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Chapter 1


          

          
            The Dying Boy

          

        

      

    

    
      TUESDAY, JUNE 2, 2201

      Bodhi survived on the knowledge that if he died right now, his mother would be equal parts guilt-ridden and angry. He had been stupid not to bring enough extra food. The disease that ravaged his body stalked him through the halls of a thick-walled mansion just outside of Winnipeg, Canada. He scowled realizing that he could no longer recall how to navigate the monstrosity of a home.

      His supporting hand slipped against the white marble walls, struggling to keep his body upright, and his thin shoulders slackened as he neared a potential exit. He slowed to listen for voices, hoping that it led to freedom, confused and directionless in his weakened state. Bodhi lifted his head and strained to distinguish among the sounds emanating through the pale ivory door. He distinguished the high, rich tone of his mother’s voice and Aiden’s deeper masculine vocalizations as they drifted in from the garden outside. The sound of a United States newscast lay beneath. He pushed against the cold metal, swinging the door outward and revealing four overgrown stairs descending toward a garden as anemic of vegetation as his body was of iron. Any discussions ceased when he crossed over the threshold. Bodhi stiffened his back and let out his breath slowly.

      They had been talking about him again.

      That probably meant another course of treatments that wouldn't work.

      Bodhi’s mother swept dark black hair away from her hazel eyes and smiled up at him from where she'd been pulling weeds.

      "Hey, Bodhi, how are you?"

      A different question hid beneath that veneer of simple greeting. She wanted a rundown of his physiological condition to determine how anxious she should be for the day. His head began to swim as the temporary effects of his back-up chocolate bar faded faster. If he didn't get more food soon or a session with the damned erythropoietin pump to boost his failing kidneys, he would collapse.

      He refused to give her the ammunition to lock herself into a downward emotional spiral.

      Bodhi pushed his lips up at the corners to reassure, but his knees failed him. He re-positioned his feet to stabilize himself. Bodhi’s shoes found no purchase and he tumbled forward headlong toward the dry, rocky dirt. His mother screamed. Aiden rose to lunge for him, but the man was too far away and too slow. The last thing Bodhi saw was the ground advancing toward his head.

      Awake.

      A fire burned between his eyes.

      The world brightened before him with natural sunlight and warmth as the flash-blindness waned.

      He closed his eyes against the repetitive thud of pain in his forehead, diminishing as the grogginess dripped from his mind. Re-opening them, he looked to his left, where his haptic gear lay, an invitation to escape from reality. The nearby erythropoietin pump caught his attention next. This resembled a swag light hanging overhead, issuing forth vibrations that, on some level, told his body to produce more blood cells. His cheeks flushed and he grit his teeth. Weeks of effort to gain more autonomy over his life evaporated due to an inept sense of direction. Collapsing before his overprotective mother would siphon away what was left of his freedom.

      He rolled over toward his haptic rig.

      "Don't even think about it, Bodhi," came his mother's voice from the opposite direction. Startled at not having seen her, he turned back over and tried to gauge how angry she was. Her eyebrows furrowed over her eyes, set against her sandstone-brown skin. Her fixed jaw usually meant that nothing he told her would matter. He gulped and tried anyway.

      "Mom, I just got lost. That's all."

      Embarrassment flashed through him, and his cheeks grew hot. Anger flared in his mind at what he knew was coming. He’d made yet another mistake.

      "You got - lost?"

      "I went exploring and took a wrong turn. That's all that happened."

      She sighed, and her jaw loosened slightly.

      "Would it hurt you to be more careful?"

      He had been, but he couldn’t tell her about the two back-up chocolate bars that had lasted less than thirty minutes between them. Nor could he share that even when they did work to give him energy, the mental clarity was hit or miss. In Aiden’s half-underground mansion, the walls all looked the same when his mind went fuzzy. To tell her that would mean that his condition had deteriorated, and he wouldn’t do that to her.

      But now she would find out anyway.
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        * * *

      

      Later, alone and feeling a little stronger under the pump, Bodhi mentally prepared for what he knew would come next. The best and worst thing about living with Aiden was that Aiden could afford to have a doctor on site at all times. Every time Bodhi’s illness flared, his doctor appeared on the scene almost immediately. The routine check-ups and interviews that happened weekly remained tedious, but worse were the visits when Bodhi hurt himself.

      The doctor didn’t even knock, but barged into Bodhi’s room with his mother in tow. Despite the doctor’s ongoing feud with his mother over formalities, Bodhi liked the man. His crooked teeth beneath a coal-black bowl cut of hair could be off-putting when he wasn’t expected though.

      “Mrs. Periam,” the doctor addressed his mother, and Bodhi felt her reaction before it erupted from her mouth.

      “Rawls,” she corrected. He always made the same mistake, as though he insisted that the Aiden and his mother be married. The doctor ignored her and engaged in an examination which involved a lot of wand-waving around Bodhi’s body and questions about his exhaustion.

      “Your son can’t keep his blood count up.”

      “We knew that already.” She scowled at him now.

      “It’s gotten worse, Mrs. Periam.”

      “Rawls, doctor. It’s Ms. Rawls.” Again he gave her no response.

      “Can I speak to you in private?”

      Bodhi started up from his bed to leave the room and make his way to the virtual reality jump point down the hall. He was still sore from the previous day’s fall, but he could use some escape time. Before he reached the door, his mother grabbed him by the arm and pulled him back.

      “No. You stay. You’re fifteen - you need to know what’s happening with your body. Go on, doctor.”

      The doctor shifted his weight and stammered as he began.

      “Very well. Even the erythropoietin pump isn’t keeping up. Its effects seem to be wearing off. His body -“

      The man stopped for a moment then turned to Bodhi directly.

      “Your body is shutting down. The increasing shakes and seizures are signs of advanced degenerative muscle and nerve disease. The lack of oxygen is starving it. Your life expectancy is lower than it says in your chart because of all the recent changes.”

      Bodhi’s heart skipped, and he leaned forward.

      “To what?” Bodhi whispered.

      The doctor pulled his lips into a tight line.

      “One year, maybe less.”

      Bodhi’s mother’s hand shot up to cover a gasp. She drew her head backward and stared at Bodhi with glassy eyes.

      His expected life span had just been sliced in half.

      “Mom, it’s okay,” he tried to reassure her, the words falling empty from his mouth as he processed. She only shook her head at his attempts.

      “Don’t do that,” she said. “Nothing about this is okay. It’s shit.”

      For Bodhi, the moment was fuzzy and distant. The idea that he could be dead before his sixteenth birthday seemed ludicrous. Many assumptions about how his future would unfold crashed down around him. Part of him had expected to meet someone and fall in love. A family he would never have disappeared before his eyes. Somewhere in the back of his mind, a voice told him to be upset and to rage. But it was small and hidden and easy to ignore as all feeling drained out of him.

      Bodhi stared up at the ceiling and imagined that he was free of his body, flying around over the trees. He longed for that type of freedom, with the sky stretching before him and the warmth of the sun on his back. Then he tried another coping technique from his endless supply. He imagined running through the forest, in a body that never tired. He dove into a lake in his mind, feeling the cool rush of water as he slid through it. The dirt beneath his healthy feet gripped as he walked, clawing him to the earth. Thick, muscular legs carried his broad shoulders. He jumped and soared up into the sky, landing a few meters away, and it took no more energy than to blink.

      But when his eyes drifted back down and landed on his mother, her tears were still there, and his life was still over.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 2


          

          
            The Coma Girl

          

        

      

    

    
      "Mom, I'm ready."

      Christine stamped a ballet-slipper clad foot against multicolored tiles at the bottom of the stairs as she awaited her mother’s grand entrance. After an hour, she expected her mother’s emergence - even her mother couldn’t drag it out much more than that. The hem of a forest-green dress with gold trim poked out through the door to the master bedroom at the top of the stairs. In a way that only her mother could, the woman exuded elegance in colors normally reserved for wrapping gifts.

      "I'm ready too, honey. Where's your father?"

      “Getting the volantrae." Their vehicle was the newest model, and levitated using distributed ion drives, freeing it from the traditional automobile shape to the less obvious visage of a floating box.

      Her father’s taste needed refining, and Christine had told him as much many times.

      "Shall we?"

      Her mother extended a gloved hand and rested it atop the banister where it glided down as she made her descent. Her smile, wide and generous, floated down effortlessly, despite the fact that she fumbled to keep her footing on the last step. When she transitioned to the tiles, she wrapped her arms around Christine, who inhaled the day’s airy cotton perfume. Her mother’s arms squeezed her tightly against the woman’s body.

      "I'm so excited," Christine told her as she pulled away. Her mother looked down with that same persistent smile, and her mouth barely moved when she responded.

      "Me too. You look so beautiful, Christy."

      That name caught Christine off-guard and she furrowed her eyebrows and looked up into her mother’s eyes - eyes which didn’t see her, focusing instead on the door over her shoulder.

      "Mom, don't call me Christy anymore. It's Christine."

      "You'll always be Christy to me."

      When Christine heard the door open behind her, she twisted her head back to look over her shoulder with such haste that her chestnut hair whipped around into her eyes. There, in a top hat with a cane, stood her lanky father, the picture of sophistication. Tonight they would see a live performance in the Canopy in the Byrd Theatre. She'd never been to Strata 20 before, even though her father worked higher and often spent happy hour schmoozing in the restaurants that littered the entertainment district. The image of her school friends’ jealous faces already bounced through Christine’s head. She couldn’t wait to tell them.

      "Are you ready to go yet?”

      "Of course, dear," her father told her, extending his elbow for her to loop her arm through. On his other arm, her mother gripped tightly and they stepped through the doorway. Before them the lime-green volantrae, now reminding her of a giant breadbox, hovered just at the end of the walkway, side-hatch wide open and retractable steps extended for them to board.

      A beep echoed through the sky from a source she couldn’t identify. Then another sounded, and another as they continued to keep time. Her father didn’t seem to hear, nor her mother. A moment later, she felt herself whisked far up into the sky. She became an onlooker to her memory. Implications of the scene crashed through her consciousness. Christine wanted to scream at the family not to go but all she could do was watch and remember. The smell of her mother's perfume, her father's terrible jokes. The volantrae trying for the exit ramp and missing.

      Self-flying mode didn't work.

      It had died the week before—a series of stupid accidents.

      The volantrae careened from the sky. From Strata 7, and she counted four other strata before the first collision with another vehicle. She remembered that at first, it was fun - like a roller-coaster ride, as the volantrae tried to latch onto each strata signal and level off. The self-correction proved its inadequacy repeatedly, staying level just long enough to play pong with other cars before falling again.

      When the blood started flying, it wasn't fun anymore.

      Stop! She called out to herself, trying to hide the memories away. She pushed them down, and her ghost flew up farther into the clouds, into space, beyond, and then into blackness.

      How long had she been reliving this moment? Years? Hours? And why this moment, out of an entire lifetime to choose from? All of these thoughts occurred within the space of a heartbeat, and then she was pulled toward her body, screaming inside yet making no noise to disrupt the scene. Then, there was only one of her.

      "Mom, I'm ready."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 3


          

          
            The Order

          

        

      

    

    
      SUNDAY, JUNE 7, 2201

      "Captain Bentley?"

      Ordell looked up from his pinamu tablet, a device the size of a sheet of paper but two millimeters thick that allowed him access to the Labyrinth virtual network through a graphical touch interface, and met Monica Caldwell's deep green eyes across the kitchen table. He ran his fingers through his thick black hair and instinctively scratched at the beard that now hid the scars along the left side of his face as he chuckled.

      “Captain Bentley, huh? What?”

      She reached out and grabbed his hand.

      "What do you mean, what?"

      “I heard what you said. Just thinking this through. Emergent Biotechnology is now partnered with Beckett-Madeline Enterprises, right?"

      "Yes," she told him, stroking the back of his knuckles with her fingertips. He pulled his hand back, but not far enough to escape her light caresses.

      "And you think that Alexander Toussaint is wrapped up in that?"

      "You know who owns Beckett-Madeline?"

      He nodded. Gallatin Hamilton owned Beckett-Madeline, benefiting from majority ownership, which also gave him control over Prescient.

      She shook her head, thick reddish-brown locks swaying on either side of her face.

      "I don't think it. I know it. Rochester's been watching them since January."

      "Why does it matter if they’ve teamed up? One enemy to fight instead of two - easier if you think about it.”

      "It means something is happening we need to know about. Isn’t Dr. Toussaint an ‘old friend’ or something?"

      Ordell stretched his memory backward over the years. Once, almost two decades before, he'd seen the man briefly when Emergent Biotechnology tried to settle a court case with him. Rather, with his dead girlfriend’s daughter, Harper, by proxy. And he met the man at the funeral of Harper’s friend Railynn Marche.

      “Not really, Monica. I’ve met him twice. Hardly friends.”

      “Calm down, I’m just letting you know.”

      She smiled, and he raised an eyebrow toward her, aware at his quickening pulse and the heat behind his eyes. He forced his clenched jaw muscles to relax.

      "What are you smiling about?"

      "Just remembering how long it took you to call me Monica," she laughed and kissed his hand, then stood from the table. "But why do you only do it when you're agitated?"

      He shrugged his shoulders.

      "I guess you’re Caldwell to me. It’s hard to switch off the habit.”

      Every day, all day, they worked together in a military compound. Like him, she was a Captain, so he called her Captain Caldwell, or just Caldwell. He carried the habit back home.

      "There are a lot of us Caldwells. I wouldn't want you to get us confused," she smirked. Then she pivoted away from the table and walked toward the replicator.

      "Check the fridge," he told her absently, considering the implications of their conversation and trying to remember what else he knew about Alexander Toussaint.

      "I guess it makes sense," he said. "If Prescient and Emergent are working together, then that's over seventy-percent of the market share. Toussaint Labs focuses on models, speeding development, I think. The cloning industry hasn’t had a boon like this since before my first birth.”

      He cringed as he said it. The very idea that people like Alexander Toussaint existed - people who tinkered with human biology with clinical detachment - now turned his stomach. Without such individuals, he wouldn't be alive, though. He was a model, or a genetically-altered clone created for a brief life of difficult labor. Caldwell was also; the same was true about almost everyone else in the Siblings of the Natural Order - the resistance movement that they both worked for.

      "Thanks. Yes, they do. But we found out something else, too," Caldwell said as she opened the refrigerator door. "His latest project is something he calls the animus module. This device maps out brain network functionality."

      She retrieved a covered plate from the refrigerator and turned to face him. Then she reached into her slacks and pulled out a data-coin and threw it across the table. A schematic that looked like a dandelion flower pulled up on the tabletop display. He tapped it once, and the image popped up into three dimensions.

      "What am I looking at?"

      "That's the module after it's been learning brain patterns for a while. We pulled this out of the head of a discarded model we found at the new reclamation facility in Minneapolis."

      The mention of reclamation bristled Ordell’s neck. Caldwell had rescued his longtime friend Lancaster from being killed in one of those obscenely boring-looking factories. The crippled man, his legs stolen by an Overseer’s laser whip, now led the Siblings of the Natural Order, but he had once been seconds away from death.

      The life-cycle of a model began with the first birth. This resembled human childbirth in that a screaming infant was unleashed upon the world. Robots reared and trained the child from their emergence from the egg-like birthing pods through their twelfth year. When they reached that age,  the children were re-submerged into stasis pods and stayed until their second birth, which depended entirely upon consumer demand for their pre-ordained trade. Ordell’s own second birth had been delayed for over a decade during the climate change event that wreaked havoc on the continental United States during that time.

      A useful model could expect to work for thirty to forty years, and then “retire,” which meant a celebration, pomp and circumstance, followed by transportation to a reclamation facility, in which the model may or may not be given sedatives before being submerged in a sealed vat of chemicals designed to reduce the model into constituent proteins - re-use for the next generation. For less useful models, or deformed models, the trip to reclamation occurred as soon as the “defect” was detected, even if that “defect” was inflicted by an owner, like the man who had laser-whipped Lancaster’s legs until they couldn’t heal correctly.

      From a polli perspective, these factories increased efficiency and facilitated the re-purposing of resources. For models, they were death camps.

      Not all parts of the model recycled cleanly. Heads were likely to remain mostly intact except for the soft parts like eyes and tongues. The skull and other bones often survived and were discarded with the trash, which the Siblings of the Natural Order, SNO, routinely searched in order to provide proper burials for whoever they could find and piece together. It was one of the most solemn jobs one could have within the order. Ordell assumed that this was where the remains of which Caldwell had spoken were discovered.

      "What was that doing in someone’s head?”

      "As near as we can tell? Failing to override his neural pathways."

      "Over-ride? You mean to take over?"

      "Exactly."

      "Why?"

      "I asked Rochester the same thing.” Caldwell paused, and he looked from the device’s image up to her face. She pinched her lips together before speaking. "She said that they're trying to transplant consciousness. She thinks that polli want to live forever, and use us to do it.”

      His jaw dropped. The thought wedged itself in his brain. Living forever, and with every life, a death. He ran his hand through his hair, pondering the implications. A few minutes later, a flabbergasted Ordell and unusually silent Caldwell shared a volantrae ride toward SNO regional headquarters just north of League City.
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        * * *

      

      They approached the tall fence around the industrial complex where Jarro used to sit, a dive bar that Harper’s family used to own which she abandoned to Ordell when she left. The origins of the new industrial complex traced back to a failed uprising, which produced a requirement for more security and the necessity to move money faster. Turning Jarro and a few surrounding acres into an industrial park solved both problems. Sixty of the seventy-five billion dollars had gone into this project - half to build the industrial park and the other half to pay lawyers, builders, in that order. The gate before them swung inward, and Ordell pulled his Galaxy volantrae, which looked disappointingly like a very practical shoe-box, onto the grounds.

      The building they sought stood where the old Jarro bar had before. A level parking lot had replaced the sloped and destroyed driveway, and a short wall surrounded the lot at the marsh edge.

      "Let's go," Caldwell told him as the vehicle pulled to a stop and she stepped out into the heat. Ordell followed, putting on the grim face of a military man as they approached the building and passed through the door to where biometric security sentries waited to scan them.

      He tried to imagine Jarro in the tall, cream-colored walls and the shimmery tiled floors. The bar would have stood just about where the hall ended at an elevator bank. Caldwell stepped in briskly and spun, causing her hair to swing over her shoulders and her perfume to waft over him. Lilacs - always some flower, though he didn't remember her wearing a lot of it before dating her. The doors slowly slid shut behind him.

      "Fifth floor," she said. Ordell smiled at how she blurred the sounds at the end of the word 'fifth,' as though the 'f' and the 'th' were a special new letter.

      "Do you remember when we decided to build this complex?"

      "Are you getting sentimental, Ordell?"

      He smiled. “Always. But it was after Mara, just after I picked up Captain. That night we had dinner, and I asked you back to my place."

      "Which was very inappropriate.”

      "You said no."

      The elevator passed the second floor and beeped a subdued groan of a sound.

      "I had to. We'd just made you Captain the week before. What would that have looked like?"

      "Yeah, but you were pining after me the whole time."

      "Pining? Right. But the complex, that was Lancaster's idea wasn't it?"

      "I think it was all three. Instead of dinner, we met Lancaster at your place. When he saw the documents and data-coins scattered around, he said his place looked the same."

      "And what if someone broke in…"

      The elevator came to a stop.

      "Just thinking about that. We've come a long way since, you know? Sometimes I forget it wasn't always like this."

      "I know what you mean."

      The doors opened to an aisle that ran between two groups of desks. A transparent glass partition ran along the back wall, and a group of Lieutenants examined the data on it. Ordell could easily make out a map of the United States translucently displayed on one of the six panels combined to form the far wall. They proceeded down the center, and people on either side looked up at them as they entered and grinned or waved. Chatter was ubiquitous around them. Building out the complex was easily one of the most important things they had done to help the organization grow.

      "Reports," said Caldwell, as someone handed her a coffee. The act made Ordell smile, and he wondered how long the Sergeant had watched for them to get the replicator timed perfectly to produce coffees that were the right temperature when they arrived. He felt a coffee shoved into his hand as well. A Lieutenant stopped dead in front of Caldwell and turned to face them.

      "Ma'am," he said, as Ordell struggled to maintain his bearing.

      "Well?"

      "Captain Rochester is in your office waiting to debrief you on the situation in Seattle. Construction has begun on four of the destroyed reclamation facilities. This time, they're being built like prisons instead of factories. Walls, automated sentries, and drones. We're not optimistic that we can destroy them again."

      “If we don’t, thousands of discarded models die every month."

      “I know, and I reminded the general," the man said softly. "He's asked to speak with you when you're through with the debrief."

      Caldwell met Ordell's eyes as he stifled a smirk. The man swiveled his head. "Both of you."

      "Very good. At ease."

      The Lieutenant left and made his way back across the room to join the others in tactical planning. Ordell watched a red light illuminate near a cluster of three on the map of the United States. The latest reclamation facility. Then he followed Caldwell's rapid pace to the right side of the room and through the doors to her office.

      "You should come too," she told him. "This will be about what we talked about this morning."
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        * * *

      

      "Rochester, what's the news?" Caldwell wasted no time as they crossed the threshold into her office.

      "I wanted to tell you personally," the tall woman said, looking down at Caldwell, but just on par with Ordell's height. "We've been monitoring disposals at the Seattle site. The number of transplant failures has been decreasing over the years, and even more quickly over the months."

      "Are they giving up the program?"

      "We don't think so. Less failures means more successes. We can't be sure how successful, but good enough not to kill the models anymore. Last month there were no bodies discarded."

      Caldwell's eyebrows furrowed, and she grabbed her left arm, rubbing her hand up and down across her elbow. Ordell caught a flash of her bar-code tattoo on her left wrist - the inescapable mark of the model.

      "There's more. Gallatin's granddaughter has been in a coma since before the program began. There's a rumor that they feel confident enough about the program to try it on her."

      "Wait. They're that far along that he's willing to risk his granddaughter's life?"

      "Apparently."

      "Any idea when?"

      "Next week."

      Ordell gasped involuntarily as his mind swam through the implications. He could see one person, hopping from body to body, each hop a murder. Then he saw millions and millions of people, all doing the same thing. What he saw in his mind wasn’t yet a reality, and if they acted quickly, perhaps they could prevent models from being killed. But immortality was a temptation that could very easily seal the fate of models for good. From the look on Caldwell's face, she'd come to a similar conclusion.

      "Attack?"

      "The facility is in the Seattle Canopy."

      He blew out through his teeth. Akson society had installed the Canopy when they reigned decades before. The minority government had been paranoid about being displaced, which happened within five years anyway. During that time, they built Canopies in several large cities and fortified them. And strengthened the towns as well: the entire reason they hadn't attempted an attack yet.

      "I don't think we can. Not yet."

      Caldwell walked in slow steps away from Ordell and toward the window. Sometimes, she did that when she thought, although the only thing out there was a dying forest being slowly devoured by a marsh. He looked through, trying to see what she saw, and only saw the clinging tree moss and hidden quicksand. Alligators lurked back there too, waiting to eat anyone who wandered through - something he knew from personal experience. He shuddered and turned away to look at Rochester.

      "What does intelligence think we should do?" He asked. Sometimes they had great ideas.

      "Start moving troops in. We can start buying up houses in the lower Strata - that should be simple enough."

      He nodded, and Caldwell turned to rejoin the conversation.

      "We have to attack," she said, with her voice lacking emotion.

      "People will die. Lots of people will die."

      "More than in the uprising?"

      Rochester looked to her right for a moment and turned back. "Maybe. An all-out assault would fail miserably. If we don't mind-blowing our cover, we can have our investigators open the doors to let us in."

      "That would be a one-time thing," Ordell said. "If it doesn't work, then we lose visibility into anything they're doing for at least as long as it takes to plant more bodies in there."

      "Six months. Flying blind for six months," said Caldwell, shaking her head. "I don't like it."

      "The program still isn't ready for the public," Rochester said, making eye contact with both in turn.

      "We wait then," Ordell suggested. "Wait and watch the situation. Even if she's a success, it will take months, even years, to ensure no side effects. Would you buy into an immortality program if it meant that life was a chronic disease?"

      "Propaganda?"

      "That might be the right move. Maybe double-down on some of those rumors about clones not being quite human," Rochester suggested.

      "We can't do it. Models, others like you and like me - we internalize that. We need to go the other way. Clones are human. That’s the message.”

      "We've been pushing that for years. It hasn't worked yet. And with immortality on the line, how many people will rationalize it away?" Ordell commented, playing the role of a skeptical realist.

      "We never had an intelligence branch before."

      "Intelligence can handle it," Rochester stated flatly. "We can get going now, and if we get Canada and Brazil to join, a combined campaign - it may be more effective than just us."

      "It's something," Caldwell said. "That and we watch - see what happens. Ordell?"

      "Yeah. I know."

      The stakes were rising. Ordell would have to reach out to Alexander Toussaint somehow. He didn't have the man’s Seattle contact information, but there was one person he knew who did have it, though it might take a while for him to work up the courage to reconnect after such a long silence.

      “Did you say when they are going to try with Hamilton’s daughter?” He asked.

      “Not sure,” Rochester replied. “Soon.”
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      SATURDAY, JUNE 13, 2201

      Something bright chased a cooling sensation along her arm just under the skin.

      Wait, no.

      She was confused.

      Bright was to do with sight, not touch. But still, the description seemed to fit. Euphoric weightlessness swept over her chest and expanded through her body.

      Was it just another endless dream?

      No, it felt different.

      She focused on the cold. The brightness expanded all around her. Then it condensed, collapsing from a feeling into a concentrated laser piercing her eyelids. She tried to blink, but nothing happened. Her neck refused to respond to her repeated commands to turn her head. Christine's pupils slowly adjusted to make out an older man's face, smiling down at her through a hazy glow.

      "Christine, how do you feel?"

      She thought about the question as she searched her memory for his name. Her mind flitted briefly across the mental scene of the volantrae plunging downward through strata after strata. The man hadn’t been in the vehicle with her then. She tried to stretch her mind farther but failed to find him. Then she found someone who kind of looked like him but seemed much, much younger. This new memory was of her grandfather. They even had the same green eyes. She strained at his face until she could make out a younger man behind the wrinkles.

      "Grandfather?"

      The man's smile widened, pushing the corners of his mouth further apart and forming more folds around the edges.

      "Baby girl," he said, with tears in his eyes forming as she watched him reach toward her. He stopped just before wrapping her up in a bear hug.

      "Not yet," he told her, "not yet. It will take a few hours for you to adjust."

      He smiled as he folded his arms back across his chest. Splotches blotched his weathered forearms that jutted free of rolled-up sleeves of a plaid blouse. Christine noticed that he was clean, very clean, as though he had never been dirty in his life. His fingernails trimmed immaculately, his eyes set in his wrinkled face were clear and focused and piercing. His teeth were whiter than any teeth should be. She raised a hand toward his face, curious about the texture, but the arm moved too quickly prompting him to jerk backwards. She stopped to examine the back of her hand. Tiny blonde hairs poked out all over it, and long, slender fingers extended from the end.

      It wasn't her arm. Her grandfather must have seen the confusion as a frown spread across his face.

      "Christine, there's something you need to know."

      A voice interrupted from behind him somewhere beyond her range of vision.

      "Gallatin, it's not time yet. She won't understand. Give her a few hours to get adjusted. The animus module is still integrating."

      "She needs to know."

      "I know, but not yet. Just tell her you love her and let me get back to work, please. We need to put her back under for a bit."

      The idea of submerging back into the endless dreams frightened her. Christine struggled to move in protest, but the rest of her body wouldn't respond to her commands.

      "N-no," she interrupted, "not back under."

      Her Grandfather's eyes furrowed as he watched her struggle.

      "Does she have to?"

      "She needs to lay still. It would be easier if she were asleep."

      "But not necessary, right?"

      "No, but..."

      "Okay, princess, you don't have to," Grandfather told her, smiling with his wrinkly face. She wondered what happened to him to make him so old. In the background, she heard someone clearing their throat aggressively, but Grandfather ignored it.

      "Why are you so old?" she asked candidly, which made him laugh and seemed to force the tears in the old man's eyes out and down his cheeks. He bent forward and wrapped his arms around her, holding her so tightly that she gasped for breath. Christine felt pressure on her chest and then a rasping sound as the air went in and out against his crushing embrace. Another sound came of a clearing throat, and Grandfather pulled himself up to his feet, somehow looking even older than he had looked when the hug began.

      "I'll be back, little one," he told her and then stroked a hand across her face before turning and leaving the room.

      "How are you, Christine?" A male voice called to her, unfamiliar and clinical.

      "I'm okay," she said.

      "Good," said the voice. “What do you remember?"

      "You mean about the car crash?"

      "Anything that you remember. The car crash is a good start if you want to talk about it."

      "I don't. I remember Grandfather, though."

      "I saw. What else do you remember? Do you remember your full name?"

      "Christine Chase Hamilton."

      That was an easy question, she thought, and she hoped they would all be so easy.

      "Age?"

      "Fourteen."

      "And… what year is it?"

      “2177,” she replied confidently. She heard the man’s throat clear.

      "Good."

      "No, it wasn't good," Christine corrected. “What year is it?"

      "In time, Christine. We don't want to shock you too much."

      "Now, or I won’t answer anymore of your stupid questions."

      A second passed, and then another. A host of seconds followed, each creeping by in silent succession as she awaited the man’s response.

      "Okay, but make sure to keep breathing. Your animus module is still integrating, and the shock could make you forget."

      "Forget to breathe?"

      "Kind of. It's a little more complicated than that, but you should be fine as long as you keep focusing on breathing. Are you ready?"

      She tried to nod her head, but it was still beyond her control. She could now move her left arm, so she flashed a thumbs up, which elicited an unexpected laugh.

      "Okay, then. Today is June 13th, 2201.”

      Christine's breathing stopped. She willed herself to inhale twice before her body responded. Her autonomic processes kicked in, and she recovered, gasping for oxygen.

      "Twenty-four years?!"

      The man said nothing at first.

      “Has it been that long?” The man offered the question, but she thought he probably didn’t expect an answer. "Your grandfather is a determined man."

      Christine had been in a coma longer than she'd been alive.

      "Do you want to talk about the accident now?" the man asked, as though the shock may have somehow changed her mind.

      Christine got flashes of the rain, and the skyway, and the screaming - her screaming. With just enough focus, she pushed the memory away. Christine knew already what she would find within.

      "No. Why is my arm hair blonde?" Christine asked to change the subject.

      "What?"

      Christine held up her left arm again and examined the blonde hairs poking softly up out of her skin in little goosebumps.

      "Oh, that."

      But the man didn't continue. Instead, he mumbled something Christine couldn't make out, though a device somewhere picked up the man’s vocalizations with a confirming beep. Clinical bedside manner hadn't improved in twenty-four years. Christine turned her head toward the sound of the mumblings. The man seemed taller than the image Christine’s mind created. At a guess, he was near 5’7, four inches taller than Christine. The man wore a lab coat that hung open with green and blue scrubs peeking out. He focused on that far-away place doctors look when they're recording medical notes using sub-vocals. His nametag read Dr. Alexander Toussaint.

      “Dr. Toussaint,” Christine said, pulling the name from the man’s nametag. “Why is my arm hair blonde instead of black?”

      “Torrent, please.”

      Torrent swiveled his azure eyes at her and focused crisply behind thick glasses. Christine thought for a second that she saw a look of sadness before he propped the stooped eyebrows back into just the right amount of concern.

      "You have a new body, Christine," Torrent told her, as his face set.

      "A new body? Did I get a brain transplant?"

      "Kind of. That's pretty close. There's been a bit of an experimental breakthrough out of Toussaint Labs. We moved your consciousness into this body.”

      Christine lacked the right words to respond to something like that. As she tried out different phrases in her mind, he continued.

      “We couldn't get approval to try the experiment with a fourteen-year-old body - even a model, so this one is eighteen years old. We didn't have a lot to choose from either. Still, I think that you'll find that it's a good body in excellent physical shape."

      Christine didn't want a good body in excellent physical shape; she wanted her body. Her lungs expanded in her chest, and oxygen flooded her nerves. Her belly announced its presence with a thick grumble, and feeling spread through her legs and feet. She glanced down with her eyes and noticed a rise in her chest. At fourteen, she'd already mostly grown into her body but had never had boobs. That part was a pleasant surprise, and it occurred to her that it would be something her schoolmates would be shocked to see.

      What schoolmates?

      All of them would be nearing forty now. Nobody in her life would recognize her. No friends. No acquaintances. Not even the stupid little girls she used to bully would be the least bit interested in her anymore. Christine gulped at the notion and turned away from Torrent to hide the tears she felt forming.

      "It is a shock, Christine," Torrent continued, "but don't worry. We'll figure it out."

      "We?"

      "My room is a few floors up. I'll be in here so often you'll get sick of me."

      "I already am sick of you."

      She kicked angrily with her leg and was surprised when her leg jumped up and nearly hit him in the face.

      "I'm sorry. I didn't think that leg would move."

      "That's okay. The module is going to take a long time to get used to."

      She reminded herself that Torrent saved her life. Her emotions fluctuated between annoyance and outright rage, but she could maintain bearing. Her private school had taught her how to hide her feelings.

      "Are there any others...you know… like me?"

      "You are the first and only full success so far," he said, "but your Grandfather has an animus module too, and he's started shopping for a new body as well. You won't be alone for long."

      "My parents?"

      "Your...parents ... were in the car with you, Christine. Neither of them made it."

      "And my stepfather?"

      "Grandfather wouldn't let him in to see you. He gave up after three years, and we haven't heard from him since."

      Good for Grandfather, she thought. She hadn't told him about Davey's advances, but Grandfather must have picked up on how uncomfortable she was around the man. She shuddered to think what Davey might have tried with her, completely unable to fight him off. That man would have probably considered the coma an opportunity. Her body shook, but like her tears, she soon put that to a stop.

      "Do you want us to try to find him?" Torrent asked, misinterpreting her reaction.

      "Please don't, no. I never liked him anyway."

      Torrent smiled at her, something that seemed just slightly warmer than the clinical detachment he had worn to this point. The sympathetic look made Christine believe that he understood after all, perhaps without her having to explain. She smiled back at him.

      "Christine, would you like to see your face?”

      She nodded at Torrent, relieved when her neck responded. She could feel her toes now, and the brisk, sanitary air that flowed over them. Torrent pivoted and grabbed something small from a nearby tray. As he picked it up, Christine noticed beyond what looked like a mound of pink on the counter that she realized then was a white gauze that had soaked through with blood. Then Torrent turned back around, and Christine gasped at what she saw in the mirror.

      Large blue eyes stared back at her from the reflective surface of the tiny surface. Thick lips pursed beneath a slightly excessive nose. Still, traces of baby fat lingered around her jawline, so she could tell the body was maybe not as young as she had been, but only a few years older. Brownish-blonde hair lay to one side of her oval face, and dark brown eyebrows contrasted with it and made her face take on a mysterious look. She saw the eyebrows furrow up around her giant blue eyes, and it took her a moment to understand that she was doing it.

      "I'm pretty," she said.

      “We did try."

      Bodies didn't materialize from the air, but she was somehow in a new one. She tilted her head up to see the rest. Still, she couldn't see anything beneath the crumpled hospital gown.

      "Who was it?" she asked quietly.

      "Who was who?"

      "Whose body was this?"

      "Oh, it was nobody," Torrent said, "just a model, that's all."

      Even before her twenty-four-year coma, models had exploded in use after the Equilibrium climate disaster, partially due to the subsequent declining birth rate. The federal government even provided free child care to anyone who would go through the trouble to have a baby. The program, though successful in some degrees, failed to address the problem of an aging population. Every time they’d had an essay assignment at her school, at least half of the submitted papers were about Equilibrium and a third about the population crisis and models.

      The big news from her childhood had been when an all-model construction crew rebuilt hurricane-ravaged Pike's Place Market. Seattle had been praised as a leading city of technology yet again because they had been the first to use only models for that purpose after climate change slowed. It was safer to keep humans out of harm's way.

      She was ten when all of that happened. By her fourteenth birthday, what pundits on holovision called the Cloning Revolution dominated the news. Models would soon be everywhere, they predicted.

      "Good,” she remarked.

      "Don't worry. We took every precaution. Your Grandfather commissioned this body as soon as he knew we could pull you out. He thought - well, he thought you would like to look more like your mother. There’s some of her in there.”

      Her grandfather was mistaken. Christine’s mother shined with beauty, completely unlike Christine, and the way she navigated life exploited that beauty daily. The asinine idea frustrated her, but it wasn’t like she was going to hop into another body. A wave of exhaustion washed through her. She acknowledged to herself that she'd been too hard on Torrent and would have to do better. For now, she needed rest.

      “Torrent, I'm tired."

      "I know. That's why I said we should put you under again. Physical therapy is going to be real work."

      "Physical therapy?"

      "Yes. That's not the body you're used to, Christine. The broad strokes will work, larger muscle movements. But it would be best if you learned how to use the smaller muscle groups again while you're still with me. Fine motor skills may be complicated for you." He paused, then continued. “It’ll be harder for you than others. After that coma, your mind will have to re-learn a lot.”

      Christine allowed the hand holding the mirror to fall to her side, too exhausted to hold it up any longer. Torrent retrieved the mirror and placed it back on the little metal table.

      "You need rest."

      "No."

      Christine couldn't shake the thought that if she closed her eyes, even for a second, she wouldn't open them for another twenty-four years. In response to Torrent’s request that she rest, Christine screwed together her courage then twisted her tired body around to the sitting position on the hospital bed. Tubes that she hadn't realized connected to her pulled taught and threatened to come out.

      "Hold on, Christine, you'll hurt yourself. Let me."

      Torrent pulled each of three tubes from her body. One was a drip of some fluid, which was probably the source of her original cooling sensation in her arm. That one had been easy. Another similar one was attached to her other arm. A moment later, she closed her eyes and felt flush as the catheter slid from her groin. She didn't feel any physical sensation when the tube came out since she was still numb in some areas, but the idea embarrassed her. She opened her eyes again in time to see Torrent carrying something into the bathroom, and then return.

      "If you want to get up, I won’t stop you. But please wait here, and I'll bring you some clothes, and we'll get you cleaned up, okay? Then we'll go present you to Grandfather clean and ready," Torrent told her, and then left her alone on the bed.

      Christine had many questions, but she agreed to this. She inhaled again, exhilarated at the air moving through her lungs. Oxygen spread through her body. She didn't remember breathing feeling so wonderful. She stretched her arms up into the air and marveled at the tiny blonde hairs.

      Legs still tingly, Christine slid herself toward the floor. Her toes touched first, and she nearly recoiled from the freezing stone tiles. Her right foot flattened out against the surface, and Christine attempted to push away from the bed, shifting her weight to her right leg. As she did, the leg immediately bucked beneath her and then kicked out and dropped her to the floor on her bottom in a harsh thunk. Christine winced as she tried to bring herself to her feet. Just behind her, she heard the sound of Torrent’s running feet.

      He must have heard the fall.

      Embarrassed more than anything, Christine struggled to pull herself up off the ground, but her legs wouldn't listen. She commanded them to straighten, and they folded. She tried to use her arms to help. Though she had more control, the weak fingers on her hands were nowhere near strong enough to allow her to pull herself up completely. She leveraged herself into a position so that she could stay clear of the ground. Christine felt hands beneath her arms, lifting her onto the bed, and turned to see Torrent and her grandfather, both helping her.

      "Why can't I move?"

      "You have to get used to this. Your mind still thinks this is your atrophied, old body. You've been in a coma, remember? You have to work up to it," Torrent told her sternly, almost rebuking her for her audacity to try to stand.

      "How long will that take?"

      "As long as it takes, Peach," Grandfather told her, eyes fixed on her in a stern gaze.

      Christine settled back into her bed, frustrated and bewildered. She pulled the blanket up to her chest and closed her eyes.

      "I guess I will rest now, then.”

      Christine’s grandfather and Torrent left her alone to recover in the vacant and sanitized space. One tiny window allowed her a view of the world beyond, and through it the world seemed unchanged. She could believe that twenty years hadn’t passed except that the styles of the volantrae that zipped by had deviated even more from the traditional automobile. A pretzel-shaped vehicle floated by and she couldn’t help wondering where the people actually sat inside of it.

      Then her eyes clouded over and she looked away. Her heart collapsed and she felt a lone tear trickle down her cheek. Suddenly Christine felt cold and the room grew more empty. Each beep from the equipment that she could find no reason for bounced around the empty walls. She was a stranger to this world, made different by years of absence. Her friends would be in their thirties now, with families. Some would even have daughters her age.

      She closed her eyes, this time longing for the repetitive coma-induced dream where at the very least, she would be able to see her parents again. Mental creations or not, they knew who she was, which was more than she could say of herself.
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      SUNDAY, JUNE 14, 2201

      Harper's communicator buzzed in her hands, and she stared at it as though it were an extra body part sprouting from her fingertips. The impatient way that the device screamed at her betrayed that Torrent called, eager for his regular conversation with Bodhi - conversation she would have preferred to skip. The need for Bodhi to recover outweighed Torrent’s need to make paternal overtures, but Torrent wouldn’t feel that way. He would think that the right thing was to act the father and try to talk to him. She sighed, resigned to the fact that it wasn’t her decision, and pressed a button on the tiny cylindrical device and deposited it on her nightstand. An image slammed against the far wall proving her clairvoyance.

      “Hi Harper, how are you?"

      “I’ll get him - hold on.”

      "Wait, I want to introduce you to someone first.”

      He swiveled the communicator, pulling someone else into view. A petite, blonde girl stood between Harper and his shadow. For the briefest of seconds her muscles tensed in her face before she forced them to relax. When she examined the girl, she saw a bubbly eighteen-year-old smiling back. Inappropriate, but he could do what he wanted. Harper had made that decision ages ago. The girl sat in a hovering chair and as she pivoted her head back to Torrent and then around again toward Harper, she could see premature bags in the shadows beneath her eyes.

      "Ms. Rawls, hello.”

      "Who is this?" Harper addressed the question to Torrent who now hid almost completely out of sight. The girl answered instead.

      "Christine Hamilton," the girl said, in a tone that matched her smile more than her eyes.

      "Tell her how old you are,” Torrent said.

      "Fourteen."

      "No, your real age."

      "Oh. Thirty-nine?"

      He swiveled the camera back until he once again took up the entire image.

      "Remember that treatment I told you about? We figured it out! Look at this."

      Torrent reached toward the communicator, and another image took the place of his projection. Harper saw a mousy girl with dark-brown curls. Harper's mouth dropped as she processed what he’d said.

      "You did it?"

      "We did. Christine was in a coma until a day ago. You remember Gallatin? This is his granddaughter. And because of the treatment, Christine is up and moving around. The Hamilton line continues."

      He panned the camera back over to Christine again, who stared forward into it in silence. She seemed to be thinking about something and the smile had left her face.

      "Christine," Harper said. “How do you feel?”

      “Aside from being a bit tired, fine. I can't describe what it feels like to be back in the real world. You wouldn't believe me if I told you what a coma is like.”

      "I would. But you don't feel any side-effects? I mean, the chair. Is that permanent?"

      "No. It was just that I’d been in a coma too long. I have to re-learn how to walk. Balance is tricky."

      Harper nodded in acknowledgment.

      "That's not all," Torrent interrupted and reached for the communicator again. This time an image flashed of a boy, around the same age as Christine, with a fit body and a wide smile. The way he stood with his arms in the classic Superman pose, Harper saw the tattoo on the inside of his left wrist.

      "This one's for Bodhi," Torrent told her. "Isn't he great? Thanks, Christine. Nurse, can you take her?"

      After Christine was gone, Torrent addressed Harper again.

      "I've already prepped everything. All you have to do is bring Bodhi to Seattle. The H Hotel is where we do the procedure. It's a one-stop-shop."

      "Can you let me talk to him about it?" Harper asked. She could only imagine the way that Torrent, in his excited state, would railroad her son into the decision. His projected image clenched its teeth slightly.

      "I guess, but tell him soon. Gallatin's doing me a favor here."

      "I will. Hold on, let me get Bodhi. Not a word."

      Torrent nodded.
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        * * *

      

      Later that evening, Harper took her dinner in the kitchen while Bodhi reclused into the virtual reality of the Labyrinth. That would occupy hours of his life unless she stepped in to intervene, which she had no intention of doing until it was time for his treatment. The time alone gave her freedom to think through what she’d just learned. At the counter in the kitchen, Aiden nursed a mug of yaupon hot brew.

      "Late for coffee, isn't it?"

      "I guess so. It's been a busy day." He shifted to look at her and she noticed wayward strands in his normally precise hair.

      "Well, I'm glad you're here."

      "You seem upset. Is something bothering you?"

      He sat on the stool beside her. She moved away from him and turned until they sat face to face. A gentle sigh escaped her lips when she exhaled and then sucked in another breath. She told him everything that Torrent had told her, and waited for his response.

      "That's a lot to take in," he said. She watched his eyes. He searched her face looking for clues how to respond, but she gave nothing away, valuing additional insights over feel-good remarks.

      "It's a tough position to be in," he told her. "I'm not sure what I would do. On the one hand he gets a chance at a longer life. What is the cost of the life of someone you don’t know?”

      "That was no answer at all."

      "What did you expect? "

      "Something more than what you gave me." Harper narrowed her eyes and grit her teeth together.

      "I can't tell you what to do. I don't think you can decide this anyway. It’s Bodhi’s choice, isn’t it?”

      "What choice?” Harper cringed as Kiera entered the conversation and the room. The blonde-haired woman, taller than Harper by an inch, had become her surrogate sister over the contentious years. Aiden, in a completely isolated and scandalous incident, had rescued Kiera from a brothel in the states, brought her back to his complex and she’d never left. Even today, every time Kiera entered the room Harper’s eyes drew to the tattoo on the inside of her left wrist.

      Aiden shifted over a seat to allow Kira space, but she didn’t take the offering. Harper studied the far wall and avoided eye contact, unwilling to tell Kiera about the operation.

      "There's a way to save Bodhi, but it's not easy," Aiden said.
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