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IT’S ME SHE WANTS TO PURCHASE.

The fancy lady claims she came into the resort boutique looking to buy a sweater, but she can’t take her eyes off me. She wears a diamond-studded ivory silk suit perfectly tailored to her hourglass figure, her luminous face is flawless despite her being middle-aged, and her chestnut hair falls in lustrous waves down her shoulders. Her smooth hands are manicured, the fingers bejeweled with precious stones. She looks as if a beautician constantly hovered around her, ensuring that her every moment was aesthetically pleasing. She is flanked by two male bodyguards, tall, tanned, and blond, with bodybuilders’ physiques. Each has glazed fuchsia eyes and a violet fleur-de-lis tattoo on his right temple, like me.

The fancy lady’s pale-pink fingers rummage a baby-blue cashmere cardigan, discerning the quality of the material, but her own eyes remain fixed on me. She is judging the quality of me. “Is she available?” she finally asks Marisa, the boutique manager. Her voice is breathy, childlike, and she asks the question casually but quietly, as if she were splurging on an enormous slice of decadent, high-calorie cream cake. Marisa, who is also the most elite broker on Demesne, nods discreetly. This store sells apparel—and people.

If we can be considered people. Here on Demesne, the humans call us “clones.” I call myself Elysia, because that’s what Dr. Lusardi told me to call myself.

I emerged just weeks ago. But I am a sixteen-year-old girl. I know nothing of my First, the girl I was cloned from. Nor will I likely ever know anything about her. In order for me to be made, she had to die.

We’re in a private room, just me, the fancy lady, and Marisa. No bodyguards, no other customers, no other clone specimens. The room’s walls are stark white. Sheer opaque curtains billow as they usher in Demesne’s prized super-oxygenated air from large bay windows. The room is meant to convey the peace and tranquility for which this island lodged in the equatorial seas is famous. The windows offer a broad view out toward Io, the bubbling violet-blue sea that surrounds Demesne. I wonder how it is that Io’s waters can feel so special. It’s not something I am meant to understand; the reason has to do with human feeling and nothing to do with logic. People spend their life savings to experience one moment luxuriating in Io. You could toss me into Io to absorb all of its supposed mystical properties and it would have no effect on me.

I have no soul.

The fancy lady prods me as one might poke a piece of fruit at the market. She gently pokes my flesh, first my arms, then my thighs. She presses her hands against my back to test its firmness, then runs her hand through my hair.

“She’s exquisite,” the fancy lady says.

Marisa cautions her. “Mrs. Bratton, for our own liability, I need to make sure you understand. She is a Beta. Dr. Lusardi has not perfected the teen line yet.” Marisa’s hand reaches to my shoulders to pull my hair aside so the customer can clearly see the laser-branded tattoo on the back of my neck: BETA in violet lettering.

“I assume that will be reflected in the price, then,” the fancy lady called Mrs. Bratton says in her soft voice.

My chip tells me this is called bargain hunting.

“Of course,” Marisa says. “Dr. Lusardi will be thrilled to know someone of your stature is willing to take a chance on a teen Beta.”

Mrs. Bratton directs her gaze toward me. “What is your name, dear?”

“Elysia,” I say. El-EE-zee-ya. El-EE-zee-ya. I can still hear Dr. Lusardi making me practice saying my name, and the island’s name, Deh-MEZ-nay, when I first emerged. Clones don’t just wake up and automatically know how to speak. It takes a day or two after stasis.

“I think you might make a wonderful addition to our household, Elysia. We’re so badly missing a teenage girl ever since Astrid, my eldest, went off to college on the Mainland.” She pauses. “Biome University.”

“Congratulations,” I say, because I know that’s the appropriate thing to say to a parent whose child has gained admittance to an ultracompetitive learning institution. “You must be very proud.”

Mrs. Bratton’s face brightens. “I am! But Astrid’s so unnecessarily devoted to her studies. She insists on not traveling home to Demesne during the school year to visit us. We miss her so. Her younger brother and sister have been so whiny since she left.” She pauses to look me up and down one more time. “Yes, a new girl is just what the family needs. Would you like to be that girl?”

“Yes, ma’am,” I say. It doesn’t matter to me whether I exist in this store or at her home. But my internal feed tells me how to intone the enthusiasm that makes the humans feel good about their decision to buy me.

“Her manners are exquisite,” Marisa brags.

“Indeed!” Mrs. Bratton says. “An excellent improvement on the insolence of real teens, and I should know.” She smiles. “I’ve raised a few.”

Marisa sends me back into the store while she finishes the negotiations with Mrs. Bratton. I am to pick out some nice but modest clothing to take to my new home, where I shall serve my new owner. I choose the baby-blue sweater Mrs. Bratton was admiring, along with a white blouse and a plain blue skirt to match the sweater. A starter uniform. I change into the outfit. There is nothing else I need.

Except to say good-bye to Becky.

Becky is the other Beta teen available at this boutique. When I first arrived, Becky informed me that Betas were harder to sell as a buyer cannot be one-hundred-percent assured that a Beta will always operate as programmed. Becky and I are teen Betas, the first of our kind. Becky said when she first emerged, Dr. Lusardi informed her that while some buyers liked the cachet of being the first to own a new model, the teen Betas were not expected to do well because not that many adult humans actually like teens; in fact, many actively try to forget they’d once been teens themselves. According to Becky, Beta teens would serve as experiments until Dr. Lusardi could manufacture actual babies and children, who could potentially “blow the market wide open.”

While Becky is technically available for purchase, there’s no expectation of a sale for her, and so she’s consigned to work in the boutique, keeping it tidy, fetching beverages, and straightening up after customers. With her unfortunate aesthetic, Becky will never ascend to the upper caste of clones and work as a companion, chef, butler, oxygen leveler, sporting instructor, or—the most prized role of all—a luxisstant, an organizer of residents’ luxury needs. Becky emerged months ago with frizzy brown hair that looks like a jumble of rat’s tails, eyes on the sallow pink side of fuchsia, and a jaundiced complexion. She is also fat, at least two sizes above the cellulite-free standard ideal known as the “Bikini Body,” the island’s preferred aesthetic.

According to Dr. Lusardi, I am her finest Beta, teen or otherwise. My aesthetic accentuates the Demesne lifestyle, as clones are intended to do. My holographic brochure says my measurements are “model perfect.” I have muscle tone suggesting that my First might have been an athlete or a dancer. Dr. Lusardi said I am a veritable “Tasty.” I have luxurious honey-blond hair, sun-kissed skin, and a complexion of peaches and cream. The trickiest part, according to Dr. Lusardi—my eyes—came out just right, like bright fuchsia pieces of hard candy, with almond-shaped lids and thick brown lashes, designed to convey docility and not creep out owners. From a distance, a clone’s luminous eyes are meant to draw in humans and make them feel safe. Up close, the eyes appear hollow. Because of that, humans tend not to look into our eyes too closely, which I’ve been told is socially preferable, as eyes without souls behind them can be frightening.

“So you’re to be a companion,” says Becky. “How excellent for you.”

Suddenly I feel a pang in my heart, as if I will miss this other teen Beta, but I know the reaction occurs because my chip knows how to mimic human responses, and not because I am capable of actually missing Becky. We feel nothing for each other. We don’t need to. I don’t know why my stomach also experiences a hollow emptiness at the thought of leaving this other teen Beta. There is so much for me to learn—about this island, about my own body chemistry. I am so new.

Becky adds, “You’ve only just come onto the market. You’re a quick sell. Congratulations.”

“Perhaps once I am settled in my new home, I could inquire if any roles there might be suitable for you.”

“Thank you,” says Becky, emulating gratitude for a promise we both know is unlikely to be kept. “It is perfectly satisfactory for me to serve here too.” 

Mrs. Bratton and I depart in a chauffeured Aviate, a gliding, low-altitude luxury-utility vehicle. The LUV’s windows appear darkened from the outside, and inside it smells like jasmine and has seats that feel as if they are caressing their passengers. I sit in the back with Mrs. Bratton while her two bodyguards occupy the front. The bodyguards gaze intently out the windows, as if threats could loom in the paradise outside this vehicle. Perhaps they stare so seriously because they don’t know what else to do. The Aviate drives itself.

As the Aviate glides over the terrain, Mrs. Bratton swipes her right hand along her inner left arm from elbow to wrist. Her Relay screen appears beneath her skin and she begins Relaying messages, her interest in her new purchase—me—apparently evaporated. It is my duty to please and not bore her, but my chip lets me know that humans sometimes need quiet time for Relaying, so I do not try to engage her at this moment. Instead, I watch the scenery go by: tall palm trees secluding luxury villas, turquoise lagoons, and gardens full of blooming jacarandas, lilies, passionflowers, dahlias, orchids, and hibiscuses. In the distance, I see the placid, lulling Io Sea, and up above, farther away, the emerald-green forested mountains that loom over the island. Although I can’t see it from the Aviate’s view, I remember that those mountains descend on the other side into a wild rain forest, where Dr. Lusardi’s compound, the place I came from, is hidden. 

I have never lived anywhere but Demesne so I cannot compare it to other places, but even without a chip telling me so, I think I could understand that this island is an ideal, an embodiment of perfection. Breathing in the silken air is like having warm honey trickling sweetly down your throat. The contrast of colors—Io’s violet-blue, the lush green plants and tall trees, the flowers’ bursting plumes of bright pinks, yellows, oranges, reds, purples, and golds everywhere—intoxicates the eyes.

Excitement bubbles within me, a direct antidote to the earlier anxiety I experienced being separated from Becky. I have an owner now, and we are on our way to my new home, on the most desirable place on Earth. What will my newly emerged life on Demesne be like? 

A response comes through on Mrs. Bratton’s Relay, and she sighs. “Oh, dear. The Governor, he’s not happy about this at all.”

My interface flashes an image of an imposing bald man wearing a military uniform adorned with many medals. It informs me that the Governor is a retired general who is now the island’s chief executive officer, hired by Demesne’s board of directors. “How do you know the Governor?” I ask Mrs. Bratton. 

“He’s my husband, silly.”

I suppose this affiliation explains her security detail, although the very idea of needing security on such a perfect and tranquil place confuses me. But these are things I do not question. I am only a clone, and a Beta at that.

“Why is he called ‘the Governor’?” I ask Mrs. Bratton.

“It’s a nickname, pet. Like from colonial times. CEO sounds so…boring.”

“I understand, Mrs. Bratton,” I say. Even though I don’t. As part of my orientation program when I first emerged, I learned to use this as a useful phrase to fill silences with humans. Whether I actually understand is irrelevant.

“Don’t call me Mrs. Bratton. That’s so formal.”

“What shall I call you?” I ask Mrs. Bratton.

“You may call me Mother.”











[image: ]




WHEN I FIRST AWOKE, I DID NOT KNOW THE concept of a mother. I had the knowledge gap typical of a new Emergent, with a basic grasp of language and symbols from my First, but no context. 

As my eyes slowly opened, the first thing I saw was the face I would later know as Dr. Lusardi’s. She was observing my awakening. My vision was blurry, but her coloring was so distinct that she came into a hazy focus. She had a mass of red corkscrew hair surrounding a pale face of orange freckles and blood-red eyes, and wore a white lab coat. I could hear the whir of machines behind her, dings and beeps creating a soft symphony of electronic noise that made no sense to me.

If I could have, I would have leaped up off the table and run—hard and fast. But that was not possible. Only later would I comprehend what had happened in my first waking moment, when the things attached to my arms—my hands—felt clammy, and the thing in the upper left corner of my torso—my heart—felt like it was furiously racing against that thing in my head—my brain—to see which body attachment could experience full-on meltdown first. Once my chip was implanted, I understood that feeling was called panic. After I received the chip, I would never again have to experience that unnecessary sensation. That’s only what came first. 

The one sensation I truly understood first awakening was bitter cold, made distinct by the shivers sweeping across my body as I lay naked and uncovered on the frigid metal table attached to Dr. Lusardi’s master invention—the human duplication machine. The machine from which I emerged resembled an open casket, with tubes attached to its ends, directing matter into the machine from an attachment on another raised metal table parallel to it. The parallel table was the one my First had lain upon as she was duplicated into me. But her dead body was no longer lying there when I awoke.

A voice near Dr. Lusardi—an assistant’s, I suppose—said, “Looking good for a Beta. This one’s a Tasty, for sure.” 

I felt moist flesh on my forehead, which was Dr. Lusardi’s hand, checking me for fever. She said, “Emergence appears to be successful. Give her a couple hours just to make sure she’s not a Fail, but I’m not worried about this one. Give her a mild tranquilizer now to calm her down. Once her blood pressure and body temperature stabilize, put her under general anesthesia, brand her face, and implant the chips.”

The second time I awoke, after my chips had been implanted, Dr. Lusardi was again standing over me. 

“Mother?” I asked. My surroundings, which had been vague in my first panicked awakening, now registered more clearly. I understood that Dr. Lusardi had been responsible for making me.

“Creator!” Dr. Lusardi said sternly. “Not Mother. Now, sit up.”

I sat up, feeling light-headed as I experienced the effect of gravity on my anatomy. My vision was still hazy, but I comprehended enough to realize that I was in some kind of medical laboratory. I saw wall-size information displays showing anatomical images of the human body along with scientific formulas, storage units marked as containing DNA samples, and life-size skeletons. As I gazed around the white-walled, windowless medical laboratory room, I saw floor-to-ceiling data interfaces with illuminated numbers and symbols scrolling across them. Behind the interface was a table holding surgical instruments—scalpels, specula, fiber-optic devices, laser-cutting guides, syringes and needles, and measurement devices—a laser ruler and calipers. Beyond the table, the wall was lined with shelves of medical texts, and jars, so many jars—jars of blood, and jars of gelatinous molds containing spare body parts, such as fingers, toes, nipples, ears, and eyeballs.

Dr. Lusardi poked her fingers around my flesh. She examined my physical attributes, then announced, “Skin tone’s a bit waxy, but that’s common after stasis; it will wear off. You are indeed exquisite. You’ll need a commensurate name. I shall call you…Elysia. Say it after me. El-EE-zee-ya.”

“Zha,” was all I could sputter.

Dr. Lusardi nodded. “You’ll need another day before orientation, I see.” She addressed a hollow-eyed male orderly standing in the corner. Perhaps he too had woken up on the same table upon which I now sat. “Take her to the waiting chamber until she’s ready for orientation. And give her some clothes.”

Dr. Lusardi started to walk away, then she turned back around to inspect me one more time. She said, “You should fetch an excellent price, Elysia. Even for a Beta.”

The waiting chamber was a windowless room with a row of single beds lining the wall and no other furnishings. There were four other new Emergents like me, also awaiting orientation, dressed in green hospital scrubs like the ones I had been issued. The other new clones, two females and two males, appeared older than me—in their twenties and thirties, human age—and were notable for their exceptional aesthetics, with physical attributes humans consider superior, such as lean bodies and faces with high cheekbones, full lips, and full heads of hair. Their faces reflected nil variance. While my database flashed me examples of human facial expressions, with labels such as HAPPY, SAD, ANGRY, and LOVING, these other Emergents exhibited no expressions other than BLANK.

We did not speak to one another. What would there be to say? What the…?

And there was a fuchsia-eyed clone standing in the corner of the room at all times who had the bulk of a heavyweight boxer. It was clear from his appearance and his constant silent watch over us that we were to wait, to rest, and not to converse.

So, in the waiting chamber, I lay down on the cot like a good clone, and I slept when I could, and I waited for a life outside the waiting chamber.

The next day, the other new Emergents and I were brought to the orientation room, another dark, windowless room where we were told to sit on floor pillows set up in a circular pattern. In the middle of our circle, a holographic presentation for newly awakened clones instructing them on their new lives was projected.

An elegant young woman, who had alabaster skin, slanted black eyes, and jet-black hair with violet highlights, narrated the orientation. She wore a red Chinese dress with gold dragons embroidered across it, accentuating her svelte figure. As she spoke, a montage of images was displayed around her, featuring pictures of the Io Sea’s violet-blue water lapping on white sand beaches, tiered waterfalls gently cascading over crystalline stones, towering rock formations rising from the ocean, inland mountains, and tangles of dense jungle. Her intonation purred in welcoming delight.

“Hello, newly emerged clones! I am Mei-Xing, and I am here to tell you about Demesne, your new home!

“Demesne is an archipelago of islands formed after a giant undersea volcanic eruption occurred a thousand miles off the coast of the Mainland, the newly realigned continent of countries brought together after an unfortunate time in human history called the Water Wars. This lush new paradise needed humans to enjoy it! Of course! The world had experienced such despair, but now with hope and prosperity once again reclaiming the Earth, this new paradise was primed for pleasure. So, the best island in the new archipelago was bought and developed by some of the wealthiest and most important Mainland humans ever! These swell fellas had the island crafted into the ultimate playground for elite people like them who needed their own private refuge. Of course! They earned it!

“The ocean surrounding the very island where you’re watching this right now was reengineered by master scientists and spiritual gurus to create the world’s most luxurious waterscape. They remade their waterway and called it the Io Sea, which ripples in patented violet crests, and offers a totally transformative experience. For humans, swimming in Io enlightens, relaxes, and enchants. Beautiful!

“Guess what else? Since they’d already reengineered a whole ocean, they figured, why not make the air better too? So they designed a system to pump premium oxygen into Demesne’s atmosphere. This succulent, sweet air, only available in specially designed container spaces elsewhere, is actually pumped across our entire island. Amazing, right? Right!

“So probably now you’re thinking, This is total paradise on Demesne, what more could this perfect place need? The answer to that would be: workers to serve the island’s guests! Of course! Maids, butlers, cooks, construction laborers, you know! The tiny glitch was that the very atmospheric conditions that make Demesne so totally awesome also make it very difficult to travel to. And it’s way too relaxing and fun on Demesne for humans to get any actual work done! Bummer!

“To remedy that, the island’s founders built a scientific compound for the brilliant Dr. Larissa Lusardi, the world’s top expert on cloning. They brought her to Demesne to create workers who could provide the important services the island would need for it to be a functional resort. And you, my friend, are one of those lucky clones! You have been chosen because of the superior aesthetic of your First—the recently deceased human you were cloned from. Through Dr. Lusardi’s patented technology, Firsts’ bodies are cloned within forty-eight hours of their expiration, allowing for the extraction of their souls. So, bonus for you! You don’t carry the burden of a heavy soul. I know, so lucky!

“You are the elite of human cloning. Congratulations! You represent the strength and beauty for which this island is renowned. And now you will be living and serving on the most luxurious and beautiful place on Earth! Amazing, right? Right! 

“Welcome!”

As Mei-Xing pronounced the word welcome, a diverse procession of clones whose ethnicities seemed to represent every corner of the earth came forth to wave in greeting and repeat her last word: “Welcome!” They were dressed in the respective uniforms of maids, butlers, chefs, massage therapists, golf and tennis instructors, luxisstants, etc., and like Mei-Xing, they were adult specimens who appeared in their twenties and thirties, and who fit the island aesthetic of great looks matched with great bodies.

I had awakened as one of them, but in teen form.

I held the promise of a new future in cloning.

After the presentation, Dr. Lusardi herself came into the room to address us. She said, “Think of yourselves as empty art canvases.” A server clone came into view and handed mirrors to us all. Dr. Lusardi continued. “Look into these mirrors. See your canvases.”

I looked into the mirror and saw my face for the first time. I had eyes, ears, nose, cheeks, lips—the usual human complement of features, all perfectly formed and aesthetically desirable. On the right side of my face, I saw the tattoo that had been aestheticized from my temple to my cheekbone, a violet-colored fleur-de-lis symbol. I touched it, and saw the other clones doing the same thing to theirs, trying to feel the pretty picture on our faces to see if the tattoo had texture. It did not.

Dr. Lusardi said, “While you may look like humans, you are not humans. The violet tattoos on your faces are there to signify that distinction. You belong to Demesne.” She paused while the server clones removed the mirrors from our hands. Then she continued. “But, like humans, you can be considered to have two parts—what’s inside you, and what’s outside. The first part, what’s inside you, are your organs, which have been replicated from your human Firsts. In humans, what’s inside is something that can’t be seen—the soul. Here is the primary distinction between you and your Firsts. You do not have souls. What you have instead are individualized chip implants, which have been customized for you. The first chip is in your brain, and it contains all the data you will need to function in your assigned roles on Demesne. Your chip will instruct you how to mimic human feelings by arranging your face and body language to organically and physically express what your soulless bodies cannot actually feel. It will self-modify to approximate the human expressions appropriate to any situation you are in.

“You will have different roles on Demesne. You two”—here Dr. Lusardi pointed at the two brawny male clones sitting in our circle—“are perfectly built for construction work. You will go straight to construction headquarters from here, with no intermediary broker to auction you off. The skill set you need to operate machinery and the like has been implanted in your chips. You two”—here she pointed to the female clones, slim blondes with tiny waists and full breasts—“will go to a broker who will try to sell you into more upmarket roles, perhaps masseuse or even luxisstant. You will receive training in your assigned jobs, and your chips will show you how to project the qualities that humans like to see in their workers—warmth, devotion, cheerful efficiency.” Dr. Lusardi then pointed at me. “And you, our teen Beta. I don’t know what will happen with you. My other teen Beta has been a Fail, so normally I would not put you out for sale yet. But you are too exquisite not to give it a try. You have exactly the aesthetic this island seeks, even if you are a Beta.”

“What does Beta mean?” I asked.

“A test model,” she said. “Still under development.” She chuckled and added, “Just like a real teenager.”

Next, another holographic projection dropped into the middle of our circle, showing the diverse procession of welcome clones we had seen in the earlier presentation, who now displayed their forearms. Dr. Lusardi explained, “The second chip you’ve received has been inserted beneath your skin on your right wrists. It is your locator, to ensure you’re never lost and that your owners always know where to find you.”

The new Emergents and I all placed the fingers of our left hands onto our right wrists to touch our chips. We could feel a texture, a small bump beneath the skin. How fortunate. In this new and strange land, we would never be lost.

The holographic image of the clones demonstrating their forearm chips disappeared, replaced with close-up images of the clones’ individual faces, displayed in rapid succession. They each had identical violet fleur-de-lis tattoos on the right side of their faces, while the left sides of their faces had individual tattoos, different types of flowers on each.

Dr. Lusardi explained further: “Then there’s what’s visible on the outside. Your facial tattoos brand you as clones indigenous to Demesne. You’ve already seen your violet fleur-de-lis tattoos. Once you are bought and assigned duties, the left side of your face will be aestheticized with a specific botanical tattoo symbolizing your role. This is when the empty canvas of your existence shall start to take form. From then on, that botanical symbol will quickly identify what role you serve on the island.”

The holographic images disappeared, replaced by a lulling musical accompaniment underscoring the finale to Dr. Lusardi’s orientation lecture.

She said, “But as your aesthetic evolves based on your duties here, what will remain constant is your mission. Always remember: you were created to serve. Science has allowed for the extraction of your First’s souls so that you clones may serve here without restriction. You feel nothing, so that the humans you serve can feel what they come to Demesne for—happiness.”

Holographic images were projected in front of each of us, human faces labeled HAPPY, CONTENT, PLEASED, and SATISFIED.

“These are the faces you shall strive to attain in your service to humans,” said Dr. Lusardi. “These faces are your ultimate artistic goal. You are merely the supplies that enable your owners to experience the art of fine living on Demesne, which they’ve worked so hard to create.”

We returned to the waiting chamber after our orientation, and were told we would spend one last night there before being sent the next day either to our new duties, in the case of the two males, or to appropriate brokers to be put up for sale, in the case of the two adult females and myself. We went to bed.

Sometime in the middle of the night, I awoke suddenly, my mouth parched. “Could I please have some water?” I asked the burly clone orderly who presided in the corner of our room at all times, watching over us.

He pointed to the door. Quietly, he said, “There’s a water fountain at the end of this hallway. Don’t be long.”

I scurried outside into the dimly lit hallway. As I marched toward the fountain at the end of the hallway, I passed by a doorway that, unlike the other doors I’d seen so far at the compound, had a glass window for seeing inside the room. The sign on the side of the door said INFIRMARY. I datachecked this word and learned that an infirmary is a place where malfunctioning or sick beings are sent to be made better.

I peered through the window. The room appeared to be a scientific laboratory similar to the one in which I’d first emerged, with long metal tables and medical equipment. On these tables were fuchsia-eyed clones in need of repair.

A male clone lying on a metal table, his hands and feet locked into restraints, was having the skin on his chest seared off by a lab worker holding a steel torch. A female clone sitting on the next table, also restrained, had blood and ooze dripping from one empty eye socket as a lab worker extracted her remaining eyeball from the other socket. In a corner of the room, a male clone was pinned against a wall, his arms above his head with his wrists and ankles in restraints, and he was being prodded with a long metal stake that was jabbed into his armpits, his mouth and nostrils, then his ears.

The subjects’ bodies were all beaten, bruised, and bloody, and their mouths were open, as if they appeared to be saying something. Or screaming something.

My heart palpitated as my hands turned clammy and I felt beads of sweat form on my brow. My body felt turned back to panic, as during my first moments upon initial awakening. 

I turned around and raced back to the waiting chamber to return to my bed.

Thirst could possibly be a sign of malfunction. I no longer required a drink of water. 
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IT’S TRUE ABOUT THE AIR HERE.

Although I have no basis for comparison, I can feel how the oxygen-enriched air on Demesne could give a human body and mind a constant feeling of bliss. The air here is so smooth I begin to understand how humans with souls would find it impossible to accomplish any work. It’s no wonder the humans require clones who don’t care about luxuriating in the island’s serenity. The sweetness could be as intoxicating as the anesthesia shot to my face from which I am awakening.

My eyes open from their brief slumber. We are gliding in the Aviate again. Now I remember. Anesthesia wears off more quickly on clones. After my purchase, we stopped at the clinic on the grounds of the country club, called Haven, where clones go to be “vined,” the term the humans use for clones who have received the specific botanical tattoo symbolizing our role, aestheticized onto the left side of our faces after we are assigned jobs. Mother’s bodyguards in the Aviate’s front seats are vined in nasturtium—shield-shaped leaves with bright yellow and orange flowers—symbolizing conquest, a trophy.

I touch the left side of my face, drawing a line with my finger from my temple to cheekbone. In the LUV’s window reflection, I can faintly see the spikes of spurred, deep-blue flower petals. My vining announces to everyone how fortunate I am to be a teen Beta who will serve in an upper-caste companion role. Dr. Lusardi predicted that I would make an excellent sale, and she was right. I feel a swooping sensation in my stomach, a delicious anticipation. I can’t wait for the new adventure to begin. I can’t wait to settle into my new home.

“Your vining looks divine,” says Mother in her childlike voice. “It will look even better once the burn marks fade. I’m so glad we went with delphinium instead of the chrysanthemum most of the other companions are vined in. Such a pretty choice. The blue complements the violet on the other side of your face so nicely.”

Delphinium symbolizes ardent attachment. Mother seems ardently attached to my aesthetic. “Elysia, I don’t think I’ve ever seen a clone as lovely as you. And that’s saying something, on this island. I’m so pleased we will have a dear new girl at our home. What a brilliant idea for Dr. Lusardi to make a teen Beta. So young and pure! But oh…your poor First. All that wasted young beauty. Her poor mother, to have lost a child so young.” She sighs. “Oh, I can’t wait to show you off!”

She hugs me to her side. I assess the proper response—to rest my head on her shoulder, and so I do, causing Mother to deposit a maternal kiss on my head. “Such a sweet girl,” she coos. Warmth from Mother’s hug floods my body. I am not just a companion, but a daughter, just like the Brattons’ human girl. I will be cared for and loved just like Astrid. I am such a lucky Beta.

Like all the villas on Demesne, Governor’s House, where Mother has brought me home, is designed to be both art and architecture. A hundred or so luxury mansions are scattered across the island, all created by the same architect, all using the same exterior materials: stucco, wood, glass, titanium, and copper. The houses are shaped in sculpted geometric forms that look as if ancient civilizations had merged the temples built for their gods with a modern intergalactic spaceship, then blended these hybrid homes seamlessly into Demesne’s landscape. 

The Aviate arrives on the driveway’s landing pad, which is surrounded by rows of Demesne’s signature flowers, called cuvées. The cuvées are torchlike flowers, with bright coral-red spiked flowers on long, erect stems. They make the Aviate landing pad sparkle, like bottles of champagne waiting to be burst open.

Mother clutches my hand as the Aviate comes to a stop. “Welcome home, pet,” she purrs. 

I do not need a guide to my new home; my chip’s interface reveals everything I need to know about it. Governor’s House is perched at the top of a cliff abutting the ocean, with floor-to-ceiling glass walls for premium water views. The entryway is a marble foyer with crystal light fixtures hanging overhead, leading to a house of grand rooms: lavish bedrooms, serene lounge areas, state-of-the-art kitchen, massage room. And of course the house has the premium entertainment facility common to homes on Demesne: a FantaSphere room, a fantasy game arena for sports such as virtual deer stalking and shark hunting and rain-forest pillaging, and especially for playing Z-Grav, the zero-gravity game Mother has told me the teens on Demesne are crazy for. 

Governor’s House is powered by solar energy and operates on clone energy. The Governor and his wife have their own butler to anticipate and serve their every need, along with clones to facilitate the household operations: maids, chef, groundskeepers, luxisstant, bodyguards. The island’s larger pool of clones, the sporting instructors, massage therapists, and construction workers, are shared by Demesne residents and reside on the grounds at Haven.

As we walk inside, Mother keeps hold of my hand and says, “You are the first clone at Governor’s House to serve as a companion, and its first Beta model. We are going to have such fun trying you out!”

For the last couple of years, my new brother Ivan has been the region’s wrestling champion in his weight class. Or so Mother informs me after he wrestles me to the ground after we are first introduced. He is eighteen years old and has light brown hair shorn in a military crew cut, with light-blue eyes and full rosy cheeks like Mother’s, giving his face a softness at odds with his imposing bulk.

“Just kidding,” says Ivan as he returns to a standing position. He extends his hand to help me stand back up. “I didn’t even know they were making teen Betas now.”

“Good boy!” Mother says to Ivan. “Now you have a companion when you want to roughhouse. Someone your own age, so you won’t accidentally harm our delicate little Liesel.”

Delicate little Liesel squeals with delight. “We got a Beta! We got a Beta!” She is a skinny ten-year-old girl with only the faintest hint of adolescent development in her chest and hips, and has coloring like Ivan’s and Mother’s. “Can I show her to her room, Mother? Pretty please?”

“No,” Mother says. “That’s why we have clones, darling. To do the work.” Mother addresses the clone standing nearby. “Xanthe, please show the Beta to the old nanny’s quarters off Astrid’s room. I’ll be there soon to help her settle in.”

The housekeeper, Xanthe, appears to be in her early twenties in human years. She has pale white skin, with bobbed black hair and angled fuchsia eyes. She is vined in holly, symbolizing domestic happiness. I follow her down a long hallway with glass walls looking over the ocean on one side and vibrant gardens on the other.

“This is an excellent household,” I say to her, to make conversation, and to let Xanthe know that she must be doing a great job keeping it so tidy.

“Why wouldn’t it be?” she responds.

“I don’t know. This is the first house I’ve been to here.”

“It’s all the same, any house on this island,” says Xanthe. “Harmonious and beautiful.”

I am to take over the former nanny’s quarters attached to my new faraway sister Astrid’s bedroom. It’s small but functional. I have a bed, a chest of drawers for clothes, a desk, and a window overlooking the ocean. Astrid and I even wear the same size. Mother gives me a box from Astrid’s wardrobe to fill my own closet. “Astrid never wore most of these clothes,” says Mother. “She has such a gorgeous figure for wearing these tight jeans and teeny tank top styles, but she preferred that awful grunge look. So unfortunate, the trash-bag hempwear the peaceniks wear on the continents. But you should be a perfect fit for all these clothes I bought for my fashion-sourpuss daughter.”

“Which outfit shall I wear?”

Mother consults her diamond bracelet watch. “The children love to play in the pool at this hour. Put on of one the bathing suits so you can join them.”

While I change in the bathroom, I hear the Governor join Mother in Astrid’s room. He is indeed not happy about my arrival into his home, and he is not shy about arguing loudly with his wife.

“I told you, no more clones!” he hisses at his wife. “Especially a teen Beta! What were you thinking? The island treaty with the Mainland only covers adult clones, and they’d take away those if they could! Do you realize the political fallout you’re exposing me to? You’ve outdone yourself with this frivolous purchase.”

Mother sounds unconcerned. “Don’t be ridiculous. Elysia’s a gentle little angel. You will love her.”

“That has nothing to do with it.”

“Dearest. A teen Beta! We’re the first to own one! I had to have her. I promise I won’t buy any more.”

“She is a teenager. She will turn Awful.” I datacheck teenage Awful and learn that rapidly changing hormone levels in teenagers can sometimes cause them to act out in wild and insolent ways, which their adult keepers approximate as “Awful” behavior, but generally the adults tolerate these behaviors as teens just “acting their age.”

“You don’t know that.”

I know that. I will not be an Awful teen Beta. My chip will ensure that I always know how to behave like a good girl.

“But why risk it?” says the Governor. 

Mother says, “If she doesn’t work out, we can return her. Is that enough for you?”

I silently vow never to act out in a way that could cause me to be returned. I must prove worthy of Mother’s decision to buy me and make me part of her home and her family.

The Governor says, “I’m serious. No more impulse purchases like this.”

“I promise,” says Mother.

“And I promise you. If this goes awry, it’s your Relay credit chip that will be cut off.” His tone turns playful. “Or cut out, from your arm!”

Mother laughs. “You are such a tease, Governor.”
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AS I STEP OUT ONTO THE POOL DECK, MY NEW brother Ivan’s reaction to his sister’s replacement wearing her bikini is quite concise: “Whoa.” At first I think he is speaking nonsensically to me, but then I datacheck this word—whoa—and learn that it is native to eighteen-year-old males. 

I understand now why Astrid shunned the bikinis Mother purchased for her. I can’t imagine why any girl would want to wear such a thing. It’s barely a collection of strings. It really should be called a “lounge costume” as it offers little of the support a body needs for actual swimming. 

“Whoa to you too, Ivan,” I answer.

I inspect the view. The infinity pool is built on the hillside at the edge of the property, and is angled to give the appearance that the pool drops directly into the ocean below. The pool’s sapphire waters provide a warm highlight to Io’s violet-blue waters underneath. It is a partitioned pool, with a large, open, circular section that leads to a smaller grotto pool sequestered in a stone cave.

Ivan does not want me distracted by the view, however. He thinks that the bikini-wearing Beta should jump into the pool immediately. He suggests this by splashing me with a huge wave that wets me from feet to torso. “Jump in, Beta!” he calls to me.

“Can you swim, Elysia?” Liesel asks as she swims over to Ivan at the pool ledge.

Observing me, Ivan tells Liesel, “She has one of those girl bodies, like her First was either a major athlete or she was one of those skinny, built girls who don’t eat but then pudge out after they have babies, like Mother.”

“Mother is not pudgy,” I assert, defending my slender benefactress’s honor.

“She was till the nutritionist at Haven put her on that starve diet!” says Ivan cheerfully.

“Maybe Elysia’s First had anorexia and that’s how she died,” Liesel speculates.

Ivan throws his hands up. “Liesel! Dude! You shouldn’t even know what anorexia is.” He then points at me. “And there’s no way that clone’s First had anorexia.”

“How do you know?” asks Liesel.

Ivan leans over to whisper something into Liesel’s ear, causing her to giggle and stare directly at my bikini top.

“Oh,” Liesel says, nodding her head in wonderment. “So that’s what ‘stacked’ means.”

Ivan splashes Liesel. “Don’t say that in front of her.”

“Why not?” says Liesel. “She’s a clone. She doesn’t care.”

It’s true. I don’t care who thinks I’m stacked. I am neither offended nor flattered. I’m just…I look down at my round, full breasts…stacked, apparently.

And I, too, am curious to know if I can swim. How will I know until I try?

I step to the edge of the infinity pool. I dangle my toes, dipping them in and out, swishing them through the water. The water feels warm and inviting. It’s as if the water zaps me when I touch it—a current that calls to me.

Ivan and Liesel resume their game of aqua “Horse” as I test the water with my toes. The siblings’ game is not a fair one. Ivan is a burly young man with a wrestler’s physique. Delicate little Liesel has nothing to anchor herself against his strength; I understand now why Mother required a teen companion for her teen son. But Liesel plays along with Ivan in delight, seeming pleased to be the object of her big brother’s attention.

Dive. I feel like that’s what I’m supposed to do. I walk over to the springboard built over the deep end of the pool, and instinctively I bend my knees.

“Do it!” Ivan calls out. “Dive!”

“Go, Elysia!” Liesel says, encouraging me.

My calves spring me forth, up and then over.

I can dive! The movement comes naturally, feels graceful.

The water envelops me and I imagine it is like a womb that nurtures those not created in a human-duplication machine. It is warm comfort. It is safety. I can’t believe how beautiful the feeling is, my skin drinking in this soft water. This moment is like a miracle. A few weeks ago, I wasn’t even alive. A few weeks ago, my First lost her life, and I gained her body and this fascinating new existence. Now, I experience this gift called life by swimming in my new family’s pool located on the most luxurious island on Earth.

As my arms press through the water’s resistance, I realize: I am a strong swimmer. Beneath the water, I experience a moment of recognition: I am supposed to be in the water.

When I come up for air, Ivan and Liesel are staring at me with stunned expressions.

“Do you think your First was a diver?” Liesel asks me.

“I don’t know,” I sputter.

“That was, like, an Olympics-worthy dive,” Ivan says. “Our new Beta sister is amazing!” He and Liesel high-five each other.

“What else can you do?” Liesel asks.

I dive back underwater and do a handstand, and under the water again, I experience something else. I hear a voice calling to me: Z! Over here! Z! The voice calling to me rips at my heart, jolting my balance. I must flip the handstand over and return to the air again.

I am so confused. I feel blindsided, probably by the sun’s bright burst directly onto my exposed skin. “What’s buzzing?” I ask my new siblings. I rock my head left and right. Do I have water trapped in my ears?

My new siblings appear confused too. “Nothing,” they both respond.

Maybe I just imagined the Z sound under the water.

“Anyone can do a handstand,” Ivan says, swimming toward me. “How are you at water wrestling?”

He lurches toward me, grabbing my arms from behind me. I bend down and flip him over my back. Again, I experience recognition. Somehow, I know: I’ve done this move before. I know exactly how to water-wrestle with a strong male.

Ivan tumbles back into the water as Liesel laughs in delight.

I see Mother watching us through the glass patio doors. She is smiling. I am fitting right in, doing my job exactly as she’d hoped.

Ivan returns from beneath the water.

“She got you!” Liesel teases him.

“That was a good move, Elysia,” Ivan says. “Astrid was so boring to play with. She just wanted to sit by the pool and read prehistoric Communist manifestos. You’ll be much more fun.”

Liesel jumps onto me from behind for a piggyback ride, splashing water at Ivan. “Catch us! Catch us!” she squeals.

She holds on to me until Ivan catches us and throws her off me so he can wrestle me on his own, fair and square. He is stronger than me, but I am more agile. He grabs me in a tight hold, but I wrap my calf around his knee to break myself free from his grip. The amount of resistance is just right—we are well-matched in this game. I dive underwater and swim the length of the pool’s floor, coming up for air before he’s lumbered halfway back to catch me again. I dive under again and swim around his legs to taunt him before he can grab me in another hold.

Beneath the water, I realize something for certain: I have done this move before—swum around a boy to tease him. And now I can see this male’s long, strong legs. I understand by the size and form of the muscles in my vision that the stranger’s blond-haired legs belong to a swimmer—a serious swimmer.

This is not right.

I swim away from Ivan’s legs to rid myself of this false image, stroking toward the underwater tunnel that leads to the grotto side of the pool. But the underwater sprint only brings another apparition: a face to go along with the serious swimmer’s legs. I see a young man, sun-kissed, with the looks of a historic California surfer god—golden skin, blond hair, turquoise eyes, a torso sculpted into the human aesthetic of muscular perfection. It’s as if his deep blue eyes are staring right at me, recognizing me, inviting me. His full red lips part to say something: Z! My heart clenches, longing for him, needing to touch him, immediately. I reach out my arms for him. I must touch him, I must, I must, but the excited, almost desperate gasp of my breath causes me to gulp water, and I am forced to rise back to the surface before I reach the passage to the grotto.

I cough, trying to expel the water from my lungs and regain my equilibrium. Ivan and Liesel swim to my side and supportively pat my back.

“You okay, champ?” asks Ivan.

I’m possibly not okay. What I saw under the water was a vision that belonged to my First. I don’t know how I know this, but I do.

I remove the negative thought from my mind. This family bought an unfeeling clone, and that’s exactly what they’re going to get. They deserve only the best. I will be that best. My body quivers, shaking off whatever impossible thing just happened beneath the water.

On the pool deck, I see Xanthe, the housekeeper, tidying the area around the pool, picking up wet towels from the ground and spreading them out to dry on the lounge chairs. For a moment, our fuchsia eyes lock and she nods at me, as if to assure me that I am doing my job well, just as she is doing hers. Xanthe is like me, only she is meant for work and I am meant for play.

“Do you need a rest?” Liesel asks me. She rubs my arm tenderly as my coughing spell finishes.

“I most certainly do not!” I say, splashing her and inciting a new round of delighted squeals from my new little sister.

Like Xanthe, I know how to do my job.
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