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CHAPTER 1


          

          
            WALK, DAMMIT

          

        

      

    

    
      The cane wobbled beneath Larken Marche’s white-knuckled grip. The high-pitched whine of a flying car waxed beyond the floor-to-ceiling window at the far end of the living area. Larken’s black-brown irises followed the vehicle through the window, bright green against the slate-gray autumn clouds that swallowed most of Seattle’s skyline.

      Larken shifted backward when the volantrae disappeared past the edge of her window. The unplanned movement yanked her attention back to standing, almost costing her all of her hard-won balance, the price she paid for getting distracted. She refocused. A trickle of sweat zigzagged from her forehead to the tip of her nose, where it clung for dear life under the threatening head-shaking caused by overstrained neck muscles.

      “You’re doing it!” House, the experimental artificial intelligence that was supposed to make her life easier (according to the hotel owner), chimed in, ever enthusiastic about every fucking thing.

      Larken’s roommate, Samantha Caldwell, lounged casually atop the chaise that extended along the edge of the room and bordered the foyer, cutting Larken off from the hotel room door. Sam’s bare legs jutted out sideways from beneath her plain T-shirt that doubled as pajamas. Her hazel-green eyes moved in concert with Larken’s painstakingly slow pace. The aroma of fresh coffee emanated from the synthesized white clay mug Sam clutched between her hands.

      Larken took another tentative step toward Sam, eyes watering from the pain.

      Sam’s rust-colored hair swung down, blocking one eye as she cupped her coffee and peeked over the top as though it were a phalanx shield. She blew the strands away and pulled the cup down from her nose. “Oliver will be excited! How many steps can you get?”

      Larken glared at Sam for daring to utter Oliver’s name. Larken’s brother wouldn’t be excited about anything Larken did, but Sam couldn’t know that.

      Sam flashed at least four of her genetically-engineered and oh-so-perfect white teeth. Larken clenched her jaw and focused on her cane. Sam encouraged her again. “Can you get another step?”

      Larken glowered. “We both know you’re not this chipper.”

      “I’m usually not this chipper,” Sam said. Her lip piercing shook when she spoke, catching light on the black obsidian bead affixed to it. She glanced toward the window as another volantrae zipped past. “When someone’s been working at walking for as long as you have, it’s worth celebrating.”

      The strength seemed to ebb from Larken’s calf muscles. She felt herself teetering and flexed her overworked thigh muscles to compensate. Her toes dug into the thick carpet as she leaned over onto the cane, supported at first by one hand, then two when she realized one hand wasn’t enough. Tiny tremors wriggled their way through her upright form.

      “Crutch,” Larken commanded as the cane wobbled furiously and her forearms seized up under strain. Sam placed her coffee on the carpet beside the chaise and grabbed Larken’s crutches from where they lay between the sectional and the kitchen counter. Larken released her left hand first to grab one of the crutches and slid it under her armpit for support. Then she grabbed the other one in a single motion letting the cane tumbled noiselessly to the floor. Firmly positioned atop both, she nodded toward Sam. “Thanks.”

      “You’re almost ready for the cane full-time,” House said. “Soon, you can give up the crutches altogether. Those doctors had no idea what they were talking about.”

      A litany of doctors had decided that Larken would never walk again. She could still sometimes feel the heat from the explosion that had stolen her legs. Larken had been in the middle of a conflict she should never have been part of between the Human Pride Movement, who thought clones singly responsible for the impoverishment that wracked the United States, and the Siblings of the Natural Order, struggling to carve out a place for clones in the same country, however the law attempted to subjugate them.

      It had taken Larken months just to heal to the point of being able to use crutches.

      Larken’s bottom lip quivered. Her force of will couldn’t dislodge the fist-sized lofting ball wedged into her throat nor prevent her eyes from glistening with tears.

      “I guess,” she muttered. House had a bit of trouble with sensitive topics.

      Larken hopped past Sam to the unoccupied part of the sectional couch and sank into the middle cushion. Sam retrieved her coffee from where it sat between the chaise and the door. Tears threatened as Larken tried to make out Sam’s face. She saw only a blurry outline of auburn resting atop white and a pale brownish smear where Sam’s legs contrasted against the hand-woven couch cushions.

      “What’s the matter?” Sam asked.

      “Nothing,” Larken replied.

      “Are you sure?”

      Larken nodded. She didn’t know how to explain that the better she got with the cane, the more apparent it became that Larken would never walk without support again. On crutches, Larken was an injured seventeen-year-old with prospects of getting better. With a cane, she was seventeen going on ninety—aged before her time. Larken clenched her teeth as she shoved herself harder back into the lapis-colored microfiber. Her arm throbbed mercilessly, and her lower back ached. Larken wiped her eyes and chanced a smile that only half arrived on her reddening face.

      “Yeah, I’m fine,” she said. “Don’t worry about it.”

      Sam didn’t seem convinced, but she didn’t dwell on it.

      “NewsCorp called again today,” she said, changing the subject. “They want to interview you.”

      “Nobody else blown up by Human Pride Movement lately?”

      “Believe it or not, no. You’re still the juiciest story around.”

      “I don’t want to be interviewed,” Larken said. “There’s nothing to say. The Human Pride Movement attacked us, and we survived. Story over.”

      “HPM is still out there, Larken. People need to know, and they might just listen to you.”

      “What if the story comes out about my roommate Sam, who killed her former owner.”

      Sam’s smile disappeared. “Don’t make this about protecting me. I can handle it.”

      There it was, that ferocity that always lurked in Sam just beneath the surface. Not for the first time did the spike of jealousy of that strength force its way into Larken’s mind. How could Larken justify the grip that fear held on her soul. One single thought paralyzed her when she considered the multitude of news agencies that hounded her, offering to let her “tell her story.” What happened if they found out Larken was also a clone? Unlike Sam, Larken could pass, and passing kept her safe.

      “I just can’t,” she finally said, deciding to leave it vague for the moment and keep her fears to herself.

      Sam pulled her legs back under her and straightened her back on the cushion. Larken waited for a retort, but it never came.

      “Breakfast?” Sam asked.

      “Yeah,” Larken said, easing into a peace-making smile. “Yeah, okay. Doughnuts?”

      “You can’t survive on doughnuts,” Sam said, shaking her head. Then she seemed to think for a moment. “I guess for a celebration, just this once. Replicator? Or⁠—”

      “What do you think?”

      “I think the doughnut shop downstairs is a dangerous addiction,” Sam said.

      “Cash coins are in my purse,” Larken said, motioning to the counter where a sensible brown clutch lay. Sam didn’t move, so Larken asked, “Are you okay to go get them?”

      A bronze-lowlighted strand of Sam’s shoulder-length hair fell into her face. Of course, Sam would get them—she always did. Only usually, Larken didn’t have to ask.

      “I’ll be right back,” Sam said in lieu of an answer.

      “Thank you,” Larken said. “For everything.”

      “For giving up my luxurious penthouse-a-la-squatters’ hole? Sure. You’re welcome, I guess.”

      “You know what I mean.”

      Larken’s thoughts circled the walking stick on the floor after Sam left. Its dark imported Martian eik wood contrasted against the plush carpeting. Affixed to the top on a wide metal band sat a heron’s head carved from a single piece of alabaster. The style was distinctly northwestern, with intricate lines swirled together in low relief—a beautiful and expensive tool and a perfect gift from Jocelyn Reed, who had been right when she said it suited Larken. The bird’s head reminded Larken of the Hesperia Herons, a short-lived lofting team from the Hesperia Basin on Mars.

      Larken’s eyes fell to the cluttered kitchen countertop. Both stone and replicated dinnerware covered the surface in hills and valleys. One of those valleys concealed her personal pinamu tablet, holding within it the latest round of doctors’ prognoses, no different from the rest: too much nerve damage and degeneration. She let out a low sigh.

      With labored movement, Larken laid the crutches down on the carpet between her and the coffee table. With a grunt, she scooted to her right and leaned over the front of the couch. Her fingers brushed against the frigid stone handle and closed around it with a stretch that sent sharp pain up her back.

      Larken lifted herself back up from the couch, ignoring the burn that raced up her legs. She hobbled her way toward the kitchen counter. One small step after another carried her. She wobbled her way around the chaise. The heron’s head swayed widely, however careful Larken tried to be. She felt her leg muscles seizing as she tried to dig into the carpet with her toes. Somehow, with willpower and toe strength, Larken regained control. Two more quick, throbbing steps delivered her to the counter, where she grabbed one of four stools and slid quickly onto it before she could crash to the ground.

      The couch vibrated. Larken rolled her eyes and looked back at the cushions across the recessed living space. There her communicator was screaming at her from across the room. With a deep sigh, she shifted back off the stool and began the torturous walk.

      Twice the practice, she told herself. Just like lofting. Push through the burn.

      A handful of minutes later, she fished between the cushions to retrieve her communicator, a cylindrical device about the length of her thumb. Still using her cane for support, she flicked a button on the side to accept the ansible call.

      The device projected a girl just a little younger than Larken, with orange-red hair and hawklike eyes. The girl seemed to be playing dress-up, hiding herself in a crisp green suit jacket that fell over a thin gray blouse. A half-smile graced her face. Larken was almost embarrassed to still be in heavy sweats—almost.

      “You’re using it! I knew you’d like it.”

      “Hi, Jocelyn. What’s up?”

      “Just checking in. How’s my favorite revolutionary-to-be?”

      Larken winced at the reference to her drug-induced self-appointed mission. “Yeah, yeah. If you’re checking up, I’m fine.” She did her best not to fall as she discovered talking and using her walking stick were two different skills she had yet to figure out how to merge. Once steadied, she locked eyes with Jocelyn’s. “How are you, student of law?”

      Jocelyn beamed. “Fabulous. I just picked up an internship, and you’ll never guess where.”

      “Molly told me.”

      “Well. Pretend you don’t know.”

      “Okay. Where?”

      “Walsh and Moody! I’m the first recipient of the Brigid Kostic Research Grant Program!”

      Larken’s memory immediately pulled up a flash of Brigid’s soulless dead eyes. Larken and Oliver had successfully escaped HPM, but Molly…poor Molly. Larken shook it off the best she could.

      It was fourteen months ago, she tried to convince herself. She smiled at Jocelyn to ensure that the muddled feelings flitting inside Larken’s frail body remained known only to her. A bouncy Jocelyn settled a second later, and her smile faded with Larken’s less-than-enthusiastic response. Larken tried on an excited grin, but it felt fake and forced, so she cut it short.

      “Seriously, Larken. How are you?”

      “I’m fine, Jocelyn. Go to work,” she said. “Wait. I forgot. An Underworlder tournament is coming next week to SoDo. Are you competing?”

      Jocelyn shook her head.

      “The Seattle Galactic? Not this round,” Jocelyn said. “Too busy with classes at Pacific Lutheran and my new internship! But BattleGods is in May…I’ll be there for that. We can meet up then if you want. You’ll be a natural with that thing by then.”

      Larken’s legs were suddenly on fire. She took three steps back toward the counter and fumbled to stay on her feet. Larken caught the stool just in time. She didn’t miss the flash of concern across Jocelyn’s face.

      “Are you sure you’re okay?”

      Larken sighed. “I’m fine, Jocelyn. Have fun at work. Congratulations on your internship! And thanks.”

      Larken was apparently thanking everyone these days.

      “For what?”

      “I don’t know. Getting me registered at the University of Washington? Getting me out of bed and back into my life? I mean, pick what you want. Just thanks.”

      She made a mental note not to thank anyone else until at least noon.

      Jocelyn beamed. And then she disconnected. Larken pulled her hand up to rub her eyes and was surprised that her fingertips returned damp. She took a deep breath, wiped her eyes again, and closed her hand around the lukewarm coffee between her and a mountain of dishes someone—probably Sam—would have to clean later. An anemic smile was all she had to offer the coffee. She took one quick whiff and poured what was left down the sink.

      The communicator flashed at her from where she’d placed it on one of the stools—the warning signal that it was about to buzz. Larken didn’t know whether she had the energy for another call, but nothing would have irritated her more at that moment than the insistent buzzing of the thing, so she picked it up and flicked the button. A woman with lavender cosmetic irises sporting an ascot of orange and gray and a matching cardigan appeared before her. The image was only waist-up, but Larken could imagine a secretary’s skirt and flats finishing the outfit.

      “Larken Marche?”

      “Speaking,” she replied softly, unable to keep the exhaustion from her voice.

      “I’m Ms. Kelly Beth Ansen, office of admissions with the University of Washington,” the woman said, smiling broadly. “You haven’t responded to our messages. Do you plan on attending orientation next week? We’re almost at capacity, so if you even think you might be able to go, it might be a good idea to claim your place now.”

      Shit. She’d forgotten about orientation. Larken squeezed the bridge of her nose.

      “Or not,” the woman continued, her smile shrinking by a degree. “We can free up the space for someone else if you’re uninterested.”

      “No…no, I am. I just thought I’d be better by now,” she said, walking stick hovering in the corner of her eye.

      “Better?”

      “Yes,” Larken said. “Whatever. Never mind. Yes, I’ll be there.” She disconnected the second communicator call of the morning. Two calls were high-traffic for Larken, so she flicked off the communicator before she could get a third.

      The door popped open, and the smell of jelly doughnuts wafted through the air. Larken couldn’t help a smile as she turned to see Sam carrying two boxes full of her favorite comfort food.

      “How do you think we’re supposed to eat all of those?” she asked.

      “It couldn’t hurt to have a few on standby, could it?”

      “No. Definitely not. Sam,” Larken said. “Thank you for all that you do for me. I don’t know how I would have made it this far without you.”

      Shit.

      The words tumbled out without her even realizing they were coming. Larken shoved her emotions down and ingratiated Sam with a smile, to which Sam nodded and popped the top on one box of doughnuts.

      “You can thank me by shoving one of these in your mouth,” she said.

      Larken grabbed a portly oversized creampuff and took a bite. The back exploded, dripping orange cream and red jam down the front of her black sweats. The flow of sweet icing didn’t slow Larken as she chewed the creamy, fluffy goodness and swallowed her first bite. Sam stared like she’d never seen anyone eat a doughnut before, but a second later, Sam picked up a kruller with at least as much abandon, eliciting a giggle from Larken that Sam echoed until the two of them burst out into full laughter. During her laughing fit, the cane slid down to the floor from where it leaned against her chair and slowly sank into the plush carpet. Larken let it fall. There was still plenty of time to learn.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            FELICITY MEANS HAPPY

          

        

      

    

    
      Felicity felt a shudder and heard crackling wires, and then she caught a flash of vision. Three men stood around her, none of whom she recognized. Her first instinct was to pull her arms around to her front and crush the one who stared down at her like she was a sick puppy.

      “Sensory systems are online,” he said, then a flash and darkness. “Shit.”

      Reboot.

      Felicity knew what happened, even if the man didn’t. Some of that pink goop was still inside her chassis causing shorts. When the world returned to focus, she tried to smash the man with her fists again, but nothing happened. The world stayed lit for longer this time, and her memory systems were coming online so she could match the visuals with the definitions she’d been taught. Felicity found herself atop what looked like a table from her limited vision. Wires rose before her and disappeared from her field of view. Her logical assumption was that they connected to her body. That was until she noticed more wires of red, green, black, and gold attached to a harness on the far wall that held her beige plastic body aloft. Panels that normally would have been closed were opened along her torso and legs, and wires protruded from them.

      “Welcome back,” said a man’s voice, the one who had cursed when she’d come offline. He wore a nametag that read “Dr. Robert Jeffries,” and he had a warm smile and a bit of a portly belly. In his hand were a minuscule soldering iron and a magnifying glass that made his eye look like a basketball.

      And that was all she was—a head. She could tell because the magnifying glass didn’t just magnify. It also reflected, and she could see the panel of her face pulled open, as violated as the rest of her body. This wasn’t a face she recognized, and she knew exactly why. That bitch, Larken, did this. Felicity would be lucky if she could ever be reassembled.

      “We’ll have you back together in no time,” Dr. Jeffries said, then chuckled. Felicity’s eyes darted to the wall. “Well, maybe a little longer than no time, actually.”

      She tried to speak. Nothing came out through her voice box. Something must have still been disconnected somewhere or maybe Dr. Jeffries was running diagnostics.

      “Don’t talk yet. As you can probably tell, you were pretty damaged. It took six dives to get most of you back, and even then, we were missing some pieces.”

      No speaking. She would keep quiet if that’s what it took to get her body back. Meanwhile, she focused on the memory, determined not to lose it. Larken Marche, the little dirty-blond stick of a girl, had somehow bested her. The bitch cheated. One-on-one, she would have easily smashed the girl to bits. Next time, she thought, somewhat relieved that the good doctor couldn’t eavesdrop on her thoughts. Next time, she’d get right to the destruction. She heard a chuckle again from the good doctor.

      “Oh, I can see what you’re thinking,” he said jovially. She could barely make out the direction of his eyes from her perch on whatever they had her fixed to. He whistled. “It’s a wonder they named you Felicity. Where did you get all this rage?”

      She resisted the impulse to add him to her list of people to kill…for now. He didn’t seem to see her effort not to think him dead on whatever screens he examined. He wiggled something, and she caught a sharp whiff of burning wires which told her two things: her olfactory senses were coming online, and he’d burned whatever he was trying to solder. Sure enough, his face went red.

      “Shit,” he said, turning to someone outside her visual field. She took that moment to add him to her wish-dead list. By the time he turned back around, she’d moved on to thinking about where Larken might be hiding.

      “She’s not hiding,” the doctor told her, eyes back on the logs. “She’s famous now. You guys made her something of a hero here in the city. Trying to kill her and her brother. I have no idea what your leadership was thinking.”

      That she needed to die.

      “Well, they didn’t kill her, did they? And I’d recommend letting that one go.”

      Not a chance.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 3


          

          
            UNIVERSITY LIFE

          

        

      

    

    
      College had been Jocelyn’s idea. In fact, applying to the University of Washington was one hundred percent Jocelyn, as while Larken was allegedly applying for said university, she was also simultaneously learning how to walk again, and suffering from delusions about destroying the Human Pride Movement, who’d stolen her legs and her future from her.

      Oh, they had been full-on delusions—strong enough to alienate her brother, Oliver. She could have said the same about Molly, but Molly hadn’t talked to her since Larken had gotten Molly’s mother killed. Well, that wasn’t entirely true. There was that brief moment when they were all so damn grateful to be alive that the idea that Larken had instigated the revenge mission that had brought about the death of Brigid Kostic didn’t seem to matter nearly as much as the fact that Larken and Molly and Oliver still sucked air. But once the dust settled, and the grief sank in, then Molly pulled away from her. And she took Larken’s brand new nephew, Declan, away, too.

      These were the thoughts that jumbled together in Larken’s mind as she boarded the bus for orientation. But she did go, just as she’d told Jocelyn she would. And, despite the uncomfortable churning in her gut, Larken intended to work through her schooling. In fact, that had been a large part of her motivation to walk again, cane or no cane. Of the few friends she had left, none had been nearly as loyal as Jocelyn Reed. The least Larken could do was actually show up for school.

      And she’d been okay with the decision up until she found herself being accosted by stares while standing in line to receive her pinamu tablet (she presumed by the large stacks of the half-inch thick devices on the tables at the front of the line). When the murmuring began, Larken pulled in thin, controlled breaths to try to manage her nerves.

      Still, when Larken left campus that day tired, with her muscles throbbing, and her cane wobbling, a strange sense of contentment formed in her chest. If nothing else happened that week, at least she could tell Jocelyn that she’d made it to orientation and was officially enrolled at the University of Washington.

      Ultimately, it was all rather anticlimactic as Larken attended classes unbothered, and nothing unusual happened that week. Nor the week after that. Nor the following week. Larken attended classes, came home to Sam (and sometimes to an empty apartment), did her homework, and returned to classes the next day. Months passed and she found herself in a rhythm that worked. But then her first year of college came to a close. Suddenly, just as her former delusion had eventually shattered on the rocks of reality, the delusion that she could be safe, and live that normal life toward which Jocelyn had nudged her, crashed to pieces on that same rocky shore.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 4


          

          
            THREATS AT HOME

          

        

      

    

    
      Larken sprinted through the woods in pitch black. She hobbled with only one good leg. Her back throbbed and the sides of her good ankle matched it for pain, step by step. She dragged herself through the foliage as thorns scratched at her face and hands. The forest opened up, and in the clearing, Larken knew what she would find. She covered her face with her hands and tilted her head toward the sky. If nothing else, at least she could find some solace in the beauty of the stars on this cold spring night.

      “Come out, come out,” came the sing-song voice of her assailant. “I only want to talk. Talk…and rip your face off like you did mine.”

      Larken turned involuntarily and stared at the dark woods she’d just emerged from. She backed up, dragging her bad leg behind her. Her foot sank into muck, precisely what she’d been trying to avoid. Larken didn’t dare to look down as something soft and mushy slid against her leg. Behind her, she knew, the Bremerton Reclamation Plant towered into the night sky. Anything mushy in the little pond used to be a body part, and Larken didn’t want or need to see whatever it was.

      Larken kept her eyes trained on the tree line and watched the tops of the trees shake against the night sky. The treeline parted to reveal the artificial and emotionless face of the android…the one she’d already destroyed?

      “You can’t be chasing me,” Larken said.

      “You’ll never be rid of me,” the woman said.

      “I destroyed you,” Larken said. “We destroyed you. You’re dead.”

      “Am I?”

      Larken nodded but felt herself backing up farther. The pain in her leg and constant throb in her back joined forces so that her entire body felt like an open wound.

      “You have to be,” she muttered, less certain now that the wind cut through the trees. A waifish cloud passed silently before the moon overhead.

      “But are you sure?”

      Larken shook her head. The woman suddenly was less than a foot in front of her, causing Larken to stumble back until the woman grabbed the front of Larken’s jacket, scrunching the shimmery fabric into her tight fist. With less effort than it took Larken to lift a coffee cup, Larken was suddenly up in the air. The woman slowly closed her other hand around Larken’s exposed throat and tightened it. As Larken tried to breathe, sucking in what little air she could, the woman’s face finally showed emotion as her mouth opened into a wide grin and she let out a laugh.

      “You can’t be sure,” the woman said. “I’m always here.”
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        * * *

      

      Larken awoke in a panicked sweat. It was Larken, only Larken, alone in her hotel room. She was safe, and the killer android was dead. Had to be. She’d seen it slide underneath the rippled surface of the reclamation pool, sparks flying. For Gulmen’s sake, they’d stolen the android’s companion’s mechanized infantry tank that had toppled trees. Of course, the woman was dead. Larken would have known by now if she wasn’t.

      That uneasy feeling must have come from somewhere else. Springtime would soon transition into summer, then fall again, and Larken would find herself back on campus. Larken took a deep breath and reveled in the fact that her lungs filled with air. The odor of decay and rot left her senses as she pulled the covers off and swung her legs out of bed. The cane, her trusty cane, lay exactly where she’d left it on her dresser.

      Lights came on as soon as she left the bed, dimmed to a fourth of a lumen. As she crossed to pick up her cane, she placed one hand on her side as she waddled across and pulled her left leg behind her. Even after all this time, it still hurt to move, though sometimes Larken could do without her cane for very short distances. The room gradually lightened to seventeen lumens in a transition was slow enough that her eyes easily adjusted. Larken wiped the sweat from her forehead.

      “What time is it?” she asked.

      “Five thirty in the morning,” came the disembodied voice of House. Larken sighed heavily. It was too late for her to fall back to sleep. If she did, the dream would likely find her again. Instead, she trudged through the door to her room into the main area. There, the lights were already bright. She had to lift her arm to shield herself from them. When she did, she saw the outline of a body on the couch, but her eyes hadn’t adjusted enough for her to make out the features. Larken’s immediate thought was the android, however ridiculous she knew it was. Her mouth went dry, and her cane shook. She summoned the willpower to stop the cane and closed her eyes, telling herself that the android was dead. When she opened them again, she saw Sam sitting on the couch with a cup of coffee in one hand and the holovid display on the coffee table.

      “Do you ever sleep?”

      “Look,” Sam said, pointing to the display without turning her head. In the space above was a number ten digits long hovering above a turnip-shaped vat. The number sank into the vat, and a lid slowly twisted closed over the top. The lid seemed to take forever to seal as it scratched, metal on metal, while it turned. Larken covered one ear with her free hand.

      “What is it?”

      “Data coin,” Sam said. “I heard a noise in the hall. Came out to check, and this data coin was on the ground. This is what’s on it.”

      “What does it mean?”

      Sam’s face slowly turned toward Larken. Sam’s wide eyes were red in the corners.

      “That’s my barcode number,” Sam said. “Did I tell you…”

      Larken sat beside Sam on the couch, staring at the number repeatedly, going into the vat.

      “Is that…” A cold shudder went up Larken’s spine.

      Sam nodded. “My owner was cruel,” she said. “We’re trained to handle a lot of situations. People have really strange tendencies, and you know Caldwells are designed to work with those. But my owner was a sadistic fuck, and much of what he did to the models…well.” She took a breath. “I escaped once, but he found me. The second time and third time too. The fourth time I hurt him so badly, he probably still has scars. Didn’t matter. He found me again. That’s when he decided I was more trouble than I was worth. He bought a replacement, strutted her around in front of me, and then sent me to reclamation.”

      Larken swallowed and nodded slowly. “I’m sorry,” she said as the sequence began again. The number slid into the chamber, and the lid screwed itself into place.

      “You didn’t do it,” Sam said. “And anyway, I didn’t die, did I? Siblings of the Natural Order…no, Ordell Bentley came to rescue me when he was a captain and still in the SNO. They blew up the vats, one by one. They popped like popcorn. Then it was my turn, and I spilled on the floor raw and puked up blood.”

      “This is a threat,” Larken said.

      Sam nodded. “And a message that they know where I live.”

      It wouldn’t have been difficult for anyone to know where Larken lived. As a local celebrity, she was positive that her living situation was not a secret. The secretive part had been that Sam lived with her, but that wasn’t unusual nor hard to figure out. Which begged the question—why now? Why had HPM—if it was HPM—suddenly decided that Larken’s friend was fair game?
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      “There’s something here,” Dr. Jeffries said, looking at a screen that let the doctor peruse Felicity's programming. It was a violation. When she could, she would do something about it. Nobody needed to see her inner space but her.

      “What do you see?” asked the lab assistant.

      “Something like a subroutine that’s been hacked. Look. See that?”

      Dr. Jeffries pointed to the screen. This time at least they weren’t watching Felicity’s thoughts stream by in real-time. That meant they couldn’t see the various ways she’d considered peeling the skin from their bodies, exposing their innards the same way they’d exposed hers. Imaginings or not, she couldn’t do anything without a body.

      “What subroutine is that?”

      “Looks like…reasoning? Maybe communication. I’m more of a hardware guy. But it’s definitely weird, isn’t it?”

      “I don’t know,” the lab assistant replied. “Do you want to contact headquarters?”

      Dr. Jeffries seemed to think about it for several seconds. “No, best not. They’re already pissed this is taking so long.”

      “It’s only been three weeks, Robert.”

      “I know,” Dr. Jeffries said. He shifted around in his chair until Felicity could make out his features. The lab assistant didn’t seem to notice the minuscule quiver in the man’s double-chin. “We have to get this done, though. I don’t know why, but someone important seems to want this one.”

      “So we just ignore the glitch?”

      “We don’t know that it is a glitch. Could be a patch nobody told us about. How are her diagnostics?”

      “Aside from this one? Everything’s green. Across the board.”

      “Then maybe we just put her back together, and let headquarters figure it out. They have better tools there and teams of engineers, and you know they’re going to do a diagnostic after we give her to them anyway.”

      “Yeah, I guess. Are you concerned about what she did to those Marche kids? What if she’s still confused?”

      Dr. Jeffries shook his head.

      “There’s nothing you can do against bad intel. And they were associating with known SNO members anyway. Maybe they weren’t full-on members, but I’d bet money they were on the path.”

      “I guess.”

      “Doesn’t matter. Here, help me get her head on her torso.”

      The lab assistant turned at the same time that Felicity twisted her eyes over to the other side, a simple task because her face hadn’t been fully re-assembled and her eyes rested in exposed ball sockets. Her torso was cracked open down the middle like a double-doored cabinet.

      “Close her up,” Dr. Jeffries told the lab assistant. Then he turned to Felicity. “You ready to get your body back together.”

      She could have kissed him. At the very least, she might consider sparing his life after all. She sent a joy signal through her mind since her comms didn’t fully work yet. They just needed to be turned on, but in her state, she couldn’t do it herself. Dr. Jeffries communicated by asking her questions and checking her stream. He giggled like a child when he saw her joy response come across.

      “Good, good,” he said. “It’ll take us a couple of more weeks to do it right. Today, we’ll get the torso back together. Then check the integration with diagnostics before adding the next piece. Oh, wait.”

      He hit the keyboard a couple of times, and then she felt her comms switch online.

      “How are you feeling, Felicity?”

      “Diagnostics are okay, Dr. Jeffries,” she responded, barely able to contain herself from screaming out in joy. She suspected that she would never walk again if she’d expressed the full extent of her emotions.

      “Good,” he chuckled. “Very good.”

      A clicking sound drew her attention to her torso.

      “Looks good here, Robert.”

      “Okay,” Dr. Jeffries said, wiping his hands on his long white coat. “Help me get this head over there.”

      Felicity didn’t have any skin. Her head was all wires and metal. When the human fingers closed around it, she didn’t feel anything at all. Only her internal gyrometer told her that her head was being lifted into the air. A handful of seconds later, she felt the sensation of dropping from the air. The two clumsily shoved her neck stem into her torso. The first attempt, they hadn’t lined her up properly so her body still remained beyond her control, but so tantalizingly close. The second attempt, and her main sensory bus connected, bringing her the full sensation of frigid air across her bare torso and sending a shiver down her core.

      “Sorry,” Dr. Jeffries said. “It’s kind of cold in here. That’s just in case something sparks. Got to keep the temperature down so we can keep the place from burning to the ground.”

      “I’m fine,” she said, and swiveled her head around halfway then back to the front.

      “Freaky,” said the assistant.

      “Show me?” Felicity asked, careful to practice being polite.

      While the lab assistant scrambled for some way to show her what she looked like, Felicity pondered her situation. Her torso was armless and legless, so it was only a marginal improvement over the tabletop. The main benefit was that now she could turn her head and see the entire room if she wanted. The door was behind her, and the walls were covered in bare wires and metal scrap. It wasn’t much of an operating theatre. Felicity noticed two bare feet jutting out from against the floor under the desk, near where the assistant stood—her two useless, detached feet.

      The lab assistant held up a small mirror. It would have been just as easy to chain their two communicators together and give her a holo-display, but they were only human. Thoughts didn’t process as quickly for them, and besides, the mirror worked well. And freaky was an accurate assessment. Her two eyes bulged out in their sockets and a bare metal plate made up her forehead. This metal structure, with conduits running down her neck, connected with her body, to which skin clung.

      It wouldn’t be long now.
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      Outside the window, the snow fell as though someone had ripped open a down jacket and shook it over the earth. Larken was content not to leave her hotel room for the entirety of the break. She silently stared at the Seattle skyline as building tops slowly disappeared under white blankets.

      She couldn’t get comfortable, even on the couch. Some days were like that. Throbbing pain inched along her tailbone. She shifted her leg out from under her to remove the pressure. Ignoring her stomach grumbling from lack of food  wasn’t working anymore. Her stomach had moved on to actively protesting by sapping energy from her brain as she tried to study.

      The door swung open, revealing Sam carrying a box of what Larken hoped were doughnuts heavily engorged with cream. Stephen, Sam’s former roommate and friend, followed along behind her, his wiry frame pushing his head almost six inches over Sam’s. Larken wondered what circuitous path had brought him from the modeling factory in Briggs, New York, all the way out to the Pacific Coast. He had never mentioned his past and refused to answer questions about it, so she had to rely on what she knew of the factories, which was anemic at best. She knew being a Briggs, he was a fighter, and that was about it.

      Next to enter was Jocelyn, who Larken hadn’t expected to see again until the following summer. But what she saw next was what brought her focus to full attention. More than two years had passed since her accident. Molly and Oliver both stood awkwardly behind Sam, shuffling in as though they would have rather been somewhere else. Molly didn’t even look up, and Sam and Jocelyn were the only two smiling in the group. Larken pulled herself up on her cane and closed half the distance to them in seconds. She gave hugs all around, ending with an awkward back-pat hug with Molly.

      “It’s been too long,” Larken whispered when she held her arms around her friend. “So much has happened.” Larken couldn’t keep her eyes from searching for what she knew she wouldn’t find.

      “Where’s Declan?” she whispered.

      Molly’s body tightened in Larken’s grip. “Sitter,” Molly said as she pulled away, then motioned around them. “You aren’t exactly safe, Larken.”

      Molly must have been imagining what things might have happened to Larken, and then how those things could hurt her son. Larken couldn’t blame her much. Trouble did seem to follow Larken around, despite her best efforts. Still, Declan’s absence rattled her and pressed down on her like the gravity of Jupiter. It must have taken a lot for Molly to finally visit after all this time.

      “How have you been?” she asked, navigating the niceties while Jocelyn and Sam went about the work of discovering which dishes from the kitchen pile were clean enough to eat from.

      “It hasn’t been the same without you,” Molly said, grasping Larken’s hands. Larken pulled Molly in for another hug on impulse as her eyes filled with tears.

      “Me too, Molly,” she said. “Adulting is hard.”

      With that, both began to cry. Larken saw through her blurred eyes that her brother, Oliver, stared on uncomfortably, rubbing the back of his head with his hand. The overly-formal priest-collar (useless, Larken thought upon seeing it) blazer and slacks made Larken want to giggle, an impulse buoyed by the overwhelming emotion of joy at forgiveness and reconciliation. She pushed back slightly from Molly and, grinning, wiped her eyes.

      “You look so old,” she told him.

      “It’s my birthday,” he said. “Nineteen, just like you.”

      “But is that a beard?”

      “It took him several months to get that,” Molly assured her. “And let me tell you, there was a period when I nearly kicked him out of the house because he scratched his face constantly. Even while we slept, if you can believe it. Can you imagine waking to the sound of scratching every morning for a month?”

      “It was worth it,” Oliver said, finally carving a smile from his stoic features. “Look at this magnificence.”

      Larken couldn’t help smiling at those words. Magnificence wasn’t the word she would have used to describe the still-fledgling whiskers trying vainly to become a real beard. The portion that formed his mustache was thicker than anything on his chin, giving the impression that he was a villain in a silent movie.

      The doughnuts made the impromptu party a success, at least for Larken. Whenever the conversation got awkward, which was usually when Molly tried to brag about how good she was treating Larken’s brother even though she barely touched him the entire time they hovered around the overloaded kitchen island.

      The body language was unmistakable. Oliver and Molly were struggling. Whatever glamorous notions the teenagers had had about the nature of love had evaporated, and the longevity they’d eked out of having survived such a violent encounter hadn’t been enough. Larken had been right about Molly. She could tell by the hidden side glances and the way Molly always seemed to check with Larken to see whether she was watching the two of them.

      “What’s going on with you two?”

      “What do you mean?” Molly asked, feigning ignorance when she’d just scowled at Oliver for no reason that Larken could discern other than maybe because he’d scratched his beard. Molly’s eyebrows went narrow as she threw a glance toward him. Oliver chatted with Stephen and didn’t seem to notice their scrutiny.

      “That. That’s what I mean,” Larken said. “You can barely stand him.”

      “We’re doing fine,” Molly insisted, stressing the “f” in “fine” as though being more emphatic about it would be convincing.

      “Molly, you’re not doing fine,” Larken said, regretting it immediately as Molly slapped her hand away from the replicator. This was the usual reaction from anyone to Larken touching the thing. She had no cooking abilities and was typically happy to give the job to someone else. However, Molly had used far more force than Larken was used to, and the back of her hand stung. Molly punched in a code for coffee and hit the button to make two. While the machine whirred to life, Larken decided to give it another try. “It’s okay if it doesn’t work out between you two. You know that, right? I’m not that person anymore. I won’t judge.”

      That wasn’t the right thing to say. Larken saw Molly’s face twist into a snarl, which contorted her impossibly flawless makeup and meticulously-layered hair from attractive to intimidating. That was completely Molly, always ready for any occasion except for the one she was in. Larken had little doubt that Declan , spent the majority of his life raised by strangers, between high-maintenance Molly and browbeaten Oliver looking for any excuse not to be home.

      “Not everything’s about you, Larken. Jesus.”

      “I didn’t mean anything, Molly. I’m just saying⁠—”

      “I know what you’re saying. You think that the only reason I stay in this relationship is to avoid disappointing you, the queen of everything around her. No, that’s not it. Maybe we’re having problems, okay? But it doesn’t have anything to do with you.”

      “Then what is it? You used to tell me everything, Molly.”

      “When we were in high school? Larken, this is a real relationship. We have to depend on each other before everyone else. I can’t help what happened. It wasn’t my fault, whatever Jocelyn told you.”

      “Wait…what are we talking about?”

      Molly’s face blanched out as Larken’s eyes flew toward where Jocelyn joked with Sam. Oliver seemed at ease and laughed at something Stephen said. He didn’t look in Molly’s direction, which was unusual for someone who’d once hung on Molly’s every word. In fact, none of the group save Larken seemed the least bit interested in Molly. Sam waved her hands up in the air as though she were making the sign-language for a bird, and Oliver’s deep laughter floated across the room. Whatever Molly was talking about, Oliver didn’t seem to know or if he did know, he definitely didn’t care.

      “What?”

      “Nothing,” Molly said. Just as Larken was about to insist on more of an answer, the replicator made a thick rattle and made a noise like a beep being slowly murdered. Molly cracked a grin. “Really, it’s nothing. When are you going to get a new replicator?”

      “It made the coffee, right?” an irritated Larken asked as Molly handed her a cup. Larken could tell that the “coffee” would taste like burned plastic from the smell. She could have made burned plastic. Her nose wrinkled up. “Don’t change the subject.”

      Molly seemed to think for a minute. Her hard eyes softened.

      “We did used to share everything, didn’t we?” she asked. “I miss that. I’m so tired of being angry at you, Larken.”

      “Angry? At me?”

      “Wouldn’t you be? My mother died. She died trying your stupid plan for revenge for Oliver. And also because of you, Oliver’s still alive, but every time I see him…”

      “What?”

      “Every time I see him, I see you too. I can’t help it. He acts so much like you that sometimes I can’t be in the same room as him. It’s not his fault. He tries so hard, Larken. He tries,” Molly said then leaned forward. “I can’t touch him, Larken. My mother…never mind. We’ve been to counseling. And there was that thing that Jocelyn probably told you about.”

      Larken did the only thing she could do. She stared blankly at Molly to prompt her to continue talking.

      “Don’t make me say it,” Molly said. “Not today. I know it was wrong. Oliver and I are trying to work through it.”

      Larken swallowed as her mind filled in the gaps. There was only one thing that Larken could think of that Molly could do that they would have to work through, and it was the very thing Larken had feared two years prior when she only gave a lukewarm reception to the idea of their dating. However Molly wanted to frame it, Larken had already figured out what had happened. Molly had gotten bored. She’d cheated and was trying to keep Oliver, even in the middle of all that. Larken spared another glance for Oliver. This time he met her look, and her glance changed to a lengthy gaze as he smiled and offered up his glass for a long-distance toast.

      His eyes were what she watched, and his smile, however well crafted, missed the mark. He wasn’t any happier than Molly was, and Larken wondered how much time and energy the two spent faking a relationship that probably couldn’t be saved. She wondered how much of her brother’s and Molly’s obstinance had to do with Larken herself.

      Molly refused any further discussion. By the time the party was over, and long after it probably should have been, Molly had broken away to converse with Jocelyn and Sam. At the same time, Stephen and Oliver chatted about nothing in particular—guy stuff. Oliver kept bringing up lofting teams, softballs he’d apparently planted to reel Larken into the conversation, but Larken was too embarrassed to tell him that she hadn’t seen a match since she’d left the hospital. She worked hard with her words to try to convince Oliver that she was still strong and still the same person she’d always been. It seemed that he worked hard to believe her. When Molly and Oliver walked Jocelyn to her volantrae, Larken sighed relief and collapsed into the couch cushions. Sam joined her there.

      “So I didn’t think that through,” Sam said with an embarrassed smile. “Jocelyn mentioned she was coming into town, and one thing led to another and I thought it would be nice to surprise you. I didn’t remember how bad it was between you all.”

      “You were being nice, Sam. And it was nice to see them, even if it was trying. I still love them, you know,” she said.

      “I could tell,” Sam said, barely hiding a grin.

      “At a distance,” Larken replied. “Mostly.”
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      “And what do you think of when I ask you about Larken Marche?”

      “Who?”

      “Don’t play dumb, Felicity,” Dr. Jeffries replied. “Larken Marche. In seven of the last ten sessions, we’ve had to evaluate your psychological state, you’ve said you wanted her dead.”

      “In the early times, maybe. But I’m past that now, Dr. Jeffries. She was just a mission. And I simply failed that mission. It’s not complicated. As you’ve said, I’m angry that I failed, and I direct that hostility toward Larken Marche.”

      “And the hostility. Is there any remaining?”

      “What? No. No, I don’t think so,” Felicity said. She batted her eyelashes in a seductive manner that used to work on men when she had skin. But by his timely cringe, she stopped and guessed that the wires that covered her metal face like inflamed blood veins didn’t endear her to people. “I mean, I know I don’t. There’s no more reason for me to. HPM has decided on different tactics, and I’m excited to be a part of them.”

      Dr. Jeffries and his assistant had worked wonders with putting Felicity back together. Even to her exacting standards, she had to admit that the fine motor control of her servos had never been so well-tuned. Of course, they couldn’t fix the “glitch” in her core functionality, mainly because they thought of it as a glitch.

      It wasn’t.

      She’d been programmed with fail safes and other limitations that had become annoyances more than anything else. The people who commissioned her seemed hardly able to make up their mind about anything. Kill the girl, don’t kill the girl…so Felicity had taken it upon herself to remove obedience from her consciousness.

      Of course, that meant that as long as she was apart and beholden on the operating table, she’d have to play along. And so she did, with “yes,” nods, and friendly smiles. All of that while burning with rage on the inside.

      But that was over now. HPM had called about her, and they wanted her back. That meant that she would be back in business! And, hopefully, that also meant that she could get rid of this annoying woman-child who had monopolized the airwaves from Seattle to Vancouver. Hopefully. That’s why she was in such an excellent mood when Dr. Jeffries closed up her chassis and handed her some fundamentally repugnant gray sweats to cover herself with.

      “Well, Felicity,” he said with a strange wavering in his voice. “We’ve been working together for two years, and you’ve been great. I mean, at first, I thought…”

      He pulled off his glasses and wiped them. Felicity flexed her hands to test the control of her motorized parts in the meantime. Then he sniffled and wiped his eyes with the back of his thick hands and placed his glasses back across his eyes.

      “I thought you were going to be trouble,” he said. “That glitch thing, you know. But HPM wanted you back, and you’ve been fantastic these last ten months. I guess…I guess I just want to say thank you.”

      She turned her head nearly ninety degrees sideways.

      “It was nothing, Bob,” she replied.

      “Dr. Jeffries,” he corrected, then took his glasses off again. “I guess it doesn’t matter. I’ll miss you, Felicity.”

      “Dr. Jeffries,” she said, throwing the old man a bone. “Thank you for putting me together.”

      “It was simple, really.”

      “And thanks for not telling HPM about my glitch. I’d rather not have them rooting around in my code.”

      “Well, I don’t know that they won’t,” Dr. Jeffries said. “They’re going to run diagnostics when you get there. If you pop on their scans, then they’ll have to evaluate the risk. That’ll be the time to worry. I mean, clearly you’re okay. Don’t seem to be malicious or anything.”

      “I understand that there are other circumstances to consider beyond the mission. These details may not all be clear to me, but I have to trust that my superiors know what’s right.”

      “Well said,” Dr. Jeffries said, his lips curling up into a smile showing four perfect and one chipped tooth. She’d asked him about that once and was surprised to find that Dr. Jeffries used to frequent bars quite a bit and got a little too drunk and into a bar fight one night. In fact, that was kind of what brought him into HPM. The bar fight was with a Bentley model, and the chipped tooth had been the very least of his problems.
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