
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


The Replica

––––––––

Madeline Dyer


[image: A rabbit logo with blue ink

Description automatically generated]

INEJA PRESS







This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, organizations, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental and beyond the intent of either the author or the publisher.

The Replica

Copyright © 2026 Madeline Dyer

All rights reserved.

Madeline Dyer asserts the moral right to be identified as the author of this work.

This book is human-written, with no generative AI involved in the creation or editing of this work. 

This First Edition published in April 2026 by Ineja Press.

Editing by Joseph Hall.

Cover Design by Sarah Anderson Designs.

Interior Paperback Formatting by Sarah Anderson Designs.

Interior eBook Formatting by Ineja Press.

Editing by Joseph Hall.

Paperback ISBN: 978-1-912369-55-3 

eBook ISBN: 978-1-912369-54-6

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced, transmitted, downloaded, distributed, stored in or introduced into any information storage and retrieval systems, or in any AI training systems, in any forms or by any means, whether electronic or mechanical, without the express written permission of the author, except for the purpose of a review which may quote brief passages.

The author can be contacted via email at Madeline@MadelineDyer.co.uk

For Mum and Dad

Exact Date Unknown

They have taken me, and they are going to kill me. 

My chest tightens, but I cannot move. I’m lying on something hard, and my back’s hurting, and it’s dark. So dark that my eyes start to trick me, make me see shapes. Murky outlines that twist and shimmer, until I blink and then they’re gone again. 

Please, please, please.

My lungs burn. I’m breathing too fast, and it’s hot in here. I can feel dampness, something slick, on my face, my arms. My hands are clenched into fists, but I can’t undo them. My fingers are like stone.  But I’m trembling.

I can sense my arms and legs, but not enough to move. There’s just a heaviness in my body, and a pounding in my head that punctuates my repeating realization—they have taken me, and they are going to kill me—and it’s getting faster, denser. My breaths ratchet up, and I try to sit up, try to move, but I can’t. Are there bindings around my limbs, attaching me to this... table or bed or whatever it is? Have I been drugged?

The only thing I know with certainty is that they have finally got me, though right now I’m muddled and can’t recall who they are. Just that they’re bad people. Very bad people. 

My head hurts too much, and it’s like part of my mind has been carved out, removing any clarity of explanation.  All I’ve got are these instinctual thoughts, feelings.

“You better make this work.” 

I freeze. There’s someone else here. A man. Shit. I... I thought I was alone. 

I hear my intakes of breath, suddenly too loud. My pulse quickens. My eyes are so wide my eyeballs hurt. I’m just staring upward at this dark space. How close is this man? Is he right next to me?

“I told you, I’m doing my best,” a sterner voice replies. Another man.

Adrenaline buzzes through me. Two men. Two men have taken me. No, there will be more—a whole gang of them. 

Rushing sounds fill my ears. My breathing echoes strangely, and I think I hear rustling movements. The men? Their clothes?

“Help,” I whisper, but my word doesn’t come out. Or maybe I just can’t hear it because my blood’s pounding so much in my head now, and the only other thing I can hear is the men talking. No, they’re arguing. 

“And I told you if you don’t manage to get this info, we’re both gon’ lose our jobs. Why can’t you fuckin’ see that?” 

I think they’re a few feet away. The immediate air is still, no rush of warm breath on my my bare skin. Bare skin. I’m... naked. Nausea rises, sharp. I’m naked, and something’s wrong with me. Drugged. They have drugged me.

“There’s no need to swear. I’m perfectly capable of understanding the gravity of this situation.” 

“Are you? Really? Because it seems to me like you think Barber’s messin’ about here. That he’s gon’ just roll over if we don’t find this piece. That our jobs—our fuckin’ lives—aren’t on the line.” 

“No, I never said—” 

“Then why haven’t you already done all the tests on Harris?”

Harris. That’s... that’s me. My surname. But I can’t think what my first name is. I blink rapidly, trying to control my breathing and the way the contents of my belly is swirling. Why don’t I know my first name?

“It’s not rocket science, for God’s sake,” one of the men snaps, and their voices are sounding similar now. I can’t differentiate between them. 

“Because Zanton did the last obs, and she’s too fragile right now and—” 

“I’ll tell you who else is too fragile right now, shall I? Anna Beckley. Look, we had explicit instructions, and sooner or later she’s gon’ know we fucked up. So, you’re gon’ do those tests on Harris now.” 

And then there’s a high-pitched sound, like metal squealing, and I hear something else. Other voices—but they’re different, not like these men’s, like they’re inside my head.

“It’s too much—too much for her! Nat, you’ve got to listen—Lucy’s... they’ve run too many tests on her. Just... just think.” 

“We haven’t got time to think. Come on! We’ve got to run faster. Lucy’s in there.”

Lucy? I jolt. Pain wraps around my fists. My sister. My—we were... Memories and images flood me, but they’re just fragments: the broken shard of a glass pane; the smell of smoke, putrid, too strong; something so bright and orange my eyes hurt; and Lucy’s voice and her blue eyes and her mangled flesh and chipped teeth and blisters, burns, scarlet gashes. 

“I’m scared, Natasha.”

“It’s okay. It’ll be okay. I promise. I’ve got you now.”

Chills run through me. 

“Sir,” says one of the men, “with all due respect—” 

“Don’t all-due-respect me. Just do it.” 

“But if the girl is too injured by this and we don’t get any results, we’ve lost any future chance of securing the intel. The sensible thing to do is wait.” 

Wait? The fog inside my head whirls. I can’t wait. Lucy. I need to find Lucy. 

“We don’t have time to wait—as you fuckin’ well know. Now, you’re gon’ do this, see? It would be such a shame if somethin’ was to happen to your boy, wouldn’t it?”

Pain, more and more, and I see the softness of Lucy’s face in muted gray tones, hovering above me in the darkness. She’s scared. She’s crying. And I don’t understand.

“You wouldn’t dare,” snarls one of the men. 

“Really? That a risk you wan’ take? Nah, didn’t think so. Get to it.”  

And then it clicks—who these men are. Because I do know them. I know them well. And their faces superimpose themselves over Lucy’s, and these ghastly men are the last things I see as the swarming darkness gets heavier inside my head. Because they did this to Lucy. 

They did this to me.

They did this to all of us.
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Chapter One 
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Present Day

––––––––
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“You don’t have to do this one, Natasha.” Mandy’s voice is soft as she leans toward me and touches my arm, but I barely notice her because all I can focus on is the hologram in front of me. The blond girl and her younger sister. The time stamp for this image is dated seven years ago. 

Oh, shit. 

My throat’s closing up, and my tongue feels too big, too heavy. Beads of sweat drip down my spine, sticking my shirt to me. Oh, God. My body jolts, and phantom pain tries to make me dizzy. 

Seven years ago... 

Seven years ago, I was happy. Me and my sister Lucy were together. Smiling and laughing and together. 

“You shouldn’t do it. It’s wrong of them to expect you to.” Mandy’s voice echoes, and I turn and look at her. Then behind her. 

The Familiarizing Hall is a long room filled with Information Points. Each point is a booth with an altar, a plasma file connected to it and a hologram of the subject projected above. Soon, a replica agent will arrive at each Information Point, connecting their MindX to download the details of their next assignment. 

There’s a hologram in front of Mandy’s station, too. I can see the image just as she can see mine because the privacy shields are short and inadequate for the job. Mandy’s got a middle-aged woman. The room is empty, except for us. 

Mandy’s already connected her MindX to her Information Point, downloading all the information and files about her subject as she frowns at me. Her hologram flashes blue, showing data transfer, but I can’t bring myself to connect my life to this blond teenager. Not when I know who my subject’s younger sister is: Emily Richards-Taylor. One of the missing children. Just like my own missing sister. 

“I’ll go and tell them,” Mandy says. “Actually, maybe we can swap. Won’t take long for me to switch this over. They can’t expect you to do this assignment, anyway.”

The Greats don’t make mistakes. 

Mandy disconnects her MindX. The middle-aged woman in the hologram flashes blue. I swear she almost looks sadder.

“No. Uh, I can do this.” I can. I swallow hard. 

I should’ve known at some point I’d be asked to replicate someone else whose family’s been ripped apart by the DARTS, the evil group who are kidnapping the children of our society, caging them up, making them grow extra limbs and eyelashes and lips, all in the name of the illegal beauty industry. It has always only been a matter of time before this happens.

“Nat, I’m your friend. I’m trying to save you with this,” Mandy says. She’s hovering just to the right of her Information Point. “You can refuse an assignment on these grounds. And with it being Lucy’s birthday today, too, I think you should.” 

I wince, then pull a hand through my hair. My fingers get caught on knots, and I tug them out. I catch sight of the outline of my hair in my shadow; it’s a mess, but it doesn’t matter. Won’t be my hair soon enough.

I look back at the name on the top edge of the altar, below the flickering hologram: Charlotte “Lottie” Richards. The older sister of the missing and oft-presumed-dead Emily Richards-Taylor. Once I’ve downloaded Lottie’s file, there’ll be no going back. I’ll go straight for the Phenotype Replication Process. My entire body will be remolded to look like Lottie’s, so no one in the outside world will suspect that Lottie isn’t here. Because I’ll be there, filling in for Lottie in her day-to-day life while the government cures her of Risa-11 activation.  

“I can do this,” I say, and I sound more certain now. 

What Mandy and I do is important. 

But Mandy’s shaking her head softly at me. “This is a bad idea, Nat,” she says

I shrug. Maybe it is. But I’ve got to get over it at some point. Even if Lucy’s disappearance was my fault.

###
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Three hours later, I swing my legs over the side of the table and wait for the buzzing sensations to dissipate before I stand. My muscles tense as I get the feel of my new body. Shorter. Not as athletic. Part of me is annoyed because I spend so much time—when I’m myself—exercising, eating healthily, and definitely not smoking.

But when I’m replicating, I have to deal with their lifestyle choices, for better or worse. Sure, location records say Lottie goes to the gym three times a week, but her body doesn’t feel strong. And I’ve seen her, in CCTV footage, walking around with a refillable zig glued to her fingers, GMO smoke wafting around her. I clench my jaw. Decreasing my gym visits from six days to three is doable, but there’s no way I’m going to maintain her r-zig habit, even if it means breaking the rules. Lottie’s zig pen is old, and its toxin filters don’t meet the current safety standards. The smoke may be engineered to be safer than regular cigarette smoke, but with her r-zig, lung damage is still a possibility. This is, after all, still my body, and there’s only so much I’m willing to do.

A tech in a white lab coat hands me Lottie’s clothes—a deep red, tight top, a silver-and-black studded belt, and a pair of black leggings, along with some dark trainers—and I change into them. I wrinkle my nose as sweet-vanilla-ish smoke wraps around me, and I try to ignore just how tight the top is. 

Being transformed into strangers is bad enough any day, but today is Lucy’s ninth birthday. Of course it’s worse. Because I’m thinking about her. When I’m on assignment, I try not to think about my personal life. And normally, it’s easy. But this time, I know it’s going to be a challenge. Lottie’s situation isn’t dissimilar to my own. 

Lottie’s makeup bag is on the counter next to where the techs, doctors, and my boss are talking, and they watch as I head over, peer into the mirror and apply her foundation, winged eyeliner, and mascara. Lottie had been aiming for art college and though she didn’t get in, images of her show her eyeliner has a precise artistic flare. It takes me a few attempts to match it.

“We can sort out the final paperwork in the arrangements area.”

I follow Agent Barnes, my boss, and try to perfect Lottie’s gait. I practiced just before the Phenotype Replication Process, or PRP, but I struggled a little using my own body. It’s a lot easier to get the sway of the hips and the heavy step just right when my body is the exact same weight, size, proportion, and density as my subject.

Barnes holds open a door. I take a seat inside, wince as the skin across my bottom and thighs stretches. It’ll be sore for the first few hours, but it’ll heal fast. It’s amazing what technology can do.

“Congratulations on your new identity, Agent Harris.” Barnes is a short man with a perpetual frown. If he didn’t tilt his head back, sitting down would have his eyes focused on my chin. He taps his left temple. “Contact me if there are any problems.” 

I nod and reach up to my own temple. My MindX, a tiny voice-controlled computer implant, is a few millimeters below my skin, and I can feel its slight round shape. The device isn’t unique to my line of work because all upper-class citizens have them.  I press it through my skin, feel the slight vibration as it turns on. The MindX slogan flashes in the top half of my vision: MindXChange? MindXPlore? MindXTract? MindX: Whatever You Need. It’s standard agent practice to keep your MindX on all the time, but the waves it emits would’ve interfered with the RPR process, especially when the doctors were programming the MindX to respond to my new voice. Still, no new messages flash in front of my eyes.

“Any problems or queries, or if you see any violent behavior indicative of sequence activation in another citizen, contact me immediately. It may be that we cannot rely upon the tracer transmissions now.”

“Of course.” It is my duty as an agent of the Great Collective Government to facilitate the smooth running of the United Nations of Attestan and protect every subject. We can’t have anyone knowing the dangers that people like Lottie are facing, or the lies that our society is built on. I run a hand through my new hair. It feels light, like it’s going to blow away.

Barnes pushes a small sync screen toward me. On it, is the contract, the one all of us replica agents in the UNA have to sign any time we imposter someone. The assignment is authorized under the president’s name, but her signature and permission is automatically printed onto every document in the Great Collective. 

I write my own name, Natasha Emma Harris, then Lottie’s, Charlotte Mae Richards. I sign the document with both our signatures, giving permission for my memories generated during this mission and the things I’ve already learned about my subject—exclusive details pertaining to Lottie that a member of the public wouldn’t know—to be extracted. Any remaining memories from this assignment will be wiped upon its completion. Citizens still have a right to retain some privacy.

“Thank you, Agent Harris. Without the work of agents like you striving to keep up Mr. Attestan’s good name, our country would be in ruins once more.”

I tap my left shoulder in the usual gesture which gives thanks to Mr. Attestan, the man who founded the Great Collective one-hundred-and-seventy-three years ago. 

He’d headed the team that had identified the Risa-11 sequence—a group of genes responsible for uncontrollable and continuous violent and criminal behavior. His work meant that Europe was then united into one nation, creating the empire that became known as the United Nations of Attestan, commemorating him after his death. The UNA has been run solely by the Great Collective, our highly-successful government, ever since. Thanks to Mr. Attestan, the world is a better place now, for his work has allowed us to reduce criminal activity to almost pre-Grand-War levels, with only one criminal group still out there. 

When I was younger, I was told that every citizen undergoes procedures at birth to remove the Risa-11 gene sequence. The sequence stems from the Grand War—the global nuclear war two hundred years ago—which caused a genetic mutation in all humans, a mutation that then proved hereditary. For years after the Grand War, individuals would suddenly be overcome with uncontrollable urges for aggression and even murder. Until Mr. Attestan’s team solved the problem.  

Yet, when I joined the Greats, I learnt that the Risa-11 sequence removal process is a lie. There is in fact no way to remove it without endangering life, and so the ‘removal’ process is really just the insertion of an advanced tracer. This contains a chemical gauge, a DNA detection device, and GPS Signal. Together, these components tell the Greats if and when specific genes in the Risa-11 sequence have been activated and where the person is—for it is only when the genes are activated that criminal tendencies will begin to emerge. The tracer transmits a reading every ten minutes to the Greats. As such, the Greats will know as soon as the Risa-11 sequence is activated—whether that occurs by stress or illness or hormones or pregnancy or environmental changes—and the patient can be whisked away for a highly expensive treatment to deactivate the gene sequence before it starts to influence their behavior and risk causing the mass-murder urges. It’s necessary for the Great Collective to lie; we can’t risk the witch hunts we had before Mr. Attestan’s work, because people were killing out of fear, even when their sequences weren’t activated. They were so scared of others, the ‘kill or be killed’ mentality took over.

Since 80 A.G.C., most treatments only take a few days, but if the early stages of treatment suggest that deactivating the Risa-11 sequence will take longer, because sometimes this does happen, replica agents are called in as there’s only so long the spontaneous spa weekend or the visit to the long-lost friend excuse will satisfy the patient’s family. This doesn’t happen much though—there are usually only around twenty replica agents operating across the country at any one time, dispatched from the many Great Collective bases, in total. Most of us agents are young, as are their soldiers, because the sequence rarely activates in those under twenty-five. Stress is a known trigger for Risa-11 sequence activation, and so high-stress jobs go to the under twenty-fives. I’ve got seven more years of active duty before I’ll be taken off agenting and given a large bonus.

We usually get warning when patients have sequences that are hard to turn off, and we often know this before they become violent. But with Lottie, there was no usual buffer time between activation and symptoms. By the time we realized her sequence was malfunctioning under standard deactivation and that she’d require a longer course of treatment, she’d already been removed from society for three days. 

I doubt Lottie’s been missed much though. Her mother’s drunk most of the time, and Lottie herself has no job as she’s taking a gap-year, supposedly to build her art portfolio, before applying again to art school. Though we’ve seen little evidence of her using this time to perfect her talent. Lottie will be in RS treatment for the next few weeks, and I’ve got to live her life so the public are none-the-wiser that the sequence is still a threat. If they found out the government lied and that the ‘cure’ given at birth is really a detection service, there’d be riots. 

“There’s one more thing.” Barnes coughs, then brushes dog hair from his sleeve. “Charlotte’s tracer wasn’t working sufficiently. There was a significant delay in the change in her mental-state being chemically detected, and the transmission of the active status to us via the DNA readings, despite her displaying behavioral signs indicating an abrupt change—but her behavioral signs were different. She did not become violent or exhibit criminal tendencies. Instead, she developed neurological defects and mental instability.” Then his tone softens. “I do not know why Charlotte’s sequence activation manifested in this unusual way but I’ll arrange for the footage to be added to the file, so you can view it.” 

Surprise fills me. The only footage replica agents are shown of their subjects is that which shows them functioning in the way that’s normal for them. We’re not shown their Risa-11-activated behavior in case it influences our own acting. But Barnes wants me to see this. 

“So, there is that to start with,” Barnes says. “But Charlotte’s RS activation itself was also rapid and her stress levels were greatly elevated, when the chemical gauge did finally show something.” He pinches the bridge of his nose. “I believe this citizen is involved in something...unusual. Something the monitoring support systems failed to pick up. Something tipped her over the edge, and triggered the sudden activation of the sequence.” With each word, his voice gets quieter, and several times his gaze flits from one side of the room to the other. “I need you to find out what caused this. It could affect others, and there’s nothing to say that the more violent manifestations of RS activation wouldn’t arise in those people. We could be facing a huge threat. Report in with me regularly.”

I stare at him. This isn’t in the paperwork, and everything should be. Barnes knows that—he’s always adamant we stick to the rules, write everything down. And even so, a replica agent’s normal job is just to act like the real person until they’ve finished the treatment. There’s never any investigation.

“I’m sorry.” He picks up his sync screen. The moment I signed it, the changes to the document would’ve automatically appeared on all the other copies of the contract within the Great Collective. “I haven’t got much time to brief you on this. I’m due in a meeting in five minutes about the latest plans regarding the DARTS.”

My skin crawls at the mention of the group—the DNA Alternation, Reorganization, and Transformation Scientists. The DARTS may have removed their own tracers—and those of the children they take—but they will be caught soon. They can’t hide forever. As a Great Collective employee myself, I work inside the secrets of our government, and I’m in a good position to know exactly when they are caught, long before the public finds out. But I don’t get to attend the meetings anymore. Just as I’m no longer one of the ones who’d be going out to catch them. 

Instead, I’m replicating, while my sister is locked in a cage and forced to grow extra limbs her captors can sell on the black market to those desperate to have perfect bodies. 

The muscles in my face tighten. Not a happy birthday for Lucy.

“I’ve chosen you to do this for me, you specifically,” Barnes says.

My eyes narrow. “Why?”

“A soldier never forgets her training.” 

I take a deep breath. Two years ago, I was one of the most respected soldiers in Armed Security. I was commended for my diligence on multiple missions. 

“I do not know how dangerous this may be, and we haven’t got an abundance of agents with your experience. You’re the best person for this, Agent Harris.”

I was sixteen-and-a-half when I left Armed Security, and the Greats couldn’t afford to lose me. Even if I wasn’t a soldier, I could still help them. 

Can you though, given what happened?

“I don’t want anyone else knowing about our little plan,” Barnes says. “If you find anything, request a meeting in-person. Only use the MindXs for regular communication.  It may be that nothing at all is going on, and I don’t want to get other government units involved if it turns out to be insignificant. I will ensure the memories extracted from you at the end of this assignment match whatever we decide to put on record. But I have every faith in you that if there is anything going on, you will find out as much information as possible and report it to me alone.” 

I nod. Barnes has never given me anything extra to investigate on the sly before—I never thought he’d want anything done on the sly. He must be worried... and he knows I’m good. A smile tugs at my lips. He trusts I’m the agent for this job.

“Good luck, Agent Harris.”

I take my last look at Agent Barnes, meeting his gaze straight on, before stepping out into the world, ready to resume Lottie’s life.
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Chapter Two
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Lottie’s street, like much of Elkington, hasn’t seen any tech advancements in a long time. Roads like these are one of the places I used to avoid at all costs—until I got this job. The divide between the rich and the poor in the UNA is huge. I was raised in a high-tech apartment where everyone has MindXs, but those in Lottie’s neighborhood rely on com-kits to talk with each other and to search the Internet.

Three tattooed guys with beady eyes watch me as I walk past. I’ve read Lottie’s records numerous times in the last hour, and they say the locals usually leave her alone. I wrinkle my nose as one of them coughs up phlegm, then makes eye contact with me. No pride at all. Disgusting. I resist the urge to activate my MindX and bring up his medical records, check he hasn’t got anything contagious. 

In poorer areas, there’s more illness. The people here weren’t screened for congenital illnesses when they were embryos and they don’t receive the regular Immuno-Booster shots like the upper classes do. I rely heavily on my Immuno-Boosters because I was adopted into the UNA as a baby with an unknown background. Though I’m rarely unwell, I almost certainly wasn’t screened as an embryo. Sometimes I wonder what would happen if I no longer received the shots. If I’d be constantly sick like those who live in places like this.

A few doors down, on the opposite side of the road, Mrs. Long pushes a pushchair. Her son, Jackson, waves his chubby fists at me. He’s two years old next Thursday, and Lottie often babysits him.

Behind me, one of the locals shouts something. I speed up, reach number thirty-one A, and jab the key in the lock. It takes a while to turn it—no matter how many poor citizens I imposter, I’m still more comfortable with key-codes—but then I’m inside.

“Lottie? That you?”

“Yeah.” I make sure I sound annoyed—Lottie doesn’t get on with her mother. 

Just act naturally. For Lottie.

I force my face into a scowl as I slam the door. 

There’s a screech from the room at the end of the hallway: the living room, where Yvonne spends most of her non-working time.

“Decided to come back, did you?” Yvonne appears in the hallway and takes an extra long drag on her r-zig. The air around her fills with red-tinted smoke. “Where’ve you been? Why ain’t we got no food in the fridge? I’ve been workin’ flat-out for days. You better be gettin’ dinner tonight.”

“Yeah, later.” 

Lottie spends a lot of her time in her room. I’ve seen the CCTV footage of her stamping up the stairs, muttering a string of expletives under her breath. 

So that’s what I do. The smell of sewage clogs my nostrils, and my chest tightens. I read in Lottie’s file that their house has problems with the drains, but they’re not due another maintenance check for a year. Totally unfair, but it’s the way the Greats operate. When it comes to keeping people safe from the Risa-11 sequence, we don’t pick and choose based on wealth—if poorer classes found out the truth, everyone would discover Mr. Attestan’s deception and the lies our current society is based on—and there’s only so much money left for maintenance if the residents themselves can’t pay. 

For a moment, I want to run to the nearest shop and buy their whole aisle of cleaning products, but then I’m at the top of the stairs. Lottie’s room is on the right, so I head in there, slam the door, and dart for the window.

It takes me several moments to force it open, and for two solid minutes, I gulp in air. At last, I take a look around. Lottie’s bed is in the corner, unmade. Her com-kit—consisting of an AccessPlus headset, wristband, and keyboard, each very worn and scuffed—is on top of her pillow, along with two empty boxes for r-zig refills. The bedsheets are old and worn. I sniff them. Fairly fresh, that’s something. Peeping out from behind the pillow is a teddy bear. I pick it up, squeeze its padded belly. Black cross-stitch eyes glare at me, and it’s like the bear knows I’m an intruder here. Like it knows my motivation for being a replica isn’t to protect citizens, but rather to keep being a government worker in some capacity, to stay in the loop about the DARTS, know if there are any developments, no matter how small. Ordinary citizens don’t get this info. 

Selfish reasoning, Natasha.

I place the teddy bear face-down on the pillow, so its eyes can’t accuse me of being a deceitful intruder. 

To my left, there’s a small wooden chair on its back, lying across a huge stain on the gray carpet. Behind it is an old wardrobe—the door hanging off its hinges, semi-obscuring a desk. In nearly all the footage I’ve seen, Lottie’s wearing black or red clothes, studded belts, and trainers. The garments inside her wardrobe mainly match this, but I also find a bottle of blue hair-dye, a yellow make-up bag, an empty sketchbook, and packs of r-zig refills. 

Downstairs, Lottie’s mother turns the TV up louder—an actual television, things only found in the rich’s museums and the poor’s homes—until I can’t block out the blaring audio. The first time I saw a television was when we had a day-trip in agent training to one of the experience museums. It was a world away from the high-tech STWs—Sensory Transmission Walls—offering multi-sensory experiences that my friends and I were used to, and the trip meant we were able to experience how people used to live. How the poor still live. But it was all in a safe, fun environment, one we left behind after a couple of hours. At the time, it made me feel uncomfortable, like we were playing at someone else’s life in order to give us entertainment. Now, the discomfort I get from old tech is different, lesser. Easier to stomach. And it’s still something I leave behind after each assignment—until the next, if the Risa-11 patient is another poor citizen.

I head for the wardrobe, and adjust the door on the left so it sits flush against the frame, no longer hanging off its bottom hinge. Just as I’m about to inspect a stain on the wardrobe door, my MindX activates, text rolling across the top of my vision. Message from Eron Adams. 

Eron, my boyfriend, also works for the Great Collective, but in their Online Security department. Although he’s nearly three years older than me, we were at the Training Academy together for many years as he took an extended program. Even after he graduated, he was still nearby as the academy shared grounds with the Surveillance and Online Security HQs, so we remained close. 

Heat rushes to my face as I remember last weekend: soft lips and tender touches and... 

I clear my head with a shake and say, “Open message.” Richer classes may have sophisticated technology, but the MindX is not thought-activated yet. 

Tuesday. The Victoria. 10 P.M. The Metal Elves are playing.

For a moment, I stare at the message, my feelings of warmth disappearing. We saw this holographic band play three months ago. It was day I told Eron I thought I was pregnant. In the interval he’d wanted to get the pub to announce our news. I’d refused. I hadn’t actually taken a test as I was already booked in for an agent medical examination the next day—just routine. I figured there was no point doing a test myself: pregnancy is always checked for in the medicals. 

But I hadn’t actually been pregnant. It was just a scare.

And now he wants to go back to The Victoria and see The Metal Elves. I have to sit in that same room, where last time I felt so uncomfortable because Eron was just too excited and what I was feeling wasn’t even close to excitement. 

I dictate my reply to Eron’s message, watching my words appear below his in the conversation stream. Sorry. I can’t. I’m assigned for the next three weeks. Maybe more.

I drum my nails against my thigh. Lottie’s nails are ugly. Short, bitten, scruffy. Not like my shiny ones. 

No problem, Eron replies.

I let out a long breath. He’s not even going to try and persuade me like he used to? When he’d come up with crazy, wild plans, saying he’d sneak into my assignments and find subtle ways to see me. We never did it though—my assignments, my job, have to come first, and it’s always me who has to be the realistic one. Always me who sucks the joy away. But one of us has to be levelheaded.

A thud comes from downstairs, barely loud enough to hear over the blaring TV, and I know Yvonne’s going to be drunk already. She never used to drink. Only started three years ago, just days after—

I gulp. Close my eyes. This is different.  

My hands shake. I take several deep breaths. 

This is Lottie’s life. Not mine. 

Keep the two apart. 

###
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I make my way to Max’s Fish ‘n’ Chips, two blocks down from Lottie’s house. Lottie’s debit chip was installed in my left wrist as part of the PRP, and I know her bank index is at a little over two hundred. 

When I’m living my own life, I never go out to buy food. For my seventeenth birthday, Eron bought me a Creator XI—the latest model of nutriment generator—and it can produce any meal in five minutes. Still, there’s something about actually walking to a takeaway and waiting for the food—smelling all the aromas—and walking back, cradling a warm parcel that feels more authentic than standing in a kitchen waiting for the Creator XI to ping.

It’s cool tonight, but I didn’t bring a coat, only a small bag, enough to hold Lottie’s com-kit, minus the keyboard—it’s too bulky. I’ll rely on the dodgy voice-control for the headset if needed. The newer versions have more options, but even Lottie’s old AccessPlus model does its job. When turned on, the wristband vibrates if there’s a message or call waiting, and the headset—a folding strip of lightweight metal—hooks around your left ear and over your left eye to show messages or caller ID. The screen has 3D technology so the text or images appear farther away and you can still focus on them. Aside from communication, you can browse the Internet, and headset add-ons for other apps are available. 

I push open the chippie’s door. Eyes to the ground. Kick the door shut. The bell tingles. Customers cough, clear their throats.

“The usual?” the man at the counter asks, and I nod. His bald head is covered in a thin layer of sweat, and his eyes are dim. 

He’s called Reg Harvey, and he’s thirty-nine tomorrow. He lives at home with his girlfriend and is expecting his first child in six weeks. I know all this as his file is linked to Lottie’s due to regularly interaction in the chippie. 

Reg takes my payment—a quick wave of my wrist over the unit—and shouts my order behind him. Two large portions of chips, a gherkin, a pickled egg, two bottles of overly sweet, fizzy drink. The majority of food that the wealthy eats in the UNA is genetically modified to last longer or be resistant to herbicides and pests, without getting any of the side effects such as altered organ function and allergies that were previously associated with it. But Elkington is not for the rich. I’m glad Lottie doesn’t like fish. Even when it is engineered to be tastier and more nutritious, I can’t stand it, not when the unpolluted areas of oceans are just massive cages to farm the shoals. 

I take a seat, but the overpowering stench of fat and grease makes my stomach turn. Hardly the birthday meal I’d have planned for Lucy. But it’s the one I’ll be eating. 

The cold metal of the chair bites through the material of my leggings, numbing my thighs. On the wall opposite, a cartoon poster makes fun of the asteroid everyone thought was going to destroy our planet. Of course, NSAT fragmented it years ago. 

I bite my bottom lip, trying to look bored and nonchalant and—

“Lottie? Where the hell have you been?”

A tall, lanky guy stands in front of me, inches from my body. He’s got light brown skin and long, dark hair covers his eyes, casting shadows across his sharp cheekbones. A small cut sits just below the soft hollow of his throat. Dressed in tracksuit bottoms and a hoody, he emits moody vibes. 

“Lottie?” The smell of chewing gum wafts toward me. His eyes narrow at my lack of reaction, and irritation flickers across his face. 

I blink hard. This man isn’t in Lottie’s records. 

The Greats, who know everything about everyone, don’t know about him. 

For several seconds, all I can do is stare. It has to be a mistake. He must be in her records somewhere. Could I have missed it? I went over and over her file meticulously on the way to the hospital. I didn’t see this man’s face, and I can’t easily pull up his file now on my MindX as it requires voice control. Still, I’m confident in my memory because I’ve been trained to be the best. There are all sorts of techniques you can use for improving facial recognition with its accompanying data, and there’s no way I missed him.

The only answer is he’s had his file removed. The DARTS have always wanted to do that, but so far haven’t managed it. We don’t know how they found out about the tracers, or whether they know the truth about the Risa-11 sequence, but amazingly, they haven’t broadcast any of this to the public. Probably would be a security risk for their location. But their files are still there. 

Could this man be a more advanced DART Scientist who’s found a way to remove his records from the system? But, no, no one can do that. Anyway, all shops are programmed to set off an alarm and go into lock-down if the number of human life-signs doesn’t correspond with the number of tracers detected.

But this man didn’t set the alarm off, and I know the alarm in here is up-to-date and scored 100% in its last reliability check. He must have a tracer. I need to scan him, but the scanner, like all MindX apps, is voice-controlled and requires specific instructions. I can’t scan him here.  

“You’re ignoring me?” The man grunts, shakes his head. “Have you any idea how much you worried me, the lengths I went to, trying to find you? I thought you were dead.”

“Dead?” I fold my arms. “Well, here I am. Alive. That a disappointment?” 

He curses. “We need to talk.” His voice is sullen. His eyes are dark. 

“Do we?” 

He jerks his gaze outside. After a moment, I get up, leaving the shop. It’s colder outside, and I stop about ten feet away from the door. 

Now he stands in front of me. He’s taller than I realized—a lot taller than Lottie. Six feet or so. 

“What happened?” He kicks at a can, and it rolls away, rattling. 

I shrug in the deliberately exaggerated movement of Lottie’s that I’ve perfected. “Nothing.” 

“Nothing? You disappear for three bloody days, and you say nothing.”

I look him up and down. Shit. Someone has missed Lottie, and he should definitely be in her final. My breathing quickens, and my insides feel too hot. But I can sort this. 

“Yeah, nice to see you too,” I mutter. 

“Of course I’m glad to see you. I was out of my mind.” He wipes the back of his hand across his face, and a ring on his little finger catches the dimming light. He snaps his fingers at me. “But talk. Tell me what happened.” 

I shrug. “Nothing happened.” 

“So you didn’t go after them? This was all just, what? Attention-seeking?” He lets out a dark laugh and steps closer. The smell of his gum gets stronger. “I know you’re still doing it, Lottie. Lying is useless.”

“What?” I keep my voice even and low, but in my head, I’m a whirlwind of thought—mostly about whether Lottie also had a drug problem that the Greats don’t know about.

The guy’s eyes narrow even more. “Your sister. You’re still looking for her, aren’t you? Following any men you think might’ve taken her.”

I take a step back. The pavement swirls. 

Get a grip, Natasha. This is a good thing. You can press for more information.

A metallic taste spreads across my tongue, and I try to remain calm. Of course, I know that Lottie’s missing sister isn’t my missing sister. But any information has got to be helpful. 

You can find the DARTS. Find Lottie’s sister.

Find Lucy.

Then the man grabs me, a hand on my shoulder. Sudden heat lashes through me. I snatch myself away from him. Lottie doesn’t like being touched. Neither do I. Not by strange men. Especially ones who’ve evaded the Greats’ records. 

“So it’s true.” His upper lip curls. “You promised me you’d stop, for the sake of us. I care about you—you know I do—and I’ll do anything to keep you safe. But I can’t do that if you keep putting yourself in danger.”

I blink hard, tilting my head to the side. A relationship? 

No. Can’t be. I’d know. The Greats would know. 

I should call Barnes. I just need to collect the food, get back to Lottie’s, and call Barnes. My supervisor is right. Something’s going on. The Greats don’t know everything about Lottie’s life. Her records aren’t complete. I can’t replicate her if I don’t know her or how to interact with her boyfriend.

“Just talk.” The man looks around, then back at me. “Where’ve you been? Who were those men? Did they hurt you?”

“What men?” 

He lets out a low hoot. “You went off with those men. Don’t deny it. George saw you. God knows why he didn’t stop you. And now you won’t talk?” 

George Taylor is the father of Emily, Lottie’s sister who went missing three years ago, around the same time my own sister was taken. George was working on the algae plantation at the time, but he left his job in renewable energy eight weeks afterward—needed time off, he said—and still claims money from the Greats. The Greats are very lenient toward the families of the missing children. It’s partly why Lottie’s being allowed to take this ‘gap’ year.

But Lottie was following men three days ago? That can’t be right. Three days ago was when she was admitted to the Greats’ hospital. Three days ago was when the chemical-gauge tracker in her brain had finally transmitted severely low levels of serotonin to the monitoring systems. She can’t have been out following men then. And if she had been, Barnes would’ve told me. 

So why’s this man lying? And George, too? 

My head whirls. 

“What did you find out?” the man asks. 

In the last eighteen months, since the shooting that ended my career as a soldier, my perception of others hasn’t always been great, but right now I do not like his tone one bit, and I know I’m not over-reacting. He’s too loud, aggressive, bordering on shouting, and two of Reg’s customers look at us as they leave the shop. I frown. DARTS don’t shout, don’t draw attention to themselves.

“Nothing. Dead end.” 

“So tell me what happened. Or can’t you remember?” 

Fire rises within me—Lottie’s irritation, for she prides herself on her memory—and it’s a sign that tells me I am actually good at my job. I know how she’d react right now, and improvisation is key.

“Of course I can remember.” I let out a snort. He looks relieved, and it spurs me on. “Fine. I followed some men, and it was nothing. Dead end. Didn’t work—just like you said it wouldn’t.” For a moment, I wonder whether I should’ve said that, but he doesn’t react. “You’re right, okay? And I wasn’t missing for three days. I just didn’t want to see you, have you gloat and rub it in—” 

“I wouldn’t have.”

“Really?” I raise my eyebrows. 

“This is dangerous, Lottie. You don’t know these men. You’re not going to get answers and find your sister this way.”

“Yeah, you’re right,” I glare at him. “I need to go.” 

His fingers latch around my wrist. “What about me, Lottie? How can you do this to me...because all of this...” I yank my arm back, and he throws his in the air. “All of this is driving me mad. I had no bloody idea where the hell you were, and now you’re closing up on me. Look, you’ve got to drop this. Your sister is gone.” 

I freeze, and I feel myself—not Lottie—reacting. Anger flares through me, and still this man continues, just yelling at me. 

“She’s never coming back. She’s most likely dead.” 

“No!” I shout.  

“You need to get that into your head and move on.” 

“Move on?” I snort. “Let me guess: so I can be with you and forget all about my sister?” I shift my weight from foot to foot. Anger threatens to blur my vision, but I force myself to breathe deeply. Need to remember everything about him, unless I can subtly activate my MindX to record. “Because she’s the obstacle between us, isn’t she? You don’t want me finding her because then I’ll have her and you won’t have anyone?” 

For a moment, I think he’s going to say something, but he just shoves his hands deep in his pockets, glares at me, and walks off.

I watch him go. The mystery man. Part of the DARTS? No, not in public like this, surely. But who is he? I shake my head and exhale, see my breath in front of me. 

His words ring in my ears as I head back into the chip shop to collect Lottie’s order. 
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Chapter Three
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Two Years Ago, 171 A.G.C.

––––––––
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Everything is made of metal. Even the chairs. My bottom is numb, and I’ve only been sitting here for a few minutes. 

“You know why you’re here, Agent Harris?” The doctor is sitting opposite me, his hands clasped together on the metal table top. 

Next to him, his two colleagues lean forward, as if the extra few inches will mean they’ll be able to see me better. 

I nod. “Yes, and I want my rep here.” It feels fake saying it. Until Leon Barbour—Eron’s colleague and an ex-lecturer of the academy—advised me this morning, I hadn’t even known I had a rep. I didn’t in the other meetings. But Leon said he didn’t have time to explain, that he was late, but to make sure I asked for my rep before answering questions. 

The doctor raises his eyebrows. “You don’t need legal representation for this, Agent Harris. We’re only establishing facts today.” 
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