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Chapter 1

	Hysteria consumed Harriet’s thoughts. The stone foundation of the building behind her snagged at the yarn of her sweater and abraded the stone of her back. Passersby, their eyes intent on the sidewalk at their feet, took no notice of her distress as she sank to the pavement. She tucked her legs in, wrapped her arms around her knees and squeezed her eyes shut.

	Where was she?

	Where was Jacob?

	The shame of her ignorance was overwhelming and the only relief was that everyone ignored her. She was a Puppet. She shouldn’t be out on her own. She should know where she was. She should know why she was there. Jacob would be furious when he learned that she’d become discombobulated again.

	“Are you okay?”

	Harriet forced her eyes open. A young white man squatted before her, brown hair parted on the side and swept back from his face, eyes so dark they were nearly black—stereotypical corn-fed Midwestern good looks. A curvy, beautiful woman, black-haired and amber-skinned, stood behind him, nose upturned, tapping her heeled foot impatiently. Harriet shook her head emphatically, and her back ground against the wall behind her. She could hardly conceive of the meaning of his question, but she was certain that she wished to be left alone. She buried her face against her arms, nose resting between her knees, eyes peeking over, and wished she could meld with the stonework behind her or melt into the ground.

	Jacob would scold her so fiercely.

	“It’s only a Puppet,” snapped the woman, tossing glossy tresses off her shoulder with a turn of her head. “Stop wasting my time. We have dinner reservations.”

	“I’m sorry, Lucia,” the man replied obediently.

	With trepidation, Harriet watched him rise and turn away. As he did, he reached out and brushed her leg. Smooth stone fingers glided effortlessly over her jeans, applied delicate pressure to her concrete joint. Agog, she stared after him. Another Puppet! And what a fine Core he had! Lucia’s hips swayed seductively with every step, her heels rang on the pavement, and the Puppet followed, dancing attendance, movements quiet and natural and agile. A gentle breeze bounced tight, black curls about Harriet’s face, set the Puppet’s wool coat swaying but left the illusory hair of his Skin unruffled. His cheeks didn’t show a trace of pink despite the chill. Though he was a luxury model, he was being handled by an inept Puppeteer. Not like Jacob. Jacob was the best Puppeteer. Harriet could pass a rigorous visual inspection, though anyone who touched her or heard the scrape of her Core against the building façade would know what she was. A pity that he was mishandled—but Harriet was still awed by his quality and his kindness.

	Reassured by the Puppet’s gesture of solidarity, Harriet forced herself up. Dusk ebbed into night, and the streets of Harlem thronged with a dizzying swirl of people. With no memory of her instructions and no idea where she was, all she could do was try to find her way home to Jacob and accept whatever punishment he would mete out for her ineptitude.

	Home couldn’t be far.

	Unsteady, Harriet plodded to the nearest crosswalk and read the signs that identified the intersection as 125th Street and Frederick Douglass Boulevard. The location communicated no meaning to her, provided no reference point for returning home. Windows, streetlamps, headlights, traffic signals, and neon signs cast shadows in blacks and grays, a fractal that shifted constantly as cars drove by, people moved, and branches swayed. Shouts, horns, whistles, motors, and music created a disorienting cacophony. Whenever Harriet tried to grasp an idea, the signal would change from yellow to red, car brakes would screech, a cloud of cigarette smoke would envelop her, or a frigid breeze would blow, and her thoughts evaporated in horrible brightness. Befuddled, Harriet stumbled. A steady stream of pedestrians brushed by, and she tried to escape.

	“Watch where you’re going!”

	“Get out of my way!”

	“Fucking ice doll!”

	Overwhelmed, her Skin expressed her desperation and fear with the appearance of tears. Ineffectively shielding her eyes with her arms, helpless to block out the scintillating lights and dissonant racket, she retreated to the safe solidity of a building that fronted the street and found shelter beneath the torn and tattered awning of an out-of-business store.

	A memory came to her clearly. The store had once sold small, animated Puppet pets for the fleshed who weren’t able to master the requisite spells to make their own Puppets. Unlike true Puppets, their appearance was fixed and they lacked the semblance of free will, engaging in pre-enchanted behaviors as appropriate to their construction as fake cats, dogs, birds, monkeys, bears, or tigers. Unlike flesh pets, they required no care, no food, no water, no training, and were always happy no matter the treatment they received. Harriet had pleaded with Jacob to get her a dog, but he’d put her off—only to produce a Chihuahua for her on Christmas, Core of poured plastic, stubby tail wagging enthusiastically. She’d jumped with joy and nearly put a hole in the floorboards. He so rarely bought her gifts. Money was always tight.

	Harriet couldn’t remember what had happened to Tulip.

	Curling up against the graffitied, boarded-over window, she cradled her head on her arms, watched the passing pedestrians and cars, and wondered what she should do.

	Jacob would be scared when she didn’t come back.

	The world passed in an incomprehensible blur only to inexplicably come into focus at random. A scene burnt itself into her mind, exquisite to the last detail: a woman ran across the street, green signal overhead casting her pale skin a lurid shade of lime, a cabbie leaned out of his yellow taxi and screamed bad words, cars honked, a teenager stood smoking a joint, and the air smelled of stale smoke and garbage and cold. She could ignore nothing. Her mind prioritized the most insignificant detail as having paramount importance. Overcome, she closed her eyes, and when she opened them again nothing was the same. A business owner across the street was lowering her metal grate for the night, the cars parked in front of Harriet had left and been replaced, the traffic light was red and a thick stream of people interwove as they moved in all directions. Two men in puffy jackets, shoulders hunched, loomed over her. They spoke, asked her something, leered, reached for her. She squeezed her eyes shut again and heard nothing, felt nothing, had no knowledge how much time passed between blinks.
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	Stone rasped against stone, rousing her from paralysis. Broad shoulders and a solid body blocked the staggering view of 125th Street. The Puppet from earlier squatted before her, one hand resting on the sidewalk.

	“You’re still here! Where’s your Puppeteer?” he asked, kind and concerned. Harriet shook her head. She didn’t know. She should know! “It’s okay. I won’t hurt you. I want to help. My name is James. What’s your name?”

	“Harriet,” she whispered. “I don’t know where Jacob is.”

	James reached toward her cautiously; with effort, she didn’t flinch. He touched her arm, soothing and gentle on the fabric of her sweater, the polished marble of his palm a stark contrast to the age-roughened concrete of Harriet’s Core. Jacob used to indulge her love of material clothing even though it snagged and tore and felted and wore out no matter how careful she was, even though cloaking her Skin with illusory cloth was free. She couldn’t remember when he’d last bought her an outfit. She couldn’t remember when Jacob’s smooth dark skin had grown wrinkled, when his thick, curly black hair had dulled to gray. Her left hand clenched more tightly around her knee, and she shuddered. The hand had four fingers. She couldn’t remember how she’d lost the fifth, only that it had broken, as all of her was breaking, eroding, degrading. Tentatively, James enfolded her hand in his, pale peach Skin against her dark brown.

	“Can you stand?” James asked. He rose slowly, and, despite her apprehension, Harriet let him guide her to her feet. She stood only as tall as his shoulder. “Where do you live?”

	“I can’t remember,” she confessed. It was mortifying to tell a stranger of her inadequacy. The only thing worse was that she would have to tell Jacob. She couldn’t bear to disappoint him, couldn’t bear knowing that when she finally found her way home, he would hug her cold Core and tell her how worried he had been. Her illusory tears were wholly insufficient to demonstrate her distress.

	“Close your eyes,” instructed James. Harriet did so. “Imagine home. You walk through the door. What do you see?”

	“Jacob is waiting for me,” she answered hesitantly. “He’s limping. He’s leaning on his cane. I’m worried about him.”

	Her fantasy of Jacob smiled, broad grin crinkling the skin around his eyes. An easy laugh burst out as he boomed her name in the deep bass voice that age hadn’t weakened. Jacob loved her. Memories of his affection warmed her, built her confidence, and gave her the strength to quell the quaver in her heart.

	Jacob needed her.

	“What does the room look like?” James asked.

	“It looks like home.” She smiled, and James gave her hand an encouraging squeeze. “It’s small and cluttered. The walls are brick. There’s a rumpled bed by the windows, and a sink and a stove and a fridge along one wall.”

	“The windows,” exclaimed James. “That’s perfect. What do you see when you look outside?”

	“There’s a narrow street with cars parked on both sides.” She tried to picture it. The memories were fleeting and broken. Frightened, she tried to grasp them, but they flittered away and shattered. “There’s trees. And, um…”

	The world was swamped by blackness. Her knees scraped and ground against the sidewalk, tearing through her jeans. Her head hurt. She tried to grasp it in her hands, but something impossibly strong gripped her. She couldn’t free herself, though she pulled and pulled.

	“Hey, calm down,” said an unfamiliar voice. Her hand was loosed, and she clutched it to her chest protectively. She looked up. A young white man with swept-back brown hair and a troubled expression knelt opposite her. He reached toward her, but she skittered back, particles of her knees wearing away as her weak Core scraped against the pavement.

	“Harriet?” he asked, hesitancy in his lilting tenor voice. “It’s James.”

	“Where’s Jacob?” she gasped, terrified. Looking frantically around, the colors of the city formed blurry diaphanous streaks and trails, and her vision spun. The only stationary points were the sidewalk beneath her, the wall behind her, and the young man peering at her with earnest concern.

	“I want to help you find him.” Open sincerity lit the man’s face. He didn’t come closer, didn’t try to touch her. “What do you remember, Harriet?”
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