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This was day one of my life and I didn’t even know it.


Sigh. I’m such an idiot.


It’s like this… I woke up disoriented, the way you are when you rearrange your room or sleep in a hotel and the light is coming from the wrong direction. You know? I thought that was all it was, at first. That I was on a trip and was just groggy. And then I noticed the smell. Hospitals have a specific smell and no nanite-driven theme in the world can completely mask it.


A woman leaned over me, smiling, with the stethoscope badge that all doctors seem to wear. She had plump, brown cheeks that dimpled when she spoke. “And how are we today, Holly?”


I shifted and—I remember this very clearly—the plastic tubing of an IV brushed against my arm. I was in a hospital bed, under a thin white sheet, wearing a thin, white gown, in a thin, white room.


And I had no idea why.


Nothing hurt. So, there were no clues there. Or maybe the lack of pain was a clue. I wracked my brain, trying to figure out what had happened and why I was there.


“I’m…confused.”


I turned my head, expecting to see Jonathan or my dads or someone I knew. But I didn’t know either of the other people in the room. One was a white man in a black suit, with grey hair smoothed back into a bun at the base of his neck. He looked at me as if he were measuring me for a coffin. The other man stood just to the side of the door holding a blue folder loosely at his side. He had a nose that looked sharp enough to cut glass and a chin to match.


“Well, that’s to be expected.” The doctor slid her hand through the air as if she were placing a virtual object. It was a little rude that she was keeping her theme settings on private, but I supposed that it was something about the confidentiality of patients. “Now, then. I’m Dr. Hall and I’m sure you have a ton of questions, but things will go faster if you can just hold them for a moment, all right, hm?”


“All right…”


“Now, then, what’s the last thing you remember, before your last renewal?”


 The last thing I could remember was being at a party with Jonathan.


No— Not just at the party. It was a party that I had thrown, trying to raise awareness for this new artist. A potter. They did real pottery. With clay. Actual clay. Not just a sim. Real, physical clay that they didn’t theme in any way at all. You could watch them throw a pot on the wheel and see the clay spiral up organically into a form, and then—and this was the magic part—you could pick it up and sink your fingers into that clay and feel it come apart in your hands.


The clay was real.


And after you destroyed it, you would hand the clay back to them and they would spin something new out of it. While you—you had this crust of drying clay on your hands that absolutely proved that you had handled something real. Something honest.


I remembered leaning against Jonathan after lifting a vase off the wheel and smashing it back into its original form again. I remembered Jonathan’s warmth as I leaned into him and drew a line of red clay down his nose. “There.” I said. “There. I’ve marked you, so you’re real, too.”


He frowned, but I don’t remember what he said.


“Holly— Did you hear the question?”


I blinked and looked at Dr. Hall again. “Sorry. Um… I was at a party with my husband. It was for Rosanne Wilson, a clay revisionist.”


My mouth was dry, as I realized that I didn’t know any of these people and that Jonathan wasn’t there. If I had been hit by a skimmer or something, he should have been there when they revived me in my new body. But he wasn’t. “Was I in an accident?”


“Now, now…remember what I said about holding your questions?”


“Of course.”


“Picture that final memory. What do you have in your right hand?”


I had definitely died. This was a question that I recognized from any number of police procedural dramas on the teletri. I swallowed and resisted the urge to demand answers.


But a part of me was afraid that the reason my husband wasn’t there was because he didn’t want to see me. Jonathan had never completely shaken his upbringing and he had always sworn that clones were not quite like their Original. And yet here I was…alive. If I was right and I had died, my will contained instructions to have me ported into a cloned body with the memories from my last visit to a renewal station. Jonathan, on the other hand, had a Do Not Replicate order on his will. I looked at my hands which…looked like my hands. The nanites had even included the odd freckle on my left thumb.


I swallowed again and tried to focus. They probably wouldn’t let me see him until they knew I was successfully integrated into the new body. So what was the last thing I remembered holding? “N—nothing. I had a martini in my left hand and some dried mud on my right. Does that count as holding something?”


The doctor exchanged glances with the man with the knife-blade nose. “What is your first childhood memory?”


“Um…” Why had they looked at each other? Was I supposed to remember more— No. Wait. My last memory should have been of the renewal station. Fear came and sat on my chest. What had happened to me? “Childhood? Um…we were—I mean, my dad and I were in a department store and I wanted to show my dad a toy, so I tugged on his skirt. Except it wasn’t him.”


It felt like that childhood fear of being abandoned had come back to rejoin me.


“Good…good.” She made another note on the virtual screen that I couldn’t see. “Tell me how you met your husband?”


“Where is Jonathan?”


“Holly…now what did I say?”


I bit down on the inside of my cheek against an urge to punch her. I’d never had such a violent urge in my life. The adrenalin that came with it shook through my joints. “We were at the Riverside Marketplace. I was buying oranges for a carving sequence I wanted to try. He was buying them for breakfast. We compared notes about real versus printed oranges. And in the course of that, I found out that he had a real job—” I remembered him tossing an orange into the air and laughing. “Anyway. I hadn’t met anyone that had a real job before. He’s a neuro-engineer. That caught my attention, but he’s funny and kind and please—where is he? Is he okay?”


The doctor didn’t answer; she just made another note and then stepped back from the bed. “Bob, it’s your turn I think.”


The man in the suit unbuttoned his jacket as he stepped forward. Then he produced a knife with a wicked drop point blade and rushed toward the bed.


I threw my covers back, grabbed the IV pole, and slammed it into his side. Before he’d finished staggering back, I was out of the bed, wrapping the IV line around his neck and pulling. With one foot I kicked sideways, aiming at the weak point of his knees, and knocked him down. All while keeping the tension off the IV line in my arm.


It was easy.


I had never done anything like it before.


My body knew what to do as if it had always done that. I dropped the IV pole and pushed back, landing on my rump on the ground. “What—”


Bob rolled over, rubbing his neck. “Nice work with the IV.”


Marking something on her invisible screen, Dr. Hall nodded. “Excellent, it seems the edits to Holly’s muscle memory and skillset have taken.”


I started shaking then, because the only reason they would have made edits was if I was a provisional replica. It wasn’t just that I had died. No. No, I had done something. I’d done something so heinous that I’d been replaced with—me. An edited clone.


“No… No. What did I do?” I couldn’t think of anything that I would have done. Provisional replicas were murderers or rapists or abusive assholes who refused therapy and—I carved oranges. I threw parties. I was a good person. “Whatever is—I’m sure it was a mistake.”


“What was a mistake, Holly?” The doctor held her stylus over the air, ready to make another stupid note.


“I don’t know!” I pointed at the man I’d knocked down with the IV pole. “But I shouldn’t know how to do that and— Am I a…what happened?”


“Oh for crying out loud.” The third person. The man with a nose like a knife had stayed by the door and he rolled his eyes. “How many times do I have to tell you people…”


“Schuyler.” The doctor held her hand out as if she could stop him. “We have to be gentle and—”


“You need to answer her questions.” Schuyler opened the folder and pulled out a tri-fold pamphlet. He held it out to me.


Living As a Provisional Replica.


“I’m sorry.” Schuyler took a step forward and met my gaze. “You murdered your husband.”










I held a gun in my hands.


I sat on the edge of the hospital bed, dressed once again in real clothes. I say “real” when they were white and unthemed. Simple trousers, a t-shirt, and a shoulder holster. I held a gun in my hand. It’s difficult to describe how comfortable its hard ceramic weight was in my hands and how uncomfortable I was because of that.


I had never held a gun before. But my hands—the hands of this altered body—knew exactly how to hold the grip, with the tang resting over the web of my firing hand, so that it would be steady if I raised it and aimed. My finger rested naturally on the trigger loop but not on the trigger. Barrel, forward sight, energy port, rear sight, power level indicator, biometric sensor… I knew these as intimately as I knew Jonathan’s face.


How could I have killed him?


Schuyler walked to stand in front of me. My government appointed contact had shooed the other two out of the room after they’d finished testing “me” to make sure that whatever I was worked right. “Look. I don’t know what happened after your last check-in to affect your Original’s state of mind, but the fact is that she did murder your husband.”


“You’re wrong.” I lifted the gun, and safety instincts kept the muzzle low, pointing away from him, even though it wouldn’t hurt him. Not him. They hadn’t trusted me with an unrestricted energy weapon, not when programming it could make sure that it could only hurt one person. My original self. “I wouldn’t kill anyone.”


“You believe you wouldn’t. I get that. But she did it. She murdered Jonathan. If a random person had killed him, what would you do?”


At the thought of someone harming Jonathan, the visceral urge to strangle cramped my hand around the gun. If someone else had murdered him, I would kill them. What I didn’t know was if that urge for violence had always been there, or if it was something that had been added. “I wouldn’t just turn vigilante, if that’s what you’re asking. I’d trust legal processes.”


“You are the legal process. If your Original had turned herself in, there’d be a whole different conversation. But that’s not what happened. She killed Jonathan and then she went off-grid.”


“How do you know that?”


“Look… I know it’s disorienting for you that weeks have passed since your last memory, but I promise you— There has been an investigation and a trial. Due process has been served. Creating you…that’s the result.” He drummed his fingers on his knee. “Tell you what. This was on the agenda for later, but I can show you the murder scene now.”


My spine went cold. “Where…”


“Your apartment.” He swiped an invisible tablet in the air. “Do you want to see it? This virtual space was made by the crime scene investigators and has all the meta-data you could ask for.”


I clenched the gun harder, as if it were Jonathan’s hand. “I’m… Will he be—”


“God no. I mean, I have those images, but you don’t want to see them.” Schuyler held out his hand. “I’ll just show you the scene.”


Shivering, I reached out with my free hand and took his. With that contact, I could see his theme. It morphed the appearance of the room around us, blanking out the hospital and leaving me in my kitchen, holding the hand of a government agent who thought I was a murderer.


The kitchen was a quaint open floor plan from the 2010s, with a massive granite-topped island in the middle of the room. We used old-fashioned barstools when we ate at home. The one nearest me was tipped on its side at an angle, as if it were pointing at the pool of blood.


A handprint smeared out from it. In bloody block letters, someone had written, “LIAR.”


On the floor, with blood and fibers sticking to the base, lay a small replica of Rodin’s The Kiss. We’d picked that up in Paris on our first anniversary. It had a provenance that dated to the same era as our apartment and the purchase had seemed hopelessly romantic. Hauling it home had been a chore. I remember Jonathan making a face and joking that at least the weight meant no one could doubt that it was real.


Schuyler reached out and tapped the air over the blood.


A woman’s voice began speaking. “I arrived on scene at 1517 hours and was greeted by Detective Schuyler Arakawa with the Cascadia Police Department Criminal Investigation Bureau. I was directed into the kitchen of apartment #932 where the decedent was found. The room was in a state of disarray that showed signs of a struggle. In the kitchen, I noted a sculpture, a set of knives which were capped, a ceramic vase, a bowl, twelve oranges, multiple cotton swabs, and a tray of leftover sushi. One bar stool had been overturned and the word LIAR was written on the floor in the victim’s blood. A white plastic bag was noted in the trashcan in the kitchen that contained orange peels, human skin, and a broken craft knife covered in blood.”


My hand was sweating inside Schuyler’s grip.


“I retained the broken blade and sculpture as evidence. These items were documented and inventoried and placed in the evidence room at the medical examiner’s office. The body was fully supine on the floor next to the kitchen island. The head was pointing west. The feet were pointing east. The body was cool to the touch. Rigor mortis was relenting. Lividity was consistent with body position, purple in color and fixed. Purge was noted coming from the decedent’s nose. A small area on the floor under the decedent’s legs was covered in what appeared to be purge. External trauma was noted at the temple consistent with the blood, hair, and brain matter on the sculpture.”


For a moment, the sculpture lit up and a glowing circle illuminated what I’d thought were fibers. Hair. It was Jonathan’s hair.


“In addition to this, the victim’s face had a series of spiral carvings cut into the flesh. Based on the minimal bleeding, I believe this occurred after death. I pronounced Jonathan Gentry deceased at 1520 hours.”


I jerked my hand out of Schuyler’s grip and my kitchen faded away, taking with it the woman’s voice and the sculpture and the blood. Jonathan’s blood. Tremors shook through me and kept my breath trapped in shallow gasps. Murdered. By me? I couldn’t… That could not have been me.


Schuyler blinked and swiped his hand through the air. He looked at me and winced. “This is why we usually wait.”


I swallowed to keep from vomiting. Carvings in his skin… Spirals. Like the ones I carved in oranges.


Schuyler sighed. “You understand what to do next?”


My response was horrified laughter. In hindsight that might not have been the best choice, but it was that or sobbing, and sometimes things are so horrifying that it twists out sideways. The pamphlet on “living” as a provisional replica lay wadded on the floor where I had thrown it. “I have four days to find and execute myself for a crime I don’t remember doing.”


He sighed again. “I know. I’m sorry.”


“Sorry? This needs a little more than ‘sorry.’ Will you still be sorry next week, if I fail? If this version of me dies?”


At least he had the grace to look uncomfortable. “Please believe me that if we had been able to find your Original, the judge would not have issued a warrant for your creation. Teletri dramas aside, provisional replicas are extremely, extremely rare.”


“Well, that’s comforting.”


“Fair. All I can offer as comfort is that if you succeed, you’ll take her place and can return to your normal life.”


“Seriously?” They had clearly edited me to kill and, according to them, my Original had murdered— And that was the bigger issue for me. “My husband is dead. There is no ‘normal life’ to return to.”


“Holly. Look at me.” His eyes were serious on either side of his narrow nose. “Remember that a family member can petition to have a loved one revived.”


I swallowed. Jonathan had a DNR on his account. Surely he didn’t intend that restriction to include murder. But Jonathan’s parents were Southern Baptist and believed in the sanctity of the body. They’d use nanites to stay healthy, sure, but once someone died? Once their soul had left their body they viewed reviving as pulling a soul out of heaven, at best, and a walking soulless abomination at worst. Oh sure, they believed in the resurrection of the body, but only with the Second Coming. They would never revive him.


I’d thought it so much religious nonsense, but now? I looked at the gun in my hand and felt the familiar weight of it. Whose experience had they edited into me? “You’re asking me to actually kill—that’s not something I would do.”


“But you did.” Schuyler shrugged. “Just make sure you check in every day.”


“Yes, sir. I’ll be sure to keep you updated on my progress.”


“Do you want your husband back or not?”


And what choice did I really have? As a provisional replica, the nanites in my body would expire after four days, taking me with them. I suppose I could have just sat on the hospital bed and waited to expire, but I holstered the gun and left.


If I was a soulless abomination, all I knew was that I loved my husband with every fiber of my created body. That central part of my being seemed unchanged. Except…somehow. Impossibly. I had murdered Jonathan.










I walked out of the hospital and blinked against the light, waiting for my nanites to adjust. Nothing changed.


Of course it didn’t. I was a provisional replica. They’d explained this to me, but the absence of my theming was more obvious outside the hospital. I wouldn’t have access to theming or customizations or anything, until I’d tracked down and killed my Original. Did that count as murder or suicide? I wonder what Jonathan’s family would think about that. Not that I could contact them to find out.


His parents’ theming would screen all calls from me. If I approached them in person, I’d be edited out of their vision and hearing, just like I was a bit of garbage. The same with my friends and my family. To protect them from emotional harm, according to Schuyler. The only theming that my nanites would do would be to mask them from me, too. I was a ghost in this world.
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