,’ Clara says, soothingly, nodding her encouragement. Rob nods silently too, and Eliza feels compelled to join in, a chorus of backing. Micah nods, too, breathes heavily, and turns back around to face the device. 
‘Okay, let’s try… log,’ Micah says. 
And that does it. ‘Human’ immediately disappears from the screen, and is replaced instantaneously with an enormous amount of text. The text doesn’t scroll down the screen or gradually populate it, it’s just there - reams and reams of it, seemingly arranged in a series of columns down the display. 
All four of them lean in to read what it says - and not a load of it makes sense. There are thousands of lines in what appears to be almost a spreadsheet, a list, and they are nonsense words - written in English characters, but all of them completely new, unknown words or phrases to Eliza. 
There must be a hundred columns with hundreds of words in each of them.
Flagraath, Oortonis, Exexes, Mylandria, Eliza reads, tracing her finger along the middle of a random column as she reads the words there. 
‘What the hell is this?’ Clara asks. ‘Do you think it’s just broken? This is all nonsense.’ 
Eliza shakes her head in a response of mute confusion, which only she notices. Maybe Clara is right, and the machine spelling ‘human’ will be the only word they can understand here. 
‘There are at least a few thousand entries on this screen,’ Micah says. But of what, is the unspoken attendant question which they are all pondering. 
‘And what the hell is a Gliesan?’ Rob asks, incredulous, pointing to one name in the middle of the screen. As he says it, the screen changes instantaneously again. 
What is now projected before them seems to be some kind of encyclopedia entry, with two boxes at the top of the screen.
One contains an image of what seems to be another alien visage, something that is vaguely recognisable as a head, with maybe a hundred insect-like antennae sprouting from the top of the creature’s skull. The other box contains an image of a spherical planet that looks like a dirtier Earth. 
The first box has a caption above it reading ‘Gliesan,’ and over the second, the one with the planet, it reads ‘Gliese 667 Cc’.
There is a series of what seems to be understandable text underneath, and the four of them read in silence, Eliza’s sense of awe deepening even further as her eyes move down the page. 
Qualia signal detected on Gliese 667 Cc: Pulsar Cycle 456,121.
Qualia Wave intercepted originating from the species designated Gliesans on the planet Gliese 667 Cc, habitable zone of the red dwarf star Gliese 667 C.
Intercept/Retrieval:
Upon detection, interception of qualia particles initiated. Syndrome patterns of multiple Gliesan entities was mapped, extracted and catalogued within 72 planetary rotations. Physical retrieval deemed unnecessary due to successful signal capture and preservation methods. Full containment of Syndrome on Gliese 667 Cc concluded through kinetic bombardment.
Experiment summary:
Environmental Simulation: A partial replica of densely populated sector of Gliese 667 Cc environs projected, modified to observe potential deviations under varying external stimuli. Subjects exposed to controlled conditions - reactions to confinement, social restructuring observed.
Observations:
Gliesens exhibited heightened awareness of Qualia disruptions but adapted quickly to artificial stimuli. Over experimental period, subjected demonstrated psychological strain and cognitive dissonance. Multiple attempts to communicate with overseers suggest a moderate level of awareness of their confinement. Full observation log tagged under Syndrome Studies.
Conclusion:
Subject awareness and adaptability verified. Syndrome in Gliesan subjects responded predictably under strain, supporting hypothesis that cognitive awareness of confinement triggers attempts to communicate beyond perceived dimensions. Experiment concluded with full signal degradation after Pulsar Cycle 478,902. Gliesan Syndrome to be neutralised - repurposed into denizen of next fabricated environment.
Eliza reels as she reads the entry, unable to formulate a response either internally or verbally at the strange log she has just read. As she read, she started to feel a crawling, creeping feeling on the top of her brain, as if she were slowly being let in on something vast and terrifying, something that she categorically did not want to know - and couldn’t process. 
The four of them are silent for a long time, and the air feels charged with something beyond curiousity, now - she can feel the fear in the room, writ large on all of their wide-eyed, horror-struck expressions.
Clara is the first to speak.
‘Remember when we were wondering why whoever did this went to all of this trouble? To trap the different species on this planet for so long, so many times? I think we have our answer now.’
‘Do you?!’ Rob says, his voice hoarse and low, his petulance of some days ago long-since evaporated, sucked out of him with every successive, horrific realisation. ‘Because I don’t understand half of what I just read. What the fuck is a Qualia wave, and what syndrome did these guys have?’ He looks wildly around, to Micah and Eliza, silently willing them to help him out with an answer beyond the inevitable, terrifying one that Eliza senses is approaching. 
Micah folds his arms up tightly against his chest, and pinches the bridge of his nose. He looks down for a second, then looks back up as he speaks. 
‘It seems pretty clear to me that what we have just read is just one instance of an incredibly huge, systematic study, carried out by whichever alien race built this planet, and built the Dyson sphere. Right?’ 
Everyone nods. Rob seems very slightly calmer, as if he is hoping that this train of thought will lead them somewhere more positive. 
‘Now I don’t know what Qualia waves are, but it seems like, whatever they are, they alerted the builders of this place to the existence of intelligent life on Gliese. And then it seems like they somehow “intercepted”, to use their own terms, that intelligence, and transport it here.’
He points to the ‘Experiment summary’ section of the screen, then raps on it with his knuckles as he speaks. 
‘It also seems, and correct me if you don’t agree, anyone, that once they had captured these “Gliesans”, they built a copy of their home planet here, on the planet we’re on now, or at least something that looked like a part of their home planet, so as not to freak them out. Then, they just sat back and watched what happened as the  Gliesans started to freak out and figure the situation out.’
‘Just like we did,’ Eliza says, her eyes so focused on the screen, still, she’s barely remembering to blink. 
‘Just like we did,’ Micah nods, like a grim version of a schoolteacher. 
‘Don’t forget the last part,’ Clara says, her voice tiny and quiet. The other three look to her. ‘Full containment of Syndrome on Gliese 667 Cc concluded through kinetic bombardment,’ she reads slowly, enunciating every syllable of every word. 
‘What do you think that bit means?’ she asks Micah. 
‘Do you know what kinetic bombardment is?’ Micah asks her, slowly. Clara shakes her head. Micah looks to Rob and Eliza - they mirror Clara’s answer.
Micah clenches his mouth even more tightly, and breathes in through his nose. He begins to speak, his expression grave.
‘Kinetic bombardment is a type of weapon,’ he starts, measuring his words. ‘It’s when you attack a planet with an object from orbit, and the object is moving at incredibly high speeds. Like a meteor, but intentional - and precisely targeted.’ He stops to survey their stunned reactions. 
‘It’s been hypothesised, in science and in science fiction, that this could be a very, very efficient interstellar weapon. You just need to aim the object - and it can just be a big chunk of metal or rock - right at a planet, at the right speed, then the impact itself does all the damage. No explosions or chemicals, just the sheer force of gravity and speed. All the energy comes from the movement of the object.’ 
He glances around and sees the dawning horror on their faces as they process the implications. 
‘Basically, it means they wiped out everything there,’ he says, quietly, pointing to the representation of Gliese 667 Cc on screen.
‘Is there one for us?’ Rob asks after a few seconds, his voice the quietest Eliza has ever heard it. 
‘One what?’ Micah asks, tilting his head to one side. 
‘An entry in this… this encyclopedia thing.’ Rob steps forward as he speaks.
‘Back,’ he says, his voice louder now. The screen returns to the massive list of nonsense words they had seen before - words that Eliza now knows each correspond to a whole planet, a whole species, that may be long dead. Wiped out by whoever built this place - whoever brought her here, she thinks, with a shudder.
‘Homo sapiens,’ Rob calls, his voice just about steady. As he says it, the screen changes again, and a page with the same layout to the Gliesan entry appears.
At the top, there are the same two boxes as before - in one of them, is a picture of their home, Earth. In another, there’s a picture of Eliza’s face.
***
Qualia signal detected on Earth: Pulsar Cycle 479,014.
Qualia Wave intercepted originating from the species designated Homo Sapiens on the planet Earth,Class M planet in the habitable zone of the Sol system
Intercept/Retrieval:
Upon detection, interception of qualia particles initiated. Syndrome patterns of multiple Homo sapien entities was mapped, extracted and catalogued within 100 planetary rotations. Physical retrieval deemed unnecessary due to successful signal capture and preservation methods. Full containment of Syndrome on Earth concluded through kinetic bombardment.
Experiment summary:
Environmental Simulation: Constructed replica of rural Earth settlement projected to replicate isolation and observe responses to confinement and social restructuring. Ongoing monitoring of stress responses and adaptation to confinement. 
Observations:
ACTIVE OBSERVATION PHASE/N/A
Conclusion:
ACTIVE OBSERVATION PHASE/N/A
‘Does that mean… Earth is gone?’ Eliza asks in a small voice. She is still reeling from the picture of her face on the screen. 
The question is too big to answer, too big to contemplate. So nobody does, at least not yet. 
‘There was that word again, too,’ Rob says, changing the subject with obvious haste. ‘What’s this syndrome?’ 
And this time, he clearly says the word loudly enough to be picked up by the machine - the chilling description of what must be their own capture is replaced by a smaller ‘article’ on the screen. It looks like a dictionary definition. 
‘SYNDROME: Observed phenomena related to species possessing advanced consciousness. Syndrome presents with behaviors associated with self-awareness, free will, and deviation from predestined pathways. Subject species displaying Syndrome are classified as destabilising and monitored for containment, eradication, or other mitigative actions.’
Micah, somewhat redundantly, reads the entry aloud, as the four of them stare in wonder at the display. 
‘So the “syndrome” they keep referencing… just, is consciousness?’ Micah asks once he has finished reading. 
‘It seems like they are writing about it as a foreign concept,’ Clara says, still looking at the screen. ‘And they clearly don’t have it themselves.’
‘And they don’t like it,’ Eliza adds. ‘Let’s keep going. Micah, try another word?’ 
Micah nods, and clears his throat. ‘Purpose,’ he says in a loud voice. Nothing. 
‘Objective,’ Rob tries. The screen is immediately wiped and another definition appears. 
OBJECTIVE: 
Catalog species demonstrating Syndrome. Prioritise consciousness observation. Containment measures to be applied upon threshold deviation from stability. Eradication if Syndrome cannot be neutralised.
Eliza can barely read through before Clara speaks. ‘Let’s try more words.
‘Study,’ Clara tries. She frowns when nothing happens. ‘Subject.’ Still nothing. 
‘Experiment,’ Eliza tries, and the screen changes again. 
Experiment: Initiate study on impact of Syndrome on universal equilibrium. Replicate subjects’ natural environments to monitor responses under simulated conditions. Adjust stimuli to observe Syndrome-induced behaviors.
‘I guess that’s what this is… for, then,’ Rob says, feebly. He looks like he might faint. ‘If they’re not conscious in the way we are - if they’re somehow above it - to find out more about it. To study it, and to kill it off.’ 
‘Consciousness,’ Micah says, with a strange sense of finality in his voice. 
Consciousness: Syndrome of consciousness categorized as primary instability factor. Symptoms include self-awareness, pursuit of free will, and resistance to predetermined constructs. Immediate containment or eradication required to prevent Syndrome proliferation.
‘They consider consciousness itself dangerous,’ Micah speaks into the heavy silence. ‘And we’re just the latest subjects in their study of it.’
‘Maybe we’re the last ones,’ Rob says quietly, sadly. ‘If that power source is failing.’
Eliza nods, several awful dots connecting in her head.
‘The glitches in the simulation weren’t deliberate, or meant to provoke us,’ Clara says. ‘The glitches are because the whole simulation is failing, because the energy is running out. So we’re the last in the long line of experiments, over millennia.’ 
‘This whole time, we’ve thought we were in some kind of zoo,’ Micah continues, picking up her thread. ‘And the previous species they’ve gathered for the experiment have been.’ 
He begins to pace the room, a frown deepening on his face with every word he speaks. ‘But we’re not even being observed any more. The zookeepers have left because all the lights are going out. And now the whole place is falling apart.’ He stops pacing, and turns to the screen. 
‘End,’ Micah says heavily. More text dutifully appears. 
End: System decay sequence. Deterioration of the system is ultimately inevitable after projected Pulsar Cycle 479,015 due to star HV 2112 and HV 2113 reaching end of lifespan. 
Environmental Simulation technology will continue to function for <1 Pulsar Cycle before complete degradation. Experimenters will have exited star system HV 2112/3 for new site of study by Pulsar Cycle 479,014 - any ongoing experimental data will be lost as system suffers total collapse. 
Micah stands, transfixed. 
‘HV 2112,’ he says. The screen changes again to show a simple representation of what they now recognise to be the Dyson swarm - its enormity clear even in these proportions, as it encloses the twin stars, dwarfing them.
There’s a small bit of text underneath the projection. 
Power left in swarm: <1 Pulsar Cycles
‘How long does that mean we have left?’ Eliza asks Micah, anxiously. She doesn’t want to know the answer, but she can feel the bad news it probably heralds, deep in her gut. 
‘I don’t know how long the Pulsar they are using for this measurement takes to cycle,’ Micah says slowly, his eyes raised to the ceiling as he thinks it through. ‘But based on what we’ve seen happening to this place - and the fact that the zookeepers seem to be long gone - I’d say we don’t have very long left at all.’
‘There’s gotta be a way we can get out,’ Rob breathes. But he is the last to realise - Eliza can see it on Clara’s and Micah’s faces, can feel it on her own. 
They have at most hours. This is a natural end to something unnatural, the enormity of it way beyond Eliza’s grasp. After everything the Zookeepers have done, the mass, cosmic genocide, the millennia of cold observation and data they have gathered, it’s all coming to an end simply because the power is going out. And they have the unlucky chance to be the ones here, on this planet the Zookeepers tended for so long, when it does. 
‘I don’t think there is, Rob,’ Clara says gently, laying a hand on his shoulder. ‘Like you said, I think we’re the last ones.’ 
Micah chuckles, coldly. The other three look at him - Eliza’s fear growing even more at his incongruous reaction. 
‘Sorry,’ he says, genuinely it seems. He waves a hand at them as he chuckles again, seemingly unable to help himself. ‘It’s just so perfect, isn’t it?’
The other three look at him with blank expressions. 
‘This whole time, we’ve been wondering what sort of experiment we’re in, why the people running it are doing the things they’re doing, why nothing makes sense - why the sky itself is all wrong.’ His cold smile has faded as he says all this. Eliza feels a chill in the room. ‘Why there’s that goddam hum,’ Micah hisses. 
‘And it all turns out, at the end of it all,’ he slumps down, his back against the wall of the monitor as he slides to the floor. ‘That we’re not in an active experiment at all. We never have been, at least.
‘Every other species we’ve seen here was an active subject in the most advanced, the vastest live experiment that has probably ever been carried out in our universe,’ he says, calmer now. 
‘But us? We’re the only witnesses, to the end of an abandoned one. And we get to watch its final moments, with a front-row seat.’ 
And with that, everything goes dark.
[bookmark: _y1k3oxnb0s2z]22: The End
They stumble out of the pitch black building, into the thick, green atmosphere, just in time to see the lights far, far above them, the ones in the enormous swarm encircling the twin suns, go out for good. 
The air is definitely thicker now, and becoming harder to breathe with every passing second. Eliza splutters as she half-walks, half-falls out onto the ground outside of the building. 
‘Whatever kind of atmospheric protection they installed is failing now, too,’ Micah says, calm, seemingly, to the end now. 
Rob can’t stop coughing, and has to sit down, breathing heavily, before he is able to speak normally. 
‘So this is it, huh? This is where we’ve really been this whole time?’ He looks uncomprehendingly out at what is now a totally unrecognisable landscape. ‘This is what their simulated little village was hiding the whole time.’
Eliza follows his gaze and stares out at a truly bleak sight - where the village had once stood, with its wooden huts, its rickety pathways and its little automatons pottering around carrying out their fictitious chores, there is now a barren, alien landscape stretching out as far as they can see. 
‘I actually miss that fuckin’ village,’ Rob laughs, and it turns into a wheeze, but he is still smiling an insane smile, staring blankly around him. ‘At least it looked like home, a little bit.’ 
Micah, Clara and Eliza move to sit next to him, joining him in truly surveying the planet they are on for the first time. 
The sickly green atmosphere is now offset by a stark grey foundational layer, which must be the planet’s undisguised surface, Eliza thinks. The strange, tree-like devices are still there - so they must be real, she realises. They must be what was generating the illusion - and the hum. The hum, she suddenly thinks. 
‘It’s basically gone now, the hum,’ Eliza says suddenly, turning to the others, seeking confirmation. Clara meets her eyes and nods slowly. ‘I think that hum was the energy being transferred from the Dyson swarm down to this planet - and I think that’s the last of it we’re hearing now. Look,’ she adds, pointing straight up into the sky, like a small child. 
The four of them lift their gaze in tandem, and Eliza emits what she thinks may be one of the final awe-filled noises of her life - one of the final noises full stop. 
The swarm is falling apart, because the stars are dying.
‘Goodbye HV 2112 and HV 2113,’ Micah says, seemingly with genuine affection. ‘Thanks for keeping us in the zoo for so long.’ He laughs, and Rob joins him. They’re both losing it, Eliza thinks, and she can’t blame them. They are clearly coming to the end. 
‘At least we’re gonna get quite the light show,’ he adds. All four of them shift to be sitting at an even more slanted angle, almost lying on their backs on the black, rocky ground. 
The twin stars are barely visible now, and the lights of the swarm are flickering out one by one. The effect it has is similar to watching an enormous series of candles being individually snuffed out, one by one, and to see it happening on such a scale gives Eliza one of the last surges of wonder she will ever feel - the last positive feeling she will ever have. 
The air is getting harder to breathe, and the hum is almost dying now. 
‘How long do you think we have?’ Clara asks, her voice flat and free of any emotion, her eyes almost seeming to glaze over as she gazes up at the psychedelic end of everything above them. 
‘Not very long,’ Micah says gently. 
The group sit in silence for a while, Eliza conserving her breath as it gets harder and harder to take them. 
‘What do you think happened to Earth, then?’ Rob says, his tone of voice as if he were making idle chit chat while waiting for a bus to arrive - instead of witnessing the end of the most enormous thing any human has ever seen, ever even heard of. 
‘Full containment of Syndrome on Earth concluded through kinetic bombardment,’ Micah says slowly, sleepily. ‘Unfortunately, I don’t think there’s anyone left at home any more.’
‘So we’re the last humans, then,’ Rob says. He whistles. ‘Not a distinction I can truthfully say I’d ever wanted for myself. But at least it’s something - that we’re here to witness this.’ 
They sit, dreamily, in silence again. 
‘We’re going to slowly lose consciousness, as the atmospheric shielding fades,’ Clara says, touchingly matter-of-factly. ‘It’s probably already happening, as their fake Earth atmosphere is replaced by whatever the real components of this planet are.’
Micah nods, lazily. ‘Who were they?’ he says, and Eliza can’t tell if the question is rhetorical or not. ‘The Zookeepers.’ 
‘Who are they,’ Eliza corrects him, feeling similarly light-headed. ‘They’re not gone for good, are they? They’ve just moved on to the next zoo.’
Micah nods. ‘That’s true enough. I wonder if they were sort of… jealous, of consciousness. Of free will. Because it doesn’t sound like they’ve ever evolved to have it.’ 
‘They were scared of it, not jealous,’ Clara says. 
‘Those two things aren’t mutually exclusive though now, are they?’ Rob says with a sad smirk. ‘Sounds to me like they were studying it, trying to see how they could get some of that sweet, sweet consciousness for themselves. But they haven’t figured out how yet.’ 
‘It makes sense, for them to contain it,’ Micah says. ‘If they are sentient, rather than conscious, in the way we are - the way all those other species are - then they have no idea how beings different to them will act. They are clearly the most powerful beings in the universe, anyway - or at least this bit of it.’
‘How d’ya mean?’ Eliza asks, tilting her head to one side in a motion that takes far longer than normal.
‘Well, they’re the apex predator, aren’t they?’ he responds dreamily, shuffling slightly to face her. She looks him in the eye as he speaks, savouring the last of the sensation of being aware, being alive. ‘They’ve wiped out every other civilisation they’ve come across, and that seems to be a pretty big list. I don’t see anyone coming for them.’
‘But they never get to think, or to choose,’ Clara says, poignantly. ‘They’ll never know what it’s actually like to have experiences, or to be aware. So at least we have that little victory, for all their advancement.’ She smiles sadly, cheekily, as she says her last point, looking round at all three of them. They all smile back at her. 
‘Sure sucks to be a Zookeeper,’ Rob says, clicking his fingers and pointing up to the sky above them.
The swarm is nearly fully dark now, with just a few dozen lights of the solar satellites left blinking out one by one. The gases in the atmosphere are visible now, and Eliza is struggling to keep her thoughts straight, to keep enough air in her lungs to draw her next breath. 
‘I’m glad it’s ending without them,’ Micah says. ‘Without the Zookeepers watching us, or recording us. We at least get to die in peace, kind of free.’
‘The animals that escaped from the zoo,’ Rob agrees.
‘Do you know something else?’ Eliza thinks, her thoughts pinballing around her head slowly, but chaotically. She’s just identified one that she is pleased to have thought, pleased to be dying with at the front of her mind. 
‘We’re probably the last beings, the last species, with this type of consciousness, in the entire universe. Humans were the last ones.’ 
‘The last example of the fearful “Syndrome”,’ Micah smiles. ‘You’re right Eliza, we might well be. It seems like the Zookeepers did a pretty thorough job.’
‘And they still didn’t wipe us out fully,’ Rob says. ‘Just good old space is doing that job, instead of them. Eat that, alien fucks.’ He weakly punches the air, grinning. Eliza smiles too. 
Her vision is starting to blur slightly, and she can hear her own laboured, shallow breathing now - she can hear the other three struggling, too. There is a heavy, metallic taste in the air. 
Eliza notices that Clara has drifted back into a peaceful, dreamlike state - fully flat on her back now, with her hands clasped neatly over her stomach. She looks at Micah to see him looking at her. He nods. 
‘I think it’s time, gang,’ Rob says, and the three of them smile at each other.
‘Cheers to us,’ Micah says. ‘Cheers to the last conscious thoughts in the universe.’ 
The three of them clink imaginary glasses, their last act as a group as the three of them lie down, stretching out as if making snow angels. Eliza begins to drift off. 
She’s glad they’re together, at least - a small comfort in this cold, distant corner of the vast universe. 
She closes her eyes. It’s getting very hard to think now, but she doesn’t mind. The harsh alien landscape has disappeared behind her heavy kids, nothing more than fading blur in her memory. The sky above is devoid of light now - the swarm, the twin stars, are out of energy. The planet they’re on is out of energy.
The hum has disappeared, Eliza notices, thinking the thought at an angle, a remove, as if seeing it out of the corner of her mind’s eye. They are enveloped by the silence of the alien world. 
She takes her last, shallow breath, feeling strangely content. 
All is quiet as the dark night sky settles over the barren, uninhabitable world. Her consciousness, consciousness as a whole, fades gently, into a final, interminable sleep. 
[bookmark: _s4q2x0eelhqz]Epilogue: Cycle
Power: New source acquired, Swarm surrounding HD 269551 constructed. Estimated power duration: 109,406,112,456,689 Pulsar Cycles. 
Qualia signal detected on K2-2016-BLG-0005Lb: Pulsar PSR J0540 6919 Cycles: 0.1
Qualia Wave intercepted originating from the species on the planet K2-2016-BLG-0005Lb, habitable zone of the dwarf star K2-2016-BLG-0005L.
Intercept/Retrieval:
Upon detection, interception of qualia particles initiated. Syndrome patterns of multiple entities was mapped, extracted and catalogued within 249 planetary rotations. Physical retrieval deemed unnecessary due to successful signal capture and preservation methods. Full containment of Syndrome on K2-2016-BLG-0005Lb concluded through kinetic bombardment.
Experiment summary:
Environmental Simulation: Constructed replica of K2-2016-BLG-0005Lb metropolis environment projected to replicate isolation and observe responses to confinement and social restructuring. Ongoing monitoring of stress responses and adaptation to confinement. 
Observations:
ACTIVE OBSERVATION PHASE/N/A
Conclusion:
ACTIVE OBSERVATION PHASE/N/A
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