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      She’s died more times than she can remember. Been put back together more times than she can count. A patchwork girl, made up of replaceable parts. Her ability to die but not die should make her stronger, feel like a superhero, but instead, she remains fragile and weak, her whole life built only to be crushed as easily as a flower in bloom.

      Usually, she doesn’t feel the pain of the act. But this time, something has gone wrong—this time she feels it. As the knife slips between her ribs, there’s a searing pain, a tightness, and then a coldness that spreads across every inch of her body. She shouldn’t be able to feel cold. Not like this. She falls back, struggling for breath, while her analysis screams punctured lung! Organ failure!

      The man who stabbed her stands over her, watching, holding her gaze, a twitch of a smile on his face. Is the trembling of his bloodied hands real, or is he acting? She can no longer tell the difference.

      As she takes her last struggling breaths, she hopes that when they remake her, they will give her brand-new parts. She can still feel the patched-up ache in her hip from the car accident, the one that had her bent in unnatural directions, bones sticking out of her skin. But this is worse, and she never wants to experience it again—this urgent gasping for air, drowning in her own blood. Have they changed her programming to make it more realistic? Or maybe she’s dying for real this time. Maybe this is the end. There is some relief in that thought.

      A bright light passes above her, a camera continues to roll, and the last word she hears as her vision fades to black is, “Cut!”
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        * * *

      

      “They’re so realistic,” a voice says from somewhere far away.

      “That’s because they are,” another voice replies. “Real body parts, even if they are lab grown.”

      “No shit,” the first voice says, sounding more impressed than horrified. He pauses before he speaks again. “What about. . .”

      Cold fingers touch her shoulder, slip under the strap of her vest, creep across her collar bone. She opens her eyes.

      The man who was looking down on her jumps back. “Oh fuck, you scared me.”

      She blinks, just once, then sits up to survey her surroundings. Light streams in from skylights above, but the room she’s in isn’t her trailer, it’s a warehouse, filled wall to wall with storage shelves, and humming refrigerators, with labels too far away to read. She’s lying on a cold metal plinth in the centre of the space, the light breeze of an air conditioning unit goose-pimpling her skin. Her vest has slipped down past her shoulder, so she pulls it back up.

      “Where am I?” she asks the two men, her breath hoarse. She pats at her side, feeling a tenderness in her ribs. She wants to lift her top to inspect the damage, but she’s already feeling exposed lying in this big lifeless room, with two strangers, wearing hardly any clothing. One of the man’s eyes tracks up and down her form, and she pulls her knees to her chest. “Where am I?” she repeats.

      The man smiles. “Don’t panic, sweetheart. We were just about to take you back to your trailer.” She doesn’t like the look in his eyes. It’s the kind of look the men often get before they kill her, a hunger that says they want her, or need her, or something in between. A look that tells her they see her as nothing but an object to be used and discarded. “You’re just in storage now, after the. . .” He pauses, as if unsure of the correct word. He settles on, “reconstruction.”

      “How long was I in storage?”

      He shrugs. “A week, give or take. The film’s all wrapped up now. You’ll be onto the next one soon. That final scene was,” he kisses his fingers and releases them to the air.

      “Why did I feel it?”

      The two strangers look between one another, then one raises his eyebrows. “Feel what?”

      “The pain.”

      The other man starts to laugh. “Yeah, sure. You almost had me there.” He leans closer so she can smell the stale cigarettes on his breath, the sweat on his skin. “We know you don’t feel pain. But if you want to test it out, see if you can feel something else, I can help with that.”

      She doesn’t reply, only shakes her head and looks to the door.

      “You’re even more beautiful than last time,” he whispers.

      She frowns, and her hands go to her face, but the features of it feel different than she remembers. They’ve patched her again, with a new face this time, so she must have a new contract, a new role to fit into. A starlet ready to shine again, just for long enough to meet an untimely end. She knows she’s beautiful, but she wishes she weren’t—wishes she was made for something else.

      She slides off the cold plinth, steps away from the men, and shivers. She still feels cold, even though her body should be regulating her temperature. But still, she doesn’t want to question these men more. And it’s not like they would have the answers she wants. She just wants out of this place, so she lets them lead her back to her trailer. Outside in one of the studio parking lots, she passes a billboard where she sees her old self—the one from the last death—standing next to the male lead, him a poster boy holding a gun. She stands at his side like a shrinking violet, her eyes devoid of anything but pain. Why can’t anyone see the look in her eyes and understand what she has to go through each time? Why does no one intervene? Why don’t they see her?
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        * * *

      

      She was sold to the studio ten years ago. Her model is a state-of-the-art creation, a body configured for a particular type of film. The ones with action heroes, or supervillains. The ones that need a beautiful woman to die as motivation for the male lead to save the day and become a better version of himself. And to make it more realistic, here comes a patchwork girl to die for real, on camera, in as many ways as they can think of until her body fails completely or lives beyond its warranty. That’s when they buy a new model to start the whole process again. So far, she has died by drowning, strangulation, a cliff jump, a gunshot in the stomach (that was a slow one), being hit by a car (that one left the ache in her hip), and the latest: stabbed in the ribs (the one she actually felt). Up until now, it’s been pain free—in the physical sense at least. But the memory of dying stays with her. She still feels that frantic desperation every time her body starts to shut down, every time she feels the numbness coming over her. She thinks that, surely, they cannot know the realism with which she experiences her deaths. And if they did, surely, they wouldn’t continue. But often, other darker thoughts fill her mind instead. Maybe they do know that she feels what she does, and they do it anyway.
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        * * *

      

      Sometimes, she tries to leave the studio between jobs. She has dreams of escaping, of living in the real world away from all of the glitz, guts, and glamour. During breaks, she will find herself walking in the wrong direction, away from set, or wanting to do something drastic as an act of protest. Just before a bus passes, she wonders what would happen if she stepped out into the road. Would the damage be enough to render her obsolete? Or would they remake her, just to die again on camera? Would they video her remains before they swept her away?

      Other times, she thinks about running—running until her legs no longer work. She’ll become stranded out in some desert where she’ll die of thirst or hunger. And once she’s dead, coyotes or wolves will pick at her bones until there’s nothing left to patch back together again. It’s a comfort to think of such ends, even though she can’t act on them. Too many of her parts are inorganic and are therefore out of her control. Her programming prevents her doing anything the studio hasn’t approved. Every time she steps too far away, something in her mind tells her no. Don’t do that. Come back. This is who you are. You were made to be like this. To play this role. There’s nothing for you out there.

      And so she remains here, year after year, death after death, a perfect starlet, dreaming of one day leaving the nest while her wings remain clipped.
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        * * *

      

      Live theatre is the worst of all. At least on a film set, there are only a limited number of people watching. But in live theatre, the spectacle is enhanced. Patrons pay big money for the privilege of watching her die. She hears them chattering as they enter the theatre, all abuzz with excitement and adrenaline. How will it happen, they wonder. How will she meet her end this time? The producers switch it up every show for the shock value. Last time, she had her throat cut. This time, she’s to be strangled.  But until her performance, she’ll be sitting dutifully in her dressing room, assistants tending to her hair and makeup, making sure everything is perfect so that she can shine when her moment comes. So that as she takes her final breath beneath the spotlight, she at least looks beautiful while doing so.

      When she steps on stage and her killer approaches, she hears the intake of breaths from the audience. Some part of them know it’s wrong, but none will stand up to protest, or intervene, or say enough is enough, and they definitely won’t leave the theatre before the act is done. She wishes that just once, someone would take a stand for her, but none ever do. Instead, they all bear witness, some with hands to mouths, as if showing their shock will assuage them of any guilt, any complicity. Some look away as her limbs twitch and her eyes fade, but she thinks they are the worst offenders. To look away, and say nothing, so that when they leave, they are not haunted by the image of her.

      Later when she wakes, reborn again in a cold lonely room, she imagines the audience gasping as she slumps to the floor dead, but she never gets to see that final moment.

      She wonders if there’s rapturous applause, or if people sit silently in grief of her passing. Are there any tears? At curtain call, do they think of her, or only the feelings her death elicits? The elation, the thrill that makes them hunger for more, come back a second time, witness a different patchwork girl play her part. Will they remember her name? The fake one they’ve billed her as?

      Deep down, she knows that hers will be just another faceless death in a long line of them. The actor who killed her will get all the accolades.
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        * * *

      

      One evening, she’s put into a car by the director and driven out into the desert. For a split second, she thinks they’re going to let her go, that her contract has finally expired, and she’ll be rid of the studio forever. But when they arrive at their destination, a crowd has already gathered, most of them men, along with a few glamourous women. They’re all wearing elaborate masks like the ones worn to a masquerade. They tell her it’s just another job—a different type of performance—and that she’s to smile and be on her best behaviour.

      They sit her on a chair at the center of the crowd, which has now gathered in a semi-circle, and tell her not to move. Someone places an object on her head. An apple, she thinks.

      One by one, the partygoers step up, choose a gun, and take turns shooting at her—they’re supposed to be aiming for the apple.

      Unable to move, she sits perfectly still as bullets strike her body all over. One strikes her thigh, which causes blood to spurt and spray. Another grazes her cheek and takes a chunk of her ear. With every shot, the crowd hoots and hollers. “So close!” they exclaim. Champagne is served to every guest, and the drunker they get, the worse their aim becomes.

      She doesn’t know if they ever hit the apple. She passes out before they do. She wakes up, however many days later, perfectly patched up again, healed from everything but the memories.

      One afternoon, the director comes to her and thanks her, says her little act secured them the funding they need for the next movie, one that will surely be a hit. They’ve already cast the lead, the poster boy, and she will be his starlet. He talks through the script, but she doesn’t listen or say a thing. She just smiles and nods occasionally, and he is satisfied enough by that.

      In the evening, a bowl of apples is brought to her trailer, each of them rose-red and perfect, a sparkly ribbon on top. A gift from the studio. She stares at them but can’t bring herself to eat one, wondering if it’s the director’s idea of a cruel joke, or if he genuinely thought she would like it. Over the course of the week, she watches them bruise and brown until they’re rotten to the core. It’s then that she throws them away untouched. A new bowl appears the next day, pears this time, ripe and good as new.
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        * * *

      

      In her final scene in the latest film, she’s tied helplessly to a post while the hero watches from afar, unable to save her. He screams her name, but that’s all he can do. The villain’s lip curls menacingly as he raises the gun meant to kill her. He’s been told by the director to aim away from her heart because “that shit’s too expensive to replace,” so he shoots her in the liver instead. While she bleeds out, she gets an idea. It’s something she’s not tried before. Something so slight, that maybe, just maybe, she’ll be able to summon enough of her free will to make it happen. A small act of rebellion.

      As the pain from the gunshot subsides, and the darkness of death envelops her, she decides then and there that if the opportunity arises, if she is given the chance to save herself with this wild idea, she will take it.
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        * * *

      

      It is three deaths later when she finally gets the chance.

      She’s lined up again for a reshoot because the lead didn’t act distraught enough at her last passing, and the studio now wants him to attempt to save her so that he can arrive just a second too late and cradle her in his arms as she dies. They want the audience to feel his pain, not hers.

      But she doesn’t mind.

      Not this time.

      Because this time they don’t notice soon enough when she moves a little to the right as the villain fires the gun. This tiniest of actions causes the bullet to pierce her chest just below her left clavicle, and burrow deep into her heart. It’s a pain like no other, as if everything in her body is burning all at once. And then it’s just a numbness, like she’s no longer part of the scene.

      The director cries out, but she can’t make out the words. The hero arrives at her side and holds her tight against his chest. There is a look of panic on his face, confusion. His hands feel warm on her skin as he uses them to try and stop the bleeding. For the first time since she’s become a starlet, the leading man is actually trying to save her life.

      She smiles.

      Before the cameras stop rolling and the curtains fall, before she dies for the final time, she revels in an act that was all her own. She’s no longer just a patchwork girl surrounded by poster boys. She’s the star of her own life, and finally, she is free.
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      When my parents bought Leia’s Shimmer, they said it was for me, not them. But the last thing an eight-year-old needs is the hologram of her dead twin sister popping up at random moments, haunting her every move. I should have been allowed to move on, even if my parents couldn’t.

      Now that they’re gone too, I’m standing outside the door of our childhood home for the first time in years, staring at my distorted reflection in the rain glass. I know she’s in there, waiting. I’ve not seen her Shimmer in almost a decade. Dad said I was being stubborn when I stopped coming home at holidays, while Mum cried over the phone. But I couldn’t be there, not while Leia was still around.

      I take a deep breath and put the key in the door.

      The hallway is smaller than I remember. Wallpaper peels at the ceiling, and a damp smell infiltrates the air, clings to my throat. The floorboards creak, and I look down. Leia’s initials are still carved in one of them, in sharp edges alongside mine.

      I’m about to head upstairs when she suddenly flickers in front of me.

      “Bell Bell!” Her voice pierces, strikes me still. Leia was the only one who ever called me that, and it feels like a betrayal coming out of this programme’s mouth. “I’ve missed you, Bell Bell.”

      “That’s not my name. It’s Izzy now.”

      Her face becomes thoughtful, dimples forming beneath her constellation of freckles. I’d forgotten how realistic her Shimmer is.

      “Izzy. Hmm. Izzy, like Incy Wincy Spider climbed up the waterspout.” She hums the tune, and it feels like a spider is crawling up my throat. “Your turn!” she trills, after.

      “I’m too old for nursery rhymes, I’m almost thirty.”

      “Don’t be silly, thirty is old, and you’re three minutes younger than me,” she says. “What’s for breakfast today? Are Mum and Dad joining?”

      It’s almost dark outside. Her time algorithms must have got mixed up over the years—my parents stopped being able to afford the updates a few years back. After I stopped lending them the money for it.

      “Mum and Dad aren’t here. They’re gone. Dead. Do you know what that means?”

      She stares at me, face shimmering, then she turns and runs away. Her laugh that follows wounds me in more ways than one.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I’m gathering up Mum’s old gardening magazines when Leia appears again. She sits, cross-legged on the sofa, body half submerged into the old worn cushions. The toy Labrador she used to take everywhere sits next to her, its fur grey where it was once yellow, one eye stitched back slightly above its socket. Still, Leia strokes it gently as if she can feel its fur. My parents made so much effort to make sure a hologram was happy, while they were content to let my life pass by—my graduation, my engagement party. I didn’t even bother inviting them to the wedding. They’d rarely leave the house for anything.

      Once, they tried to trick me to come home, phoned Cal and invited him to dinner. Cal said yes of course, he’s too nice that way, but when it came to it, we cancelled.

      I call Cal now to check in and he answers with a gentle smile. “Hey there. How are things going?”

      “Okay,” I lie.

      “Is she there?”

      I angle the camera towards Leia, though she’s sitting so still now I wonder if she’s glitched.

      Cal’s face moves between concern and curiosity. “Are you staying there tonight?”

      “Yeah. Just want to get this wrapped up as soon as I can. The solicitor’s coming on Wednesday.”

      “Sure you don’t want me to come?”

      I shake my head. I don’t want him to meet her. I don’t want this to be the first time he sees any part of my past. “It’s better if I do this on my own.”

      “What will you do with her?”

      I shrug. “Can’t leave her here for the next owners, and I’m not taking her with me.”

      “You’re going to wipe her?” There’s judgement in his voice—he’s always been weird about this stuff. His dad keeps his mum’s Shimmer, and he doesn’t seem bothered about it. Doesn’t understand my aversion, either.

      “I don’t know yet,” I say to placate him. “She’s not real you know.”

      He frowns. “I know, but just think about it. Once she’s gone, that’s it.”

      “She should have been gone twenty years ago.”

      “In twenty years, we’ll be twenty-eight!” Leia says from the sofa. “Do you think we’ll still live together, Bell Bell?”

      “Bell Bell?” Cal says, smiling.

      “Don’t,” I say. “Don’t call me that.”

      His eyebrows arch sharply upwards, the way they do when he’s upset. “Sorry. Speak tomorrow, then?”

      I rub my eyes. I shouldn’t have snapped. None of this is his fault. “Yes, sorry. It’s just. . . this is all a lot. Chat in the morning, though? Love you.”

      “Love you too, Izzy.”

      I end the call and I’m left alone with my Shimmer sister, counting now on her fingers, over and over, as if stuck in a loop. I stand up to leave her to it, but as I do, she lets out a sigh, head tilting sideways, and says, “Love you too, Izzy.”

      I don’t reply. Her programme must just hear phrases and replicate them. But then, as I leave the room she speaks again. “Don’t you love me, Bell Bell?”
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        * * *

      

      I’m woken in the middle of the night by a breath in my ear. I turn, and Leia’s there, curled up beside me, eyes wide, staring. She smiles as I scream and jump out of bed.

      “What the fuck, Leia!”

      “That’s a bad word. I’m telling Mum.”

      “Mum’s dead.”

      Leia gives me the longest stare before speaking again. “Mum’s just sleeping.”

      “No, she’s not, she’s dead, and so is Dad. And if you hadn’t been here, maybe they wouldn’t be.” It’s the first time I’ve said it out loud—the blame, the resentment I have for my Shimmer sister. If she was just gone, maybe they’d have moved on, had another life, one where they were proper parents.

      Leia starts to cry, tears distorting her face. It’s too familiar. She was always the crier between us. Dad would say I must bottle everything up inside, but really, I just didn’t let them see me cry. They had enough to be dealing with.

      “You should never have left us,” she says through tears, then she sinks into the bed, disappearing.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, the man from the funeral home stops by with Mum and Dad’s ashes. I take the urns and put them on the hallway table, then the man passes me another box.

      “What’s this?”

      “Their Shimmer files.” His eyes glance over my shoulder, where Leia’s probably standing somewhere, watching. His expression is more bored than scared—he’s likely seen a thousand Shimmers in his line of work.

      I put the box next to the ashes.

      “Make sure you register before the end of the month for the discount,” he says. I nod and smile, just to get him to leave.

      When he’s gone, Leia wanders up to the table, twisting a curl of her hair between her fingers. “What’s that Bell Bell?”

      “Mum and Dad,” I say, though she won’t understand what that means.

      But her face goes impassive, still. “I tried to help them. But they wouldn’t wake up.”

      A chill creeps down my back. “What did you say?”

      “I. . .” She pauses, and her Shimmer flickers as if the signal was disrupted. “Shall we watch a movie, Bell Bell?” Cheery again, as if nothing happened.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Later, as I’m cleaning out the shed, an elderly woman appears at the door. “Hello, dear. Are you the other daughter?”

      I stand up and brush dirt and cobwebs from my hands. “Can I help you?”

      “I live next door,” she says. “I’m so very sorry for your loss.”

      “Thank you,” I say, because what else can I say to a stranger who probably knew my parents better than I did.

      “They were always kind to me, helped me with things in the garden and such, especially after my husband died.” She smiles. “I’m glad you’re here for Leia. Such a sweet thing. I never could afford a Shimmer for Harry.”

      I tense up. “Anything I can help with?”

      “Oh, it’s just Leia’s in my garden,” she says. “She likes to watch the birds, sometimes, but she’s been sitting on the bench all morning, barely moving. I think she might be sad.”

      “Shimmers can’t be sad,” I reply. Nor should she be able to move past the house boundary.

      The woman frowns. “Well, I thought you might like to know.”

      “Can I come over and see?”

      I follow her into her garden where, right enough, Leia is on the bench under the hedge adjacent to my parents’ house, staring up into the empty sky. “Leia,” I say gently. “What are you doing?”

      “Watching for robins. Mum says robins visit when loved ones are near.”

      It was something Mum used to say, but I only remembered her saying it after Leia died. “Time to come home. I’m sure that. . .” I turn to the woman, and she offers her name as Maura.

      “I’m sure Maura would rather you didn’t sit here all morning.”

      Leia turns her head in a strange motion towards Maura. “Didn’t you hear me call for help?”

      Maura blinks at her. “Sorry, dear?”

      “They were. . . and I was. . . I called out. . .” Leia’s voice is disjointed, strange. Her face is different too, features falling apart, one eye slightly askew just like her puppy. “On the night they. . . when. . . sleeping. . . just sleeping. . . I screamed. . . no one came. . . no one came." She begins to rock back and forwards. “My fault, my fault, my fault, my fault.”

      “Leia!” I shout, heart racing. “Stop this and come home.” She stops rocking straight away, then her eyes blink rapidly as her face pieces back together.

      “Oh, hello Bell Bell. I saw four blackbirds today.” She smiles and begins to sing, “Four and twenty blackbirds, baked in a pie. Isn’t it a funny song Bell Bell, why would you bake blackbirds in a pie? So silly, isn’t it? Bell Bell? Isn’t it?”

      Out of instinct, I reach forward to grab her and pull her home, but my hand goes straight through her. My palm tingles, a coldness stretching up my arm. I retract it quickly. Leia doesn’t seem to notice, she just stands up and skips off straight through the hedge until I can see her blue form leaning down over Mum’s flowerbed, smelling non-existing flowers.

      I turn to Maura whose face is pale. “Sorry about this, it won’t happen again.”

      Maura offers a weak smile. “I’m sorry that I wasn’t here that night. When your parents died. I wish I had been. I might have seen something, but I was at my son’s up north. Leia. . . you will take care of her, won’t you?”

      I chew the inside of my cheek. “Thanks for your help,” I say, and hurry home.
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        * * *

      

      “You’re not listening Cal. She had a total meltdown.”

      Cal pauses on the other end of the line—as soon as he answered, I could tell he was going to go into fix mode, instead of just listening. "How long since she’s had an update? You said yourself that your parents couldn’t afford it, but we could now, we’ve got savings."

      “I don’t need your money for this.”

      “Our money. We’re married now. Till death do us part, remember?”

      “Or after, apparently.” I imagine an elderly Cal sitting with Shimmer-me in a countryside cottage, him reading a book while my imprint sits watching him, speaking a programmed phrase. “It doesn’t matter. I’m going to get techs in to wipe her, it’s the only option.”

      “Shouldn’t you wait until you’ve had some distance, time to process?

      “I didn’t call for a therapy session, Cal.”

      He goes silent as if I’m one of his patients and he’s giving me time to reflect on my words. "I’m sorry, Izzy, I know this is hard."

      “I can’t speak right now.” I hang up.
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        * * *

      

      It’s late when there’s a knock on the door. At first, I think it’s just the wind and rain, but then it comes again. Leia’s eyes had been fixed on the fire for the past hour, but she looks up at me now. “There’s someone at the door.”

      The doorbell rings now, and Leia jumps up on the sofa, the bottom of her legs disappearing into the cushions. “A bell for Bell Bell, a bell for Bell Bell,” she says as if it’s a tongue twister. “A bell⁠—”

      “Stop it!” I shout, and she does. She looks away from me to the fireplace again, gaze intent on the flames. Leaving her there, I head to the door. I find a shivering Cal on the other side.

      He smiles, rubbing his hands together, and peers inside. “Going to invite me in?”

      “I told you not to come.”

      “You sounded upset on the phone.”

      “Of course I did, my parents just died.”

      “Izzy.”

      “Cal.”

      He looks behind him at the driveway—just my car sitting there in the dark. He must have got the bus, walked the rest of the way. He rubs his arms and breathes into his hands.

      I step out from the doorway. “Just come in. There’s a fire on, so you can warm up.”

      He kisses me on the cheek, his coat leaving a dripping trail on the floor, and heads towards the living room. He looks inside, then frowns. “Forgot to add wood to it?”

      I follow him, confused, finding the fire has all but gone out, barely an ember. Leia is where I left her, staring at the fire.

      “How did. . . did you put it out?”

      Leia frowns and starts pulling at a loose thread on her jumper. “Put what out?”

      “The fire. There was a fire.”

      She shakes her head. “No there wasn’t, silly Bell Bell. Fire is bad.”

      “There was, just a minute ago.” I look to Cal, and he shrugs.

      “Maybe the wind blew it out when I came in.” He steps forwards. “You must be Leia?”

      Leia turns her head so fast, her face blurs for a second, and as her features rearrange, she tilts her head. “Who are you?”

      “I’m Cal. Izzy’s husband.”

      Leia blinks once. “Husband?” She turns to me. “You got married?”

      “Yes.”

      “Why didn’t I go to the wedding?”

      “It was. . . a small event,” I say, though I shouldn’t have to justify it to her.

      She pouts.

      “Don’t cry,” I say. “It’s not a big deal.”

      Her expression wavers. “Why are you hiding things? I’m your sister.”

      “No, you’re not.”

      “Come on, Iz—” Cal begins, but I cut him off.

      “This is exactly why you weren’t invited.”

      Leia walks up to him. “It’s not nice not to be invited, is it Cal?”

      Cal opens then closes his mouth quickly when he sees my face.

      “I’m going to bed,” I say, and march upstairs.

      I’m getting into my pyjamas when I hear Cal and Leia talking on the landing outside. I listen against the door to the muffled chatter. Then, Leia is singing a lullaby, “Hush, Little Baby,” and Cal is humming along. Why did he have to come?

      I open the door, and he turns with a half-smile.

      “Leia has a lovely voice.”

      “Had,” I say. “Are you coming to bed?”

      Cal stands up. “Good night, Leia.”

      “Will you read me a story? I can’t sleep without one.”

      “You don’t sleep, Leia,” I say.

      “I do!” She screws her eyes up tight. “See, I’m asleep.”

      Cal laughs. “I could read⁠—”

      “No,” I say. “Just leave us alone, Leia.”

      She glares at me, then closes her eyes again, puffs out her cheeks, pretending to hold her breath. She used to do that when she didn’t get her way, but I’m not reacting to it. After a minute of us standing in silence, she opens her eyes, then runs towards me. Before I can stop her, she’s run straight through me.

      It’s like I’ve been doused in freezing water. “What the hell, Leia.” I reach for her, but she’s already dissolved into thin air.

      Cal walks into the room, putting a hand on my shoulder as he passes. “Reading a story might have been easier, you know.”

      I follow him inside and slam the door. “This isn’t helping.”

      “Maybe you should go easier on her, she seems. . . upset.”

      I stare at him. “I really hope you’re joking.”

      He shrugs. “I don’t know, she’s different to other Shimmers I’ve seen.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Look, it doesn’t matter, I didn’t mean to come here to make it worse. I’m sorry.” He pulls me towards him. His clothes are still wet, but I lean into him anyway. He kisses my forehead. “It’ll be okay.”
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        * * *

      

      A noise from downstairs wakes me up. Cal must be up and about. I head to the landing and stop, frozen. There’s a hole in the top step of the staircase. And a body at the bottom.

      “Cal!” I run down.

      He blinks up at me, eyes rolling back in his head. Blood trickles from his brow. I put my hands under his shoulders and lift him slightly. “Can you hear me?”

      He comes to after a second, then groans. “Iz. . . what happened?”

      “The step must have been broken or rotten.” I look up at the stairs again and my breath catches. Leia is standing at the top, fists clenched by her side, eyes narrowed in on Cal.

      “I told him to be careful,” she says. “This house is bad for accidents.”

      An unease stirs in my gut. “Did you push him?”

      “Izzy, a Shimmer can’t—” Cal begins then stops, putting his hand to his head.

      “Why did you say what happened to Mum and Dad was your fault?” I ask Leia.

      Her eyes stream again, blue crocodile tears. “I was only trying to help.” Then she runs out the top floor window.

      I turn back to Cal. “We should get you to the hospital, you could have a concussion.”

      He shakes his head. “I’ll be fine, I’ll just lie down.”

      “What do you think she meant, that she tried to help? Did she tell you about the stairs?”

      “I don’t remember. Maybe.”

      I help him to the sofa and bring a cold cloth for his head, sit with him, thankful that it wasn’t worse.

      After Cal falls asleep, I go to look for Leia. I find her in the garden, sitting facing the back wall. She’s humming to herself, hands held out in front of her. There’s a web in the corner, a large spider in the centre.

      She turns to look at me, her head twisting in an awkward angle. “Did you know that when spiders moult, they sometimes stay beside their old body until they’re strong enough to leave it behind?” she asks. “So, when you find curled up spider bodies, they’re usually not actually dead, just discarded versions of themselves.”

      I frown. “I didn’t know that.”

      She pauses as if deep in thought. “That’s what I’m like. Except, it’s like if the spider left its skin behind and part of itself too. And then the spider died.”

      My mind whirrs. Shimmers aren’t supposed to be self-aware. “Leia, do you understand who. . . what you are?”

      “You said I’m not your sister. But I am. Or I think I am. Though you’re so much older now, and I’m not, and Mum and Dad got older too, before they. . .”

      “What happened on the night they died?”

      She takes a moment before speaking again. “I tried to wake them. They were just sitting on their chairs by the fire, sleeping really soundly, and I tried to call for help, but no one came.” She turns to me, eyes unnaturally wide. “There was so much smoke in the room, from the fire, and I tried to stop it. But I couldn’t.” Her voice wavers. “It’s my fault. I asked them to put the fire on, even though we didn’t need it. I liked to watch the flames, and pretend to be warm, like when we were little. Remember Bell Bell, we’d come in from long walks, and sit by the fire, and Mum would read fairy tales.”

      I remember. The way I’d curl into Leia, with hot chocolate, imagining adventures in other worlds. I think about the fireplace, how Leia had stared at it so intently. “Did you put the fire out yesterday?”

      “I don’t know. But I wanted to,” she says. “I didn’t want it to happen again.”

      “And Cal. Did you push him?”

      She shakes her head. “I didn’t mean to. I tried to grab him, to stop him from stepping on the top stair, but I made it worse, and he fell.”

      I feel sick, cold. Maybe all of it was a coincidence—a gust of wind from the door put out the fire, then Cal just got a fright from seeing her and fell.

      “I miss them,” Leia says. “I just want them to come home, but they won’t, will they?”

      “Sorry, no.”

      She looks at the web again, touches the edges of the fragile silk. “Not even their skins?”

      I look at her for a long moment. Somehow, Leia knows she’s a Shimmer, with the memories of a dead girl. Somehow, she knows that Mum and Dad are gone, but that they could come back as something like her. Whether she’s my sister or not, she’s not just a programme. And I know now I can’t just wipe her.

      “I’m going to check on Cal, you stay here, okay?”

      She nods, and for once doesn’t fight me on it. I head back inside.

      Cal takes my hand as I sit next to him. “You okay?”

      I look over at the empty armchairs where Mum and Dad spent their last moments. The police said carbon monoxide poisoning was a peaceful way to go, at least. I squeeze Cal’s hand. “I’ve been thinking. I’m not ready to sell the house.”

      He nods slowly. “Okay.”

      “And I might release my parents’ Shimmers, like they wanted. To keep Leia company.”

      “I think she’d like that.”

      “That would mean we wouldn’t have any money from the sale. And the house would sit empty.”

      “We can still visit.”

      I laugh.

      His eyes narrow. “Why’s that funny?”

      “The idea that I’d visit my dead family more than my alive one.”

      “You’ve always had a morbid sense of humour.”

      I take a deep breath. “Did you know spiders shed their skin?”

      “I guess, though it’s the kind of random fact you forget.”

      “Leia didn’t forget it. She didn’t forget me, after all this time.”

      “Of course she didn’t. Sisters are made of strong stuff.”

      I lie down, curl up next to Cal, and for the first time since my parents died, I cry. He holds me close as I think of my family gone, of all the years I didn’t visit, of my Shimmer sister feeling alone with my parents all this time, with only the walls and the spiders in the garden as company.
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        * * *

      

      The techs come to install Mum and Dad’s Shimmers a few days later. The house is tidied, the top step fixed, but the rooms left the same, apart from the fireplace which I’ve had blocked up.

      When the techs notice Leia’s glitching, they offer an upgrade, but I turn them down. Leia seems happy as she is.

      I don’t wait for Mum and Dad’s Shimmers to appear. I’m not quite ready for that. I say goodbye to Leia, tell her to be good, and promise that I’ll visit someday soon.

      Locking the door, Cal and I leave the house. Distorted through the rain glass, I watch three Shimmer forms embrace, my family reunited, happily forever and after.
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